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Where does a story begin?

Definitely not with the written record! Before something was (thrown on paper(, as we say, it was born in my mind. If we say born, we are already taking on some sort of arrangement or layout, where besides emotional stimuli the crucial role is played by a thought, more or less ready to be expressed. The paper where the thought should be expressed has of course not always been the modern pattern of compressed tree fibre, in its coarse or fine form; it was a rock, bark, brick, tanned leather, parchment, etc. Even the term has changed. Before it became a character or a letter, it had been a picture, sometimes only an agreed sign, different from nation to nation, from one era to another.
And when all this was (thrown on paper( – today successfully replaced by the screen –, we still haven't got the story. The question is how much we have managed to pour from that dark treasury, which is called subconscious by scientists and reveals itself in the memory of one person or many. We get stuck already at the word memory. Does it merely repeat what happened and require in its record the same order as the alleged occurrence – in this case it is called a chronicle – or does through the mere enumeration or arrangement of facts arise a kind of a silent accompaniment or playback, which seemingly leaves the facts unaffected, but cannot be separated from them? The notorious (pastry( of Marcel Proust, which he tasted as a young boy in his grandmother's company, smells to us through all the several thousand pages of his colossal work In Search of Lost Time. It is the same with the forgotten scent of a rose in the Confessions of St. Augustine: the rose has gone, but the scent in some way remains.
What remains?

Before trying to answer this question, which is probably the key to the story, we must decide which way to go. It is either the way of narration or the way of written record. The oral way, as we call it, is undoubtedly older and more effective. Tales, sagas, fairy tales and myths have accompanied humanity from the very beginning, and poets have till the present day been trying nothing else but (throwing their material on paper(. From this remembrance not only the memory of mankind has been created, but also its therapy, its healing power: accompanied by famous deeds children have been put to sleep, young men have been lost in dreams, and old men have given themselves courage. In particular, when the narrative reached into higher realms, within the scope of the supernatural, be it classical gods or (lords of the rings(, as they are called nowadays. And no wonder if people – storytellers – have tried to fool even death itself. The example of Scheherazade, who lulled to sleep her executioner by her continuous narrative and thus put away the day of her execution, turns from a fairy tale into reality. From a thousand and one nights continuously grows a thousand and one day – and this day has, as we firmly believe and hope, the last word.
Well, let’s ask ourselves: Shall we listen or write? And how shall we write? Is there in our written record, which has been increasingly replacing the oral narrative, still present that unspeakable, though a thousand times heard right and convincing version of events? Or is our attempt merely a dictation, told by the (mouth of a shadow(, as it was called by the French surrealist poet André Breton? The notion of writing due to an internal dictation will still be mentioned in the following, but by order the description, that is, an imitation of the external reality, either in its present or emergent form, has the precedence.
As regards objectivity we are of entirely the same mind: people look, listen and record. First impressions become events, beaded on the string of time, which is comprehended consecutively. First it was, then it is, and finally, it will be. This time sequence of course needs a spatial framework, thus it was necessary to invent a space, which seems to be the easiest thing in the world. If the space does not fit to the story, we can tailor, narrow or expand it. Reality usually draws the short straw here. Imagination has the power to transfer us instantly to the place where the narrative wants to take us. From this dubious, but infinitely seductive logic a world with no real place, a utopia, is born. Any true narrative, tale, fairy tale or story is so much more (real(, the more it subdues space and, with it, time. We say that it is subjective, as opposed to the objective, real events. And we prefer so much more to listen, or, if you like, to write, as we are more in dispute with the true image of creation. Hence the belief, or at least assumption, that literature is in fact a beautiful lie. But interestingly, as long as it is beautiful, we do not notice that it is untruthful.
Where does thus the criterion lie? In the beauty or the truthfulness of a story?

If a child to whom you are telling a fairy tale suddenly resists and says: "I don't want a fairy tale, I want the truth!" –, where have you made a mistake? And yet you did your best to lead him through a very particular scene or setting, where you walked your heroes and presented them through the right words and the right deeds, you tried to be for the child – and the audience – a real wizard, who succeeds in most unusual tricks, like in a game of cards or something like that. Or have you ever thought that your narrative or story falls apart in the moment the child does not believe you anymore? And what does it mean, to believe? The answer would be that the child – listener, viewer, or reader – simply 'disconnected' despite all the picturesque material you set in front of him, despite the fantastic plot with an imaginative disguise and the never seen heroes from the animal or human world, enriched with a mixture of both, an animal with human intelligence and a human in animal disguise, or mixed together in a most extraordinary setting that only poets and philosophers, this proven race of divine tricksters, are capable of. The setting can be the most 'appropriate' ever, but what if I am no longer interested. Something inside me has ceased to participate. The external reality is no longer my inner reality. My deeper self is somewhere else.
