
Deeply   Rooted,   Standing   Firmly  
 

Svetlana   Zwetkof  
 
My   grandfather   grew   up   in   Bulgaria,   in   Potop,   a   mountain   village   not   far   from  
Sofia.  
 
Foolishly,   perhaps,   I   google   Potop   (Потоп)   and   am   returned   a   series   of   images   of  
devastation.   The   word   means   “flood”,   “deluge”,   in   Bulgarian   and   Russian.   Other  
Bulgarian   city   names   are   more   visibly   remnants   of   conquest--like   Burgas   from  
Latin    burgos    (“tower”).   Maybe   there’s   a   tower   there.   Potop,   conversely,   is   more  
ambiguous.   But   Potop   is   also   not   a   city--it   is   a   village.   A   village   is   not   expected   to  
see   conquest   or   to   hold   remnants   of   it,   so   its   name   stays   Bulgarian.  
 
I   have   never   seen   a   picture   of   the   place,   and   I   cannot   find   one   save   Google   maps  
roadview.   From   a   highway   cutting   through   Sofia   Province,   you   can   see   red   tile  
roofs.   The   highway   pictures   were   taken   in   summer,   it   seems.  
 
Somehow   I   find   myself   wandering   the   road   below   the   highway   on   Google   maps.   I  
pretend   I   am   there,   and   rotate   the   field   of   view   up   at   the   bottom   of   the   overpass.   

 
 
 
 
 



It   feels   strangely   monumental.   Dogs   greet   me   off   leash.   These   pictures   are   from  
winter.   A   few   inches   of   snow,   yards   in   square   plots   with   cement   two-story   houses.  
On   the   opposite   side   of   the   street   there   are   only   woods.   A   few   houses   have   new  
windows,   probably   double-paned,   and   maybe   upper   balconies.   Some   are   bare  
bones,   wood   and   something   like   plaster.   I   see   one   brick   house.   I   see   one   small  
blue   car.   That’s   all   of   Potop   I   can   find.  
 
I’m   back   on   the   highway.   In   winter,   the   Google   van   shot   a   petroleum   tanker  
passing   it   by:   Rompetrol,   it   says,   but   not   in   Cyrillic.  

I’m   not   really   sure   what   I’m   looking   for   in   virtual   Potop,   and   I   cannot   say   with  
any   certainty   that   I   have   found   it.   But   I   am   pretending.  
 
The   accordion  
My   grandfather   played   the   accordion.   Its   reeds   are   held   in   with   beeswax.   Or,   they  
were   held   in,   but   the   instrument   was   kept   in   a   wet   New   Jersey   basement   for  
decades.   The   reeds   fell   out.  
 
One   time   my   dad   was   on   a   business   trip   to   the   “East”   somewhere   and   he   came  
home   with   the   accordion.   That   was   my   birthday   present.   It   has   leather   straps   (now  
broken--partially   by   me   and   partially   by   their   age)   and   is   swirly   iridescent   blue.  
It’s   charming.   My   dad   and   aunt   reminisce   sometimes   about   their   father   playing  
the   accordion   loudly   and   badly   on   the   front   porch.  
 
(1) “the   East”   or  

the   East   Coast,   “back   east”,   “out   east”   or  



east   relative   to   one’s   position   on   the   globe  
 

There’s   a   guy   named   Borislav   Zgurovski   who   makes   online   tutorials   of   Bulgarian  
folk   songs   played   on   the   accordion.   The   imaginary   grandfather   in   my   head   I   used  
to   see   playing   the   accordion   with   as   much   finesse   as   Mr.   Zgurovski.   But   I   know  
this   not   to   be   the   case.   Probably   most   people   who   play   instruments   play   them  
badly.  
 
My   grandfather   also   played   violin,   and   so   too   my   dad   and   my   aunt   learned.   When  
my   dad   unearthed   the   accordion,   he   had   been   actually   looking   for   the   violin.   But  
it   was   no   longer   in   my   grandmother’s   basement.   My   younger   cousin   had  
fantasized   also   about   finding   Grandpa’s   violin   and   learning   to   play   it.   There   was  
some   sort   of   musical   legacy   not   quite   fulfilled   in   the   family.   But   the   family   was  
trying--sort   of.  
 
There   are   a   number   of   points   of   failure   in   keeping   with   the   legacy.   I   think   of   it   as  
a   failure,   but   I   think   my   extended   family   thinks   of   it   as   something   else.   
 
Consider:   I   am   the   only   American   in   my   family   with   a   Bulgarian   name.   My  
friend,   who   is   Romanian,   told   me,   “Your   parents   gave   you   a   very   Russian   name.”  
He   has   a   better   gauge   on   the   authenticity   of   Bulgarian-ness   than   I   do.   I’m   not  
quite   envious,   but   something   like   that.   Perhaps   it’s   just   a   Russian-sounding  
Bulgarian   name.   Assessing   it   that   way   makes   me   feel   a   bit   better   about   it.  
 
