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David Albahari





Serbia/Canada

David Albahari is born 1948 in Péc, Serbia. He studied English language and literature in Belgrade. In 1994 he moved to Calgary, Canada with his wife and their two children where he still lives today. He mainly writes novels and short stories and is also an established translator from English into Serbian. He is member of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts. His collection of short stories Description of death won the Ivo Andric Award for the best collection of short stories published in Yugoslavia in 1982 and his novel Bait the NIN Award for the best novel published in Yugoslavia in 1996. His latest collection of Stories Every Night in Another Town has won the important Vital Award, one of the most significant literary awards in Serbia. His books have been translated into sixteen languages by the most prestigious international publishers, among them Harcourt, Harvill, Eichborn, Gallimard, Cossee and Einaudi. English translations include a selection of short stories, entitled Words Are Something Else, as well as four novels Tsing, Bait, Snow Man and Götz and Meyer. He has translated into Serbian many books by authors such as S. Bellow, I.B. Singer, T. Pynchon, M. Atwood, V.S. Naipaul and V. Nabokov as well as plays by Sam Shepard, Sarah Kane, Caryl Churchill and Jason Sherman. He was a participant in the International Writing Program in Iowa (1986) and International Writer-in-Residence at the University of Calgary, under the auspices of Markin-Flanagan Distinguished Writers Program (1994-95). Between 1991 and 1994 he was president of the Federation of Jewish Communities in Yugoslavia.

“Each of Albahari's stories is a literary experiment. After reading them, one is left with a lingering effect and a wish to go back and reread the tales in order to ponder further the mystery of the creative process of writing." --- World Literature Today

“Albahari is to be ‘stored’ on the shelf of Nobel Prize winners in spe. The Serbian is one of the great writers of this world and we do not know it, or not enough.” --- La Vie Littéraire
KRAVA JE USAMLJENA ŽIVOTINJA

Sasvim kratke priče za trajan uvid u ljubav, tugu i sve ostalo 
(Die Kuh ist ein einsames TieR. Kurze Geschichten und dauerhafte Wahrheiten über Liebe, Traurigkeit und den ganzen Rest Eichborn  Frankfurt  2011 (Stories)
David Albahari’s new stories present the literary essence of his entire work.

A story told in the shortest way, with as few words as possible, not as a tribute to the silence, but as an example of the power of language: this is the intention behind these texts which show David Albahari’s versatility and linguistic elegance. Whether they are characterized by absurdity or bitter humour, melancholy or wit – a breathtaking conciseness is always an essential part of them. Reduced to one or two central images, the stories unfold in the imagination of the reader to diversified panoramas.

Written in the tradition of Franz Kafka, Thomas Bernhard or Daniil Charms, these stories will be read in minutes and yet remain in the memory for a long time.
Bulgarian: Janet 45

KONTROLNI PUNKT (“Checkpoint”) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2010 (Novel)
An army unit is sent to a check point but they have no idea where they are, they do not know whether they are on the border between two countries. Refugees come along and the soldiers do not understand their language. Almost everyday one or more soldiers are killed by an unknown enemy, they are attacked by several different armies, bombed and burned, and the commander, the main character – but he does not tell the story himself – decides to go back home. Alas the soldiers are found by their enemies and killed in the most terrible ways. The commander is the only survivor. He flees across the mountains. 

At one point he declares that he is back home, he sees a door, opens it and finds himself in his apartment. He turns on the TV and sees himself in the studio talking to a beautiful young woman (who has the shortest skirt and the longest legs that he has seen in his life) interviewing him about the war. When the programme is over, he turns off the TV and goes to bed. But before going to bed, he locks the door and puts on the safety chain - after all, he says, one must be careful, there's war going on outside.

Albahari’s newest work is told again in one paragraph but something very different in its dark and yet humorous tone. A book that it shows the madness and absurdity of all wars. 

