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Prophet from a panel house elevator
Derisively, concisely and with understanding about the post-communistic society

A novel written by a contemporary Romanian writer: one would not call this an attractive publicity. It also took five years until one was published here in the end of the last year. But it´s worth it.


The novel´s name is Simion Liftnicul, written in 2001 by this year´s fifty-five-year-old  Petru Cimpoesu and to tell the truth, it wasn´t pointed out before the beginning of March by the translators´ jury of the Magnesia Litera prize. An unadept person can not dare to judge the level of the translation, the level of the text is though enviable – last novel of such a komplexity a and full of layers was published here in 1994, when Jáchym Topol´s Sister came out.  
Simion Liftnicul is of course significantly different, having with Sister in common the effort to chronicle the radical transformation, taking place in Romania in 1989, though filled with more blood (Cimpoesu calls it neutrally Events) and which fully opened a door to many alluring and enriching – in a material and spiritual sense –, but also insidious novelties. While Topol  absorbed it and poured it out in a frantic beat which took the image of a dark phantasmagoric drama, Cimpoesu´s book is full of a popular, one can say communal satire, though with many passages, where he at large goes through the spirituality and which transform themselves into marvellous Christian parables, while it´s not fully clear, how seriously or ironically does he mean it. 
The novel is composed of a couple stories of people living in one deteriorating panel house in a middle-sized city in Romanian Moldavia. A resembling heterogenous societies constrainedly interconnected by socialistic egalitarianism: people from utterly different social classes. All of them have a status they lost or are losing and they are looking for a new one: mostly confused, tired-out and failing which seems like their being fate. Former director of a slaughter house tries to see himself through the politics, but suddenly there appear hundreds of people like him. A television fan is bewitched by the Romanian broadcasting of the BBC as well as the multilevel marketing methods. Young literature teacher is interested in her talented student (who is secretly in love with her), in the same time she compulsively attends a tantra yoga classes, which are more than just an excercise. The janitor once worked as a electrician at the Securitate secret police, which no longer helps him to strenghten his authority above the tenants, And Simion, the shoemaker, one day gets stuck in the elevator while aloud thinking about God and his influence on the fates of others.                       This naturally holds many grotesque situations, while Cimpoesu knows how to make them grow stronger, further interconnecting them, which has the result of an even greater effect. From the situational humour he easily jumps to a strictly intellectual humour, then getting his characters to contemplate the smallness and greatness of the Romanian nation and muse on faith, soul, death and other profound things. Though the writer describes his heroes (none of them is his main character) with sarcasm, at the same time he shows a certain amount of understanding (not the same with everyone). The resulting keen irony then doesn´t dwell on mockery, doesn´t abuse the vice sof average people to gain easy points. He goes further, to the analysis of the problems: communism, which took even more dramatical and bizarre proportions in Romania, didn´t destroy solely the governing and administrative system of the country. Worse was its influence on each citizen: even after its downfall people only passively wait for the time they are going to live well, instead of attempting to change something, letting themselves to be fooled by profiteers and crooks and putting their strength to unreal visions, spiritual as well as emotional and material.                                                                                      While reading Cimpoesu´s novel, we get an idea to compare it once to Karel Poláček, once to Thomas Bernhard. With the former has Cimpoesu in common the interest in small-town figures, with the latter noble but profound and despiseful undermining of all the national nostalghias, myths and illusions. It seems as if the problem is similar in different countries: the more are people lazy, less educated and inapt (resulting in mostly being unsuccessful and not satisfied in their personal and working life), the more important is the collective identity for them, nation in the best. Czech reader can be grateful that these weakening but still noticeable tendencies of a post-communistic society can be amusely and pertinently described by a Romanian writer, when no Czech one is able to do it. Anyway: they don´t even try much.
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