Letters from the North
Jasmina Topić

North
Dear U.,
morning came with the rain. It sounds like the beginning of the novel, right! But there is something
you can for sure connect with literature when you try to go into the atmosphere of this island.
Maybe because it is so old and full of ruins from one side – churches and defending walls that are
surrounding the old part of the city – and on the other side, full of small sweet houses just-like-theycame from some fairy tale. And this is "the other side" of the true North. But, you can still feel in
the air that it is North, and then, in the moments of contemplation, while walking along the shore,
you almost can say that you are so near to the top of the World; and that the point on the map where
the eternal snow begins it's not that far away. I don't like snow, but here, being so close to it, makes
me feel exited in a strange way. Somehow, in my poetic imagination, ice that is never melting and
the snow all over the landscape is somehow connected with the experience of the eternity. When it
comes to imagination, just one look from my window to the gray sea on the horizon, or at least half
of the horizon, and I could say that this grayness can easily be seen as some liquid ice. But no, it's
not that cold, and not dark at all, I could say that it is almost regular continental November, even
with some softness in the air! Sounds maybe strange, because this regularity comes from the fact
that it is an island in one of the north seas. Now I am smiling in myself, because so many of you
were making jokes how I would be cold – and just for the record, I did caught some cold because of
the constant wind.
I should not complain, it was really sunny on the date of my arrival here, so I had a chance to enjoy
the view from the airplane. And what a view! I regret that I didn't have a paper and pencil during
my flight, because I would for sure write a good poem – I did wrote one four days after, but it was
not the same moment and not the same poem. I only kept the feeling of being amazed how great and
beautiful nature could be, and how many amazing places exist on Earth. So, I was lucky to grasp a
piece of this beauty. And the view – it was like the sky is below me with a lot of tiny dark clouds –
places where people do live – this is maybe the best description of the land. So much water that you
somehow feel that the land is interrupting Big Blue. Of course, this happened because there was ice
ones here that effected in shaping landscapes.
On the third day of my staying – in the fogy Sunday morning - I took my small Canon camera and
went out for a long exploring walk within the old part of town; and in my thoughts I just wanted to
reach the coast and try to smell the sea, to touch the stones. And I was happy when it happened –
the sea was blue gray (without sun to give him that well known green colour) – but it is still a sea,
with a lot of black and red stones on something that looked like the beach. Later on, I realized that it
is the same stones people here used to plate the streets. The city looked pretty much abandoned, and
the only living being I saw near to the local harbor was a really big swan – he looked so unreal in
that moment. I’ve never seen before a swan in the sea waters.
Today, fog has lifted, but this, I guess, typical grayness remained. Most of my neighbors here in the
house of Baltic Centre for Writers and Translators are too quiet and somehow like good students
dedicated to their work – I would say maybe pretty too much for writers (or is it that the rebel image
of writers is just a good commercial trick!). For me, writing is a creative process that is ON all the
time: while you are sleeping, drinking, walking, crying, making love, cooking, having a party all
alone in your room with some music you love etc. Or even in the moment that you are not doing a
thing. But not the moment were you seat in front of your computer or typing machine and say to
yourself: now, I am going to write/create. I will not see the world, or taste all there is to taste in the
world, just to work. No, this is then just some regular work. When writing, the whole world with its
extremes must be completely present within you, as long as you can hold it – and this is, I think the

hardest thing of all. Sometimes I think it is a state of mind similar to suffering, because there are so
many things to feel. But I am a poet! - Anyway, I wanted to say something else, ha! About my
neighbors – mostly Swedish and some of them from Finland, average age 50. There was one
interesting guy from Finland of my age, but he left on the third day of my staying. So, I am here like
some exotic creature from the wild South and the wild Balkans! They usually don't have guest like
me. Well, for many reasons ;) But, they are all sweet and we are having some good times together.
Like I mentioned there is actually two parts of the city – Visby – the old one and the new one,
behind the (ruins) medieval walls. I am still discovering the old part, because my house is here, but
when the wind stops I will seat on one of the bikes we have here for using and go to discover the
regular part of the city. Sometimes I have the feeling that these like-in-labyrinth streets are always
completely new to me, so it is fun in a way to walk through all over again. You just go out, and in
the same time you are both lost and found – because wherever you go (and you don't know where
you are going!) you will somehow come to the same start point. I like that, it is fun – like a feeling
that you are walking and playing a mental game of hide and seek with yourself in the same time. I
wish I could share these walks here with you, I wish we could look into the same gray but still
beautiful sea, and collect together those beautiful black and red stones, or do some pictures, and
then go to the small Irish pub maybe - I think you would like that place, and then maybe, to create
some new art pieces... And hey, I even wrote my first letter in English. I never ever try to do that
before.
Now, I will go to the other house – in one house there are sleeping rooms for writers & translators
and in the other, across the street there are offices, library, big kitchen, and in the basement there are
rooms with washing machines and even sauna! I should discuss some details with my hosts about
the literature evening I will have here in some 10 days I think, or possible excursion to Stockholm. I
should also make a phone call to some Serbian woman that lives here more then 20 years now, if I
could visit her maybe in Stockholm. We will see, I always feel in a way lazy when I need to cross
short distances.
Have a good day,
Jasmina