CERKA (Daughter) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2010 (Novel)

CERKA is the story of two feuding professors of philosophy. While it is soon clear that the one just slept (accidentally) with the daughter of the other it remains blurred who exactly is plotting against whom. Eventually the vendetta escalates and the two Professors duel each other – in the park in front of the University, armed with medieval weapons, cheered by their respective students …– or was this just a dream? 
BRAT (Brother) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2008  (Novel) 

It is a short novel in two chapters. The first chapter deals with whether or not Filip shall open the letter he received from oversees. When he finally decides to do so he is taken aback: The letter is signed by “your brother Robert”. Filip never heard about any brother. Plus he wrote a book entitled “The Life of the Loser” inspired by the death of his only sister Alisa! He is not sure what to do - must he deny the existence of a brother? Write another novel? Change the old novel? He meets the man who claims to be his brother over dinner at restaurant (chapter 2) who tells him their real family story: Robert was born in 1968 during the student unrest, 3 years after Fillip, and 6 years after the late sister. When their father gets arrested the mother fears that she will not cope alone with the three children. A befriended Jewish couple who was about to emigrate to Argentine offers to adopt the new born. They all agree and the new adoptive parents leave behind a diamond bracelet. He was sold for a couple of diamonds says Robert bitterly. The more Robert recounts the more furious he gets, eventually he is shouting and swearing, and cursing his parents. Filip tries to calm Robert down but the other guests are already fuming and start insulting them, calling them homosexuals. Then Robert leaves for the toilet and when he returns he has changed into a woman in a flashy miniskirt, high heels, with a wig, fake eyelashes and red lips, now calling himself Alisa – he is now the surrogate for their dead sister he says and he is determined to undergo a proper sex change! By now the restaurant crowed has turned into a violent mob and a fierce fight breaks out. While Robert/Alisa defends himself/herself bravely Filip just sobs and remains cowardly passive. Filip is even ashamed to call for medical help and takes Robert home where he will bleed to death in his brother’s bath tub. Filip sits by his dead brother and the scenes at the restaurant reappear to him as if they were from Aristotle's Poetics. 
Germany: Schöffling, 2011
Bulgaria: Panorama (to be publ.)
Svake noći u drugom gradu (Every Night in Another Town) 

Srpska književna zadruga  Belgrade  2008 (Stories)

Winner of the Vital Award 2009.
A collection of 20 stories taking place in different cities, Belgrade, Ljubljana, Zagreb, Salzburg, Munich, Calgary and other. An omnipresent narrator is confronting disintegration of his own life. In an ecstasy of his own downfall and small triumphs, he falls into his final chasm. 

LUDVIG Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2007 (Novel)
„It is Albahari’s skilful use of a hyperbolic tone throughout the novel that makes LUDVIG a small masterpiece.” --- Ilma Rakusa

“A terrific verbal abuse of an abused” --- FAZ

“A novel bursting with linguistic wit and narrative pleasure” --- Berliner Zeitung
“A multiple twisted essay on genius, originality and paranoia” --- Tagesspiegel
“With the novel as monologue Albahari has found a form to effectively drag the reader into an unsettling subjective reality between normality and madness” ---Tageszeitung
„Effectually made and convincing in every aspect…Also with this latest work David Albahari lives up to his name as a master in the game of deception and as a virtuoso of the literary paradox.” --- ORF
LUDVIG tells the story of the relationship between the narrator and Ludvig, two writers from Belgrade. This intense yet one-sided friendship turns quickly into animosity when Ludvig’s “opus magnum” shows to be a plagiarism of his friend’s work. After years of separation the two meet again in a TV-interview that ends in a fiasco for the narrator. Furthermore, on arriving home later that night, he finds no other than Ludvig trying to snatch his wife away from him, a double humiliation. 

