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Childhood in the novel Sjecanje sume
[Remembering Forest] by Damir Karaka§*

Katarina Ivon — Josip Uglesi¢ (Zadar)

By employing the analytic framework of psychemic, sociemic narrative figures in the novel, we
conducted a detailed description of the characters, focusing particularly on the boy who also
takes on the role of the novel’s protagonist. The study primarily examines the boy’s childhood,
which appears to be marked by the relationship with his father. In addition to the father-son
dynamic, the characterization of the central child figure is shaped by the roles of his peers and
the social spaces that evolve as he matures, leading to his own transformation. The harshness
of the Lika region is further accentuated by the conflict between rural and urban settings, which
also contributes to the characterization of the protagonist. The antagonism between village
and city, as well as the boy’s persistent sense of (non)belonging within dominant social figures
(family / peer / village community), reveals one of the novel’s central ontemic figures — space.
The study interprets the narrative realizations of space that structure the topos of childhood. This
is primarily the forest, which, to the author, serves as a paradigmatic space viewed through an
eschatological lens of equality and Foucault’s heterotopia of inverted values. This is followed by
the real space(s) of the family home, interpreted through the concept of the topophilic microcosm
of the boy’s childhood, and finally, the oneiric space (the domains of dreams and imagination)
that functions for the purposes of constructing an alternative world in which the central (child)
character confronts his fears and personal traumas.

Keywords: childhood, heterotopia, semantic narrative figures, father, son, forest, topophilia,
Croatian literature of 21t century

1. Introduction

Childhood and space are two literary-theoretical themes frequently explored in the study
of literature, and, while they can be distinguished and analyzed separately, textual anal-
yses and interpretations often tend to reveal that these two concepts remain inseparable,
inherently intertwined. This is particularly evident in the contemporary Croatian novel
Sjecanje Sume (Remembering Forest, 2016) by Damir Karakas$.D Lika, a secluded corner

*  The paper was produced as part of the institutional scientific research project “Kulturno pa-
mcenje i ideoloski kontekst(i) kanona hrvatske djecje knjizevnosti (Engl. The Cultural Memory
and Ideological Context(s) of Children’s Literature Canon)” (IP.01.2023.04), financed by the
University of Zadar.

1) Damir Karakas was born in 1967 in the village of Plas¢ica in the Lika region. In his youth, he
pursued visual arts, later completing studies in agronomy and law in Zagreb, after which he
also worked as a journalist. At the beginning of the 21st century, he lived, worked, studied, and
created in Bordeaux and Paris. Karaka$ published a travelogue, Bosanci su dobri ljudi (Bosnians
Are Good People), short story collections Kino Lika (The Lika Cinema), Eskimi (Eskimos), and
Pukovnik Beethoven (Colonel Beethoven), as well as novels including Kombetari (Kombetars),
Kako sam usao u Europu (How 1 Entered Europe), Sjajno mjesto za nesrecu (A Great Place for
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of Croatian geography, frequently emerges as both the central and originating point of
Karakas$’s novels and stories. Consequently, autobiographical elements constitute an
almost indispensable part of his works. Reflecting on his origins, Karakas states: “Eto, ja
sam roden u selu u kojem nije bilo ni crkve, ni trgovine, ni gostione, samo Suma, svuda
Suma, teSka zabit u koju medvjed nosi postu... (Matej¢i¢ 2007).“? The motifs of the forest,
wilderness, and bear recur as leitmotifs in the novel Sjecanje sume, and although it is never
explicitly stated, the aforementioned autobiographical elements are readily discernible in
this novel, allowing it to be classified as a pseudo-autobiographical novel. Furthermore,
the work can be described as a character-driven novel, but also as a psychological, social,
familial, and even Bildungsroman. The novel Sjecanje sume, together with Proslava
(Celebration, 2019) and Potop (The Flood), form the so-called Lika Trilogy, which the
author spent years writing, shaping, and refining, ultimately completing in 2023 with the
publication of the final novel. Karakas$ has frequently been criticized by residents of Lika
for portraying this part of Croatia in a negative light. However, he has asserted that this is
not the case, as his sentences convey both the poetic beauty and the harshness of Lika’s
nature and its people. His novels and other works are highly popular in Croatia and have
been translated into about a dozen foreign languages.®

2. Narratological features of the novel

The novel is relatively short, comprising approximately 130 pages in most editions, and
is divided into 33 chapters, each of which can be considered a distinct episode in the life
of the boy, the protagonist. The temporal scope of the novel spans from the protagonist’s
early years in elementary school to roughly the conclusion of his primary education. The
plot closely follows the story’s chronology, with events arranged in a linear sequence —
beginning with the boy in the lower grades and tracing his journey to adolescence. The
narrative progresses in a largely linear fashion, with occasional but very concise (recollec-
tive) analepses, such as a brief scene depicting the boy’s grandfather mowing grass in his
youth. These analepses are external, meaning they all occur prior to the primary timeline
of the story. Given the temporal breaks between them, the chapters can be regarded as
episodes, where each focuses on a specific event in the boy’s childhood and is almost
never directly connected to the preceding one. In fact, each chapter in the novel can be
understood as marked by implicit ellipses — if we follow Grdesi¢’s (2015, 50) definition
of ellipses as the omission of certain parts of the story without prior indication, signaled

Tragedy), Blue Moon, Sjec¢anje Sume (Remembering Forest), Proslava (Celebration), Okretiste
(The Roundabout), and Potop (The Flood). He is the recipient of numerous Croatian and inter-
national literary awards. Many of his works have been adapted into plays, and his short story
collection Kino Lika and the novel Proslava have been made into feature films, both of which
have also garnered significant acclaim. He currently lives and works in Zagreb.

2) “I was born in a village without a church, a store, or a tavern — just forest, forest everywhere,
a god forsaken place where the bear delivers the mail” All the English translations, if not other-
wise stated, are ours.