(2) Цветков(а)  

Tsvetkov(а)   →   Zwetkof/Zwetkoff  
“Little   flower”  

 
My   Romanian   friend   says,   “Oh,   the   Slavs   and   their   consonants.”   When   I   tell   him  
Zwetkof   means   “little   flower”,   he   says,   “Of   course   it   does.”  
 
All   my   grandfather’s   other   descendants   thus   far   have   Irish   names,   after   my  
grandmother.   In   the   Irish   tradition,   their   middle   names   all   stem   from   some   family  
member   before.   My   youngest   cousin   is   Kiernan   Peter,   after   my   dad.   Ronan  
Michael,   after   his   father.   Devon   George,   after   my   grandfather.   But   my  
grandfather’s   name   wasn’t   originally   George,   either.   It   was   Georgi.   
 
(3) Георги   

Georgi   →   George  



“farmer”  
 
I   used   to   tell   my   father   that   Zwetkof   was   a   fake   name   because   it   was   anglicized.  
He   would   laugh   and   then   pull   up   the   evidence   of   all   the   other   Zwetkofs   and  
Zwetkoffs   to   prove   that   it   wasn’t.   I   was   working   under   the   assumption   that  
assimilation   is   necessarily   a   type   of   loss--that   we   had   lost   something   when   we  
anglicized   and   had   to   make   up   an   alternative   name   to   compensate.   But   I   think,  
growing   up,   I   would   have   disliked   being   called   Tsvetkova   as   much   as   I   disliked  
being   called   Zwetkof.   Not   because   those   names   are   bad,   but   because   the  
uncertainty   and   frailty   with   which   they   are   treated   is   painful.   They   are   just   my  
names.  
 
I   understand   the   motivation   to   choose   slightly   more   conventional   unconventional  
names.   Kiernan   and   Ronan--if   someone   asks   where   your   name   is   from,   and   you  
say   Ireland,   they   will   know   what   continent   that   is   on.   And   what   kind   of   joke   could  
they   make   about   it?   Maybe   a   leprechaun   joke,   but   not   a   joke   about   the   Troubles.  
Yet   there   is   something   about   how   the   former   Soviet   Union   and   its   satellite   states  
have   been   handled   that   allows   for   jokes   about   communism.  
 
I   am   unable   to   find   many   documents   explicitly   talking   about   the   experience   of  
Slavic   Americans   during   the   Cold   War.   The   Red   Scare,   similarly,   seems   to   be  
treated   as   a   time   about   political   leanings   and   fear   of   Bolshevism,   as   if   it   had   no  
ties   to   Russian-sounding   names   and   people.   This   I   do   not   understand.   I   do   not  
think   these   things   are   separable.   The   Library   of   Congress   provides   one   moment   of  
insight:  
 

Soon   .   .   .   all   Russian   Americans   fell   victim   to   a   wave   of   xenophobic   panic  
that   spread   through   U.S.   society.   After   the   Russian   Revolution,   the  
American   government   began   to   fear   that   the   U.S.   was   in   danger   of   its   own  
communist   revolution   and   cracked   down   on   political   and   labor  
organizations.   Russian   immigrants   were   singled   out   as   a   particular   danger,  
and   their   unions,   political   parties,   and   social   clubs   were   spied   upon   and  
raided   by   federal   agents.   In   New   York   City   alone   more   than   5,000   Russian  
immigrants   were   arrested.   During   the   worst   years   of   the   Red   Scare,   1919  
and   1920,   thousands   of   Russians   were   deported   without   a   formal   trial.  
Ironically,   most   were   sent   to   the   Soviet   Union—a   new   nation   that   the  
older   generation   of   immigrants   had   never   lived   in,   and   that   the   White  
Russians   wanted   to   overthrow.   As   a   result   of   the   Red   Scare,   the   Russian  
American   community   began   to   keep   a   low   profile.   Fear   of   persecution   led  



many   Russians   to   convert   to   Protestantism,   to   change   their   names,   and   to  
deny   their   heritage   to   any   outsiders.   

 
Strained   codeswitching,   tongue-lessness  
My   grandfather   left   many   legacies.   There   was   a   work   ethic   legacy,   consistent   with  
many   immigration   narratives--about   the   function   of   education   in   becoming   a  
productive   member   of   society.   Or   the   idea   that   education   (and   “higher   education”)  
is   a   necessary   component   to   assimilation.   I   don’t   know   if   that   is   true.   I   am   not  
sure   if   he   ever   assimilated,   and   I   am   not   sure   if   assimilation   is   actually   possible   in  
the   way   we   envision   it.  
 