In a book-long monologue the narrator traces his unconditional submission to his friend, how Ludvig pockets his ideas and becomes a traitor that the public views as the "genius writer of the people". The monologue with its cutbacks and recurring lamentations and accusations becomes more and more obsessive. The reader learns bit by bit every detail about this love-hate-relationship and the mechanism of Ludvig’s rise and fall. The increasingly devastated narrator – he holds a pistol in his drawer, just in case – doesn’t spare himself of harsh self-criticism, particularly for neglecting his wife. Within this dissimilar couple, different characteristics, views and aesthetics collide. While the narrator tries to stay out of politics and continuously strives for personal and artistic integrity, Ludvig calls for national engagement and his opportunism drives him to creating of a "masterpiece” through plagiarism, after which he falls back to mediocrity. The rise and fall of Ludvig is also the portrait of the rotten intellectual climate of the city of Belgrade, which is in fact a third character in the novel. According to the narrator Belgrade purports to be a cosmopolitan city when in reality it is utmost provincial as are its vain inhabitants. This intensive criticism grows as the press and the media is carefully examined. The narrator's relationship to his city too is marked with love-hate and shows his own ambivalence – a delicate soul entangled in it’s own contradictions.

Germany: Eichborn, 2009





France: Gallimard (to be publ.)

Poland: W.A.B., 2010





Italy: Zandonai, 2010

Bulgaria: Panorama, 2010





Macedonia: Ikona 
SENKE (Shadows) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2006 (Stories)

MARKE (Stamps) Zepter  Belgarde  2006 (Novel for young adults)

PIJAVICE (Leeches) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2005 (Novel)

"Albahari is to be ‘stored’ on the shelf of Nobel Prize winners and Nobel laureates in spe. The Serbian is one of the great writers of this world and we do not know it, or not enough." La Vie Littéraire
“Kafka for our times – an epic masterpiece of the paradox.” --- Neue Zürcher Zeitung

“A terrific masterpiece, a raving monologue on the verge of insanity entangling the narrator into mysterious events over which he will not obtain clarity until the very end and descending the reader into a thrilling maelstrom of conspiracies and counter-conspiracies one cannot escape.” --- Die Zeit
An intellectual thriller by one of contemporary literature’s major voices. The protagonist (never named), a single man, lives in Serbia in the spring of 1998, writes a regular column for Minut, a Belgrade weekly, and spends most of his time with his closest friend Marko, smoking pot and talking about sex, politics, and life in general. One day he spots a man slapping a beautiful woman on the shore of the Danube, and he follows the woman into the tangled streets of the city until he loses sight of her. A few days later he sees a personal ad referring to the scene. He responds to the ad and receives a mysterious manuscript, whose contents seem to mutate each time he opens it. To decipher the manuscript, a collection of fragments on the Kabbalah and the history of the Zemun and Belgrade Jewish communities, he reaches out to an old schoolmate, Dragan Mišović, now a mathematician, and to a group of men from the Jewish community, led by a painter, Jaša Alkalaj.

The narrator’s research guides him to Eleazar, a Sephardic Jew who, in the eighteenth century, made a living collecting leeches for surgeons in the swamps along the Danube—Eleazar, it is said, was a mystic with golem-like properties and the ability to travel through time and space. As the narrator delves deeper in the Kabbalah, he sees signs of anti-Semitism, past and present, throughout the city and feels impelled to write about it in his column. He gradually becomes distanced from Marko, as he discovers, or thinks he discovers, that a group of Jews, headed by Margareta, the woman he’d seen being slapped by the river, have identified him as the reincarnation of Eleazar, and that their response to the growing anti-Semitism is to arrange an elaborate mystical ceremony intended to open a passageway into other worlds, and safety. At the same time, the narrator’s increasingly passionate columns erupt in a scandal, damaging Minut and culminating in murder.

A complex, powerful book, darkly funny, a reflection on the uncertainty of Serbian life in the late nineties. Published in Germany by Eichborn and in France by Gallimard, it has been called by La Vie Littéraire "the novel of a great writer", by Die Zeit “A masterpiece, a thrilling maelstrom of conspiracies and counter-conspiracies”, and by the Neue Zürcher Zeitung “Kafka for our times”.

