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NATIONALHISTORY AS A

FAIRY

by Evelina Kelbecheva illustration Karin Sunvisson

he study of collective historical memory*

is pivotal for understanding the present

configuration of a society. The construction

of a memory — or a forgetting — of specific
historic places, events, and protagonists, which we
shall call the realms or topoi of history, indicates social
tendencies, for these topoi are the sources both of the
society’s self-confidence and of deficiencies of that
self-confidence. People’s choices of their own realms
of history can reveal underlying social attitudes, and
demonstrate important political and socio-psychologi-
cal tendencies as well.

The results of the present study, the first of its kind
in Bulgaria, demonstrate the scope of the historical
memory of Bulgarian citizens. The work reveals how
consolidated and coherent the historical memory
of the majority group is, and at the same time how
fragmented the memories of the minority groups can
be. The factors that determined these discrepancies
reveal the relation between the historical memories
and the cultural inclinations of contemporary Bulgar-
ian citizens.

The aim of the research project? was to identify
the places, the events, and the persons (protagonists,
actors) in history which are formative for the contem-

We can choose not toremember certain events. As events that do not fit ourimage of ourselves.

porary identity of Bulgarian citizens today. We have
tried to answer the question whether there exists a
single coherent and normative “grand historical nar-
rative” of Bulgarian national identity, and if so, how
it functions; or whether there are diverse narratives
in circulation among the various social, ethnic, and
religious groups, corresponding to their own value
systems.

THE STUDY EMPHASIZES the memories of the most
numerous linguistic, ethnic, and religious minority
groups. The stratified random sample for them is
larger than for the majority group of ethnic Bulgar-
ians. We interviewed 1009 people, including 575
Eastern Orthodox Bulgarians, 152 Turks, 111 Roma, 94
Bulgarian Muslims, and many other smaller minority
groups: Russians, Armenians, Jews, Greeks, Vlachs,
etc. The aim is to understand to what extent these mi-
nority groups relate to the “Bulgarian” past as “their
own”, and to what extent they project the past of their
group as pivotal for Bulgaria’s past. Is there a “boom
of minority memories”,? or do tendencies towards
integration fabricate a new memory of its own kind by
mimicry? It is precisely the choice of what to include
in historical memory that outlines the parameters and

reveals the strength of tendencies towards integration.

Last but not least, my personal goal was to explain
the reasons behind contemporary Bulgarian citizens’
specific “choice of history”.

In a questionnaire, the respondents were asked to
name the most important place, person, and event in
history, and to state where they learned about those
facts. If the Bulgarian historical memory has been
able to produce a coherent narrative, it should be il-
lustrated by the respondents’ answers to these open
questions.*

Memory
ormemories?

The principal tendencies found by our research proj-
ect can be summarized as follows:

— A few common topics were predominant among
the responses.

— A high proportion of individual responses were
dispersed; that is, they named realms of memory
that were not common to a large group of respon-
dents.

— Places, persons, and events from or related to
national history were predominant.
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— Places, persons, and events related to wars,
revolutions, and politics in general predominated
over those of intellectual, artistic, or spiritual
importance.

— The realms that the respondents indicated as the
most important ones are:

— Mount Shipka (26.9%)*

— Vasil Levski (32.4%)°

— Bulgaria’s liberation from the Ottoman Empire in
1878 (34.4%)

The frequency with which these three leading realms
were mentioned is 16 to 30 percentage points higher
than that of the next most common response in the
given category.

The concentration of these leading realms in one
tiny chronological period and in one typological area
in the majority of the responses could be interpreted
as a crucial condition for the construction of a grand
historical narrative.

However, the sum of the frequencies of dispersed
answers that were given by over 3% of respondents
is overwhelmingly high — over 50%. This could cast
doubt on the existence of a grand national narrative
altogether.

THERE IS ANOTHER question: whether this asymmetri-
cal dispersion of answers is evidence of a postmodern
mosaic memory (in the sense of Nora’s study), or
whether it indicates that a coherent (consensus) na-
tional memory has yet to be constructed.

The answers given by diverse minority groups are
strikingly similar to the answers given by the majority
group. Mount Shipka, Levski, and the Liberation are
frequently named among almost all minority groups.
In fact, although these three leading realms receive
only half as many endorsements among minority
groups as among the majority, they are still the pre-
dominant topoi.

Among the most numerous minority groups —
Turks, Roma, and Bulgarian Muslims — the only excep-
tion is the Turks. The realm of memory they chose
most frequently (15.1%) was the ancient sanctuary of
Perperikon, located near Kardzhali, one of the Bulgar-
ian towns with the highest proportion of ethnic Turks
among its population. This fact indicates clearly that
their local history was much more important for them
than the national history. Still, Levski and the Libera-
tion remain the realms named most often.