3) Sjecanje sume can be succinctly described as “one (...) of the most notable books of 2016,
portraying the painful process of growing up in the harsh landscape of Lika. A sensitive boy
with a heart condition, a father embodying rigid and unforgiving patriarchy, a caring mother,
veterinarians, folk healers, petty criminals, nature, and animals — all set in a place and time
offering nothing but survival” (Ku/ u gradu 2018).
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by gaps in the “narrative continuity”. Interestingly, the entire novel lacks what Grdesic¢
(2015) terms a scene (a segment where the time of the text matches the time of narration,
typically achieved through dialogue). In Sjecanje sume, dialogues are almost nonexistent,
appearing only occasionally in the form of brief remarks by the father, mother, grandmoth-
er, and other characters, rendered in the authentic Lika dialect. It is noteworthy that the
boy never speaks at any point in the novel. Furthermore, since the novel is composed of
episodic chapters, no event is retold multiple times, aligning it with the concept of “sin-
gulative narration” (Grdesi¢ 2015, 53). The narrator is unreliable, presented in the first
person as both extradiegetic and homodiegetic, with consistent internal focalization—the
narrator reveals only what the boy character knows. Although it is clear to the reader that
the narrator is a boy, his thoughts, syntax, and style are not childlike. The novel Sjecanje
Sume incorporates a clash between these two dimensions; i.e., it is a work intended for an
adult audience, narrated from the perspective of a boy but in the voice of an adult man.
According to Peles (1999), the core of a psychemic narrative figure is most often a personal
name, and yet, in the novel Sjecanje Sume, the personal names of the central characters are
never revealed. Neither the narrator nor the rest of his family are named; they are simply
referred to as father, mother,* sister, and grandmother. All other characters, however, are
given proper names or at least nicknames, but the nucleus of the narrative — the boy’s
family — remains “nameless”. Despite the absence of names, their roles within the family
are clearly delineated, making them easily distinguishable in relation to other characters.
This results in their “signifier” setting the figure apart as an individual entity within the
observed fictional world (Pele$ 1999, 237). The fact that the family members lack personal
names suggests that the focus of the reading should be on their functions within the family
structure (especially in the context of a patriarchal Lika family of the twentieth century) and,
consequently, on the relationships be-

tween the identified characters. On the £
semantic level of the text, the narrator @\\:l QIEN
can be positioned in relation to several QP‘ DS
attributes, three of which are particu-
larly noteworthy: “being a family
member”, “being a friend”, and “being
a villager”. Each of these attributes
situates the narrator’s psychemic
narrative figure in relation to other
psychemic figures in the novel, whose
collective belonging then constitutes
the sociemic narrative figures of fam-
ily, friends, and villagers. Although the
narrator, through numerous attributes
and connections, undeniably belongs
to all three sociemic narrative figures
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(as illustrated in Figure 1), the novel
reveals his (in)direct conflict with each VILLAGERS
sociemic narrative figure individually. Figure 1

4) At one point in the novel, when the father feels faint while working in the field, he calls the
mother by her name (Marija); for more details, see Karakas (2016, 80).
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3. Father-son relationship

The boy’s relationship with the father definitely needs to be singled out once the attention
is diverted to family, as it seems to position itself in the centre of the novel’s family narra-
tive. The father, above all, shows no respect for the narrator and consequently offers him
no support in any endeavor. For example, in his early childhood, the narrator expresses an
interest in soccer, later in basketball, and even in the military, yet he receives no support
from his father for any of these pursuits. Such lack of encouragement further reinforces
his characterization; i.e., instances of unfulfilled ambitions directly contribute to character
development, which Grdesi¢ (2015, 72) has referred to as “contemplated acts of character”.
Moreover, throughout his childhood, the narrator endures verbal insults as well as physical
abuse. From the very beginning of the novel, the father figure is portrayed in a negative
light: “Otac zvace i jednim okom pazi da mi ne ispadne vilica; zna me zbog toga raspaliti
svojom vilicom po prstima; dok jede, njegovo oko stalno mi govori: ‘Pazi’”’(Karakas 2016,
14).» The reader immediately perceives the narrator’s sense of alienation within his own
family, an impression largely shaped by the psychemic narrative figure of the father. Beyond
this sense of non-belonging, fear is a prominent emotion in the narrator’s relationship with
his father. In her analysis of child narrators in the works of Krleza, Dubravka Zima notes
that the fear tends to be “reserved” for child characters, but this emotion often evolves
during adolescence (with new insights) into a sense of excitement. However, this is not
the case for Karakas’s young protagonist, in which case the fear and the oppressive family
atmosphere seem to intensify as the novel progresses and the boy matures. The boy’s fear
is palpable even in response to his father’s violent actions directed elsewhere:

Vani laje Medo. Zna da ¢e poslije rucka dobiti svoj obrok. Otac naglo ustane i vi¢e kroz zatvoreni
prozor: “Oces da ti ja tamo dodem?!” Lajanje prestane, a otac sjedne i kaZe sebi u masnu bradu:
“Ja éu te pameti naucit!” Trznem se jer mi se ¢ini da je te rije¢i meni uputio (Karaka$ 2016, 15).9

At one point in the text, it is revealed that the father-son relationship in this family has been
problematic for generations (e.g. the narrator’s grandfather was also abused by his father):

Dok je bio mlad, moj djed kosio je u tako Sirokom zamahu, tako brzo i tako ¢isto kao kad oStrom
britvom brijes lice [...] kad bi zaostajao metar-dva iza kosaca, njegov otac, a moj pradjed, hodao
bi iza njega i mlatio ga Stapom po ledima (Karakas 2016, 69).”

3.1 Through pride, to physical violence: the progression of the father-son relationship

The complexity of the relationship between the central characters is further evidenced
by the boy’s sense of pride in his father; i.e., he perceives him as a kind of role model or
ideal. For example, the boy’s family is the first in the village to acquire a hydro-pump for

5) “Father chews and keeps one eye on me to make sure I don’t drop the fork; he’ll hit my fingers
with his own fork if I do; while eating, his eye is constantly telling me: ‘Watch it’”

6) “Medo barks outside. He knows he’ll get his meal after lunch. Father suddenly stands and
shouts through the closed window: ‘Do you want me to come out there?!” The barking stops,
and Father sits back down, muttering into his greasy beard: ‘I’ll teach you a lesson!’ I flinch
because it seems to me those words were directed at me.”

