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NIKOLA VAPCAROV/VAPTSAROV:
BETWEEN A BULGARIAN AND A MACEDONIAN IDENTITY

The aim of my article is to reconstruct Nikola Vapcarov’s/Vaptsarov’s multi-
tiered identity in the context of changing political circumstances. I analyse
his poetry published in the Bulgarian leftist press as well as his statements
from the time of the Macedonian Literary Circle’s activity in Sofia in 1938-
1941.

I retrace the material connected with his activity within the Macedonian
Literary Circle in Sofia on the basis of the archive of Mikhail Smatrakalev,
one of the Circle’s driving forces. I researched the Mikhail Smatrakalev Ar-
chive in the State Archives of the Republic of North Macedonia in Skopje.

Historical Context

In 1936 the legal organ of the so called IMRO-United (Internal Macedo-
nian-Adrianople Revolutionary Organization) — Maxegoncku eeciviu (1935-
1936) ceased being published, and it was the reason why Mikhail Smatraka-
lev (1910-1998) organized the ‘Macedonian Literary Circle’, but firstly he
established the ‘Journalists Circle’ (‘Ilyonumuctuyen kpbxok’) which was
an ephemeral organisation, before the ‘Macedonian Literary Circle’ started
to exist (PucroBcku 1997: 169-199).

At the same time, the official organ of the Bulgarian Communist Party,
the weekly Kopmuno (1935-1936), had been closed because of the fraction
wars among the Bulgarian literary left. The weekly was edited by Georgi
Karaslavov (1904- 1980) and was open not only to the antifascist left but also
to individuals like Smatrakalev and Vapcarov/Vaptsarov, who in that time
were not members of the Bulgarian Communist Party (®onx Cmarpakarnes,
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kyruja 10). The weekly was closed down due to internal antagonism, be-
cause it was a hub of the so-called qualitative group (kauectBenunn). In-
deed, for the Editor-in-chief, Karaslavov, and the weekly staff, the form of
published works (poetry) was an important issue. For the Central Committee
of the Bulgarian Communist Party it was ‘wrong line’, and that is why the
periodical was closed, and Editor-in-chief Karaslavov, two poets - Khris-
to Radevski (1903-1996) and Mladen Issaev (1907-1991), and the painter
Aleksander Zhendov (1901-1953) ended up outside the Party (ILlaneB 1971;
Dabek-Wirgowa 1980: 195-212 1 236-239).

The young collaborators of the weekly Kopuuno was Nikola Vapcarov/
Vaptsarov, and Mikhail Smatrakalev. The latter was also a collaborator of the
Macedonian diaspora’s weekly in Sofia, Makegnocku éeciuiu. Both periodicals
were closed down at about the same time, in 1936. They met at Kopmuro, and
it was the beginning of their lasting friendship (®onng CmaTpakanes, kyTHja
10). For Vapcarov/Vaptsarov it was a coming into Macedonian matters.

Macedonian Literature

In 1945 in Sofia, at the session of the Macedonian Scientific Institute, Sma-
trakalev mentioned that at the founding meeting of the Macedonian Literary
Circle (1938-1941) the members had not been in the habit to writing down
their presentations or their contributions they or their fellow members dis-
cussed, so Vapcarov/Vaptsarov’s report, which will be quoted here, is the
version cited by Smatrakalev in his memoirs!, which is written in Bulgarian
Language (®ong Cmarpakanes kytuja 10):

Hexka opranmusupame Make1oHCKUS JINTEPATYpPEH KPBKOK U B HETO J1a KOBEM
MaKe/I0HCKa, Hallla JUTepaTypa, B HETO Aa Ch3AaJIeM IPOU3BEIECHUS, KOUTO /1a
Pa3TBOPAT OYMTE HAa MaKeIOHIMTE, 1a UM BIbXHAT Bsipa B odeaara, B CBOOO-
Jiata, 1a pasropuM TSAXHOTO HAIMOHAJIHO Ch3HAHUE, Ja TH MOOMIM3UpaMe 3a
Oopba MpOTHB peakiusATa, MPOTHB BbPXOBU3MA, MPOTUB IOBHHM3MA.” (DOH[
Cwmarpakanes, kytuja 10)

In his presentation, according to Smatrakalev’s memoirs, Vapcarov/
Vaptsarov proposed not creating any kind of literature, but literature aware
of its duties, committed to the struggle for future Macedonia which would
be a separate political entity as well as a component of a future federation of
democratic states in accordance with the Soviet model.