The preferences among Roma closely follow those
of the majority group. If we exclude Muslim Roma
(also called Turkish Roma), then the majority of the
Roma responses refer to Bulgaria, Todor Zhivkov’ and
communism.

It is surprising that Muslims of both Bulgarian and
Turkish ethnicity chose emblematic realms of mem-
ory associated with the climax of the struggle against
the Ottoman Empire for national liberation. Many of
them explained that they chose Levski because he
fought, not against the Muslims, but against the Otto-
man Empire, which they perceived as “evil”. Muslims
also indicated the Liberation, which ended the rule
of the same “evil” empire. None of the respondents
referred to the famous declaration by Levski that in
the future “pure and sacred” republic, all would have
equal rights — Christians and Muslims, Bulgarians and
Turks, etc.

One might think that the majority of these cases
represent a certain mimicry: the respondents gave
answers that they thought we the researchers would
know and expect, and that would please us. Some
were quite explicit in their explanations: “Isn’t that the
answer you wanted to hear?” Another fact that should
be mentioned is a growing tendency (in comparison
with previous periods, when we have done research
focused on them) of groups, especially the Turks, to
encapsulate themselves and to refuse to communi-

answered “school”, “history”, or “textbooks”: togeth-
er these accounted for 53.5% of the responses. “Old
people”, “my own experience”, “I was there”, “born
there”, etc., made up another 28.9%. Answers that
mentioned media, Internet, literature, and cinema
totaled 6.3%. This indicates that the most powerful
generators of memory are the classic mechanisms of
compulsory general education. Let us remember “the
monopoly of the diploma”, in Ernst Gellner’s words,"
as the most instrumental factor in the “invention” of
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the identity of Turks in Bulgaria, which eventually led
to the exodus of 350,000 Turks in 1989. The almost
unanimous approval of Zhivkov and communism — es-
pecially among Muslims® — is another surprising find-
ing. The percentage of answers expressing approval
for the communist dictator is almost the same as the
percentage of the answers that referred to the trauma
of the “Regenerative Process”.

THERE IS A CLEAR tendency: the leading realms pre-
dominate over the combined dispersed answers only
among the majority group, the Orthodox Christians.
Thus there is a consensus of memory only among the
majority.

If a national grand historical narrative is identifi-
able only among the Eastern Orthodox Bulgarians,
while the minority groups have much more dispersed
realms of memory, this raises the question whether
the dispersed answers are evidence of a disintegrated
memory or of a postmodern memory, or whether
they reflect the group’s level of integration. A closely
related question is whether Bulgarian society lacks
an institutional center, a classic instrument of mod-
ernization which would be responsible for forming
tendencies of identity and integration.'

Generators
of memory

All the classic generators of memory — educational in-
stitutions, the family, media, literature, informal Inter-
net circles — construct or invent memory by specific
mechanisms. Their study provides us with informa-
tion about the relations between the different realms
of memory (places, events, and protagonists) and the
diverse mechanisms of construction of memory.

The fourth question in the survey form, after the
questions about the respondent’s preferred place,
event, and protagonist in history, asked about the
source of the respondent’s knowledge. The majority

People do not want to recall communism.

frequently mentioned generators of memory in these
cases.

Education also plays a leading role in the memory
formation of the Roma minority. The answers given
by Roma who went to school (predominantly older
people) correspond to the answers given by the major-
ity of the Bulgarians and the Turks: Shipka, Levski,
and the Liberation. Again, these answers may be influ-
enced by mimicry. Among the younger people, who,
unfortunately, are much less educated, the answers
are extraordinarily diverse: important places ranged
from “church” to “the public bath”; historic persons
ranged from “God” to “my children”; events ranged
from “the destruction of the Twin Towers” to “my
friend’s engagement party”.

The results clearly indicate that the most important
source of historical knowledge or memory is school
education, textbooks, and history lessons. These
sources are indicated much more frequently than the
media, family (or “elders”), and personal experience.

FEWER THAN 3% of the respondents named Ivan
Vazov,? despite the fact that Vazov is the demiurge
who initiated the pantheon of historic figures of the
Bulgarian National Revival. His works fixed the heroic
images of the freedom fighters for Bulgarian national
liberation, primarily Levski and Botev, closely fol-
lowed by the Opalchenzi, the Bulgarian volunteers
at the Battle of Shipka. The pantheon created by Ivan
Vazov was later sanctioned by the system of national
celebrations, state festivities, and numerous monu-
ments.