7) “When he was young, my grandfather would scythe with such a wide swing, so quickly and
cleanly, as if he were shaving a face with a sharp razor [...] if he fell a meter or two behind the
other scythers, his father, my great-grandfather, would walk behind him and strike him across
the back with a stick.”
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water, and its installation has resulted in the weakening of the village’s electricity, which
has lead to complaints and insults, even in the boy’s presence. This does not bother him;
instead, it instills a sense of pride: “Ali, meni je drago kada nas psuju; oni na jednoj, ja
1 moj otac na drugoj strani: tada s ocem osje¢am najveéu mogucu bliskost” (Karakas 2016,
25).9 An intriguing episode involving a hunt further illustrates this dynamic, as the boy
and his father set out to kill a bear that has made it impossible for the villagers to graze
cattle in the forest:

Odmabh se spustim na deku, ispruzim se i oslonim glavu na dlanove. Otac zalegne na bok pored
mene; ne sje¢am se da smo ikad lezali ovako blizu. Skine u leze¢em polozaju s ramena pusku
i okrene duple cijevi prema proplanku; prizeljkujem da se pojavi onaj medvjed, da ga moj otac
ubije (Karakas 2016, 54).”

For the first time, then, father and son lie next to each other, although not intentionally, but
out of necessity, and the son finally feels some kind of closeness to his father. This scene
is just another proof of the protagonist’s cruel childhood, which should, according to the
general understanding, be the most beautiful period of a person’s life. Such short-lived
feelings of closeness and pride, and even “mutual” respect, are often abruptly interrupted
because physical abuse also takes place. The episode where the father starts to beat him,
but the mother intervenes, is particularly disturbing:

Zamahnuo je, izmedu se isprijecila majka i pocela me udarati; mlatila me, ali me tim zenskim
udarcima zapravo od njega branila. Otac je psujuci izasao, a majka je pocela priguseno plakati,
ljubiti me, tuéi pa opet sumanuto ljubiti [...] a otac je vani viknuo: “Sta Bog stvara ono $to ni
za zivit?” (Karakas 2016, 29-30).'9

As the boy grows older, his feelings of pride and respect for his father gradually fade,
but when the father falls ill, the boy momentarily feels a trace of compassion: “[S]tojim
i gledam iskosa kako grgoljavim gutljajima jedva pije tu vodu; bilo mi ga je zao” (Karakas
2016, 83).'D Shortly afterward, the boy attempts to turn on the television, but the father
musters enough strength to throw a shoe at his back. Although it does not cause significant
physical pain, the boy feels utterly defeated once more, and his earlier sense of compassion
vanishes completely. He leaves to wander through the village: “Kleknem, snazno poljubim
onu etiketu i kazem placna glasa u nju: ‘Boze, neka umre’.” (Karaka$ 2016, 84).'? The
climax of the physical abuse is shown in the episode involving a parent-teacher meeting,

8) “But I am glad when they curse us; they on one side, my father and I on the other: at that mo-
ment, | feel the greatest possible closeness with my father”

9) “limmediately lay down on the blanket, stretch out, and prop my head on my hands. My father
lies down on his side next to me; I don’t remember us ever lying this close. He removes the
rifle from his shoulder while still lying down and points the double barrels toward the clearing;
I wish that the bear would appear so my father can kill it.”

10) “He swung, my mother intervened and started hitting me; she beat me, but with those feminine
blows she was actually defending me from him. The father went out, cursing, and the mother
began to cry softly, kiss me, beat me and then kiss me again madly [...] and the father shouted
outside: ‘“Why does God create something that is not even worth living for?’”

11) “I stand there, watching from the side as he struggles to drink that water in gurgling sips; I felt
sorry for him.”

12) “Ikneel, kiss that label firmly, and say to it with a tearful voice: ‘God, let him die’.”
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where at first, the boy gets genuinely excited in hopes that his father would finally witness
his good grades and other achievements at school. However, the teacher accuses the boy
of stealing a pen from a classmate, causing the father to erupt in fury:

Kazem glasnije: “Ja nisam ukrao.” “A ja ti vidim na licu da lazes!” vikne otac; predosjetim
udarac, pokusam pobjeci, ali me njegov dlan odmah obori na pod. Otac me zgrabi za kosu,
odigne s poda, zvizne Samar pa jo§ jedan s druge strane, nakon ¢ega po¢nem glasno plakati,
stititi glavu, iako sada udarci od njega uopée ne dolaze [...] Otac me zgrabi za uho, nateze mi
uho po ucionici. Ponovno me oSamari, a kad sam iznad glave postavio ruke, on me po¢ne jo$
ze$¢e udarati; vice, psuje, razrednik MiSo ga obujmi iza leda rukama [...] Otac se uspravio,
ubrzano diSe i poravnava na sebi odjecu, kaze, a glas mu se skroz ispraznio: “Druze nastavnice,
ja radim, nemam vremena, tucite ga ko da je vas sin, ja nemam vremena, da od njega ¢ovjek
postane” (Karakas 2016, 106-107).!3

In this context, it is important to mention sociologist Chris Jenks and his division of child
representations into the Dionysian and Apollonian (1999), where he asserts that it is essen-
tial to study the varying social perceptions of childhood across different historical contexts,
identifying these representations within those perceptions. The Dionysian view, as also
mentioned by Philippe Ariés (1962), refers to a concept of childhood historically tied to
the institution of the Church, particularly during the Middle Ages. The concept portrays
children as needing protection, supervision, and reform. The Dionysian representation
sees children as easily susceptible to negative influences, whereas the Apollonian vision
depicts them as innocent, untarnished, and nearly divine. Ariés (1962) notes that, during
the Middle Ages, the concept of childhood as we understand it today did not exist; once
a child ceased to be dependent on a mother or nurse, they would become part of the adult
world. Dunja FaliSevac (2008) provides similar findings regarding the Early Modern
Period in her study of childhood themes in Croatian literature of that time. She observes
that interest in children during the Early Modern Period was confined to concerns about
their integration into adult society and the formation of capable and productive commu-
nity members (FaliSevac 2008, 16). FaliSevac also notes that people of the time regarded
school-aged children as “a collection of faults, evil and corrupt beings” (FaliSevac 2008,
17) who needed to be taught how to become “better”, i.e., more capable adults. In other
words, children required shaping, which is consistent with Jenks’s Dionysian representa-
tion of childhood, and which can also be observed in the novel, particularly in the father’s
directive to the teacher where he asks of him to “make a man” of his son.