! Different meaning on that topic present in Vasil Tocinovski (ToumzoBcku 1995).

2 “Let us organize the Macedonian Literary Circle and though it let us create Macedonian,
our literature, through it, let us create works which will open the Macedonians’ eyes breathe
faith in victory, in freedom into them, let us fire their national awareness, let us mobilize
them to fight against reaction, against vrhovism, against chauvinism.” Eevery translation is
translate by Jolanta Sujecka [JS] and Joanna Dutkiewicz [JD].
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At the second meeting, Smatrakalev gave a lecture on Vapcarov’s/
Vaptsarov’s poem Poguna (Homeland), which had been published in 1935 in
the 37th issue of the weekly Kopmuno in Bulgarian Language. It is worthy to
cite a significant fragment of Smatrakalev's analysis of this poem:

/.../ CTHXOTBOPEHHETO € MaKeTOHCKO. B HEro BIk1aMe W3 JUrHaTUTE TPAHUTH
Ha [lupuH, opiure Hajx OCTHUTE Cella, HO HE CaMO Tas KapTHUHA 'O IpaBU
MaKeJIOHCKO, He. HaBcsikab/ie 00pa3a Ha poiuHaTa € HIKaK HePa3pUBHO CBbP3aH
c aBTOpa. M Koraro ro 60/M 1 KOraTo CTpaja, TOW ce oT4YaiiBa M XyJu Maiika
CH, XyIll 5 HE Y€ My € JaJiedHa, a 3all0TO My € OJIM3Ka, 3al[0TO Ha MaiKara,
Hal-0JIM3KaTa, TOM MOXKe N1a Kake HA-TOPYMBUTE W HAW-HEXHU IymMu. U
KaTO OTPE3HsBA, TOU T Ka3Ba HEMOApakaeMo MpocTo - “Cera cu Mu 0J1M3Ka,
no-osau3ka ot maiika gopu!“ U Ha Kpasi HeroBHUsl YCTPEM €CTeCTBEHO e
cBbp3an ¢ umenara Ha [oue[demues - J.S.] u Jame [I'pyes -J.S.]. [J.S.] Ho
uma 1 1pyro. Tyka uMa ¥ HaBIM3aHEe U KbM UHTEpHALMOHATIM3MA. /.../° (DoHL
CwMmarpakanes, kytuja 10)

The figures of Goce Delcev/Gotse Delchev and Dame Gruev from the
poem of Vapcarov/Vaptsarov, according to the interpretation of Smatrakalev
are symbols of Macedonian charcter, as well as the elements of poets ideo-
logical homeland. As Smatrakalev recalld yers later Vapcarov/Vaptsarov and
Anton Popov (1915-1942) - other member of the Macedonian Literary Crcle
- both from Pirin Macedonia heard for the first time about them from him
(®ona Cmarpaxkanes, kytuja 10).

In aforemention interpretation Smatrakalev also notices that the poets
lyrical subject merges with the images of the homeland as a mother. It is
connected with a much deeper issue, Vapcarov'/Vaptsarov' in fact combine
his private biography with the lyrical subject he creates.