In order to capture our deeper self and divert it from our waters – give him the feeling of motion! – storytellers have tried all possible tricks and techniques. The greatest Italian poet Dante Alighieri endeavoured in his Divine Comedy to take his hero – that is, himself! – through all three kingdoms that were known to a medieval mind: Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. Particularly in Hell he took our fancy, for it is still like tailor made to us, people of the 21st century. In Purgatory we already start to yawn and cast an occasional glance at the football game on TV while reading, and in Heaven at the latest we completely 'disconnect' and rather go for a walk. Obviously we are closer to common human pastime, as Pascal would state it, than to walking above the clouds and gazing at the mystery of the Holy Trinity. The Renaissance poet Rabelais, a French anti-monastic monk, was better at guessing our mood, our bored formation. He scattered the story into words and, as we read in one of his chapters, swirled them through the air in their frozen form, as a kind of frozen oysters, which retained only the sound of all their functions. People who have sailed the sea – oh, the great sea of existence! – knocked them down from the sky, so that they fell on deck and came to life – but they were no longer capable of sending out a true voice and message. Or is it because we knocked them down from the sky out of curiosity, like a sports achievement, like a secret and unknown delight, which we must get to know while we travel and live? For the story of Gargantua and Pantagruel is despite its grotesque form and apparently scattered layout still a way. This way finishes at the oracle of the Divine Bottle, whose answer to the question how a man is to get married (tied!) is short and to the point: Drink! – Trincq!
A story is therefore not only the layout; it is a connection, a relationship. Or rather a search for a connection, a relationship. At this point we cannot go by a great work of Western European literature, which expresses all the elements of a story in its layout that we have just enumerated: dreams, moral, healing effect, aesthetic pleasure and, as its highlight, humour which goes far beyond the boundaries of common entertainment, for it is conceived as a paradox, which requires a special consideration in itself. I am speaking about the novel Don Quixote, a masterpiece by a Spanish writer of the 16th century, Miguel Cervantes, which is, besides the Bible, supposedly the most often printed book in the world (or at least it used to be). The book is a single genial persiflage, a real (book on the book(, or books which had been written by then and were circulating among the readership, as far as the technical level of the press and, of course, their price, which was not low, allowed. The foundation for this (new and outrageous( story was cloak-and-sword novels, which dealt with the adventures of heroes from the High Middle Ages, and they did it so fantastically and with such exaggeration that modern science fiction novels and the like can hide in their presence. The basis of these fictitious stories was a true story about a cruel military campaign of Northern Norman nobles to the South of Europe, where they could by force – manu militari – conquer a kingdom, in case they had run out of them in the Holy Land, where the original conquering rage was directed – of course supported by the ambitions of the Holy See and the Catholic faith. But let us leave that alone. There was history, there was imagination, and there was a story. And as the climax, the story about the story, knit by the writer's imagination, which – chewed over and purified in the soul – turned outwards, began to speak through the characters, words and sentences, and resounded throughout Spain and all over the world: "I am, my son Sancho, he who came to the world to destroy injustice, free the prisoners, comfort widows and orphans, etc. etc." And when we read that these high words were spoken in his best beliefs by a 'lunatic' wandering knight, who received blows and punches upon every step – in his famous battle with the windmills, or when he speared sheep thinking that they were enemy soldiers – and if we add that they were spoken to a squire, who received a fair share of blows where his master was given only a taste of them, then we cannot help ourselves not to laugh from our hearts, unaware that thus we are holding tears inside us. This, you see, could be the outmost range of a story: turning our tears into laughter, pulling the good out of a cruel fate.
However, not everyone who would like to succeeds in this miracle, naturally, if we assume that they write with the aim of improvement, that is, ethically. There is a legion of writers and scribblers in the world, and publishing houses, newspapers and journals are created for them, prizes up to the highest, the Nobel prize, are awarded, while we do not know or want to know the right criterion by which these 'laurel wreaths' are awarded, which of course bring along fame and money, too. Thus we mostly do not know who we write for. What we write for is a little more evident, but much less spoken about. Writers are in most cases like wandering knights, if we take up Cervantes' metaphor. "There are many who are errant," said Sancho in one of the numerous savoury debates he had with his master. "Many," admitted Don Quixote, "but few who are in love."