13) “I say louder: ‘I didn’t steal.” ‘But I can see on your face that you’re lying!’ my father yells;
I sense a blow, I try to run away, but his palm immediately knocks me down to the floor. My
father grabs me by the hair, lifts me off the floor, slaps me, and then the other side, after which
I start crying loudly, protecting my head, although now the blows from him don’t come at all
[...] My father grabs my ear, drags my ear around the classroom. He slaps me again, and when
I put my hands above my head, he starts hitting me even harder; he shouts, swears, and the
homeroom teacher Miso puts his arms around him from behind [...] My father straightens up,
breathes rapidly and straightens his clothes, he says, his voice completely empty: ‘Comrade
teacher, I’'m working, I don’t have time, beat him like he’s your son, I don’t have time to make
him a man.””
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4. (Non)belonging

The novel’s significant ontemic narrative figure can be read primarily from the analyzed
relationship of the narrator with his father, i.e., it revolves primarily around the longing
for his father’s attention, or rather acceptance, and finally change (of the environment,
routine, way of life). This very longing for appreciation, respect, and consequently his
father’s love, can be summed up in the expression of the child’s need for belonging, which
is diametrically opposed to the other ontemic figure that imposes itself in the novel, which
is non-belonging. The boy’s non-belonging can be discerend in the previously analyzed
relationship, but also in his position within the family, thus validating the claim that it
is indeed one of the fundamental ontemic narrative figures of the novel. However, the
narrator’s sense of being lost is worthy of consideration here, both in society at large and
within his own village. Such feelings of belonging, or lack thereof, emerge in relation to
the question of collective identity, which begins to form in the early days of childhood
(Kos-Lajtman 2011, 16). The boy’s lack of belonging is first evident within his family,
primarily due to his relationship with his father. Beyond the family, the narrator does not
entirely belong to the village either (throughout the novel, there is a palpable sense of his
striving for something greater along with the sentiment of his potential being suppressed),
nor does he feel fully included among his peers (primarily due to his intellectual abilities,
which are far more developed than those of his classmates). Such a dynamic raises questions
about the boy’s relationship with collective identity: where does he belong, and does he feel
included in any collective at all? Through their surroundings, children develop a personal
identity and come to understand their differences and similarities with those around them.
Unfortunately, the boy in Sjecanje Sume is not particularly close to his family, nor does he
find solace in his immediate environment; on the contrary, he feels trapped, a sentiment that
contributes significantly to the development of his personal identity. This personal identity
transforms him into someone who feels imprisoned by his environment, his thoughts, and
his emotions. It shapes him into someone who yearns for something better, something that
seems ultimately unattainable.

When it comes to generational relationships, these are initially represented in the novel
by two boys who are the protagonist’s peers, Pejo and Nenad, along with a boy who is
a few years younger than them, and who is referred to as Mali. At first, the protagonist
feels rather comfortable in the company of his village peers. Together, they tend cattle,
play football (always careful to avoid being seen by his father, who punctures their balls
and despises football broadcasts), and even smoke cigarettes:

“Ajmo mi najprije zapalit”, kaze Pejo, saginje se i vadi iz Carape kutiju Opatije. Nakon toga nam
uz vatru polako dijeli cigarete, jedino Mali nece; pusimo i pokusavamo raditi dimne kolutice
(Karakas 2016, 16).'9

This act of boys smoking cigarettes reveals to us a constructed image of the protagonist’s
harsh childhood. The first challenges when it comes to maintaining such a close friendship
emerge at the end of fourth grade when the narrator excels academically. He graduates with
top marks, as opposed to Nenad, who barely passes, and Pejo, who fails that year. Shortly
thereafter, Nenad moves away from their village, while Pejo remains in the school they

14) “‘Let’s have a smoke first,” says Pejo, bending down to pull a cigarette pack of Opatija from his
sock. Then, by the fire, he slowly hands out the cigarettes, which only Mali refuses; we smoke
and try to blow smoke rings.”
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had attended together. In the meantime, the narrator transitions to upper grades at a school
in a nearby town, and soon excells in his studies, which leads him to feel (although this
is never explicitly stated) intellectually superior to his friends. He consistently aspires to
something greater and seeks something better, such as a higher-quality education. The
final break in their friendship occurs when the narrator realizes he has a new best friend:

[...] u zadnje vrijeme rijetko se druzim s Pejom. Osim toga, on je pao razred pa ostao u $koli
u Letincu, gdje se ide do Cetvrtog razreda, a ja presao u osnovnu $kolu u gradi¢u; sad mi je
najbolji prijatelj Karlo (Karaka$ 2016, 97).!9

This analogy between characters — depicting multiple figures in similar circumstances but
reacting differently to them — is where the boy’s new character traits and identity construc-
tion start to delineate clearly. In this context, Andrijana Kos-Lajtman (2011) argues that
identity formation is not possible without comparing oneself to Others, that is, without
recognizing the differences observed in one’s environment.