In my interpretation Vapcarov/Vaptsarov in his poem create a multi-lay-
ers image of his homland - Macedonia, which does not stop beeing local, but
at the same time bigins to function as an ideological homeland. The hyposta-
sis of locality is Pirin mountains and Bansko, poet's birthplace. The sign of
ideological homeland are the historical figures of Dame Gruev (1871-1906)
and Goce Delcev/Gotse Delchev (1872-1903). Gruev and Delcev/ Delchev
are a heros of most recent history, about whom Vapcarov learned (as I stressed

3¢/.../The poem is Macedonian. In it we see the raised granite of Pirin, eagles above poor
villages, but it’s not just this picture thus makes it a Macedonian [work- J.S.], no. Wherever
you look, in some way the image of the homeland is linked to the winter. Whenever he is in
pain, when he suffers, when he is desperate and curses his mother, he curses her not because
she is distant from him, but because she is close to him, because to his mother, his nearest,
he can say the saddest [the most bitter] and the gentles words. And when he awakens he says
ordinarily, in an inimitable way: ‘Now you are near to me — nearer even than my mother!’
And finally, his aspiration is related in a natural way to Goce [Delcev —J.S.] and Dame
[Gruev —J.S.]. But there is something else. We also have here a reference to internationalism
A
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earlier) from Smatrakalev, though the press of the Macedonian diaspora in
Sofia commemorated both the Ilinden Uprising and all the sites related to it.*

But the key term in the poem as well as in Smatrakalev’s analysis is the
lexeme napog/narod and its meaning. Vapcarov/Vaptsarov uses this lexeme
in the next-to-last verse of his poem:

Bpenb mpaxs.

U BB Mpaxka — Tersio u poOusi.

I'mag.

OcTaHa CTOTHIY F'OJNHU Ha3alb.

A Helize KHUBOTA MyJICHpa,

M3pacTBa

3aBOJb

CJIet 3310115,

OpBbMYAT TPOIIENIEPH. ..

A MosT Hapoab [J.S.]

paboru,

ymupa,

KaKTO Bb IbJIOOKATa

Opom3oBa epa.’

(H. Bartuapos, ApxuB Ha PenyOnnka CeBepna Makenonuja)

The lexeme napog/narod has been translated and explained as “nation”
by many authors (Friedman 1975: 83-98; Felczak & Wasilewski, 1985: 247-
249;307-312; Kramer 2001; Jelavich 1983). I propose the philological trans-
lation of the term napog/narod as “people-nation”.

Now we can return to Vapcarov's /Vaptsarov’s poem and put forward
a fundamental question. Who are the people-nation (rapog/narod) in Vap-
carov's/ Vaptsarov’s poem? The context of the first verse suggests the peo-
ple-nation from Pirin Macedonia, meaning the Bulgarian part of Macedonia,
from where he originated. Vapcarov /Vaptsarov was born in Bansko in Pirin
Macedonia, but the last verse gives us a slightly different possible connota-
tion of using the lexeme people-nation (napog/narod):

A3b maks Te 00MYaMb

Ponuno na I'one u Jlame,
3aIl10TO U3PACTHAXD,

3aI[0TO 3aKPerHaXb BbBb 1e0b.

4 See the magazines of Arseni Jovkov, published in Sofia: Haunoenwv (1922-1924), Hupunv
(1923-1924), 20 FOnu (1924).

5 “Darkness everywhere/And in the darkness — suffering and bondage /Starvation. /You fell
behind hundreds of years. /And somewhere life is pulsating / there rises /factory/after facto-
ry, /propellers drone.../And my people-nation [J.S.] /works, /dies, /as in the distant/Bronze
Age.”

6 On this issue will be published my chapter Territory and language from the perspective of
19th and 20th century Macedonia (as a representation of the Balkans) in the Volume Prob-
lems and Methods in the History of Language: Desired language prepared by the University
of Girona.
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U HOCSI BB CHPLETO CH MIIAZI0
TPEBOXKHOTO 3HAME
u BbuHMs ycTpeMb
Ha BCUYKH 0€3b MMOKPHUBD U XTh0B.’
(H. Barmmapos, Apxus Ha Peny6mmka CeBepHa Makenonmja)

In this context the figures of Gotse Delcev/Goce Delchev and Dame
Gruev suggest Macedonia, but Del¢ev/Delchev was from Pirin Macedonia
and Gruev from Vardar Macedonia. In the cited verse both names are togeth-
er, and are connected with the lexeme of homeland, which is written with
a capital letter. On the other hand, the last part of the poem gives us a clear
border of this homeland. Vapcarov/Vaptsarov speaks about a people-nation
(napood/narod) of poor, homeless people, “... without roof [over their head]
and without bread” to live on. The last verse gives the poem a universal di-
mension.

