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Time Shelter
living in 'Protected Past’

An exploration into the literary works of the
2023' Man Booker prize winner George Gospodinov

eorgi Gospodinov,

the Bulgarian writer,
received the 2023’
International Booker
Prize for Literature, for
his work Time Shelter
which was translated
into English by Angela
Rodel who co-shared the
prestigious award. Time
Shelter thus turns out
to be the first literary
work from Bulgaria
to receive the Booker
Prize. Gospodinov, the
exquisite author, was
born in 1968 in Yambol,
a small city near the
Turkish border. He spent
his early childhood in his
grandparents’ village while his father and
mother were away in town building careers
as a vet and a lawyer. Abandonment was
a constant fear, as he told in an interview
to Claire Armistead, which was followed
by loneliness after the parents took him
and his younger brother to live with them
in a basement flat. Even then, his parents
had a large and eclectic library, where he
could find out the things his school and
family couldn't teach. Gospodinov is a
multi-faceted personality who is a poet,
essayist, short story writer, opera librettist,
newspaper columnist, playwright, and
screenplay writer. His well-known works
include Natural Novel (1999), And Other

Stories (2001), The
Physics of Sorrow
(2012), “The Invisible
Crises”(2013),
and The Story
"'Smuggler" (2016).
His graphic novel
“The Eternal Fly”
("Vechnata Muha")
co-authored with
the artist Nikola
Toromanov was
the first Bulgarian
graphic novel and
his short story
‘Blind Vaysha' was
adapted into a short
animation film that
was nominated for
an Oscar in 2017.
Though this article intends to give a
review of the Booker Prize winning Time
Shelter, a laconic account of Gospodinov's
works will apparently serve to comprehend
the style and perspectives of the author.
Fragmentary structures and elements
of his personal and family histories are
often found in his fiction to explore lofty
ideas about time. The Story Smuggler is
a short autobiographical text published
as part of “The Cahiers Series” in which
Gospodinov traces his evolving as a writer,
contextualizing the experiences of life in
Communist Bulgaria where he quite feels
apervasive sense of an otherness being out
there. The collection And Other Storieswith
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almost two dozen short stories, and some extending only a
single page, ranges from the fantastical to the realistic with
an unusual touch prevailing it. In his stories, Gospodinov
tends to take his inventive premises and gets straight to
the point.

In the Natural Novel, published in Bulgarian in 1996
and translated into English by Zornitza Hristova in 2005,
Gospodinov himself is the protagonist. He is going through
a crisis as his marriage has fallen apart, and his wife has
gotten pregnant by another man; wherein he starts writing
a novel about it. This leaves him baffled and uncertain
about his own life story. The novel keeps moving further
backward in time, as the character unearths his own
history, trying to divulge in a kind of mechanism for how
his life had led to this baffling result. It is revealed that
his wife longed to have a child and the novelist wasn't
able to show justice to her feelings. Soon, she’s seen living
with the child's father, while the divorced novelist is still
grappling with the existential marsh of his bafflement
through writing. The novel got translated into 21 languages.

The Physics of Sorrow is based on the themes of
abandonment, isolation and misunderstanding. The story
of the narrator, Georgi and his family are told through
the lens of the ancient Greek myth of the Minotaur,
the half-man, half-bull creature that inhabits the dark
tunnels of a Cretan labyrinth. Georgi grows up in Socialist
Bulgaria, which itself is an isolated and lonely place.
Though Georgi's parents had good jobs, his family lived
in a cramped basement apartment, their own type of dark
labyrinth, due to the strict controls by the government
on housing. Living in such a dwelling led Georgi afflict
with the “Minotaur Syndrome.” Georgi's issue in terms of
intimacy affected him adversely to get close to any woman.
His fear of intimacy is part of the reason that he falls into a
deep melancholy after the birth of his daughter. He travels
around aimlessly at his doctor’s advice to shake off his
extreme gloominess. Georgi leaves his family and moves
back into his home in the basement and lives in the dark
labyrinth all alone. At the end of the novel, Georgi tries to
describe, sort out and even deal with his sorrow with the
language of quantum physics. The Physics of Sorrow won
him the Jan Michalski Prize for Literature in 2016.

Gospodinov's third novel Time Shelter is the most
discussed one as it won the prestigious International
Booker Prize this year. Time Shelter is precisely about a
clinic in Switzerland that treats Alzheimer's patients by
recreating a happy period of their lives. The novel’s title
“Time Shelter” is a coinage in Bulgarian as it is in English,
a grafting from the noun “bomb shelter”. It's well found in
its ambiguity: sheltering from time, and sheltering within
time. “The time is coming when more and more people
will want to hide in the cave of the past, to turn back. And
not for happy reasons, by the way. We need to be ready

George Gospodinov and Angela Rodel

with the bomb shelter of the past. Call it the time shelter,
if you will” (44).