4.1 Urban against the rural

The differences between their village, rural environment and their city, or urban environ-
ment become increasingly noticeable once he starts going to school in the town — similarly
to the characters, here we can speak of an analogous landscape that significantly influences
the characterization of the character. Even earlier, throughout the story itself, one could
notice the differences in his rare trips to urban location. For example, during his first visit
to the cinema:

Do pocetka prikazivanja lunjamo po gradi¢u. Gledamo u izloge, a najduze smo stajali kod izloga
zeljezarije u kojem je fotografija nogometnog kluba iz gradica [...]. Prije kina jo$ smo u trgovini
mjeSovite robe kupili litru kokakole (Karaka$ 2016, 50).19

The boys from the village display an eagerness and curiosity toward things that hold
little significance for urban children. They gaze at the hardware store displays and buy
Coca-Cola — a luxury they neither have access to nor associate with daily life at home.
The stark difference becomes particularly apparent at the start of the cinema screening:

Onda se odnekud zacu glasna muzika: iz zida su ve¢ juriSali maskirani konjanici. I§li su ravno
prema nama, pa smo obojica sagnuli glave jer nam se ucinilo kako ¢e kopitima skoditi na nas
(Karakas 2016, 51).17

15) “Lately, I’ve been spending less and less time with Pejo. Besides, he failed the year and stayed
at the school in Letinac, where you only go until fourth grade, while I moved on to the school
in the town; now my best friend is Karlo”

16) “We wander around the town until the show starts. We look towards the store windows, and the
longest we stood at was the hardware store window with a photo of the football club from the
town [...]. Before the cinema, we bought a liter of Coke in the grocery store.”

17) “Suddenly, loud music burst out from somewhere: masked horsemen were already charging
out of the wall. They galloped straight toward us, and we both ducked our heads, as it seemed
they were about to trample us with their hooves.”
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An even greater chronotopic contrast'® between the urban and the rural emerges in the
description of their journey home:

Zavidio sam onima koji zive u gradi¢u, imaju kino i sad ¢e jo§ za nekoliko minuta sti¢i kuci,
a nas dvojica moramo kilometrima po mraku [...] usli smo u Sumu, najgori dio puta, mrak je
ovdje postao jo$ guséi, a sa svih strana poceli su zavijati vukovi (Karakas 2016, 51).19

Furthermore, when the protagonist visits his new best friend Karlo for the first time, the
differences in their familial and historical backgrounds become striking; the first notable
distinction is the image of Karlo’s grandfather, framed in a Partisan uniform, while the
narrator’s grandfather (like most other men from his village during that era) had been a sol-
dier in the opposing UstaSe forces. For instance, when he expresses his desire to become
a soldier in the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) in the future, his grandmother responds:
“Sinko moj, ko ¢e tebe tamo primiti, znas ti $ta je tebi ded bil u ratu?” (Karakas 2016,
110).29 In this instance, the role of the interpreter (see Zima 2012, 153) is taken on by the
grandmother, and the entire discourse is enveloped in the weight of a difficult past and the
harsh environment in which the protagonist grows up. For example, in another photograph
in Karlo’s home, he and his parents are depicted enjoying themselves somewhere by the sea,
presumably on a vacation. From the narrator’s perspective, it is made clear to the reader that
neither he nor his friends from the village have ever been on a vacation because summers
are typically reserved for hay gathering and preparing for the challenges that come with
autumn and winter. These differences (spatial and temporal, or chronotopic) help indicate
the boy’s sense of not belonging which consequently becomes palpable: he no longer
belongs to his old group of friends (because he is intellectually superior to them), he does
not belong to the small town (because the village draws him back), he does not belong to
the village (because his aspirations and ambitions pull him far beyond it), and he does not
belong to the much-desired Yugoslav army (because his grandfather was a member of the
UstaSa). The boy appears to be trapped in a kind of limbo from which he cannot escape.
It becomes evident through all these examples that the root of his struggles is his environ-
ment, the space in which he lives and grows up. Therefore, through the ontemic figures of
a boy’s need for belonging, and the opposing figure that represents a lack thereof, space
finally emerges in the ontemic sequence as the foundational ontemic element of the novel.

18) The chronotope (time-space) is employed here to illustrate the contrast between urban and
rural spaces, which coexist simultaneously yet are disproportionately different. Beyond this
interpretation, the chronotope also signifies what Andrijana Kos-Lajtman (2011) refers to as the
“chronotope of childhood”, representing a childhood that is inevitably immersed in a network
formed by the interplay of temporal and spatial dimensions.

19) “I envied those who lived in town, who had a cinema and would be home in just a few minutes,
while the two of us had to walk for kilometers in the dark [...] we entered the forest, the worst
part of the journey, the darkness became even thicker here, and wolves started howling from
all sides.”

20) “My dear boy, who would accept you there? Do you know what your grandfather was in the
war?”
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5. The forest — a heterotopic (eschatological) space

On the other hand, space as the central narrative (ontemic) figure of the novel could en-
compass and (re)signify the other sociemic and psychemic figures previously mentioned,
while simultaneously structuring the network on which the semantic substructure of the
novel is based. In the context of understanding the ontemic sequence as a set of ontems
belonging to the highest semantic narrative level (Peles 1999, 277), it is worth highlighting
the spatial ontems of the forest, the house, the room, and the escapist (oneiric) spaces.?!
In the dialectic of spatiality, the forest — prominently featured in the novel’s title and the
final chapter, titled Suma (The Forest) — is realized as an eschatological spatial narrative
in which the protagonist, freed from the pain in his chest, enters the forest as he departs
the earthly realm. He does so with a clear goal: to confront the bear and thus affirm/prove
himself within his family and the broader (village) community. It should be emphasized
that the forest as a spatial motif serves as a paradigmatic symbol in the Lika Trilogy, whose
socially appealing role can also be identified in the other two novels: Proslava and Potop.
As highlighted, the familial community in which the protagonist grows up is a patriarchally
structured familial space, with the father as the central figure who does not tolerate devia-
tions. In this context, the boy’s illness (a heart condition) becomes a significant burden for
both the family and the community, not being openly discussed and remaining as a constant
disruptive factor, which thus hinders him from realizing his aspirations to become an athlete
and later, a soldier. Within the cultural framework that shapes the boy’s identity, illness
represents a burden and a deviation from the norm, silently condemning him to a state of
incapacity and deficiency, as his grandfather characterizes him. In a conversation with his
grandmother, the grandfather says: “Sto ¢e jadan kad je fali¢an?” (Karakas 2016, 10).2»
The narrator continues:

Zbog te rijeci faliCan tri dana nisam s njim razgovarao, on je mislio da sam lose volje jer sam
dobio losu ocjenu u $koli; moj djed uvijek bi me kriomice promatrao. S nekim izrazom lica,
punim bola. O¢i su mu bile velike i plave, usta stisnuta u tanku crtu, kao da trpi bolove za mene
i za sebe... (Karakas 2016, 10).23

This serves as an incentive for structuring feelings of inferiority and ultimately shaping an
unstable child’s identity that sees confirmation of its own value only in killing a bear in the
forest; at the same time, the forest attracts and repels. As an eschatological (otherworldly)
space, the forest represents a space devoid of pain, a space of self-affirmation and hope.
The space of the forest is a multifaceted symbolic space in the novel, and as such can be
interpreted as one of initiation and growing up, but also as a marginal space that is constantly
present in the novel’s structure and that determines the childhood of the main character. In
the context of spatiality, the forest connects and/or separates the present spatial dichotomy
of the village and the city (the boy’s lived space and the boy’s longed-for space). On the
other hand, Lotman (2001, 308), in his questioning of the artistic space, states that its most

21) An identical ontemic (semantic) sequence can be discerned in the other two novels of the Lika
Trilogy.