In his analysis of Vapcarov's/Vaptsarov’s poem, Smatrakalev is very
critical of the ending:

/.... Ilocie, HeKa oTOeIeKa HEN[O 32 KOMIIO3MIUATA. Ts1 € Ha MecTa MHOT0-J10-
Opa, HO MOCJICAHMAT KYIUIET € HSIKaK OTKhCHAT. A TO HE € ciydaiiHo. Jlokaro
HaBCSAKBJE TOCTHT, KOTaTo CE pajiBa U CTPaja, Koraro ce OyHTyBa M OTYaiiBa,
KOraTo ce 0371005iBa U pyrae — HaBCSKbJE YyBCTBYBa PonuHara, ocHoBara Ha
MUCITUTE MY € TSI, B IOCTICTHHS KYTUIET He ¢ Taka. [ 3aToBa TOW CTOM HSIKaK Ha-
CTpaHa, HECIOeH He JI00pe 3aBbp3aH 3a 0cTaHAIOTO. ETO — HE € JTH eCTeCTBEHO
Jla 3aBBIIK TPH TOBA 00O HACTPOCHUE — U HOCSI B CHPIIETO CH TBOETO 3HaMe/
BMECTO TPEBOKHOTO — YK€ ?/ U BEUHUS YCTPEM Ha MOsI IOPOOCH HapOJI/BMECTO
— Ha BCUYKH 0€3 MOKPUB U XJI10/. A3 My MokelaBaM J1a Hanpas ToBa. To He e
caMo Ipsx Ha CTUXOTBOpPEeHUETO. To € oTpakeHue Ha JIbIOOKO U3PSI3aHHUSI BT
Ha aBropa. Tol e OT MHTePHAIMOHAIN3MA KbM HAIMOHATHOTO — 3aTOBA €
TaKkbB 3aBbpiicka. 1 Heropusat mbT KbM PouHaTa He € 3aBbpIIICH.

IIpaB 1 cbM — BHe 11€ KaxkeTe. He Mucs, ye TaM € KopeHa.

A3 maxk My TIOXeJlaBaM — Jla JUTHE 3HaMeTo Ha [orle, Ha HaAIIUSI HAPOI, a He
Ha BCUYKH 0€3 TIOKpUB U XJisi0 U camo Oe3 ToBa jin — 0e3 pajoct, 6e3 cBoOoa,
0e3 Bb3ayX. I — HanmoHanHara O0opOa HAU 1O TOS HAYMH CTaBa MHTCPHA-
UoHaHa. HalmoHAIHOTO JIBY)KCHNE BUHATH HAJIMBA BEAPOCT U YCTPEM KbM
BCceHapomHaTa 6opba 3a cBoboma u nmporpeca. Ctura 1a He € U3KBJIYEHO, MPOo-
(anmpano, uzkopucreno.® (Goux Cmarpakaies, Kytaja 10).

7T still love you/ Homeland of Goce/Gotse and Dame,/ because I grew up,/ because I was
strengthened in you./ And I carry in my young heart/ the trembling banner/ and eternal aspi-
ration/ of all those without roof and bread.”