Take   linguistic   assimilation:  
 
Does   one   ever   truly   lose   their   phonological   inventory?   We   conceptualize   “losing”  
old   accents   or   “gaining”   new   accents,   but   meshing   accents?   That’s   a   concept  
perhaps   too   ambiguous   and   uncertain:   but,   as   Jakobson   says,   “ambiguity   is   an  
intrinsic,   inalienable   character   of   any   self-focused   message”.   That’s   what   makes  
something   poetic.   That’s   what   let’s   us   conceptualize   our   evolving   and   shifting  
phonological   inventories   with   words   like   “to   lose”   or   “to   gain”.  
 
I   often   feel   I   am   losing   something   of   my   Denver-belt   accent   but   have   difficulty  
defining   what.   Even   so,   I   make   sure   to   pronounce   “Colorado”   /kaləɹædo/.   
 
My   grandfather   wasn’t   very   good   at   English--this   is   the   way   it   has   been   described  
to   me.   When   he   got   angry,   it   got   worse.   Or   really,   English   just   became   more  
difficult   to   speak.   “Shit   the   god   damn!”   was   a   family   favorite.   He   spoke   many  
languages   very   well,   it   seems.   Just   not   French   and   English.   
 
My   mom   tells   me   stories   that   my   dad   won’t,   like   that   my   grandfather   used   to  
march   down   to   the   school   his   children   went   to   and   would   be   yelling   and   angry  
and   speaking   “broken   English”.   And   that   his   children   were   ashamed.   She   says  
that’s   not   what   assimilation   looks   like.  
 
The   thought   just   breaks   my   heart.  
 
He   seldom   got   to   speak   Bulgarian,   too,   after   he   came   to   the   United   States.   Though  
from   time   to   time,   my   dad   said,   he   would   have   a   miraculous   conversation   with   a  
traveler   or   immigrant   in   some   other   language.   Once   it   was   Macedonian,   and   the  



man   he   spoke   with   was   as   surprised   as   he   was   thrilled   to   speak   his   native  
language.  
 
Shopi/Шопи  

Ethnography   has   long   established   that   every   ethnographic   group,   even  
every   single   village,   considers   its   dialect,   manners   and   customs   ‘true’   and  
“pure”,   while   those   of   the   neighbours,   of   the   rest   —   even   when   they   are  
“our   people”   —   still   are   neither   as   “true”,   nor   as   “pure”.   In   the   Shopi  
villages   you   will   hear   that   the   Shopi   are   the   true   and   most   pure   Bulgarians,  
while   the   inhabitants   of   the   mountains   around   Turnovo   will   claim   that  
theirs   is   the   land   of   true   Bulgarians   from   time   immemorial   .   .   .   

( Institut   za   balkanistika)  
 
My   Irish   grandma,   my   Nana,   has   this   picture   she   says   is   of   Papa   George   when   he  
was   little.   Shop   (Шоп)   men   traditionally   wore   white.   Whoever   it   is,   he   looks   like  
some   mystical   creature   made   of   snow.   The   child   has   that   very   haunted   look   one  
does   who   is   having   their   picture   taken   while   sitting   perfectly   still   for   too   many  
seconds.  

My   dad   says   it’s   Baba   Vela,   my  
grandfather’s   grandmother   on   his   father’s  
side,   with   one   of   her   thirteen   children   on  
her   lap.   Baba   Vela,   she   looks   so   much   like  
my   aunt,   smiling   broadly   and   sitting  
perfectly   still.   We   do   not   know   who   is  
with   her   in   the   photo--the   pregnant  
woman   to   the   left.   She   is   enigmatic.  
Probably   a   sister.  
 
The   color   white   feels   pure   and   sacred   in  
American   tradition.   The   priest’s   cloth   is  
white.   Wedding   dresses   are   white,   and  
baptismal   gowns.   The   color   gets   you  
closer   to   God.   I   wonder   what   my  
grandfather   felt   about   the   color   white.   I  
suspect   it   wasn’t   quite   the   same.   My   great  
grandfather,   a   Bulgarian   Orthodox   priest,  
would   have   worn   black   with   the  
Suppedaneum   cross.   
 



I   wonder   if   their   picture   was   taken   on   a   tintype.   Perhaps   90   years,   or   perhaps   150  
years   later,   in   2015,   I   had   my   own   tintype   taken.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What’s   missing?  