22) “What’s a poor man to do when he’s deficient?” .

23) “Because of that word deficient, I didn’t talk to him for three days, he thought I was in a bad
mood because I got a bad grade at school; my grandfather would always secretly watch me.
With a certain expression on his face, full of pain. His eyes were big and blue, his mouth pressed
into a thin line, as if he was suffering pain for me and for himself...”
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important topological feature is the border that divides the space of the text into two spaces
that do not intersect. Its basic characteristic is impermeability, and the internal structure of
each subspace is different. We could argue that the forest has a symbolic function of a border
that separates (but also connects) rural and urban space — the two domains that are mutually
exclusive with characters who are firmly, even crucially, tied to a certain type of space (for
example, meeting Karl in the city and taking on his lifestyle resulted disastrously for the
boy’s character). This confirms the ambivalence of the forest as a border space that is real-
ized in the double role of connecting and separating the own from the other, the known from
the unknown, the lived from the desired. By relying on Foucault’s theory of space (1996),
we can also interpret the forest in terms of his concept of heterotopia — a space that is in
a discrepant relationship with the space in which the boy lives, i.e., the space of the boy’s
family house/village/life from the beginning of the novel. Understanding heterotopia as an
“other place”, the forest can also be approached as a space of inverted values that exist on
the edges of value (cultural) spaces that are being structured and are deeply frustrating for
the boy’s identity. This is particularly significant in the chapter Lov (The Hunt), in which
the main child character goes into the forest with his father to kill the bear that is being
talked about. Despite his father’s brutality and cruelty in his interactions with other family
members, the boy admires him and constantly wants to amaze him. The aforementioned
family hierarchy, which places the father as the central figure of the family, is abolished
and somewhat parodied in the forest space. The father does not manage to kill a bear, but
a (stinky) badger, which he eventually takes away and buries in the forest because of the
unbearable stench. The boy’s remark then becomes semantically relevant in the context of
the theme: “Kasnije, otac se kroz mrak vraca s lopatom na ramenu, ja na tren vidim kako
se to onaj jazavac vraca s lopatom na ramenu” (Karakas§ 2016, 56).2Y The forest mirrors
the values that stand in opposition to the imposed, constructed values of the community
(and even the familial home within the novel’s structure). This contrast can be linked to
the concept of heterotopia, a counter-site that is clearly located and functions as a space
of illusion that unmasks the illusory nature of the real world, simultaneously inverting
the values of the tangible space provided. In this context, it is particularly compelling to
consider the author’s appeal to the forest in the novel Potop, where it is (re)designated as
a category of anarchism, which can be associated with a rejection of socially, culturally, and
institutionally imposed positions of power. “Later, the father returns through the darkness
with a shovel on his shoulder, I see for a moment how that badger returns with a shovel
on his shoulder.” (Karakas 2023, 60).2>

6. The house — a true topophilic/topophobic microcosm?

In the semantic dichotomies of open/closed, above/below, real/imaginary, known/unknown,
and near/distant, the closed space of the family home occupies the opposite side of the
spatial (semantic) spectrum. The home represents the tangible space of the family’s daily
life and the boy’s upbringing, functioning as the existential space of a single family. In

24) “Later, the father returns through the darkness with a shovel on his shoulder, I see for a moment
how that badger returns with a shovel on his shoulder”

25) “Everywhere I looked, enchanted from above, it was still that same anarchic forest, the roofs
of the forest, an ocean of trembling greenery, separated at its peaks from the sky that guards
the boundary”
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his work The Poetics of Space (2000), Gaston Bachelard notes that the space of the house
is both produced and deeply subjective and intimate, simultaneously material and con-
structed. Within the context of the novel, this space profoundly shapes not only the boy’s
childhood but also the family’s everyday life. Although Bachelard primarily discusses
the concept of topophilia (spaces of happiness), defining attraction as the fundamental
emotional response to spaces of intimacy, the novel reveals a more complex emotional
reaction of the protagonist to the family home. This positions the house between topophilia
and topophobia (Tuan, 2002). Ultimately, the space of the house is portrayed as somewhat
inferior and negative.?9

When it comes to the spatial and semantic open/closed dichotomy, Lotman (2001,
308) puts the space of the home — by attributing a warm and harmless sentiment to it — in
opposition to the space of the outside, which is distant, enemy-like and cold (albeit, he
does not necessarily restrict the possible interpretations solely to this view). In the first
chapter of the novel, we find a boy lying in a bed in his room, listening to the wind. It is
a dilapidated wooden house that is clogged with old newspapers, but the wind has found
cracks through which it blows. As a personal space, the house is narratively structured in
the function of the social characterization of the family. It is a modest one-story house,
with dilapidated ceiling beams from which dust falls during lunchtime. Although it is
expected that the boy would have a positive attitude towards the house, equating it with
the family, its demolition is described as the extraction of a rotten tooth, leaving behind
a black, smelly hole:

Ovog puta volovi su kucu jednostavno iS¢upali iz zemlje, kuca se raspala: na tom mjestu gdje
je stajala, ostala je samo crna, smrdljiva rupa, kao nakon vadenja pokvarenog zuba (Karaka$
2016, 18).27