Still, the pivotal question remains, why history text-
books (and school education in general) are capable
of creating identity, and why they determine people’s
own choices of historical topoi. One of the most valu-
able explanations of the “canonical” character of his-
tory textbooks in Bulgaria is the predominant essen-
tialistic model of thinking: “Essentialism is one of the
safest and most comfortable harbors for the human
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mind. . . . In relation with myth-making, essentialistic
thinking represents a functional fantasy which cre-
ates nationalistic fictions in order to secure national
solidarity”." Thus, history textbooks can be regarded
as canonical texts with a clear “missionary character”,
and as fundamental narratives for Bulgarian history.
It is also clear that history textbooks are deeply influ-
enced by the dominant political and ideological goals
of the state: only few textbooks have been revised
since the fall of communism over 20 years ago, and
the nationalistic discourse is still predominant. As a
rule, the sacred figures of the Bulgarian national pan-
theon established at the end of the 19" century have
remained “untouchable” to both historiography and
the mass media.

The making of the
Grand National Narrative

We can trace the process of the making of the grand
national narrative in two directions:
— By the chronology of the realms of memory;
— By the taxonomy of the realms of memory: wars
and revolutions, state and politics, religion and
culture.

THE CHRONOLOGICAL distribution of the answers shows
how, in Ernst Renan’s words, “Forgetting, I would
even go so far as to say historical error, is a crucial fac-
tor in the creation of a nation”.

The following table divides the three realms of
memory into chronological periods:s

Table 1: The chronology of the three realms of memory

Christ as the most important historical figure were min-
imal: 5% of Bulgarians and 7% of Roma. The latter ap-
parently belong to various Protestant denominations,
which have only recently proliferated among the Roma.

Every historical narrative about the “Bulgarian
lands”,” as absurd as it may sound, starts with prehis-
tory and Thracian antiquity (the second and first mil-
lennia BC). The most commonly named realm associ-
ated with prehistory is the “oldest gold treasure in the
world”, which dates from 4560—4450 BC, the Aeneo-
lithic Age. It was discovered accidentally in 1972 near
the city of Varna on the Black Sea, and includes the
oldest known gold artifacts. The narrative continues
with a description of the major archeological findings
up to the Thracian civilization, which has a different
status. The major idea is that historical development
follows an uninterrupted line that ultimately leads to
the emergence of the Thracian civilization — a concept
that is quite problematic, like any autochthonic theory
of national genesis.

The Thracian period is perceived as a prologue to
Bulgarian history. But since when? Have the Thracians
always been understood as an organic, inseparable
part of the Bulgarians, who have only been present in
the Balkans since the 6 century AD? In the mid-1970s,
the leading Bulgarian Byzantologist Dimiter Angelov
published his work Formation of the Bulgarian Nation,
in which the holy trinity of Bulgarian ethnogenesis
appeared for the first time: Angelov called Thracians,
Slavs, and Bulgarians the “three components of the
Bulgarian nation”.®

The appearance of Angelov’s volume and its
prompt incorporation in
the history textbooks is
closely linked to another

Anti- Middle Ottoman Revolu-  Third Commu-  Post- new wave in Bulgarian
quity Ages Period tionary Bulgarian nist Period Com- archeology and history,
Decade  Kingdom  (1944— munism  thestudy of the Thra-
(1867— 1989) cian past, which was
1878) institutionalized with the
Places  147% 241% 06%  388% 3.4% 200 18y loundingoftheInstitute
for Thracian Studies in
Person- 52% 225%  09% 504% 11.8% 57% | 24%| the Bulgarian Academy
alities of Sciences under the
Events 43% 129% 0.9% 40.8% 14.8% 84% 139%  leadership of Alexander

This chronological analysis of the responses reveals
the following tendencies:

Events from prehistory and antiquity are largely
absent from Bulgarian memory, according to the
answers given to us by representatives of all different
groups. Antiquity was represented by a place in 14.7%
of the responses, by a person in 5.2%, and by an event
in 4.3%. Perperikon, a newly rediscovered majestic
fortress and allegedly a Dionysian sanctuary near
the town of Kardzhali, was the only place associated
with Classical antiquity mentioned in the responses.'
Practically all other places mentioned referred to the
Middle Ages or the Revival Period. The fact that 2% of
the Bulgarians questioned mentioned Jerusalem is an
exception that proves the rule.

THE RESPONSES TO the question about the most impor-
tant historic person also indicate that antiquity is totally
absent from the Bulgarian historical memory. Biblical
or Christian figures were also rare. Answers naming

Fol.® Thus the wholesale
inclusion of Thracian an-
tiquity in the grand narrative of Bulgarian history has
a precise date: the early 1970s.