As   I   wander   the   simulated   streets   of   Potop,   I   encounter   this   small   blue   shelter.  
Some   of   the   postings   pasted   within   clearly   show   people’s   faces.   I   wonder   if   those  
people   have   gone   missing.   I   wonder   also   what   the   shelter   is   used   for.   Someone  
walked   up   to   it   within   a   few   snowfalls,   it   seems.   The   shelter   feels   like   it’s   a   place  
for   waiting,   but   I   cannot   imagine   anyone   ever   actually   waiting   there--only   looking  
at   the   flyers   for   the   missing.  
 
It   is   easy   to   supplant   my   grandfather’s   face   onto   the   flyers.   I   imagine   him   from   a  
photograph   my   grandmother   keeps   of   him,   when   he   was   young.   I   think   it   was   his  
school   picture.   He   went   to   a   German   school--there   were   a   number   of   those   then,  
between   ethnic   Germans   and   the   Axis.   I   am   not   sure   what   motivated   his  
schooling,   but   I   suspect   it   had   more   to   do   with   the   latter.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When   he   left   Bulgaria,   in   1943,   it   was   not   by   choice.   It   was   the   result   of   many  
choices,   but   the   act   of   leaving   was   not   the   choice.   It   was   a   necessity.  
 
Bulgaria   joined   the   Axis   Powers   in   World   War   II   on   the   watch   of   the   Bulgarian  
royal   family.   Air   raids   devastated   urban   areas.   A   new   Bulgarian   government  
sought   peace   with   the   Allies.   Peace   was   ignored.   Russia   invaded.   The   Fatherland  
Front   emerged--that’s   the   communist   bit.  
 
In   my   world   geography   class   in   high   school,   the   only   mention   Bulgaria   received  
was   that   it   gladly   welcomed   and   supported   the   spread   of   communism.   In   that  
same   class,   later   in   the   year,   someone   called   me   Russian,   and   I   said,   “No,   I’m   not.  



I’m   Bulgarian.”   And   he   called   me   a   commie.   And   I   said   to   him,   or   maybe  
snapped,   “My   grandfather   hated   communism.   That’s   why   he   left   Bulgaria.”   He  
looked   only   a   fraction   as   ashamed   as   I   thought   he   should   have   looked   at   the   time.  
That   was   all   he   knew   about   Bulgaria,   though,   what   was   in   his   textbook.   
 
My   grandfather   was   young   and   foolish   in   1943,   and   also   spectacularly   brave.   He  
resisted   the   Fatherland   Front.   Local   communist   youth   responded   thus:   in  
reverence   for   his   father,   their   priest,   they   told   my   grandfather   he   must   leave   or   he  
must   be   killed.   He   was   19.  
 
This   is   how   the   story   goes:   He   left   with   two   of   his   friends.   They   wore   suits   and  
carried   suitcases   filled   with   chocolate   and   guns   and   travelled   across   the   country   to  
the   southeast   and   the   border   with   Turkey.   They   were   going   to   a   wedding,   they  
said.   They   had   little   chance   of   making   it   across   that   securely   kept   border,   but   they  
managed   to   get   a   ride   with   a   man   driving   an   old-fashioned   hay   cart,   led   by   oxen.  
He   was   a   wise   old   man--this   is   how   the   story   goes--and   he   knew   what   their   goal  
was.   He   said,   “Listen,   when   we   cross   the   border,   it’ll   be   a   lot   of   trouble   if   they   ask  
questions,   and   I   am   an   old   man,   and   do   not   want   to   be   heckled,   so   come   into   my  
wagon   and   cover   yourselves   with   hay   so   you   cannot   be   seen.”   They   came   into   his  
wagon   and   covered   themselves   with   hay   so   they   could   not   be   seen.   At   the   border  
crossing,   guards   looked   the   man   and   his   wagon   over   but,   him   being   an   old   man,  
and   old   men   being   revered,   they   did   not   heckle   him.   It   would   have   been   a   lot   of  
trouble.   And   the   three   young   men   (essentially   boys)   entered   Turkey   illegally   and  
undocumented.   When   they   emerged   from   his   hay   cart,   whenever   that   was,   they  
thanked   him   and   asked   how   they   could   ever   repay   him.   
 
This   is   what   he   said:  
 
“Just   remember   Dado   Nedeljko.   Remember   me,   boys.”   
 
(4) Дядо   Недељко  

Dado   Nedeljko  
‘Grandfather   Sunday’  

 
I   don’t   know   if   his   family   knew   he   was   leaving.   I   wonder   if   they   thought   he   had  
gone   missing--or   if   he’d   already   been   killed.   Did   they   paste   up   his   picture?   Was  
he   their   lost   boy?   Or   even   if   they   had   known   he   was   leaving,   was   he   still   lost?   I  
doubt   they   thought   they’d   see   him   again.  
 