Its place has now been replaced by a new, initially only imagined?®, but later — a real
house. His constructed house is focused on the red roof and the rooster on top, whereas
the new (real) house is vertical; everyone has their own intimate space (room), mother and
father sleep on the ground floor, sister has a large room, grandmother has her own (she no
longer sleeps with grandmother), and his little room is a multifunctional space, serving
also as a pantry (apples, plums, onions stick out of cardboard boxes) and is connected to
the attic by a ladder. Ears of corn hang from the ladder. We can certainly connect this with
Lotman’s spatial (semantic) models of the text, i.e., the fact that social, religious, political
and moral models of the world reflect spatial characteristics (Lotman 2001, 292). In this
context, the understanding of the spatial (meaningful) vertical up/down is also applicable

26) This approach relies on the imagological idea that the image of a house is a cultural fact, i.e.,
a produced and narratively constructed structure that has its place in the symbolic world that is
part of the social and cultural community and is therefore viewed as a system of meaning (see
Pageaux, 2009: 130).

27) “This time the oxen simply pulled the house out of the ground, the house fell apart: in the place
where it stood, only a black, smelly hole remained, like after a rotten tooth was extracted” :

28) See Karakas (2016, 17): “Gledam u pravu biljeznicu, opet zami§ljam novu kuc¢u: krov od crvene
opeke i limenog pijetla koji se vrti onako kako mu naredi vjetar; novoj kuéi najvise se veselim
jer ¢e prestati Skripanje; zbog toga se po noc¢i uvijek prekrijem dekom preko glave.” (“I look at
a real notebook, I imagine a new house again: a roof made of red bricks and a tin rooster that
spins as the wind tells it to; I am most excited about the new house because the creaking will
stop; that is why I always cover myself with a blanket over my head at night.”).
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in the narrative space of the novel; up representing the meaning of spiritual (open) spaces
and down representing the narrowness of the material world. The child protagonist, in
moments of sadness and a desire for solitude (intimacy), seeks spatial positions located
above within the aforementioned vertical axis of spatial relations. For instance, he climbs
to the top of the haystack via ladder to grieve the death of his grandfather Pave,>> or re-
treats to a shaded hill above the house during his father’s illness, where he lies in the grass,
gazing at the sky for an extended period.’® Frequently, the boy’s gaze is directed toward
the heavens, shaping the identity of an anxious, dreamer-like child character who longs for
other (different) spaces. In the chapter Zetva (Harvest), after working in the field, his father
pragmatically brushes chaff from behind his ear, while the central character looks above at
the tree canopy where birds are chirping, though barely audible due to the surrounding noise,
finally concluding that he should climb to the top of the tree to see whether his mother is
approaching. It is evident that the child protagonist belongs to the upper part of the spatial
vertical, associated with all forms of spirituality and transcendence, in direct opposition
to the primitive principle found in the realm of ordinary (family) life, which is positioned
below. On the other hand, Bachelard emphasizes that the house contains a center — a space
of deepest intimacy and utmost protection (Bachelard 2000, 51). Within the context of the
novel, this is represented by said room, which the narrator, due to its confined dimensions,
refers to as a “small room”, serving as a refuge in the most challenging moments of his
illness. The small room becomes a space of concentrated intimacy and solitude during
the physical pain that the boy endures at the novel’s conclusion, when he remains alone.
The small room also transforms into a space of freedom, a form of earthly liberation from
corporeality, a place where the physical transitions into the spiritual, the earthly into the
otherworldly. This transformation occurs within the confines of the small room after the
mother closes the door:

Kad je za sobom zatvorila vrata, jae sam zazmirio, pokuSavao disati, jedan udisaj, drugi udisaj,
pa malo kasnije kao u nekom cudu gledam kroz mrak kako se polako mijenja svijet: iz svakog
drveta, golemog, razgranatog, kao drveca iz bajke, dolazi zapuh svjezeg zraka: odjednom sam
tako lagan, prozracan, da malo hodam kroz gustu crvenu paprat, malo lebdim; udiSem opojni
miris cvijeca; omataju ga raznobojni leptiri. Na jednom prastarom drvetu izbrazdane kore, kroz
Cije Zljebove curi i mirise medenoZuta smola, sjedni ptica i pjeva (Karakas 2016, 127).3D

29) See Karakas (2016, 65): “Popnem se ljestvama na sjenik. Legnem u sijeno i neutjesno placem.
Jedno vrijeme tako sam glasno plakao da sam morao zabiti glavu duboko u sijeno, onda sam
zaspao.” (“I climb the ladder to the hayloft. I lie down in the hay and cry inconsolably. At one
point I cried so loudly that I had to bury my head deep in the hay, then I fell asleep.”)

30) See Karakas (2016, 81-82): “Ja sam otiSao na zatamnjeni brezuljak iznad kuce; leZzim na travi
i dugo gledam u crveno nebo; postalo je jo§ hladnije, pa sam se vratio u kuéu.” (“I went to
the darkened hill above the house; I lie on the grass and look at the red sky for a long time; it
became even colder, so I returned to the house.”).

31) “When she closed the door behind her, I closed my eyes tighter, trying to breathe, one breath,
another breath, and a little later, as if in some miracle, I watch through the darkness how the
world slowly changes: from every tree, huge, branched, like trees from a fairy tale, comes a gust
of fresh air: suddenly I am so light, airy, that I take little strides through the thick red fern, I float
a while; I breathe in the intoxicating scent of flowers; it is surrounded by colorful butterflies.
On an ancient tree with furrowed bark, through whose grooves honey-yellow resin oozes and
smells, a bird sits and sings.”
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7. Oneiric spaces — the dream of an iron heart