Days
Dear U.,
I am here for twelve days now, and time goes pretty fast for me. When I wrote to you my first letter,
I did not had the idea to write another one, but now it seems that it is perfectly logical to make it as
a short letter book with impressions of the place and the way I feel here. I was a bit impatient, while
waiting for your response to my first letter, and was not sure you would like it, but then, there was
this “lost in virtual world“ thing that happened with e-mail and I found out that you haven't received
it. I instantly remembered that message in the bottle stories, and maybe I should try to do that: print
the letters, put them in a wine bottle (of course!) and let the sea take them to uncertain future!
Every day, when I wake up, I have the same look behind my window, a big church taking half of
my window view and a tiny, usually not sharp, or very hardly seeable line that splits the sea from
the horizon. Sometimes, the church is singing to me, I mean to all of us here, because we have the
regular belling and then, three times a day, some sort of music that bells produce. I am lucky to have
a very solid sleep, otherwise I would be waking up at every hour. To make this room with a view
more like home, I brought some small candles to put them in my window, also some pebbles and
pinecones I found in a beautiful place outside of the city. Maybe this is pure psychology thing, but
don't know why, people always have to take something from the beach or forests and take it with
them, even if it is just for their temporary residences. Is it a reminder? - that you have been
somewhere, existed in some place you would like to keep in your memory or make it as a part of
the invisible experience? To have a piece of memory that in a symbolic way could be only yours!
In this moment, some of my most important people are sitting on one island in the south of Europe,
drinking beer and wine, celebrating their meeting via Facebook, and here it is almost dark, church is
still silent, and I am writing a letter in a different language. Isn't it strange! There are so many
perspectives in life. In my case, so many dear people all over the world, relatives and old friends,
but also new friends I met and spend my time on my travelling. Maybe it would not be that hard to
write a novel, maybe soon – just to start and see where it would lead, just like every road can take
you somewhere, if you let yourself go. This is why, lately, it is very strange for me when I see that
people usually do not let themselves go, that they are closing themselves in their little shelves,
small, insecure, in so called secured environment – like an optical illusion. Or I could be wrong,
everything could be just an illusion?! But even then, it is better to live an illusion of freedom and
courage to step out of yourself and explore you limits / borders then to stay in secured calculations
on everyday level.
Now, this is what happens when you start writing, you usually have one concept in the beginning,
and then, your thoughts take you to other places. I wanted to write about northern light – not Aurora
borealis, because this is far south for the phenomenon to be seen, but just ordinary, and necessary
sunlight that we are all rejoicing. I learned that trick here, every sunny day you should go out and
take as much as you can of the warmth and the glow, because you can never know when it appears
again. Sun is a pure life energy, and here even more significant. But, I cannot complain, local folks
say that this November is untypically warm, so I am capable to see many beauties of Gotland that
the Sun is reflecting on the land.
The other day, I took one of the bikes we have and I was riding along the cost outside of the city,
enjoying sea view – full of small and big rocks that were marking the shore. My companions were
mostly birds and few people with their dogs. Then I have reached very interesting but not that high
cliff that looked like one more medieval ruin, and I climbed to catch the landscape from above. Of
course I was constantly taking photos – this is how the energy of the place effects me, inspiring me
to photograph almost every detail. Anyway, when I reached the top of the cliff I discovered a small

