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“The Mimstry of Pain™ a novel
abot Yugeslay emigres in Am-
sterdam, gets 1ts title from a Dch
sex shop, but it could just a5 eaaly
have been called “Exle on Man
Sreet,” for the Oreellian rewot-
ing of sty that accompaned
the Yugeaslay civil war ensured that
there would be no place where 1t
refupgees would really el at home
They are strangers in Amsterdam,
a aty, a the narrator, Tanga Lucic,
nedes, that 5 buil on sand

Bt they are alsostrangers with-
in ther own memories. What doss
i mean i be a ctizen o a nation
that no longer officially exists? To
speak Serbo-Croatian, a language
drappearing from the lexcons?
And most o all, to be tormented
by “Tugonostalgie,” a longing for
the homely tovia o youth — pop
songs, TV shows, snack foods, train
ndes through a united country —
when that cozy nation of memaory
was dlmeady shiding, though they
didn’t know it, toward 1ts own dis-
solution? What can these siranded
people trust, and where do they
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Whe n Tanja, a young professa
from Zagrel, & gwen a oneywear

[ERRy BAUZE

Dubravka Ugresic

pist teackl ng what 15 sl {though
uneasily) called Serbo-Cr catian at
the Umwnsity of Amsterdam, she
finds thatthe class 5 filled with her
fellow refugess, 4l of whom need
student visas Her students and
their sties become her wodd
Whe else could pasably under-
stand therr sitvation? Nal the fols
back home, mmersed in ther
own story. Mot the Dutch et her,
whose famous tolerance, # turns
o, sometimes just masks indiffer-
ence. The very fact of their depar-
ture from Yugeslavia and ther
subsequent scrambling for jobs,
apartments and a sense of the fu-
ture umite them at first. Tanja, like
a nencommuntst Tit o, encourages
that umty, ehating from her stu-
dents stories and essays about ther
shared past.

Fax a winle, it works. The con-
versation 15 lively and the esays
the students write are heartbreak-
ing, haunting and funny. Selim, a
Bosman whase father was mur-

dered by Serbs, might needle Bo
ban, a Serbwhe even Selim knows
had neAling to do with i But has
nbling 5 pretly mild compared
with what the mcrts have dome
back home Even the students’ at-
tempt at expanati on for the case
of the war spreads the blame
around-

“There's somet ling fundamen-
tally {= wrong with a language
that instead of saying ‘The child 15
sleeping soundly o ‘sleeping
deeply’ says skeping the sleep o
the but chered " *

“That’s what brought the war
e

“What deo you mean?™

M wou thi nk your kads about to
e butchered, you pack a gun and
fire at the drop o a hat ™

Bt things fall apart War trials
at The Hague reawaken dd pan A
student commits sweide Another
compla ns anonymeously to the de
partment about Tanga's freewhesl-
ing teaching style, and suddenly
she finds herself beseged by all
the parancia and self-pty she
thought she hadlefi at home.

Araid of lodng power she
didn’t even know she wanted, she
begim 1o wield it adocmatically,
even imatiomally. Na for nothing,
it turns cut, & this book named af-
ter ashop specializing 1nsadomas-
oclostic sex garb. Tama's most -
telligent student, the mystenouws,
sardome Igor, tracks her down to
her apartment, and in a scene that
manages to be bath sexy and tern-
fying, suggests that Tanf might
nel, after all, be a5 innocent & she

wrttld Like for belie v “T ell me, has
it cocurred to youthat all that time
youl may have been tortun ng ws?
Has it coourred toyou that the st
dents you forced to emember
were yearning to farge?”

Dubravka Ugresic, a Yugoslay
emigre herself, has wotten mexe
than 10 volumes of esays and fic-
tiom Her last wes “Theank You o
Nat Beading ™ a latterly witty col-
kction of esays abou the state of
hterture and publishing today
“The Ministry of Pain™ 5 also con
cerned with lterature — Tanja, af-
ter all, 15 a literature profesor —
bt alse language dself “Lan
HUAZE WS OUT CHMmmon tmEuma,”
says Tama “Language wasa weap-
o, afterall- i branded, 1t betraged,
it separated and umted ”

Thiz1s not a newel for those whe
prefer their war stories smplistic
and full «of snazzy exploding
beormbs With its multitude of vae-
e fthe student esays inserted
throughout the tex), its canny vi-
gnettes of Dutch and e migre Life,
s lits of poetry, is jobes and
wirdplay, “The Mimstry of Pan”
to<n, % bt om sand, the narrative
comtanlly shifting and keeping
Tanja fand the reader) off balance
Only the war aiminak have the
luxury of feeling no gualt. In an era
when bombastic warspeak ema-
nates daly from Washington, 1f's
something to think about. m
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