The semantic significance of the dreamscapes and imagined worlds in the novel cannot
be overlooked, ranging from those where the child protagonist, paralyzed by fear of his
father’s punishment, loses a cow,*? to those where he dreams of an iron heart given to him
by his father and an electrician and which fullfils his aspirations of joining the military. Ziva
Benci¢ and Dunja FaliSevac, in the preface to their scholarly monograph Prostori snova.
Oniricko kao poetoloski i antropoloski problem (The Spaces of Dreams: The Oneiric as
a Poetological and Anthropological Problem, 2012, 11), discuss the complex relationship
between dream and reality in literary discourse, arguing that dreams can sometimes be
interpreted as a response to waking experiences or as a resolution of real-life frustrations
(Benci¢ — Falisevac 2012, 11). In this context, the oneiric discourse serves as a tool for
the psychological characterization of the protagonist. It reveals hidden dimensions of the
child’s (psychological) world and clarifies the structure of his identity. Specifically, these
dreams and imaginings reflect the boy’s deepest preoccupations and fears (such as fear
of his father), while the oneiric narrative position creates an “alternative reality” (Benci¢
2012, 390). This alternative space then facilitates the overcoming of traumas and fulfills
repressed desires, such as the aspiration for validation and success, realized through the
new “iron” heart and the symbolic act of killing the bear:

Tu no¢ sanjao sam kako su on i elektri¢ar donijeli za mene poklon; unutra je Zeljezno srce. Otac
me zove i kaze znaCajna glasa: “Ovakvo srce sad imaju samo dvi osobe na svitu, predsjednik
Amerike i ti.” Stojim pored kutije, zavirujem unutra, pitam elektricara, da li s ovim srcem primaju
u vojsku? On me potaps$a po ramenu, upre prstom prema kutiji i kaze: “Nema metka na svijetu
koji moZe probiti ovo Zeljezno srce” (Karakas 2016, 24).3%)

His dreaming/fantasizing of the symbolic killing of a bear*® appears in the context of
overcoming the insecurity and emotional emptiness of real life and the child’s need for
acceptance and affirmation in his own community, in which “killing an enemy” represents
the pinnacle of social elevation, along with the longed-for need for his father’s respect and
appreciation. In another dream, the bear is slain by the grandmother using a knitting needle,
which she forcefully drives into its heart as the protagonist again finds himself sitting on the
highest branch of a tree in the forest: “Sjedim na najviSem katu drveta, a medvjed ubojica
polako se penje za nama. Kada je priSao, moja baka ubode ga iz sve snage plete¢om iglom

32) See Karakas (2016, 15): “[...] sino¢ sam sanjao jedan od najruznijih snova: da sam izgubio kravu.
Bojim se i pomisliti $to mi otac uradio da se kuéi vratim bez krave...” (“[...] last night I had one
of the ugliest dreams: that I lost my cow. I’m afraid to even think about what my father did to
me to return home without a cow...”)

33) “That night I dreamed that he and the electrician brought me a gift; inside was an iron heart.
My father called me and said in a significant voice: ‘Only two people in the world have a heart
like this, the President of America and you.’ I stood next to the box, peered inside, and asked
the electrician if they accept people into the army with this heart? He patted me on the shoulder,
pointed his finger at the box, and said: “There is no bullet in the world that can pierce this iron
heart.””

34) He imagines that he is removing a hunting rifle from the wall: Odlazim u Sumu: ubijam med-
vjeda. Junak sam u selu, svi me slave; cak me i moj otac ponosno tapse po ramenu (1 go to the
forest: I kill a bear. I am a hero in the village, everyone celebrates me; even my father proudly
pats me on the shoulder; Karakas 2016, 24).
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u srce” (Karakas 2016, 38).3Y Equally significant is the protagonist’s dream in the chapter
Smrt (Death), which coincides with the passing of his grandfather Pave. Overcome by
grief, the boy isolates himself and climbs onto the hayloft, and after inconsolable weeping,
falls asleep and dreams of his own death. There is also a certain potential autobiographical
lens through which one could interpret the dream where he plays an accordion with which
he is eventually buried but manages to unbury himself and continue to play: “Sanjam da
imam harmoniku, onda sam umro, pa su me zakopali s tom zutom harmonikom. Nekako
sam se otkopao; idem, sviram, a svi u panici bjeze ispred mene” (Karakas 2016, 65).39

8. Conclusion

Childhood in the novel Sjecanje sume is marked by themes of the child’s need for belong-
ing, the narrative construction of a sense of non-belonging, and the exploration of space
and spatiality. The link between these thematic aspects is the protagonist, an unnamed boy
growing up in a patriarchal Lika family in the twentieth century. At the narrative core of the
novel is his relationship with his father, which anchors the characters within the sociothe-
matic narrative figure of the family, and ultimately constitutes a key element in the semantic
structure of the novel. Within the novel’s structure, two additional sociothematic figures
also emerge: the “friends” and the “villagers”, thus forming a sociothematic sequence
connected to all the ontemic figures in the novel — particularly the ontemes of belonging
and non-belonging, which are central components in the process of identity formation
during childhood. Despite growing up in a harsh environment, the protagonist seeks to
understand, impress, and even love his father. Unfortunately, his non-belonging becomes
a dominant theme, not only in relation to his family but also to society, his surroundings,
and the culture in which he is raised. This tension underscores the protagonist’s struggles
with identity and the formative challenges of his childhood. In the ontemic sequence, the
realization of space and spatiality (real/unreal) emerges as a central narrative figure that
shapes and defines the protagonist’s (the boy’s) identity. The spatial category hints at the
ambiance and the societal (ideological) context, which is crucial for understanding the
relationships and dynamics of the psychological and sociothematic figures in the novel.
Within the typology of narrative space, several layers can be delineated: (1) the eschatolog-
ical (the forest as an otherworldly space), (2) the heterotopic (the forest as a representation
of inverted values, particularly in the hunting episode), (3) the topophilic/topophobic (the
house as a space oscillating between security and cruelty, warmth and detachment, but
also embodying negative metaphorical connotations), and (4) the oneiric (dream spaces
where traumas are overcome, and unfulfilled desires are realized). This spatial framework
structures the semantic network upon which the novel’s entire semantic substructure is
based, while also representing a constitutive semantic level of the novel that underpins
the topos of childhood.

35) “I sit on the highest level of the tree, and the killer bear slowly climbs up after us. When it got
close, my grandmother stabbed it with all her strength in the heart with a knitting needle”

36) “I dream that I have an accordion. Then I die, and they bury me with that yellow accordion.
Somehow, I unbury myself; I go on, playing, and everyone panics and runs away from me.”
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