forest, so I spend some time there walking around, like a happy dog! - feeling in a way free from
my own thoughts and past. Underneath the cliff there was a beach, at least it is during summer, with
a lot of facilities. This is were the bicycle rout was ending and I didn't go further, it was enough for
one day, but I was happy in a childish way having this small secret journey on my own. Maybe
because the landscape is so very different than the landscapes on islands in the South, or maybe not
– but in my experience it certainly is. If you count in the sea in this experience, it could be only
special, as it is always in my case.
When I am not outside, discovering surroundings, I am writing letters! All right, not only letters. I
have done some applications, as usual, writing poetry and working on what is already written, and
every night I go down in the basement, in the house across the street, practicing some Nordic skiing
on the machine. Some writers here say snuffs (Swedish tobacco) help them to focus, some are
drinking when nobody sees them, I think (or at least I am sure about the tee!) and I am running
towards the same white wall with also white tiles he he! It is good to practise, not only for the body
but to practice strength of your will to do something so boring as running, even on the machine. In
the main house (where mostly everything is happening) there is a big library, I mention that in first
letter. It is always nice to be surrounded with books, but my misfortune is in the fact that I can
hardly find some of them that I can understand – they are mostly on Nordic languages, and
languages of Baltic area. Here and there, there are some English translations, and German. So I took
some of Latvian poetry translated in English, one novel from Henry Miller, German grammar and
two novels in German, just to practice. I have decided to read them, these ones in German, even if I
am capable to understand only five percent of the text. Just try to catch the meaning in the sound of
the words and context. It should be at least interesting experiment. Somehow, I have a feeling that
learning one language should basically start from listening of the melodies of words. And this
whole year, for me, was learning how to use two languages constantly at the same time, English and
Serbian, and also try to grasp as much as I can of German. So, maybe, writing these letters in
English is just logic continuation. Anyway, speaking of books, a writer must be surrounded by some
books, even if it is hard to understand their contents – so this is why I have some ten books in my
room!

This week there is a Gotland Pride going on, and I was really surprised, starting from the fact that
there are rainbow flags on the top of the main church here – Visby Domkyrka, that is totally
untypical! – and also because of the fact that this is not that densely populated island. I mean, I was
out the other week with two writers and Saturday night here does not look like a party time! Cafes
were almost empty. Maybe if I find some company among younger writers who arrived recently, we

will go to see if there is some party closing the event – because there was no carnival on the street.
Tonight, we will have our second dinner together, and I am participating with some risotto with tuna
fish and vegetables. It is a nice way to relax from work and to exchange some interesting stories or
experiences. And next week will be my reading. I have five poems translated from Serbian in to
Swedish language and after reading them, we will talk about the Balkan literature scene and play
my poetry videos.
Write to you soon!
Jasmina