We are faced here with a small paradox: despite the
huge propaganda efforts that surrounded each and
every one of the discoveries concerned with Thra-
cian antiquity, especially during its “golden decade”
from 1970 to 1980 (and another in the past 10 years),
despite the triumph of the exhibitions of “Thracian
Gold” around the world, despite the dozens of forums
organized in Bulgaria and abroad, Thracian history
and culture were present only sporadically in the re-
sponses to our survey.

Source: author’s research

INCOMPARING THE attitudes and the preferences of the
interviewees, we are also struck by another phenom-
enon. The dominant tendency is a kind of obsession
with the past, first with the Revival period, and second
with the Middle Ages, but almost without references
to antiquity. Our results clearly indicate that the
nucleus around which contemporary Bulgarians’

There are victims and there are heroesinawar.

historical self-image has been built was shaped during
the Revival period. And it is nationalistic, anti-Turkish,
pro-Russian, hero-worshipping, and apologetic of its
own past.

The most numerous answers (38.8% of the places
mentioned, 50.4% of persons, and 40.8% of events)
refer to the last decade of the Revival period. The cli-
max of the national liberation movement in Bulgaria
between 1868 and 1876 thus stands alone as a period of
towering importance in the national history. Although
by date this decade could be considered part of the
Ottoman period, the Revival period, or both, it has
been interpreted as a period in its own right in order
to form the contours of the grand national narrative,
because it is the decade when that narrative was first
outlined.

The second most numerous topoi are those associ-
ated with the Middle Ages. This epoch is personified
first by Tsar Simeon (891-927),% who is remembered
in connection with the “Golden Age of the first Slavic
literature”, and second by Khan Asparuh (681—701),
who founded the Bulgarian state in 681. The places
mentioned as the most important realms of memory,
Pliska, Preslav, and Veliko Tarnovo, are the capitals
of the First (681—1018) and Second (1186—1393) Bulgar-
ian Kingdoms. Medieval places were named by 24.1%
of the respondents, medieval persons by 22.5%, and
events of the Middle Ages by 12.9%. These results
indicate that the Middle Ages are persistent in the his-
torical memory in the form of monuments and a few
outstanding figures, rather than as historical events
or processes. All of these realms of memory can be
traced back to the great “History of the Bulgarian
Slavs” by Father Paisii,* the foundation of Bulgarian
national identity since the National Revival period.

These responses show that the most sustainable
ideological and national myths of the Bulgarian grand
narrative are still in effect. These myths can be consid-
ered both as evidence of weakness and as compensa-
tion of this weakness.??

WE MAY ALSO interpret this fixation on the past as a
kind of a social neurosis in which the society looks
back and exaggerates its past glory to escape from the
unsolvable problems of the present.

The answers given by Bulgarian citizens of all
ethnic and religious groups generally exclude the Ot-
toman period as a historical realm of memory. Places
related to the Ottoman period were named by 0.6%
of the respondents, persons by 0.9%, and events by
0.9%. The respondents may be avoiding a traumatic
and unpleasant memory, and replacing it in their con-
sciousness with more pleasant ones.

Thus the “dark centuries under the yoke of slavery”
are not associated in the common memory with spe-
cific places, persons, and events; there is no concrete
remembrance and no chronology of the events. The
inglorious period is compensated for by the towering
importance attached to realms of memory related to
the Late Revival and the peak of the National Revolu-
tionary Movement against the Ottoman Empire. Para-
doxically, Ottoman rule is generally perceived as the
most tragic and fatal phenomenon of Bulgarian his-
tory, in spite of its almost total omission here. What is
more, Ottoman rule is invoked as the cause of almost
all the failures and vices of Bulgaria’s contemporary
social and political life.



The knowledge of the general public, formed
by traditional textbooks and a snowball of media,
preserves the conviction that the Bulgarians were
enslaved for five centuries by the Sultan, that the
devsirme® took a million Bulgarian children as Janis-
saries, that the Bulgarian people carried on a perma-
nent and heroic struggle against the invaders, that
the Ottoman policy was to convert every Bulgarian
to Islam, and that this process was accompanied by
horrible atrocities. In these representations of history,
the victim syndrome mingles with the desire for self-
glorification or hero-worship.

The canonical historiographic representation
of Ottoman rule, once created during the Revival
Period in the mid-19* century, has remained unal-
tered in the popular consciousness. Even attempts at
relatively modest changes in terminology and in the
assessment of the period are either rejected or imme-
diately misused for campaigns aimed at “defending
the Bulgarians and the Fatherland”. Despite the sig-
nificant achievements of modern Bulgarian historio-
graphy, the canon of victimhood and hero-worship is
still reproduced.* Unfortunately, only few attempts
have been made to infuse the new achievements of
Ottoman historiography into the grand national nar-
rative.