But   he   did   see   them   again,   some   of   them.   He   saw   his   father   again,   when   he   came  
to   visit   in   New   Jersey.   His   uncle   Demeter   also   visited.   I   am   told   Demeter   was  
vastly   annoying   and   overstayed   his   welcome,   however.   Maybe   better   off   missing.  
 
In   America  
My   grandparents   moved   with   their   children   to   Blairstown,   New   Jersey,   ultimately.  
My   dad   was   14   when   they   moved   into   their   new   house:   a   bungalow   in   the   woods  
with   a   mown   yard.   Eventually,   the   house   grew   a   few   sheds,   and   by   the   ‘90s,   it  
grew   a   dog   pen.   That   was   around   when   my   mom   met   my   dad.  
 
Blairstown   is   probably   10   times   the   size   of   Potop   but   it   is   also   a   village.   Or   a  
township,   as   they   call   them   “back   east”.   Google   maps   doesn’t   have   a   roadview   for  
the   street   they   lived   up,   but   I   can   see   the   intersection   with   it.   My   grandma   likes   to  
barrel   down   the   road   and   around   this   intersection   on   her   way   to   the   grocery   store.  

She   would   take   the   right   onto   Mt.   Vernon   Road,   save   a   quick   glance   for   oncoming  
traffic,   fishtail   a   bit,   and   continue   barreling.  
 
Once   I   told   my   grandmother   she   was   a   speed   demon.   She   liked   that   exceptionally.  
 
The   patriarch  
Stories   about   my   grandfather   presented   him   to   me   as   an   absolute   patriarch.   My  
dad   loves   to   tell   stories,   set   up   like   fairytales   and   fables.   He   took   superhuman  
qualities   and   applied   them   to   his   late   father.   Papa   George   was   elevated   beyond   a  
man   with   a   hot   temper   and   jolly   disposition--there   was   something   almost  
legendary   in   his   representation.   The   story   of   Dado   Nedeljko,   for   instance,  



functions   almost   like   a   parable--it   feels   biblical   in   construction.   A   story   about  
leaving   Bulgaria   on   the   verge   of   communism   is   transformed   into   a   story   about  
faith   in   the   goodness   of   humanity   (Dado   Nedeljko--the   good   Samaritan)   in   the  
face   of   opposition   and   fear.  
 
For   a   while,   this   story   arc   seemed   very   strongly   gendered.   Perhaps   it   was,   but  
there   were   others   in   the   family   epic   cycle   whose   stories   defied   that.  
 
My   great   grandmother’s   name   was   Petra.   My   father   is   named   for   her.  
 
 
(5) Петра (6) Петар   /   Петър  

Petra Peter  
‘stone’ ‘stone’  

 
She   had   red   hair   and   a   fiery   temper,   so   the   story   goes.   When   my   great   grandfather,  
Vasil,   was   training   for   the   cloth,   he   was   intending   to   become   a   monk.   However,  
he   was   in   love   with   a   woman--Petra--and   decided   he   would   ask   her   to   marry   him.  
If   they   were   to   be   married,   he   would   become   a   priest   instead.   Initially   she   said   no.  
(For   this   I   love   her   immensely.)   He   nearly   became   a   monk,   and   nearly,   none   of   us  
were   born.   But   she   changed   her   mind.   Reluctantly,   at   first,   and   probably   with   an  
eye   roll.   
 
(7) Васил  

Vasil   →   Basil  
‘king’  

 
Women   singers,   witches,   spirits  
It   is   this   kind   of   reluctant   acquiescence   and   eye   roll   that   draws   me   into   the   world  
of   women’s   folksong:   a   dynamic   and   earthy   art   that   emerges   in   opposition   to  
historical   status.  
 
 
 
 
 



My   Irish   Nana,   Veronica,   sits   together   with   Papa   George.   They   are   not   in   the  
same   place,   perhaps   not   even   the   same   continent   at   the   time   of   these   pictures,   but  
they   sit   together   all   the   same.   She   has   a   fiery   temper,   like   Petra.   She   was   a   nurse  
stationed   in   Dover   during   World   War   II   where   she   tended   wounded   soldiers.   She  
was   very   young,   and   very   brave.   Women   are   often   associated   across   cultures   with  
the   earth   and   nature   and   birth,   not   technology   or   science.   My   grandfather   was   a  
chemist--he   was   of   science.   But   they   were   both   of   science.   And   both   of   the   earth.  
My   grandfather   and   father   used   to   split   logs   out   in   the   yard,   both   wearing   plaid  
shirts   tucked   into   their   high-waisted   blue   jeans.   My   grandfather   was   diminutive,  
mainly   bald,   with   a   forehead   wide   and   square   from   having   been   swaddled   tightly  
to   a   board   as   a   baby.   And   in   those   old   pictures,   my   father   is   huge,   much   taller   than  
he   is   now--he   too   is   shrinking   back   down   to   the   earth.  
 