Time Shelter opens with eleven epigraphs and feels like
a half- essay and half novel, connecting cultural artefacts
from Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain to Auden'’s
“September 1,1939" It is the story of Gaustine, a mysterious
therapist, who starts up a clinic for Alzheimer's patients
and those suffering from dementia to help recover their
memory. “According to Gaustine, for us the past is the past,
and even when we step into it, we know that the exit to the
present is open, we can come back with ease. For those
who have lost their memories, this door has slammed shut
once and for all. For them, the present is a foreign country,
while the past is their homeland. The only thing we can do
is create a space that is in sync with their internal time”
(44). Thus, each floor of the clinic is areplica of each decade
of the 20th century which transports the patients back
in time. It's the responsibility of the narrator, Gaustine’s
assistant who is unnamed in the story to collect items
from the past decades for the clinic. Gaustine's idea and
his clinic becomes popular in a short period among the
people who wish to escape from present-day reality and
live in the past in which they felt most secure. This led to
an unexpected problem where the past begins to affect
the present. The “past-clinic” begins with different rooms
and floors, decorated with the accuracy of a perfectionist
and detailing of an extremist’s eye. It diligently set up
particular cigarette brands, lampshades, wallpaper, archive
magazines etc. of specific years which were hallmarks
of the period. Radio stations also play entire days from
specific decades. Decade by decade, therapeutic time-
shelters allow patients to inhabit their temporal “safe
spaces”.

The book gives instances of different people and
situations at the clinic. An elderly woman who had arrived
with a completely blank face, devoid of any emotion, with
an empty gaze, suddenly come to life when she saw the
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huge wooden radio with the dial of cities on it and started
reading it aloud. Some patients have memories that are
better left untapped: in one harrowing case, Gaustine treats
awoman who cannot bear tobe near showers. He discovers
that she is a Holocaust survivor, prompting him to reflect
that memory is not a good in itself, and that the right kind
of forgetting is also therapeutically necessary. Gaustine
writes that the more past there is, the less memory we have.

In course of time, Gaustine opened the clinics of the past
not only to patients, but to their friends and family too. Then
the people who wanted to live in certain years with out
having any connection with a patient started showing up.
Those were people who didn't feel at home in the present
time. Gaustine’s narrator says that most of them did it
out of nostalgia for the happiest years of their lives while
others did it out of fear that the world is irrevocably headed
downbhill and that the future is negated. “The point of the
experiment was to create a protected past or “protected
time”. A time shelter. The clinic opened up a window into
time and let the sick live there, along with their loved
ones. To give a chance for elderly couples, who had spent
their whole lives together, to stay together. The idea was
for them to stay together in the same year, to meet up in
the only possible “place”- in the year that still glimmered
in the parent’s fading memory” (100). Differentiating the
past from memory becomes important later in the novel,
when Gaustine’s idea is hijacked by politicians.

As the novel progresses, the story morphs into an
outlandish satire of European nationalism. Gaustine
imagines towns and cities fixed in particular eras; soon,
whole countries want to emulate his idea. Across Europe,
political parties promote different decades in their national
histories. Referendums are fought on what particular past
a country’s future will look like. Germany, for example,
opts for the 1980s, Sweden for the 1970s and almost all
the countries from Eastern Bloc (with two exceptions
Bulgaria and Romania) chose the years around 1989 as the
desired point for returning and restarting. Time Shelter was
written between the Brexit referendum and the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, both of which represent, in their own
ways, the weaponisation of nostalgia and the selection
of particular eras in the time clinic of the not- so -new
world order. The Brexit referendum is invoked here as
a prototype for the fictional referendums that break out
across Europe. He has fun with national stereotypes: “If
Scandinavia couldn't decide which of its happy periods
to choose, Romania was also racked by doubt, but for the
opposite reasons (235)." The narrator and Gaustine gets into
an argument upon the decade which the Switzerland will
choose. “They ‘ll never choose the 1940’s, Gaustine argued
(242)" In the end Gaustine was right when Switzerland
chose neutrality. Though remaining neutral has always
been agame outside of time, the European commissioners

agreed with Switzerland to stay as a temporary asylum for
others who experienced severe claustrophobia from the
past. Gaustine was also unsure about a section in which a
country recreates World War 11 and invades its neighbour,
causing widespread devastation.

Gaustine disappeared all of a sudden and the narrator
finds a black and white postcard in which was written: “I
need to go t0 1939, I'll write when I get there. Farewell, your
G" (249). The narrator presumes that Gaustine had gone
to defuse the bomb of '39. The narrator has to keep the
clinics stay open as the patients had the right to a protected
past. The narrator had also found a note in a yellow book
stating “while writing a novel about those who have lost
their memories, he himself begins to lose his memory... He
rushes to finish it before he forgets what he was writing”
(268). The last chapter of the novel describes how the past
comes to life; the troops and tanks amassed to re-enact
the beginning of World War 1 unexpectedly invading the
neighbouring country’s territory.

Gospodinov's Time Shelter offers a criticism of post-war
world and people’s longing to go back to a nostalgic past.
“As Gaustine would say, whatever you grab in Europe today,
it'll always lead you back to World War Two. Nothing was
the same after 1939" (110). It binds together individual and
collective destinies, offering a poignant reflection on the
delicate balance between the intimate and the universal.
It is also a satire on man’s fantasy of national happiness.
“The idea that nations and homelands seek happiness
is an enormous illusion and self-deception. Happiness,
besides being unattainable is also unbearable” (220). The
novel gives us a philosophical account of the implications
when our memories begin to fade. It evokes our thoughts
to living in a protected past. “The less memory the more
past... | remember, so as to keep the past in the past” (294).
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