THE PROBLEM REMAINS that almost all other histori-

cal myths and contradictions can be discussed in a
calm, academic manner except the Ottoman and the
communist period. The artificially fueled fire against
contemporary “revisionist historians” reflects the
“national instinct”, which will not allow an academic
reassessment of the period between the 15" and the
19" centuries. In distinct contrast to the previous pe-
riod, Bulgarians perceive the Bulgarian Revival as a
founding myth of the Bulgarian nation. The Bulgarian
Revival has always been spoken of with an optimistic
pathos, again in contrast to the previous “ages of dark-
ness and violence”. The whole period is marked by

a special holiness, and the leaders of national move-
ments have been made institutions and worshipped
as heroes at the altar of the nation. It is impossible

for Bulgarian historians to be neutral on issues con-

cerning the Bulgarian Revival period, and hence for
academic discourse to dominate over nationalistic
excitement. Liberal attitudes cannot prevail over
nationalistic mentality. This may be one of the most
logical explanations why more than one third of the
responses to our questions centered on the national
revolutionary movement, which is perceived as the
most heroic chapter — and an episode with a happy
ending — in Bulgarian history.

My hypothesis is that contemporary Bulgarian
historical memory is based, not on modern historio-
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ago, the name of Stefan Stambolov was almost taboo
in Bulgarian historiography, and that taboo was hardly
broken in the 1980s. One should not underestimate
the establishment of Unification Day as an official holi-
day in Bulgaria in 1995. It is noteworthy, however, that
the other similar topos, the Bulgarian declaration of
independence® in 1908, is weakly represented in the
answers to our inquiry (0.5%), in spite of the fact that
this date also was proclaimed an official holiday in Bul-
garia, and in spite of the vast media campaign for the
celebration of the 100" anniversary of Bulgaria’s inde-

graphy and the achieve- pendence. One possible
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historical memory of the Third Bulgarian Kingdom,
or the “Bourgeois period” (1878—1944). Only 3.4% of
those interviewed named a “most important histori-
cal place” associated with this period. The Third King-
dom supplied 11.8% of respondents’ most important
persons, and 14.8% of respondents named an event

in this period. The prevalence of events among the
realms of memory associated with bourgeois Bulgaria
is related to another trend indicated by the research:
namely, the fixation on violent historical events, like
wars and revolutions. These account for 57.7% of all
the events named, while only 26% refer
to politics and state institutions. The
same trend is seen in the most impor-
tant persons named. In general, about
80% of the answers are connected with
war, violence, or politics, while about
20% are related to religion, culture, na-
ture, or other spheres.

The most important event in this
period is the Second World War, men-
tioned by 5% of the respondents, fol-
lowed by national unification, 3.4%;
the most important person is Stefan
Stambolov? according to 3.5% of those
interviewed. The predominance of
these answers is an indication that the
change in some history textbooks and
the extraordinary media commitment
to the national unification and the lead-
ing role of Stefan Stambolov have influ-
enced the shaping of historical memory
inregard to the building of the Third
Bulgarian Kingdom. Until twenty years

ther a grand narrative nor a fairy tale of the commu-
nist period, there is neither a traumatic nor a heroic
memory of it. Only 2.2% of respondents indicated a
most important historical place associated with the
communist era; 5.7% of the persons named were
from this period; and 8.4% of events. The last result
is strongly influenced by the fact that 15.1% of respon-
dents in the Turkish minority and 11.1% of the Bulgar-
ian Muslim respondents indicated the “Regenerative
Process” as the most important event.

Communism was named as the most important
historical event by 1.8% of the Roma respondents, the
highest percentage of any minority group that named
agiven event during the whole study.

Communism is absent as a memory realm for the
majority of ethnic Bulgarians. The absence of such a
reflection disparages and domesticates the memory
of communism, reducing it to the popular, anecdotal,
day-to-day experience. That also explains why Todor
Zhivkov remains the principal realm of memory of
this period, and not the sinister People’s Tribunal*® or
the concentration camps. Zhivkov was named in 4.6%
of the responses on historic persons, and in 12.5% of
responses from members of the Turkish minority and
4.5% of those from Roma respondents.