Germany: Eichborn, 2007





France: Gallimard, 2009
USA: Harcourt, 2011





Hungary: Jelenkor Kiadó (to be publ.)

Italy: Zandonai (to be publ.)




Bulgaria: Ciela, 2010
UK: Harvill (to be publ.)

FÜNF WÖRTER Eichborn  Frankfurt  2005  (Stories)
„These stories put Albahari in the vanguard of contemporary literature.“   NZZ
Albahari’s stories deal with speechlessness and homelessness, the burden of memory and the loneliness of men – themes no other contemporary writer is able to put into words as intriguingly.

TERET (Burden) Forum pisaca  Belgrade  2004 (Essays)
DRUGI JEZIK (Second Language) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2003 (Stories)

SVETSKI PUTNIK (Globetrotter) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  2001  (Novel)

“Albahari, once again, through his writing, and the magic of those who translate it, was able to raise the reader to the level he demands”. --- Libération
Daniel Atias has the face the narrator of Globetrotter always wanted to paint. The latter holds, just like Atias, a visiting scholarship from the small city of Banff in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. Fascinated by this face, he spends most of his time with this rather silent Jewish writer from Belgrade that awakens his curiosity. During a visit to the local museum they stumble upon the traces of a certain Ivan Matulic, a Croatian globetrotter who lived in Banff during the 1920s. When they find out about Matulic’s grandson living in nearby Calgary, they decide to invite him to spend a day with them. The duo becomes a trio but the narrator very soon realizes that the relationship between Atias and Matulic’s grandson echoes the inner conflict of an entire country that lo longer exists, former Yugoslavia. During the trio’s last excursion on the eve of Atias’ departure the tensions between Atias and Matulic’s grandson become more and more evident...The quest along the fractures of history and its consequences on the identity of his characters lies at the heart of Albahari’s novel. The feeling of guilt and bewilderment, the reluctance and the wish to forgive emotions that are masterfully displayed in a powerful and subtle narration.

France: Gallimard, 2006

NAJLEPŠE PRIČE (The Best stories) Prosveta  Belgrade  2001  (Stories)

NEOBIČNE PRIČE (Unusual Stories) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1999 (Stories)

GEC I MAJER (Götz and Meyer) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1998 (Novel)

„(…) unimprovable, astonishingly moving and intelligent (…)”   The Guardian
Götz and Meyer, two non-commissioned SS officers, are entrusted with an assignment, "not a big one," but one that "requires efficiency." Their task is to transport five thousand concentration camp prisoners, one hundred at a time, in a hermetically sealed truck in which they are gassed. As Albahari's anonymous narrator, a teacher, obsessively pursues the truth of this systematic annihilation, he shares his findings with his students. Their school bus becomes that truck, and as the memory of Belgrade's lost Jewish souls is evoked, the students are bewildered. Their teacher, exhausted as much by the task of making history come alive as by the toll his research has taken on him, is finally overwhelmed by the horror of his own imaginings. A masterfully written story of the mass murder of Serbia's Jews, full of compassion, irony, and lyricism. Through his narrator’s obsession and despair Albahari delicately mirrors literature’s higher truth: It is not through the objectivity of the factual that the horrors of the holocaust become apprehensible but through the potency and impotency of the subjective memory.

France: Gallimard, 2002





Israel: Carmel, 2002

Germany: Eichborn, 2003





Great Britain: Harvill, 2004

Holland: Cossee, 2004





USA: Harcourt, 2005

Denmark: Hussets Forlag, 2005




Italy: Einaudi, 2006

Spain: Funambulista, 2009




Poland: Graffiti BC, 2007

Bulgaria: Balkani (to be publ.)




Macedonia: Blesok (to be publ.)

Galician: Dorado Cadilla Jairo (to be publ.)