Many   years   later,   my   grandparents   sat   together   under   a   tree   (called   “The   Big  
Tree”)   for   this   photograph.   The   Big   Tree   had   to   be   cut   down   two   years   ago.   
 



 
 
It’s   not   that   my   grandparents   defied   the   odds,   necessarily--the   gendered   odds.   It’s  
just   that   all   people   are   inherently   of   science   and   technology,   dirt   and   nature,   and  
giving   birth.   People   are   transformative,   as   they   are   transformed.   The   world  
transforms   everything   about   them.   That’s   how   Papa   George   got   his   flat,   square  
head,   and   how   Nana   and   Petra   got   their   fiery   tempers.  
 
The   function   of   music,   too,   is   inherently   transformative.   Songs   bring   stories   into  
the   world,   and   every   subsequent   repetition   of   those   songs   propagate   their   stories.  
Slavic   women’s   folksong   is   transformative   in   a   very   specific   way   for   me:   I   am   a  
Slavic   American   woman,   who   sings,   and   speaks   the   smallest   amount   of   Russian,  
and   I   am   able   to   supplant   myself   over   and   between   these   melodies   by   the   sheer  
force   of   their   existence.  
 
There’s   a   Russian   song,   “Nye   Pogrebu   Bochonochek   Kataetsja”   (“Не   Погребу  
Бочоночек   Катается”)   that   the   American   women’s   group   KITKA   sings.   The   Yale  
Slavic   Chorus   provides   this   translation:  
 

That’s   not   a   barrel   rolling   around   in   the   cellar.   It’s   the   two   young   ones   —  
the   white   swans,   Ivan   and   Marichka.   Take   Ivan’s   shoe   off,   Marichka,   take  
it   off!   “But   what   will   I   call   him?   Well,   I’ll   take   off   one   boot,   and   I’ll   call  



him   Ivanushka.   I’ll   take   off   the   other   boot,   and   I’ll   call   him   Vasilichem.  
Then   I’ll   take   off   his   belt,   and   I’ll   call   him   my   darling.”   I’ll   hang   it   on   the  
wall,   and   lay   down   beside   him.   Oh,   the   young   lovers,   the   white   swans.  
Rocking   and   rolling,   loving   without   care.  

 
The   singing   is   articulated   frontally,   resonating   in   the   nose--an   articulatory   style  
distinct   enough   as   to   be   called   “otherworldly”,   as   Ching   Chang   from   the    San  
Francisco   Bay   Times    says:   

KITKA’s   songs   are   hauntingly   beautiful,   simple,   yet   otherworldly.   The  
rich   sound   these   women   produce   resonates   as   if   energized   by   the   universe  
itself,   as   if   it   were   calling   all   live   beings   and   still   matter   into   togetherness  
and   unity.   

 
The   role   of   the   woman   singer   is   likened   to   the   role   of   a   sorceress:   the   universe   and  
earth   are   linked   with   her   song.  
 
Another   group   more   explicitly   embraces   this   link--Bulgarian   Magic   Voices.   There  
is   also   a   compilation   album   produced   in   2000   by   Balkanton   called   “The   Magic   of  
Bulgarian   Folk   Music”.   There   are   several   volumes.   This   connection   to   magic  
seems   to   be   pursued   actively--even   when   Bulgarian   Magic   Voices’   single   album  
is   called   “Sakrale   Gesänge”   (Sacred   Songs).  
 
Though   protections   against   witchcraft   (magicians)   in   Bulgarian   tradition   have  
been   made,   the   healing   ability   of   these   powers   and   characters   have   too   been  
recognized.   Healing   with   herbs,   for   instance,   was   first   attributed   to   God   Himself,  
as   recorded   by   Louis   Petroff:  
 

When   God   made   man   from   clay,   the   Devil   sneaked   around   somehow   and  
punctured   many   holes   all   over   the   clay   model.   Upon   discovery   of   the  
Devil’s   trick,   God   gathered   different   herbs   with   which   he   plugged   the  
holes,   and   then   smoothed   the   clay.   It   was   God,   then,   who   first   used   herbs;  
and   the   folk   merely   continued   doing   what   God   had   begun.   In   some  
instances   the   folk   used   herbs   alone,   that   is,   without   any   magic;   but   in  
many   cases   herbs   were   component   parts   of   the   magical   medicinal  
formulas.  