TOPOIREFERRING TO the postcommunist period are
very few, making up 1.8% of the places named overall,
2.4% of persons, and 13.9% of the events. The most
frequently named topos is the fall of communism (also
indicated as “Democracy” or “10 November, 1989”),
which was named as the most important event by 3.6%
of the ethnic Bulgarian respondents, 13.8% of the Turks,
5.4% of the Roma, and 14.4% of the Bulgarian Muslims.
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The absence of the communist period as a general
memory in the majority of the answers to our inquiry
raises a number of historiographic as well as legal and
socio-psychological problems. The most numerous
responses related to this period refer either to the
beginning of the communist period on September
9, 1944 (and thus more broadly to World War II), or
toits end in 1989. But the essential characteristics of
communism as a historical era — a mono-party totali-
tarian regime, unlimited violence, political terror, and
ubiquitous propaganda — are not found in the answers
to our questionnaire. An exception is the persecution
of Muslim communities in Bulgaria, and the “Regen-
erative Process” in particular, which was naturally
mentioned by members of Muslim minorities. How
this fact is to be explained?

THE PRESENT STUDY indicates that there is no grand
narrative about the communist period, nor a consen-
sus on what it was in essence; and that the Bulgarian
audience has no interest, desire, or curiosity, much
less a need for catharsis, regarding this period.

The major reason for this huge blank spot in the
Bulgarian historical memory is most likely the lack
of historiography regarding these issues that has
prevailed until recently. This vacuum reflects directly
on the textbooks and on those institutions that are re-
sponsible for revising the textbooks in use before 1989.
Some of the revised postcommunist textbooks show
an attempt to introduce an academic tone regarding
the Ottoman period, yet the communist period is still
untouched by historical reassessment.

The concentration camps in Bulgaria that closed
as late as 1962 are assessed no differently than the re-
pressive communist system. Immediately after the fall
of communism on November 10, 1989, a few modest
volumes of memoirs of people who had survived com-
munist concentration camps and prisons appeared,
but not a single one of these stories has found its way
into any of the new history textbooks.

The first serious historiography on communism
has only appeared in recent years, treating the period
broadly, including its economic, financial, political,
and cultural aspects.*

THE BIG QUESTION, however, is why Bulgarians in gen-
eral are reticent to focus their attention on commu-
nism. Is it due to skillfully managed media policies that
slowly, gradually, and inevitably neglect the subject
of communism in Bulgaria, or it is the “original sin”,
the failure to revise history textbooks? Is it due to the
age, fatigue, and disappointment of the generation
that lived through this period, or is it a misunderstood
“Bulgarian tolerance” that will again squander the
chance for a historical and social assessment of our
recent past?

The chronology of the realms also illuminates the
major role that schools play in imposing memory. The
anti-Ottoman National Revolutionary Movement and
the Middle Ages, which are intensely represented in
the school curriculum, are the periods best remem-
bered. Conversely, the Ottoman period and the com-
munist period (not to mention postcommunism),
which teachers rarely touch upon, are consigned to
oblivion. And while the communist and postcom-
munist periods are at least present in personal and
family experience, the historical memory of Ottoman

rule has faded. It remains only as source of traumatic
memory, as it was studied during the communist
period. In this case, the “adults” mentioned by our
respondents as the sources of memory are not eyewit-
nesses or contemporaries, but the generations raised
with the grand narrative myth, “The Turks massacred
and raped us for five centuries.”

Taxonomy of
therealms of memory

We classed the places, personalities, and events that
dominate historical memory by general types, includ-
ing heroic and traumatic, related to wars and revolu-
tions, related to state institutions and politics, related
to culture in general, and global and national topoi.
This classification contains a great degree of rela-
tivity, as it is difficult to precisely differentiate realms
associated with violence and the loss of human lives
from those classed in the field of politics. Often acts
that seem to be “purely” political, or even of a spiri-
tual character, such as the conversion of Bulgarians
to Christianity, are accompanied by the loss of human
lives, and many actors have alternated peaceful ac-
tions with violence. It is not easy to differentiate topoi
in the area of spirituality and culture because one and
the same person can be a revolutionary and an artist
simultaneously (Botev is the most popular example,
but by no means the only one). In spite of such ambi-
guity, we attempted to analyze the responses by tax-
onomy as shown below:
A more general classification, such as political vs. spir-
itual, would be simpler, yet still not free of ambiguity.

Table 2: Taxonomy of responses

Wars, State Reli- Other
revolu- | institu-  gion, (nature,
tions, tions, science, lifestyle,
violence | politics | culture econom-
ics, sports)
Places 39.9% 21.2% 22.9% 131%
Person- 45.5% 37.4% 13.4% 1.8%
alities
Events 57.7% 25.% 9.2% 31%

Source: author’s research

We separated wars and revolutions from state institu-
tions and politics in order to make a deeper distinction
between memory related to “legitimate violence” and
memory of violence in general. A different issue is that
revolutions and even wars (the Russian-Turkish War of
1877—1878 in particular) were not interpreted by most
respondents as “violence”, but as “striving to establish
justice”. Regardless of the various classifications that
we could apply, the field of spirituality in the broadest
sense, encompassing religion, science, and culture,
will always lag behind politics and violence in general.