With this short dialogue – or attitude – we have already stumbled upon the mystery of the story itself. History, from which we derive and draw the story in its imaginary form, is far from being only a fight and struggle for power, but also has a 'finer' structure, which nobody can go by, be it a poet or not. This is love or whatever we understand by this word. And the High Middle Ages understood a lot by this word. The time of the Crusades was, so to speak, doubled with the phenomenon called troubadour or manor love; in addition to the adoration of the bellicose God–Father there suddenly emerged the worship of the Dame. The fleshly Eros dressed himself into a platonic, spiritual veil, and those who were not initiated into the mystery of love could not uncover it with impunity. And this mystery spoke into the ears of the soul words exactly opposite to the cruel era, which produced – like the present day! – masters of romantic passion and artifice, who have delight in women. This voice, this word told people how purity should be born out of love: "D'amor mou castitatz!" It spoke the Provencal language, which was then mastered by all the international company of courtiers, spiritual knights in the service of love – to the extent that this universal language – this “Esperanto” – was given, the only one besides Dante’s native Italian, a place in afterlife, where souls in Purgatory purify themselves in preparation for going to Heaven. 
The voice of love that inspired the whole world of troubadour lyric and can also be found in modern poets of our time had an entirely unexpected echo in its own age. One must not forget that simultaneously with crusaders and troubadours there emerged monks as well, and in such numbers that monasteries literally flooded Europe. Besides their codices, laws and rules, which exercised an entirely new level of economy and democracy, they bequeathed us, unworthy heirs, a taste of their spirituality, the sound of their music and liturgy. In short, of their love. Did St. Bernard, a reformer and founder of the Cistercians, not name himself 'God's troubadour', who exalted the cult of Virgin Mary to such an extent? This example of a knight-monk was later followed by many, St. Francis with his Dame – Poverty, St. Dominic and St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founders of combative papal orders. Did the Calabrese abbot Joachim de Fiore not feel into the same direction, who at the same time (in the 12th century) preached the forecast of the Third Age, when the monastic profession would prevail and only the logic of love would exist in the world? "Make love, not war!" This motto has been inherited from these ancient peacekeepers by utopians and hippies of all times and nations up to the present day.
Sweet dreams, you will say. Inaccessible to our miserable state of guessers and tellers of stories, no matter how hard we struggle! With Don Quixote, we will have to repeat the words that this Knight of the sad face uttered at his encounter with the images of saints, when he first admitted his powerlessness, his unworthiness: "I take it as a happy omen, brothers, to have seen what I have; for these saints and knights were of the same profession as myself, which is the calling of arms; only there is this difference between them and me, that they were saints, and fought with divine weapons, and I am a sinner and fight with human ones. They won heaven by force of arms, for heaven suffereth violence; and I, so far, know not what I have won by dint of my sufferings." (II, 58)
What then? Let us stay each in our own profession, our handicraft, you will say. Let us write stories 'for the people', where everything will be described and explained in detail, where the end will match the expectations, the final sum be in accordance with the quotation, in short, (quod erat demonstrandum(. But we have already found out that this craft is not so simple. The story must be a fairy tale, in the sense that it comes to an unexpected, but desired end. It must embrace both poles of our souls, the will and the wish, as Dante wrote at the end of Heaven. Or in Don Quixote's way: saints must step out of their frames and become adventurers, and these must become worthy of the saintly frame through their adventures. Or if we quote Rabelais: madness should become wise, wisdom should arise from erring. What a paradox! Where will one find a spoon to scoop both?
I would say that this spoon is within us.

A philosopher, a writer, a poet, and a scientist each see things in their own way and try to name them accordingly. Cervantes, a child of the era that still integrated 'the divine' and 'the human', saw, understood and named this spoon which we use to feed the soul as a Catholic Christian, which he claims to be on numerous pages of his famous novel. The Enlightenment, which enlightened us with separating the divine from the human, has suffered a kind of revenge in the modern time – which is already called 'post-modern' by now – when mystery, in the absence of the divine, put on the appearance of fantasy and struck the imagination of our children and grandchildren to the extent that their metaphysical digestion is in danger: just look at them, how they devour all these stories, which come to a happy ending, but leave behind a void, which calls for new food and a new void. The former cloak-and-sword novels revived in a new, unheard-of way, 'the mouth of the shadow', as a surrealist poet aptly named it, is now too small for the hunger living out of its own vanity, but putting on the appearance of salvation. Whether we name it metaphysical or otherwise, the fact is that we do not find our own ways in the stories told by ill-inspired and well-paid crooks, and we cannot re-tell them to others, either. We can bear that a story is lying, especially when we are still children. That is the beauty of childhood, we used to say. However, that it is fraudulent is seen on the higher (?) level of cognition. It is the awareness of our own methods, a square lie. 
