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Romanian who beat all the Czech books
Awarded 

The story in the book takes place in the panel house with an elevator, which can be as Romanian as Czech. And not only because of that became Simion Liftnicul the best Czech book of the year. 

The Romanian writer Petru Cimpoesu, who will come as a guest in a couple of days to the book fair Bookworld, is probably quite surprised his novel Simion Liftnicul succeded in the Czech Republic. The ironic humour glossing the post revolutionary changes  and the attack of the "big things“ from the West, is by no means very close to us. 

* Are you surprised Simion Liftnicul is the Czech book of the year? 

Yes and no. Yes, I’m surprised, I didn’t expect a novel by a countryfied writer from a country itself being the border province of Europe, succeed in getting the attention in a country with values so well appreciated on the international cultural market – I mean number of the great Czech writers I have read, beginning with Hašek, Čapek or Hrabal to Havel or Kundera. No, I’m not surprised, because the characters in my novel and their problems run through the eastern Europe from Moscow to Berlin and from Lithuania to Bulgaria or Macedonia. So I suppose one could find a panel house with an elevator in Prague, where one could resort himself to protest the downfall of the world

* As one can assume from your novel, the Czech and Romanian post-revolutionary transformation resemble themselves in many ways. Do you feel a desilusion, brough by the development? 

I don’t know the Czech political situation very well. But the Czech Republic was lucky in having Václav Havel, Charta 77, communictic leaders such as Dubček, who attempted to humanize what could be in the communism humanized, that there was more educated working class and the place was geographically closer to the West. Romania had none of this. But it had the Securitate, secret police, which had under the control everything, including the political leaders – and I suppose controls them even today. I can’t say I would feel desillusioned by the development in Romania after the fall of the communism, because for about a ten years I have no illusions. The chances of Romania are that it was – against all odds! – admitted to the NATO and the European Union. Actually, all the hopes are pointing to Brussels. 

* Have you ever thought about starting a Party of the Indecisive Ones as did one of your characters in your book? 

I have. But the first ones who would join and immediately took the lead, would be the former members of the secret police. They can as well be decisive ones as indecisive ones, liberals as socialists, be part of the popular party or be conservatives. The former Romanian Communistic Party transformed itself into number of parties – liberal, conservative, social democratic – and leads the country on. This I’m talking about in another my novel, Christina Domestica, which, I hope, will be published in the Czech as well. Besides that, it would come the time when the Party of the Indecisive Ones will have to make a decision – and so to deny the meaning of its existence. 
* Not only the development, but also the humour, the ability of self-irony, the sense for absurdity, are resembling. How would you characterize the Romanian humour? 

I don’t think there exists anything like a specific "Romanian humour“. Humour is the general characteristics of intelligent people. As a typical representant of a Romanian humour is considered to be Luca Caragiale, writing in the second half of the 19. century and first years of the 20. century. But his poignant humour with a scent of absurdity is typical for only one part of Romania, the southern one. Romania is composed of three historical countries, Transylvania, Moldavia and Wallachia. Transylvanians are thought to not to have a developed sense for humour. The humour of Moldavians, as is mine, is more warm-hearted, tolerant, self-ironic. From what I have read I suppose the Czech humour is closer to the Moldavian one. The Good Soldier Švejk is something like a Moldavian. But maybe I‘m wrong. A short time ago I saw a couple of Czech films, Limonádový Joe for example, and their humour tended to be absurd. Hrabal‘ s humour is accompanied with something like a deep shiver, a cold blast of void.

 
* How does it feel to be a Romanian writer? 

Great, if one has enough of money. If not, it‘ s very very bad! I’m a mining engineer, I don’t support myself with my writing. Not a long time ago I was still working at an oil company, now I’m a clerk at the state administrative. If one wants to write for living in Romania, he has to publish a book every year and sell at least 30.000 copies of it. The average number of copies is under the 1.000, the best ones don‘t go above 3.000 copies. And as everywhere else, the best books are not the bestsellers and vice versa. That’s how it is and we can‘t be angry about it. I write, when I can’t not to write, no one makes me to do it and so for what I do, I can’t claim anything. 


* You write that Romanians exchanged the Ceausescu cult for God. The Czech society stays further mainly atheistic. Do you think this results from a more intensive need of the Romanians to believe, to follow, to surrender? 

I would like to screen this assertion out. I personally have had a certain religionistic experience I could never forsake. But according to my opinion, in the subconsciousness of our so-called Christians there is God only something like a substitution or Ceausescu. Someone like a heavenly administrator, distributing estates of this world according to how much piteously or loudly does one pray. Most of the Romanians consider themseves to be Orthodox Christians, but the Orthodoxy since the time immemorial lived in a different rhythm than Catholicism or Protestantism. The Romanians indeed have certain tendency to the surrender, fatalism, certainly influenced by the hundreds of years long Turkish occupation of the Romanian territory. The Czechs, as far as I know, tended more to the reformed church – and their stance could have been influenced by the example of Martin Luther, who considers his relation to God his personal thing. The descendands of the unsophisticated woman who thought to be right, from love to God, to bring one more piece of wood to the fire where Jan Hus burnt, are today, as you say, atheists. It‘s maybe the consequence of the fact, that you had no Ceausescu, so God didn‘t find emptied space he could occupy. And speaking of the ateism, let me take this affirmation with a reserve, at least till one comes up with an unequivocally accepted definition of God. For now I think that atheists as well as believers use only partial and purpose-built definitions – from where the numerous misunderstandings rise, some of them comic, other tragic. 

* The story of your novel takes place in a panel house. Do you think people are somehow influenced by the experience of the panel house, or more precisely collectively lived life? 

Taking it all, my novel aims to answer the question: How can a man living in a panel house become a saint? First, is that possible at all? I suppose so. The amiability, patience, the respect for others can show themselves even when you live in a lousy panel house. It‘ s easier to become a saint if you resort yourself to a cave, forest or desert. More of merit is to be if not the saint, then at least a virtuous citizen, living in a panel house. This is one of the messages in my book. And in this sense, my book is optimistic. 

* You are an engineer, specialized on oil mining. What brought you to the literature? 

I don’t know exactly, it could either be congenital defect, some treacherous devil or perplexed angel, dice which fell on the edge and stayed like that, or simply my desire to communicate with other people. 