It is evident that spirituality (at least at the present
moment) is not the most essential sphere for the Bul-
garian historical memory. The realms of memory most
often named are mainly related to violent, coercive
turning points in national (or, less frequently, global or
local) history.s

This “preference” begins to appear understandable
when we compare the answers to our questions about

memory generators. Among those whose memory is
fed predominantly by lessons at school, 59.5% men-
tioned topoi associated with wars, revolutions, and
violence, and 13.9% mentioned topoi related to reli-
gion and culture. Among those who named textbooks
as a source, 54.6% mentioned wars and revolutions,
and 13.5% mentioned spiritual topoi in the broad
sense. Cultural memories in particular are generated
to a greater degree by the media (51.8%) and fiction
(51.5%). Personal impressions are also a source of
memory in the field of spirituality (51.8% of such re-
sponses were coupled with the source “I was there” —
probably in reference mainly to archaeological sites).

In addition, in spite of the high degree of ambigu-
ity in the classification of realms on the scale from the
heroic to the traumatic, we come to the inevitable con-
clusion, also reached by other studies, that the Bul-
garian national memory (national in the French sense
of a political nation) adamantly gives priority to the
heroic. Trauma is more likely to be repressed and for-
gotten rather than identified as a national code. This
observation provides further support for the concept
of the perception of Bulgarian history as a fairy tale.

Alarge proportion of responses evidently refer
to realms of national history. This is true not only of
responses by members of the Bulgarian majority, but
also of minorities’ responses. That is to say, the realms
of memory associated with a Bulgarian national grand
narrative or fairy tale are also a major historic center
among minority groups in Bulgaria.

A conspicuous gap is the paucity of universal and
global topoi in the historical memory of the interview
subjects. Only about 16% of the “most important
historical places” mentioned go beyond the boundar-
ies of Bulgarian national history. The proportion of
non-Bulgarians among the historical persons named is
about the same. About 27% of respondents indicated
events outside Bulgarian history as most important.

The results seem to be logical, as the questions
were open, yet it became clear that most people
instinctively choose national topoi as the most im-
portant landmarks of their historical identity. Few
answers reflect global thinking in a historical perspec-
tive. This shows once again that realms of memory
that have become integral parts of Bulgarians’ subjec-
tive self-identification are a direct result of the prolif-
eration of the grand narrative or fairy tale of national
history.

The Grand Narrative
asafairytale

If the textbook is the classic, concentrated, most com-
monly accessible form of the national grand narrative,
then why are more than one third of Bulgarian citizens
fixated on the historical memory of the late Bulgarian
Revival and the Liberation War?

According to one line of reasoning, the success of
the textbook grand narrative would depend on its
turning into a fairy tale. “Exactly as the Fairy Tale tell-
ers in pre-script and pre-literature societies, history
textbooks are charged with the duty to transmit to the
generations to come what the elders (their predeces-
sors) thought about what the youngsters should know
of their own culture and their societies.”* We have
seen how powerful the history textbook is for the
construction of public knowledge about history in Bul-

Historical memory is forming ethnical identity.



garia. And the analogy between textbooks and fairy
tales does not end here.

In addition, history is perceived by the majority of
the people almost as a sacred knowledge, which can-
not be subjected to analysis or discussion, let alone
criticism. In this sense, the historians — especially
those who create textbooks — have a special legitimacy
and influence. The responsibility for the construc-
tion of public knowledge is above all theirs — up to the
point where their influence is overshadowed by the
invasion of what we may call parahistory. Parahistory
is the domain of populist and manipulative varia-
tion of historiography, which is easy to understand,
to obtain, and to “swallow”, and which as a rule is
dominated by a strong nationalistic self-glorifying dis-
course, and projects the successful and happy ending
of historical events. This domain of public knowledge
is extremely well proliferated by all media, and is well
received because of its “therapeutic” effect on society.
Parahistory was especially prevalent during the first
decades after the fall of communism, when Bulgarians
suffered all kinds of hardship during the “transitional
period”.

Last but not least, the few nonconformist historians
speak a highly sophisticated academic language that
alienates the public from academic historiography
and further facilitates the victorious march of parahis-
tory for mass consumption.

Thus, the ground has already been laid for a spe-
cific reception of history in Bulgaria.