8 ¢/.../ Then, I should mention something about the composition. It is very good in many
places, but the final verse is somehow inconsistent. And this is no accident. Whereas every-
where the poet, when he rejoices and when he suffers, when he rebels and when he despairs,
when he becomes angry and curses — everywhere feels his homeland, it is the foundation of
his thoughts, this is not the case in the last verse. And that is why it stands somewhat apart,
not connected, not tied well to the rest. And thus — is it not natural for it to end in the [same]
general mood — and in my heart I carry your banner/ instead of the trembling [banner] and
the eternal aspiration of my enslaved people-nation/ instead of — all those without roof and
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As we can see, he directly instructs the young poet how to finish the
poem. Smatrakalev knew that Vapcarov/Vaptsarov had little knowledge of
Macedonian history, because he was educated at Bulgarian schools, spoke
Bulgarian and all his poetry was in Bulgarian. Through his friendship with
Smatrakalev, the author of Poguna (Homeland) started to learn more about
the Macedonian issue, and (more importantly) he started to develop Mace-
donian literature.

Among the members of the Macedonian Literary Circle, only Kole Ned-
elkovski (1912-1941) and Venko Markovski (1915-1988), who came from
Vardar Macedonia, spoke and wrote in the Macedonian vernacular, and also
had an open attitude towards national and social issues. The same could be
said about Koco Racin (1908-1943), who lived in Vardar Macedonia but
published his works in Serbo-Croatian, Bulgarian as well as the Macedonian
vernacular. There are some poems of Racin in the archives of Smatrakalev:
Tyiuynobepauuiue [The Tobacco Harvesters | and Vipo nag nac [The Sun
above us] from his first collection of poems beru myepu [White Daws] from
1939, and his first Macedonian poem published in 1936, JJo egun Paboiunux
[To a Worker]. (Poun Cmarpakanes, kytuja 10).

Conclusions

A special context for Vapcarov's/Vaptsarov’s poem Poguna (Homeland)
which I analyse here is provided by his statements from the time of the Mace-
donian Literary Circle’s activity in Sofia in 1938-1941. His first presentation,
about which we learn from Smatrakalev’s archive, is very significant. An-
other very important part of Smatrakalev’s memoirs is connected with his
meeting with Macedonian students from Vardar Macedonia in 1939 (®oun
Cwmatpakanes, kytuja 10). This short document includes a very distinc-
tive testimony about Vapcarov's /Vaptsarov’s reaction and attitude towards
Macedonian students:
CBUTHAT U MBIYAINB Ipea xopa Bar[uapOB M€ CTHUCKAIIC 3a pbKaTra Hall
JIAKBTA U TOKY MU IT'OBOPEIIIC HA YXOTO: ,,BI/I)K, TH KaKBH CJIaBHH, OWJIM HAIIUTE
MoOMueTa... . buBa cu ru /.... /” EMHOBpEMEHHO ¢ TOBa TOH Oe XBaHAJI 3a PbKa
€AWH OT CTYACHTUTC, HUCBHK Ha PBCT, HO C MUJIOBUIHO U YMHO JIMIIC. Kazgare
ce Banuo. ,,Caymaii, Banuo, Tu me Objent ¢ MmeHe, Ti y Hac e crunr. C Tebe
1ie yaapuM Moabet abar u BecectpaneH...” ? (Donx Cmarpakanes, kytuja 10)

bread/. I wish for him to do that. This is not just a sin [failing] of the poem. It is a reflection
of the author’s deeply carved path. He goes from internationalism to nationalism — hence the
ending. And his journey to his homeland is not over.

Whether I am right — it is up to you to say. No, I think that is the root. I wish him — again to
raise the banner of Gotse [Delchev], [the banner] of our people-nation and not of all those
without roof and bread, and not only without that — without joy, without freedom, without
air. And — the national struggle is thus becoming international. The national movement al-
ways adds clarity and purpose to the nationwide [people’s and national] struggle for freedom
and progress. As long as it [the national movement] is not warped, spoiled, exploited.”

? [Usually] Uptight and quiet in front of people, Vapcarov/Vaptsarov squeezed my arm above
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His support for Smatrakalev’s speech, which was dedicated to the Mace-
donian question and especially to the Macedonian nation (rayus - natsiya), is
a significant illustration of what the poet thought about these issues.