UK: Harvill, 2005
PREPISIVANJE SVETA (Rewriting the world) KOV  Vršac  1997 (Essays)

MRAK (Darkness) Narodna knjiga  Belgrade  1997 (Novel)

MRAK is the darkness that fell upon the former countries of Yugoslavia the countries. Mrak is also the book of memory, the testimony of a man, the narrator, that finds refuge in hotel room out in the sticks of Canada. He had to flee his homeland because he knew too much. So far he lived a quiet and peaceful life without compromising the system, without any political engagements. Now he suddenly becomes a startled witness of the events set in motion in 1985 that shake up his county and becomes a participant against his will. Some helplessly observe the collapse, while others join in the nationalist ranks. A breathtaking political thriller about a the collapse of an authoritarian regime making way for disarray and for the most crazy and least honest temptations.

Slovakia: Kalligram, 2001





Italy: Besa, 2003
France: Ginkgo, 2007

MAMAC (Bait) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1996 (Novel)

„With this autobiographical novel Albahari sucessfully created a phiosophical and highly poetic work of art.” --- Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
The narrator of Bait has just exiled himself to Canada after the collapse of Yugoslavia and the death of his mother. She asks “How shall I begin?" As he listens to a series of audio tapes recorded by his mother years before the narrator ponders her life and their relationship while simultaneously trying to come to terms with a new life of his own - one of exile and the confusion of a new language and culture. Bait is an exquisitely crafted novel that exhibits the wit and raw honesty Albahari's readers have long admired.

Spain: Debate, 1999





Italia: Zandonai, 2008

France: Gallimard 1999





Denmark: Husets Ferlag 2000

Greece: Kedros, 1999





Israel: Gvanim 2001

Slovakia: Kalligram, 2001





Germany: Eichborn, 2002

USA: Northwestern UP, 2001




Finland: Mansarda 2007

Holland: Cossee, 2003





Poland: WAB, 2008 

Slovenia: Cankarjeva zalozba (to be publ.)



Sweden: Tranan, 2009

WORDS ARE SOMETHING ELSE Northwestern Univerity Press 1996 (Stories)

Set in the author's native Serbia, this collection of short stories reveals a vision transcending the narrow world of Serbian nationalism. David Albahari is concerned with the separation of people, but in a more universal sense than the tribal. He has the modern writer's obsession with our inability to express in words what is really meant; he even plays with self-reference, pointing to the inability of a reader to grasp the hidden context of literature. In the early stories, a claustrophobically close Jewish family struggles comically to communicate. In the later ones, it is a husband and wife who strive for an elusive connection. 
“One false move gives rise to a whole story,” says the “writer,” the protagonist of one of the 27 very short stories in this debut collection from David Albahari. His stories comes in a jumble of styles, from sensitive portraits of his family and the rueful nostalgia to surreal struggles with man-sized insects and fantasies of Godzilla and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance mingling with the populace of his Serbian town. They are interspersed with monochromatic vignettes illustrating tired banalities of everyday life and an essay in the style of a shopping list. For Albahari, momentous events and the most insignificant ones are fair game for his ruminations. His concerns are the timeless questions of truth, loneliness and the human condition, and his personal identity, as a writer and as a Jew, is a prominent theme. Despite a pervasive bitterness, Albahari pushes his fruitful wit and invention to some delightful limits. Publishers Weekly
SNEŽNI ČOVEK (Snow Man) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1995 (Novel)
At the beginning of the novel, Albahari’s exile, a novelist, has just fled his war-ravaged nation and arrives to take up a position of at a Canadian university. It immediately seems clear to him that in deciding to leave home, he has made a terrible mistake. In addition to the sorrow of displacement and the overpowering strangeness of starting a new life, he abhors the intellectual puffery of the academic world. The omniscient certainty of the professors and the rapid indoctrination of the students leave him profoundly isolated. As the exile’s sense of alienation becomes overpowering, the one thing that relieves his anxiety is orange juice. It’s a simple elixir that reminds him of the fragility of life and the care it took to cultivate oranges in his homeland before it was torn apart. Writing without paragraph breaks, and in a slow, sidewinding style that is constantly looping back on itself, Albahari manages to craft a voice here that goes beyond stream-of-consciousness into a unique style. The work is hypnotically compelling: simultaneously capable of communicating obsession, sadness, and beauty. 