AT THE SAME TIME, the infantilization of today’s society
is well known. ¢ The same process is also visible in the
incredible influence of Hollywood’s movie clichés, in
which “the happy ending” is a mandatory recipe for
success, on mass consciousness all over the world.
This type of narrative recalls the good old fairy tale

in which, after along and
unequal battle between
the forces of Good and
Evil, Good wins in the end.
Hence, it is no surprise

“THE ABSENCE OF
CLEARLY DEFINED

ians, the “blood levy”, the massacres —
are also present. Everything works out
in the end, just as it does in fairy tales.
In our case, the happy ending is the
Liberation, forged by the joint efforts of
Russians and Bulgarians, which is why
the topos of Mount Shipka is the most
popular one registered in our inquiry.
Besides being essentialistic, this narra-
tive is completely in the spirit of fairy
tales with its immortal heroes, battles,
trials, and final victory.

This also explains why an almost
cryptogenic, folkloric, clearly pre-
modern form of historical self-image
dominates the way a huge proportion of
Bulgarian citizens, including members
of minority groups, perceive the most
important realms of their history.

Neither a Grand Narrative nor a
Great Fairy Tale has been generated to date for other
periods of Bulgarian history. For the period of An-
tiquity only isolated archaeological monuments are
presented; for the Middle Ages; narratives are concen-
trated around the establishment of the state and the
Golden Age during the rule of Simeon and the capitals
of the two Bulgarian states, but even these are not
frequently chosen topoi. This is because the two me-
dieval Bulgarian kingdoms end with the destruction of
the state and the imposition of foreign rule. The Grand
Narrative cannot become a Great Fairy Tale because it
lacks the initial primary component: the happy end-
ing. The same logic can be traced in the formation of
the narrative for the period 1878—1944 (the Third Bul-
garian Kingdom), where many victories are overshad-
owed in the historical perspective by the unfortunate
endings of World War I and World War II.

If the Grand Narrative
and the Great Fairy Tale of
the “Ottoman Yoke” and
the liberation from it are
intertwined and mutu-

that the fairy tale, th 11 1 tary (th
m?)del?oﬁg\};ve?iivhei the G o o D A N D EVI L irgai;)nngnt)hznrf(l)lsf srl};stailrls
oot sansy  TOLESALSO B o
attractive toda;i. ATT E N U AT ES propaganda’l has sorein-
There is no other pe- forced a falsified memory

riod of Bulgarian history
that s told as a tale of the
victory of Good over Evil,

THE MEMORY OF
COMMUNISM AS

of the communist period,
1944-1989, that the frag-
mentary efforts to correct

with a happy ending, A H ISTO R I c A L it have regrettably been
besides the one of the . futile.

National Revolutionary P E R I o D_ l?or the communist
Movement and the Bul- period, a variety of con-

garian Liberation in 1878.

The prologue to this narrative also includes all the ele-
ments of the folklore fairy tale. (Bulgarian folklore also
includes strong and expressive songs on this subject.)
The historical narrative created later follows, step

by step, the logic and the structure of the fairy tale:

in dark times of bloody battles (“under the Turkish
yoke”) between Good (the Bulgarians) and Evil (the
Turks), there appeared heroes (haiduti, revolutionar-
ies, freedom fighters) whose selfless bravery led to vic-
tory. All possible obstacles to the victory of Good — the
cruelty of the Turks, the “enslavement” of the Bulgar-

tradictory narratives exist,
but the tendency to obscure the memory of conflicts,
terror, and the economic and financial crimes of the
political elite is prevalent. The absence of clearly de-
fined Good and Evil roles also attenuates the memory
of communism as a historical period.*

THIS MEMORY IS sharply opposed to the memory of the
Ottoman period. Thus the two most traumatic realms
of memory for Bulgarians — Ottoman rule and com-
munism — are dislocated in symmetrically opposed
ways. Let us not forget that it was during communism
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that the traumatic memory of the “Turkish Yoke” was
recreated in even darker tones.

The Grand Narrative on communism has not yet
emerged because there is no consensus in present-day
society on the historical assessment of this period.
The latest academic historiography — in the absence
of broad social debate and a genuine interest on behalf
of the media — still cannot correct the distorted reflec-
tion of the historical memory of that time. Almost half
a century of our recent history presents no realm of
memory for the vast majority of Bulgarians.

If we consider again the problem of Bulgarian
historical memory as formed by a Great Fairy Tale,
it becomes obvious that there exists neither a Grand
Narrative nor a Great Fairy Tale about communism.
If historiography is to be blamed for the lack of a
coherent narrative, then the lack of a fairy tale must
be explained by the lack of clarity about who is good
and who is evil, who is fighting whom, who punishes
whom and for what — and ultimately, about whether
the ending is happy or sad. The fairy tale is still far off
and unlikely to be written. But will the new genera-
tions of Bulgarians need more fairy tales? E

Note: All essays are scholarly articles and have been peer-
reviewed by specialists under the supervision of Baltic
Worlds' editorial advisory board.
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