On the other hand, Vapcarov/Vaptsarov is part of Bulgarian literature,
and not just because of the Bulgarian language of his poems. The Bulgarian
dimension of his identity as well as the Macedonian and universal — interna-
tional dimensions are part of his multi-layer consciousness.

The last significant context which I would like to mention is the biogra-
phy of Rafael Moshe Kamhi (1870-1970), a Sephardi Jew born in Bitola (for-
merly Monastir) in the Ottoman Empire, geographical Macedonia, who was
a member of the IMRO organization and was responsible for international
contacts, working as a courier between the Central Committee in Thessaloni-
ki (Solun) and the District Committee in Bitola, as well as the organization’s
representation abroad in Sofia. Kamhi participated in the Ilinden Uprising in
1903 (Cyjeyxa 2015: 137-144). Mark Cohen, the author of the very interest-
ing book about the Jewish Community of Monastir (Cohen 2003), points out
in the chapter dedicated to the significant period between 1903 and 1912 that
to many Ottoman Sephardim who participated in the IMRO organization and
the Ilinden Uprising (like Kambhi), ... the Macedonian movement appears to
have acted as a substitute cause. In IMRO, Monastir's Jews could keep their
religious identity while adding a national one” (Cohen 2003: 104). It was this
vacuum the Zionist movement solved for many Jews.

In 1941 the body called ‘Corporation Macedonia’ (Kopmnoparus
Maxkenonusi) was established within the Macedonian Literary Circle. Its
meetings being attended by left-leaning activists of the Thracian and Do-
brujan brotherhoods (®ounn Cmarpaxaines, kytuja 10). Including them in the
Circle's work lent a different meaning to the term Hamust — natsiya develop-
ing in Bulgaria within the left wing of the three diasporas, i.e. Macedonian,
Dobrudjan and Thracian (Sujecka 2013: 187- 198).

For Vapcarov/Vaptsarov and many other members of this society, it
played the role of a formative movement for their identity. That is why a
multi-layer identity - typical for the Ottoman Empire - in a away returned in
the 20th century in the borderland between Bulgarian, Serbian, Greek and
Macedonian identity'°.

the elbow and whispered in my ear: “Look how magnificent our boys were... They are
capable [they are great] ...” At the same time, he grabbed the hand of one of the students,
a short [man] but with a smart face and good looks. His name was Vanco. “Listen, Vanco,
you will be with me, you will sleep with us. We will have a talk like friends, a long one and
about everything...”

1 The different meaning on that topic: Tomoposcku 2008. On the issue of double identity
of poets and writers from the territory of Macedonia very interesting view presents Ivan
Dorovsky (1997) and Milan I'ypuunos (1998).
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Jolanta SUJECKA

NIKOLA VAPCAROV/VAPTSAROV:
BETWEEN A BULGARIAN AND A MACEDONIAN IDENTITY

The analytical material for the topic in question is the output of poet Nikola Vap-
carov/Vaptsarov (1909-1942). My interpretation is based on his poetry published in
the Bulgarian leftist's press as well as his statements from the time of the Macedo-
nian Literary Circle’s activity in Sofia in 1938-1941.

The material connected with his activity within the Macedonian Literary Cir-
cle in Sofia I retrace on the basis of the Archive of Mikhail Smatrakalev, one of the
Circle’s driving forces. The Mikhail Smatrakalev Archive I researched in the State
Archives of the Republic of North Macedonia in Skopje.

The aim of my article is to reconstruct the poet’s multi-tiered identity in the
context of changing political circumstances. An important background for this anal-
ysis are the biographies of the Circle’s other members as well as historical figures
who had no formal connection to the Sofia-based Circle, (like Koco Racin (1908-
1943), but their life and output is an interesting context for identity issue in the
region in that time. The same illustrative role in my article play the biography of
Rafael Moshe Kamhi (1870-1970).

Keywords: Nikola Vapcarov, Vaptsarov, identity issue, Macedonia Literary Circle
Koc¢o Racin, Rafael Moshe Kambhi.






