PROGRAMME NOTE:

Tanja Auroris, a young journalist from Belgrade, in conversation with Rachel West


“I grew up in a little town near Belgrade called Smederevo. One of the first history lessons we were taught in my primary school was the Kosovo Myth. Through that we were taught who the Serbian people are, where and which are our roots. Dusan the Great was our first and only emperor. It was his idea to create a Greater Serbian Empire, and he succeeded till 1355. After him, Duke Lazar had another, more enlightened view of rule. He converted his people to Christianity, built monasteries and churches, but under his rule Serbian people lost the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, and 500 years of Ottoman rule followed.

My childhood in Smederevo was great. I was a pioneer, I wore a blue and white dress, a red scarf and a hat with a red star and sang the song “Druze Tito mi ti se kunemo..”(Mrs. Tito we swear our allegiance to you). My parents did not think so much about politics under Tito’s regime because they had everything they wanted. They could travel, had a job and money and a red passport. 

But when I was ten years old, the world around me, actually in my town, started to change. I was a child, and I adored watching cartoons on TV, but instead the TV started showing some strange people in black and white suits. I didn’t understand. I asked my mother who they were, and she would reply, “Sometimes people hate each other, and somewhere there is a war, and those are our politicians, who must stop that.” I kept hearing the words nationalism, patriotism, brotherhood, integrity and sovereignty... Every hour of every day, the people spoke and spoke, politics began to dominate all conversations. At first there was great hope that Slobodan Milosevic and his wife, with the red flower in her hair, would be like Tito but his regime put us under a dictatorship and he stole our freedom and gave us fear. 


In secondary school, we were learning about the first and second world war, but nothing about the current situation in Croatia and Bosnia.I didn’t understand a thing. In Serbia we didn’t feel the war as much, except for the NATO bombardment. The NATO bombardment was my worst experience ever. I couldn’t sleep for three months because of the airplanes.
As for the Serbs from Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo…well they are now Serbian refugees in Serbia and lead, if you can call it that, a normal life. We have all heard the terrible stories, most of them lost parents, children or both.

So we lived under sanctions and economic blockade and continued to do normal things. We still played in front of the buildings and like all teenage girls, I went to the disco and listened to good music. I just remember not being able to travel to the seaside in Croatia and I remember inflation. New, bigger bills were printed every day, lots of new zeros, thousands, millions and billions of Dinars, all for a liter of milk or a loaf of bread. 

Unfortunately, as with Tito, Serbian people always adore their leader and afterwards hate him so much. Throughout the 90’s we had constant demonstrations in Serbia. First against the wars in Croatia and Bosnia, then students demonstrations, then more openly against the regime, followed by demonstrations for the freedom of the media, followed by further mass rallies in the lead up to the NATO bombardment, Kosovo events, etc, etc… These constant battles between the police, the Yugoslav army and the Serbian people were terrible. 


It took another year after the NATO bombing of Serbia and Belgrade for the democratic revolution in Serbia to remove the regime of Slobodan Milosevic. 

October 5th 2000 was the date, when the former regime was crushed. All of Serbia stood up for themselves. Protesters set fire to the Federal parliament. Young and Old people, children and soldiers were on the streets. Slobodan Milosevic lost
his last election, and under pressure by the Serbian people he was forced to admit defeat and Zoran Djindjic was sworn in as our new leader.


By the time I started to work as a journalist, we were beginning a period of
early democracy, transitions and reforms took place across the country.

I spent a lot of time in the Generral Assembly. I was there when Slobodan
Milosevic was going to the International Court of justice, as well as other
war-crime suspects such as the radical leader Vojislav Seselj. I was there
when Serbian people mourned our murdered Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic,
killed after three years of battling for our young Democracy.

The international community has given us conditions for entry into the European Union. These conditions revolve around two issues, the future status of Kosovo and the capture of war crime suspects. There are some claims that we will be in EU by 2012, but who knows. My view about our situation here is not so positive. I will concentrate on finishing my studies and after that I will try to find a post-grad scholarship for a masters abroad.

This is my story, of what has happened here and who we are. I really tried to be short, but no chance, because Serbia is a long story.”

MILOSEVIC AND FAMILY STORIES

From Sopholcles to Shakespeare, dramatists have repeatedly employed the family as the microcosmic symbol of the nation and it is here that Srbljanovic finds the perfect metaphor for the dysfunctional and abusive malaise of 1990’s Serbia. Indeed, Milosevic ruled Serbia as if it were a tragic drama and attempted to make all citizens actors in his perverse epic. Milosevic (amongst other post-Yugoslav tragedians) sought to resurrect medieval barbarity to fill the post-communist vacuum. In doing so, he created what Gojko Beric named ‘the most politically backward nation in Europe’.

This ‘celestial nation’ of Milosevic’ fantasy relied on the fabulation of politico-ethnic mythology. Srbljanovic seeks to reveal the true nature of this mythology, parodying and undermining its kernels. While her parody is at times deeply surreal, behind her often cartoonish world lurk real targets as well as their victims, human, national and psychological. 

In its fusion of styles Family Stories formally mirrors the chaos, pic-and-mix ideology and casual brutality of life in 90’s Serbia. In an environment where all norms have been subverted and where the surreal has become the banal, the black humour that permeates the play is a stoic act of defiance against helplessness and the abuse and loss of identity. 

Family Stories is a seering allegory and iconoclastic indictment of the de-humanisation of life under Milosevic.  Many would have hoped that the conditions and social psychosis that gave birth to this play would be resigned to the past but ‘democratic’ Serbia has yet to prove that its transition to normality has truly begun in earnest. Truth remains a taboo and Milosevic’ legacy has been to make many of his lies and assumptions common currency. For this reason, Srbljanovic’ play is still deeply relevant not only to Serbia but to any state where new orthodoxies threaten to subsume the individual in a collective web of idiocy destined for failure.

Dylan Tighe 