 
The   representation   of   spellcasting   (sometimes   called   “spellsinging”)   in   Bulgarian  
tradition   is   not   so   dissimilar   from   lyrical   representations   save   tense   and   mood:  

 



A   white   bird   flew   into   the   sky;   in   her   beak   she   carried   white   milk;   the  
white   milk   dropped   upon   white   stones   and   scattered.   May   these    uroki  
(illness   of   evil   eye)   be   scattered   like   foam   over   the   sea,   like   rain   over   the  
plain,   like   wind   through   the   forest;   may   they   go   to   distant   wilderness,  
where   no   stork   builds   its   nest,   where   no   swallow   ever   sings,   where   no   dog  
ever   barks!  

(Petroff)  
 
The   imperative   implores   the   magic   to   do   its   work   where   a   song   might   describe   the  
work   the   magic   had   already   done.   The   imperative   transforms   speech   into   spell.  
 
Slavic   women’s   folk   singing   has   been   described   a   number   of   ways.   In   particular,  
what   stands   out   is   the   idea   of   “white   sound”   or   “white   voice”--thought   the   purest  
expression   of   voice,   formed   in   the   chest   and   expelled   as   if   “controlled  
screaming”.  
 
(8)  Biały   śpiew   /   білий   голос  

white   voice  
 
But   what   does   it   say   about   us,   that   we   hear   “controlled   screaming”   in   place   of  
singing?  
 
Melinda,   interviewed   in   1993   for    Balkan   Fascination ,   describes   her   involvement  
with   Balkan   singing   thus:  
 

I   did   not   have   time   for   classical   singing.   .   .   .   Classical   singing   if   you   want  
to   do   it   well   you   really   have   to   practice   every   day.   Balkan   singing,   the  
voice   placement   is   a   lot   closer   to   the   natural   speaking   voice   so   you   do   not  
have   to   work   on   your   voice   placement   every   day.   So,   in   that   sense   it   fit  
into   my   lifestyle   a   lot   better.   I   can   sing   a   couple   of   times   a   week   and   still  
be   able   to   do   something   that   satisfies   me,   instead   of   classical   music   where  
if   you   do   not   practice   every   day   you   do   not   sound   good.  
 

The   magic   of   “white   voice”   is   reliant   upon   its   seemingly   organic   quality--that   it   is  
interpreted   as   something   requiring   less   practice   than   classical   voice.   If   it   is   treated  
as   screaming,   it   is   taken   less   seriously   and   is   observed   at   a   greater   distance.   That  
is   the   magic   of   it--the   magic   of   something   exotic   and   far   away,   yet   familiar.   
 



The   music   is   made   familiar   in   a   number   of   ways.   For   instance,   American   pop  
artist   Jason   Derulo’s   “Talk   Dirty”   feat.   2   Chainz   samples   its   main   riff--and   most  
identifiable   feature--from   “Hermetico”   by   the   Israeli   band   Balkan   Beat   Box.  
“Talk   Dirty”   reached   #3   in   on   Billboard   Hot   100.   Balkan   Beat   Box   meanwhile   has  
1/109th   of   the   followers   on   Facebook   that   Jason   Derulo   has.   Jason   Derulo   has  
fostered   a   new   nostalgia,   in   part   for   an   element   that   was   not   of   his   creation.  
 
As   Charles   Baudelaire   gazed   upon   an   Orientalist   painting   by   Eugene   Fromentin,  
he   wrote:  

 
I   myself   am   suffering   to   some   extent   from   a   nostalgia   which   drags   me  
towards   the   sun;   for   I   find   an   intoxicating   mist   arising   from   the   luminous  
canvases,   which   soon   condenses   into   desires   and   regrets.   I   catch   myself  
envying   the   lot   of   these   men   who   are   lying   outstretched   amidst   these   azure  
shades   and   whose   eyes   express   if   anything   at   all,   only   love   of   repose   and   a  
feeling   of   blissful   happiness.  
 

In   some   sense,   that   is   what   I   too   am   doing   as   I   wander   the   Google   Maps   roadview  
of   Potop,   snowy   and   alpine,   blanketed   with   snow   as   if   relieved   of   the   burden   of  
human   activity.   

 



What   kind   of   exotic?  
For    Balkan   Fascination ,   a   number   of   surveys   were   conducted   of   participants   in  
the   Balkan   dance   and   music   scene   in   America.  
 