The question arises – and here we approach the core of our reflection – how to serve this lie? How to remove the 'cataract' and open our eyes in the world of the blind and their leaders; open our eyes in such a way that others will see, too? To put it simply, how to read a story that it will be our own and universal at the same time? The child's cry "I don't want a fairy tale, I want a story," should develop into the insight of an adult, mature human being who reads a fairy tale and lives the truth. Who reads and reads it over again (tolle, lege), and is aware of this 'double spoon', turning it inwards and outwards. 
In this sense the status of a teacher, especially when they are called to read and interpret stories, is almost God-like. They are given the power and authority to feed children who are entrusted to them. Here we are not referring to physical food, we have already guessed that, and not to the more or less skilful movement of the tongue, which can give excellent results, especially when interpreters from one linguistic area to another are formed. From the foregoing it is evident, or at least I hope so, that the issue here is the digestion of a text which our virtue feeds on. The word virtue is of ancient origin, from the Latin virtus, which contains the root of man (vir). The problem how to make a man out of a child is one of the oldest in human history. Here not only physical gymnastics or flexibility is at the forefront, but the moral and spiritual virtue, which is, in addition to personal example, given or communicated just by books. Of course, not all of them, but those which turn history into a story: The story of Socrates. The story of Jesus Christ. The story of Che Guevara. The story of Nelson Mandela. And the list goes on. But mind, simply listing does not go far. By comparing we evaluate and devaluate at the same time. Listing as a teaching method can become injustice, topped by an insult in case of a clumsy mediator. What then?
Old sages claimed that a message should be unsealed by means of the same spirit as it was sealed. "Nota verbum, signa mysterium!" - Write a word, seal a mystery! In this circle of the soul, where one person communicates and another one reads, it should be read in such a way that we communicate on. But to whom? At a seminar the best teachers are the ones who, through students, talk to themselves. Of course they must be the best interlocutors, best friends to themselves, too. Otherwise they do not have anything to talk about – and then, woe to the audience! Even the greatest eloquence, education, agile tongue, facial expressions, hand gestures, foam at the mouth, screams and fainting etc. become merely a circus trick, or in the best case, (lecturing upon a cadaver(. When the word is about books, stories and their writers, we in fact revive the dead, and one must be dexterous. When we knock down frozen words from the sky, as the formerly mentioned writer Rabelais expresses himself, the spirit of life must be restored to them; otherwise they will stick in our mouths and serve as ammunition. They will kill instead of healing wounds and weaving bonds between people, including the ones who are unwilling or unable to understand them. And words must be nurtured, at least as much as a human being. When we manage to thaw them, they should not be put back into a freezer in order to serve for another occasion. Every word is a chance! It is an event, a part of a story. 
Life should be one continuous story. It can be seen as a screen or display where mobile images are moving, and we experience them in this way as well. When we are real magicians all this subjectivity dances in front of our eyes. Whether we dream or live in this 'dance of shadows' is a matter of perspective, a matter of our inner participation, and a matter of our inner space corresponding to this external projection. Surprisingly, Plato talks about it in his myth about the cave. Not everybody can be his follower, but it is true that we must come from our 'cave', our deepest self, to meet our interlocutor, to give him the necessary echo, the necessary resonance. When we talk, we listen to ourselves. When we read, we also listen to ourselves through the book. And if we are called to explain it, we try to supply this inner voice with 'loudspeakers', so that it could reach as many listeners as possible. 
There is a book that requires especially precise reading or sound system. That is the Bible, the Stories from the Bible, as the title reads in the Slovenian edition by Dr. Frančišek Lampe of 1898. These stories cannot be approached with a flat soul, with a soul that has no inner space. But these 'divine' stories will not be discussed here. Let us stick to the advice by the fearless warrior, who admitted that he wanders the world, performs good deeds and destroys injustice 'humanly'. We learn what it is, to destroy injustice humanly, from his story, which still attracts a sympathetic reader today. Such a reader who reads and is ready to believe what he reads, no matter how outrageous or ridiculous it may be. There is no other remedy: if there is no faith, there is no story! Common sense is here only a squire, holding his knight's stirrup. And the knight looks in the eyes of his Dame, his beloved one. 
Simple, isn't it?

20th century art, including literature, has done everything to destroy this scheme, this story with a happy ending. The rage with which modernity tore its structure can be compared only to the rage with which the European nations came to blows in two world wars and a series of revolutions which travelled the planet from end to end. Is it surprising that this senseless slaughter tore up the book, a faithful mirror to a human being, together with humanity? Perhaps the first rage is secretly connected to the second one; there are a number of signs that indicate so. But they also show that the time of a downfall of a civilization is over and that features of life are showing in the face of a dead man. New storytellers are born, who will in turn find their readers, their listeners. Scheherazade is still sitting at the head of a bed, telling a story to the one putting away the thought of death. 
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