Event(s)
Dear U.,
The last chapter of my time here just started. In that name (or as a good excuse!) I have finally
opened a bottle of a local beer – Wisby klosteröl from Gotlands bryggeri. It should make me a bit
closer to you as a person who likes this type of drink. I can tell you it has a very nice taste, so in a
way I am drinking it for both of us! I always like to support local products, and it is a good way to
be connected with the place of some, or any, temporary residence. Also, I could say it is a small
ritual of celebration at the moment, because of a very successfull evening – presentation of my
poetry I've had last night. So, it started with the slide show of some photos I took here, like a
picturesque and poetic introduction in my work. After that, well, the plan was to do some
conversation before the reading, including some politics, at least my host here thought it is always
an issue when it comes to Balkan region. But, we talked mostly of how artist communicate, and do
we – we do! – have a good cooperation, despite the past. I guess it was somehow necessary to
“touch” the subject, but now, I think I am glad we did it, because I believe I had a positive approach
concerning the issue. Maybe it did show that small cultures and region with basically the same
languages needs to cooperate and to think more of a present time then the past, at least when it
comes to art. Everything else, I think it will take some time for sure to make it alright again, or at
least close to that “state of alright”. The reading part was really interesting, first it was me reading
in Serbian, and then the same poems were read in Swedish by Kale, young guy that is working with
Lena Pasternak, our main coordinator here. A good distinction with male and female voice that
made the reading more interesting. I also decided to read two of poems in English, for those people
who came to my presentation, and don't speak neither Serbian or Swedish. According to reactions
and comments after the official part, people did like my poetry, and had some very interesting
impressions and interpretations. Especially an older gentleman who liked my poem In third
language – if you remember this one? I did send you translation in German this winter. I reveled
him a secret about the poem, that the title could also mean “language of desire”! But that is poetry,
so many variations and possibilities in understanding what is written. This is why I really love
poetry, not only to write but also to read. A same poem can really have many variations of meaning,
and very different emotions as well. To finish this small report, the last part of the presentation we
played my video works – inspired by poems. After that it was a nice evening with drinking wine,
having some snacks and enjoying by the fire and some Serbian ethnic music, of course! But I think
everyone were satisfied and had a really god time. Just for the record, it was not totally
ununderstandable to read in Serbian, because it happened that I had one guy coming from Bosnia in
the audience, and was happy because of it.
I already spoken about this a bit crazy state of mind, listening and using different languages, but
now, somehow, I got use to it, like I have a switch in/out button for Serbian or English – and
everything is mostly of how much you can feel the language that you are using as medium of
communication – as long as we understand each other it is enough, and as long as we are able to
share some of our thoughts and dreams & ideas. Even feelings! No, especially feelings!
Another thing for today, I think I finally decided to skip Stockholm. I was really struggling with this
decision – should I go or should I stay – like in that popular punk song! It is maybe ones in a
lifetime opportunity to go and to see, but on the other hand I saw it from air, it was somehow more
exciting for me. I know myself. It would be, mostly, looking like a really stupid tourist in the
buildings without having a clue about the stories behind facades, or enough time to feel the energy
of the place; or learn more about history, art etc. But, another reason is that I guess now I do feel
tired from constant travellings I have had this year, and in my mind, I am already home. I don't
count Graz in that feeling of being tired – because it is like a second home. Now, when I think about
it, I am sure that there will be some second time occasion for me and Stockholm to meet!

Maybe I needed to stop for a moment in this part of the letter, to ask myself am I sure of my
decision? Or the emotional perspective of the letter changed because I am listening to a song
Californication from RHCP in unplugged version of tribute band called Orto Pilot – I like their
covers of popular songs, with a hint of hidden melancholy in a voice of a singer. Music can really
teleport you to the other level of existence! But it is a beginning of a different kind of journey. Just
now I remembered our karaoke night, how beautifully spontaneous that was, and how relaxing. It is
a good memory. Hope that time will somehow come again. The other day I wrote a Facebook status
of how there is really some kind of synchronicity between things and people, and how every asked
question is calling for an answer, or how every longing and emotion is asking to be materialized.
This is what happen to me, to explain the principle – I saw a very interesting photo of a woman on a
pianino we have here in a big guest room in the Baltic centre. Her face was partly covered by smoke
coming out from the cigarette she had in her hand. In front of her there was a very nicely decorated
cup of tee. She looked both present and absent, and like she doesn't care that someone is taking
photos of her. I was wondering who she was, and I was only sure that she is a writer. I was not
bothered with the question but it stayed somehow in the air. And the answer came day after, when
someone posted a poem with almost identical picture – it was Wisława Szymborska, a famous
Polish poet and a Nobel prize winner. And I had my answer! Maybe it will sound childish to you,
but it is something that I do believe in! As a poet, I should be at least a bit of a dreamer or idealist. It
does sound like stereotype, but in my case, don't think so.
For the reasons that I can't explain to myself anymore, and lately, I am not even trying, I do still put
a lot of mental energy in my communication with you, and I do feel that we do have this bound
somehow, even with all this “empty” places / periods of time, living in different cities and countries.
It is something that is constantly “on line”; It is like I am sure that you would write a line or two, to
me, if I would stop and vice versa. Ok, I do usually write more the a line! :) Do you think the same?
Do you think about it at all?! Throughout the history of literature people did wrote letters, a lot of
them. Some writers / philosophers became an extremely good friends, helping each other through
letters, discussing important topics, exchanging ideas and they never ever met – they stayed letter
buddies, we would call it like that today. My personal history of writing letters started differently
but I realized how interesting they could be, not only personally, but from the point of view of
literature – today it could be not only letter but also an essay, poetry in prose, travels journal...

It is a late hour, but it is dark for some time now, days became very short – of light. Here, I learned
to recognize a different levels and varieties of grey, I never thought I could. But, it will be
something to describe in my last letter from here.
Stay well and keep in mind that honesty is often scary,
but also liberating.
Yours,
Jasmina