.   .   .[I]nvolvement   in   Balkan   music   and   dance   is,   for   98   percent   of   my  
respondents,   not   tied   to   their   ethnic   heritage.   However,   their   perception   of  
their   ethnic   background,   or   lack   of   an   ethnic   background,   is   an   important  
factor   in   their   choice   of   this   ‘adopted   ethnicity.’   In   my   early   interviews   I  
asked   people   about   their   ethnic   background   mostly   as   a   matter   of  
interview   routine,   interested   in   seeing   if   it   was   related   to   their   music   and  
dance   interest.   Very   early   on   in   the   interview   process   I   began   to   notice  
people’s   discomfort,   even   guilt,   about   the   “plainness”   of   their   background.  
This   was   particularly   noticeable   among   people   who   identified   themselves  
as   “WASPs,”   “mutts”,   “pure   Americans,”   or   “of   mixed   European   origin.”  
Representative   responses   to   the   question,   “What   is   your   ethnic  
background?”   were:  

[I’m]   not   really   anything   .   .   .   in   terms   of   ethnic   anything.  
I   am   not   ethnic.  
I   have   no   particular   ethnic   background.  
I   am   a   pure   lily-white   American.  
I   am   just   an   American.  
I   am   basically   a   WASP.  

 
The   adoption   of   an   alternate   persona--one   who   indulges   in   and   enjoys   activities  
that   seem   to   bear   cultural   markings   (“magic”   and   the   exotic)--allows   these  
individuals   to   feel   a   part   of   something   different.   Their   own   identities   are   treated   as  
blurry,   or   unimportant--cultureless:   “I   am   not   ethnic”.   Something   like   ethnicity  
then   must   be   moored   on   in   order   to   compensate   for   those   feelings   of   being  
nothing,   of   being   “not   really   anything”.  
 
Someone   I   know   from   Kosovo   was   told   by   a   friend   of   ours   that   I   am   Bulgarian.  
She   brought   this   up   to   me   and   asked   if   I   had   ever   been   to   Bulgaria.   I   said   no.   She  
said,   “Oh,   so   Bulgarian   is   a   loose   term,   I   see,”   and   laughed.   I   clarified,   “Well,   I  
say   that   I’m   Bulgarian   American.”   But   I   am   not   certain   she   saw   me   that   way.   I  
wonder   from   time   to   time   if   I   am   also   “not   really   anything”--which   I   see   as   just  
shorthand   for   “I   am   a   white   American   from   Colorado”.   But   I   am   many   things,   as  
are   we   all.  
 



When   I   studied   in   Tbilisi,   Georgia,   my   host   father   always   called   me   Bulgarian.  
Likewise,   a   Bulgarian   student   I   spoke   to   some   years   ago   said,   “Ah,   so   you   have   a  
Bulgarian   name!”   It   was   affirmation   enough.  
 
Going   out   in   style  
My   grandfather   died   when   my   father   was   in   his   early   twenties.   I   don’t   have   the  
exact   chronology   of   how   things   fit   together,   but   what   I’m   told   is   roughly   this.  
 
Once   my   father   and   I   were   driving   through   a   valley   in   the   mountains.   Something  
about   my   excursions   with   my   father   always   takes   me   back.   I   feel   about   eight  
whenever   we   go   on   a   trip   together.   I   said   to   him,   dramatically,   in   a   way   not   quite  
fitting   the   age   I   had   hit,   “When   I   die,   I   hope   I   die   with   style.”   I   meant   that   I   hoped  
I’d   die   in   a   skiing   accident   or   while   strutting   down   the   runway   or   wearing   makeup  
like   a   member   of   KISS   or   on   a   reconnaissance   mission.   As   an   interpol   agent,  
maybe.  
 
His   response   was   genuine.   I   felt   like   a   fool.   He   said,   “I   thought   my   dad   did,   when  
he   passed.”  
 
My   dad   was   living   at   home   then--or   maybe   it   was   the   summer.   And   my   aunt   was  
home   too--maybe   finishing   high   school   or   in   college.   
 
His   father   had   had   heart   attacks   before.   He   could   feel   it   coming   on.   He   called   my  
dad   into   his   room.   My   grandpa   would   have   called   him   Peter,   not   Pete.   My   dad  
called   an   ambulance   and   sent   my   aunt,   his   younger   sister,   down   the   driveway   to  
wait   for   the   ambulance   and   flag   it   down.   My   dad   helped   his   father   put   on   his  
clothes   and   button   his   shirt.   
 
I’m   not   sure   what   the   exact   chronology   thereafter   was.   But   I   believe   my  
grandfather   did   go   out   in   style.  
 
My   other   grandfather--my   American   grandfather--died   of   cancer   several   years  
ago.   From   radiation   therapy,   he   had   some   sort   of   mask.   I’m   not   sure   what   its  
purpose   was--maybe   to   protect   his   brain?   I   remember   my   mom   holding   it   and   I  
thought,   “It’s   a   death   mask.”   The   knowledge   didn’t   seal   anything   within   me,   or  
unseal   anything,   either.   It   just   occurred,   as   knowledge   sometimes   does.   Without  
consequence.   I   think   things   inexplicable   and   undefined,   in   these   particular  
haunting   ways,   often   exist   without   consequence   beyond   the   tremor   of   a   hand.  
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