As the exile’s sense of alienation grows, he finds a collection of old maps in the house he rents. Thus starts the novel’s central meditation on the nature of history and geography, and the natural boundaries that start and finish wars. Redemption, he finds, is possible in something as simple as snow, something white and beautiful that can rewrite a landscape and, in so doing, let us begin again. 

Germany: Zsolnay, 1997, 2011 DTV



Slovakia: Kalligram, 2001

France: Gallimard, 2004





Canada: Douglas and McIntyre, 2005

Ukraine: VseSvit, 2007





Greece: Kedros, 

IZABRANE PRIČE (Selected stories) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1994

Albanian: Rilindja, 1990

KRATKA KNJIGA (Short Book) Stubovi kulture  Belgrade  1993 (Novel)

Is it a novel or is it a biographical fragment? It’s the narration of a failing tentative to write. However, it is neither a querulous nor a self indulging pretext for the writer’s inability. It’s the chronic of the daily life of a writer in retreat hoping to write a “short book”. It’s a journal about this enterprise and the attempt of renewing his rapport to nature and to people. It’s a meditation that nurtures his project, shapes it and eventually makes it impossible. A deep reflection on the challenge and the imponderability of the writing process, full of compassion, humour and sensitivity towards human nature and the nature of things.

Israel: Hakibutz hameuhad, 1995




France: Griot, 1999

PELERINA (Cloak). KOS  Belgrade  1993 (Stories)

CINK (Tsing) Filip Višnjić  Belgrade  1988 (Novel)

A beautifully written prose work, Tsing is a multilayered narrative that combines a wholly fictional novel-within-a-novel with an episodic chronicle of the narrator's present as a traveller to and visiting writer in the United States. Much more than an "ordinary" post-modern text, Tsing is a quiet and moving paean to the narrator's deceased father. Beginning with a series of imagined vignettes involving a father and a daughter, Albahari weaves both real and imagined narrative fragments together with considerable skill. As Albahari's fragments -- simple stories about persons approaching each other, spending some time together, and eventually going their separate ways -- accumulate, his deft combination of paradox and poetry provides a kaleidoscopic view of memory, love, and loneliness. Albahari's is a world where absence is presence and presence is absence, where life's only certainty is its uncertainty, and where the most disparate of experiences eventually unite to form a single, unbroken strand.

Slovakia: Fragment, 1992





Canada: Bayeux Arts, 1997

France: Editions Est Ouest, 2004




Albania:  Korbi, 2005

Israel: (to be publ.)





Italia: Zandonai (to be publ.)

Bulgaria: Balkani (to be publ.)

JEDNOSTAVNOST (Simplicity) Rad  Belgrade  1988. (Stories)

FRAS U ŠUPI (Shock in the Shed) Rad  Belgrade  1984 (Stories)

OPIS SMRTI (Description of Death) Rad  Belgrade  1982 (Stories)

A Jewish writer tracing the path of his father, his community, his world and their disappearance in the “white city” of Belgrade.
Israel: Sifriat poalim, 1986




Poland: MAW, 1988

Slovakia: Obzor, 1988





Italia: Hefti edizione, 1989

Hungarian: Forum, 1989





Macedonia: Naša knjiga, 1990

Austria: Wieser Verlag, 1994

SUDIJA DIMITRIJEVIĆ (Judge Dimitrijević) Matica srpska  Novi Sad  1978

OBIČNE PRIČE (Ordinary stories) ICS  Belgrade  1978

PORODIČNO VREME (Family Time) Matica srpska  Novi Sad  1973. (Stories)






