Strong character

Leonard Neuger

To those born deep in the woods the trees and the earth give a sense of security. I had no friends to play with, but I had the whole vast forest – all to myself. This is what has shaped my strong (…) character. 

I wasn’t lonely. I had pines.

P. O. Enquist, 2007
Per Olov Enquist was born on September 23, 1934 in Sjön (Norrland). He was brought up according to the spirit of pietism by his mother, Maja Lindgren, a country school teacher (his father died when Per Olov was an infant). Would it be possible to derive Enquist’s creative thinking from pietism? Certainly yes, and the author readily leads his readers in this direction. 

Let us put this slightly differently: it is easy to notice in his novels all the “improvers” of the human race, Luciferian ascetics, mesmerists, enlightened reformers, great scholars. Sometimes these figures represent the – once very strong – movement of religious awakening in Sweden, sometimes they are leftist progressivists, who used to be very visible in the Norrland of Enquist’s youth – indeed, Enquist himself was one of them for a while. 

I don’t mean to say by this that charlatans, mesmerists, leftists, people consumed by a sense of mission, learned chemists (Enquist’s readers know that I am referring here to Maria Curie-Skłodowska from the novel The Book about Blanche and Marie), and many many other characters from his works – are always the same thing. On the contrary, the writer’s deeply contradictory life experiences confront him with the questions of incoherence, fissure, breach, wound. To interpret these precipices one could refer to Enquist’s absent father and the unquenchable desire for the absolute meaning. This desire gnaws at many of his characters, but none of them manages to satiate it. This is because they are dogged by their inseparable shadow, their desires’ distorting mirror. Just as Marie is accompanied by Blanche, the former star among the Parisian hysterics of the famous doctor Charcot. 

Enquist says that he was never lonely, because he had control over the woods (it might be more accurate to use the term “primeval forest” here), which shaped his strong character. True. Which of the famous writers has ever been as close to becoming a professional high jumper (1,98 m)? Few of them can boast such a large and varied collection of works: over a dozen novels, over a dozen plays and film scripts, abundant journalistic and critical work. Moreover, few European playwrights have achieved success all over the world, including the US and Broadway; the Polish productions of Enquist’s plays (Rain Snakes!) have become part of the history of the Polish theatre. It is worth adding that Enquist lived and lectured in Los Angeles, but also in Copenhagen and West Berlin. 

The majority of his works concern Sweden. It is thus no wonder that he ranks among the most awarded (16 main prizes, including the August Prize, which he received twice, the first time for The Book about Blanche and Marie) and the most eagerly read (editions reaching 100 thousand copies for the population of 9 million Swedes!) writers in his home country. Clearly, Swedish readers recognize their own dilemmas in Enquist’s novels. But it is his international fame (especially in Germany and France) that is breathtaking: he is one of the most frequently translated Swedish authors, he has also received the highly prestigious awards – the Independent Fiction Prize (2003) or the German Corine International Book Award (2005).
However, this image of a man with a strong character sounds more like an attempt at overtalking the problem than a confession, because the truth about Enquist is that whatever he touches – he turns into literature. I met him some 20 years ago when I travelled to Sweden to participate in a meeting of the Swedish PEN Club. It was evening, I was sitting with Agneta Pleijel and Maciej Zaremba (her husband). It was quite boring – my command of the Swedish language definitely not living up to a conversation with a Swedish writer. And then, as I remember, out of nowhere, out of some darkness, emerged Enquist with a bottle of Johnnie Walker: gentle (as usual), quiet, beautiful. He stretched out his arm holding the bottle and gave it to Maciek and said: “Take it.” And he was gone. Agneta said then something like “Thank God…”

I had no idea then that this man with a strong character was just tearing himself away from the bottom of alcoholism. This is what his latest novel, the instant hit and winner of his second August Prize, Ett annat liv ("A different life") is about. 

But can Enquist really write an autobiography? In fact, he has always been writing it – and never, too. As a writer he engulfs documents, testimonies – everything that is supposed to guarantee the factuality of events. His novels are full of quotations from these documents, diaries, notebooks; they are hybrid to a fault, they are a great collage of the world. In this Enquist is akin to Truman Capote and Norman Mailer. In a sense, he is one of the most outstanding contemporary historical writers. But history refuses to be captured completely, each and every “I” turns in the “real” documents into “he” or “she,” forming new wounds, new breaches between the objective and the subjective, between the relative and the absolute, between illusion and sobering up. This is why this strong character in Enquist’s works, who refers to himself with “I”, is “I” to the same extent as he is “he.” The novel Ett annat liv is about him: about a breach, in which one’s identity probably cannot be determined. 

Why not? One of the most beautiful answers to this question can be found in one of Enquist’s earliest novels, The Magnetist’s Fifth Winter. A slightly charlatanical mesmerist has just restored sight to the daughter of a town notable. It is of utmost importance, however, that she is carefully taught the world – which for us has always been visible. It is at this moment that comes the answer: “Now she can see, but no one knows what she sees.” 

Translated by Ewa Kowal
