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THE FATHER OF BULGARIAN LITERATURE,
IVAN VAZOV'

Abstract:

The article discusses Ivan Vazov (1850—1921), the father of Bulgarian literature, poet,
novelist, playwright, one of the creators of the modern Bulgarian literary language.
He was the chief creative figure of the Bulgarian national revival era and the several
subsequent decades, the creator of the first Bulgarian novel Under the Yoke, one of the
pillars of Bulgarian national theatre. Vazov became a chronicler of his era, making it
possible to study the history of Bulgaria through his work. During the life of the writer,
Bulgaria managed to throw off the five-century Ottoman yoke following the Russo-
Turkish war of 1877-78. This made him a russophile, for which he was persecuted by
the Bulgarian authorities, who soon after the liberation of the country took a pro-West-
ern position. Vazov’s work belongs not only to Bulgarian literature, but also to world
literature. His works have been translated into 52 foreign languages.
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AHHOTAIHA: M.I. CMOJTBSIHUHOBA. «[TATPHMAPX BOJITAPCKOI INTEPATYPEI IBAH BA3OB>.

B crarbe ropoputcs 06 MiBaHe Basose (1850-1921), matprapxe 60ArapCcKom JUTEPa-
TYPBI, IIOITE, IPO3AUKE, JPAMATYPIE, OAHOM U3 CO34aTeJIEH COBPEMEHHOI'O OOrap-
CKOI'O JIMTEPATYPHOI'O A3bIKA. OH SABJIsUICH KPYITHEHNIIEN TBOPYECKOM (DUI'YPOM SIIOXU
Bonrapckoro HaMOHAJABHOT'O BO3POXKIECHUA M HECKOJIBKUX MOCJIEAYIOIMUX JECATU-
JIETHH, CO3J]ATEJIEM IIEPBOT'O 6OJITAPCKOro poMaHa «I1of UroM», OJHUM U3 CTOJIIIOB
OONIapCKOro HALIMOHAJIBHOI'O TeATPa. Ba30B CTAJI JIETOIIUCLIEM CBOEH 3IIOXH, I10 €I'0
IIPOM3BEIEHUAM MOKHO U3y4aTh UCTOPUIO BoNrapuu, KOTopas Npy *KU3HU ITUCATENA
cyMmerna U30aBUTHCA OT IITUBEKOBOI'O OCMAHCKOI'O UI'd 6J1arofapst OCBOOOIUTEIbHOMN
PYCCKO-TYPELIKOM BOMHE 1877—78 I'T. DTO CAENAIO €TO PyCOPUIIOM, 34 YTO OH IOCTPA-
J1a71 OT OOJIrapCKUX BIACTEU, KOTOPBIE BCKOPE MOCIE OCBOOOXKACHUSA CTPAHBI 3AHUIN
IIPO3aIaIHYIO O3ULIMIO. TBOpYECTBO Ba30Ba NPHUHAUIEKUT HE TOJIBKO OOITAPCKOH,
HO U MUPOBOM uteparype. Ero npousseieHusa NEPEBEACHBI HA 52 NHOCTPAHHBIX
A3BIKA.

KirroueBpIe C/IOBa:

DHIUKIONEINYHOCTD, NATPUAPX, WIETOIIMCEL, «[IEPBOIPOXO/ICL», PYCOPUIBLCTBO,
pomaH «ITog urom».

van Vazov was a Bulgarian poet, prose writer, playwright, whose works
have been translated into 52 world languages. Honorary Member of the
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (1921), Honorary Doctor of Philology, Sofia
University (1921). Born in Sopot into the family of a merchant, he studied at
a school in his hometown and later at a gymnasium in Plovdiv. In 1875 he took
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part in the work of a Secret Re-
volutionary Committee in Sopot,
which set as its goal the national
liberation of Bulgaria. In 1876-77
he lived in exile in Romania, where
he became a member of the Bul-
garian Charity Society. During the
Russo-Turkish War of liberation
(1877-78), he served in the Rus-
sian army as a special duty officer.
After Bulgaria’s liberation from
the Ottoman yoke, he lived in
Plovdiv, where he was a member
of the Standing Committee of the
Regional Assembly (1880—85). At
the time of the Stambolov regime,
he was persecuted for his Russo-
phile convictions and emigrated
to Odessa (1887-89). He was the
people’s representative in the VIII
and IX National Assembly (1894—
99) and the Minister of Education
(1897-98). Ivan Vazou.

Vazov began to publish in 1870. Photo of the last years of the writer’s life
The poem Pine (“Periodical Jour-
nal,” 1871) and three collections of poetry published in Romania in the 1870s
brought him fame. The first of them, The Banner and The Harp (1876), reflected
the Bulgarian people’s upsurge of patriotism during the final stage of the national
liberation struggle on the eve of and during the April uprising against the Turks
in 1876. Many of the collection’s poems called for the overthrow of Ottoman
tyranny and glorified the heroism and self-sacrifice of the fighters who fought
for Bulgaria’s independence (Freedom or Death, Banner, Avenger, Radetsky). The
hero of these works is a romantic “avenger” (in the spirit of folk songs), a patriot
ready to die for the freedom of the motherland. The heroes of individual po-
ems actually merge with a lyrical image of the author himself. The poet recalled:
“The revolutionary movement began in 1875. At that time, under the influence
of new revolutionary ideas and poems by Botev and Stambolov, I began to write
rebellious songs, most of which were later included in the collection The Banner
and the Harp. One poem, The Battle Rages, printed under the title Song of the
Panagyur Rebels, became very popular during the April uprising and was sung
throughout Bulgaria. Vazov connected faith in the imminent liberation of the
motherland with an idea that was infinitely dear to him: that of a pan-Slavic
brotherhood, with the hope of help from Russia.
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In the poetry collection The Sorrows of Bulgaria (1877), Vazov, with pain
and anger, condemned the atrocities of the Turks who had put down the April
uprising of 1876, massacring the population of Batak, burning many villages
and towns to the ground, and killing thousands of children, women and elderly.
Vazov called the Ottoman yoke “Hellish torments” and “Golgotha,” and called on
Russia to help his compatriots. In the poem Russia, written in November 1876,
five months before the start of the Russo-Turkish war of liberation, Vazov ap-
pealed for help and wrote that the Bulgarians were waiting for Russia as a mes-
siah; Russia responded to Bulgaria’s sobs and cries. On 12 April 1877, Emperor
Alexander II declared war on Turkey. At the cost of enormous human sacrifice,
the Russian people liberated Bulgaria from five centuries of slavery.

The final collection of the poetic trilogy, The Deliverance (1878), expresses
the jubilation of the Bulgarian people and their gratitude to the Russians for libe-
rating Bulgaria. The poems Pleven fell, Guns thundered and others sing of the
glory of Russian arms. The poet devotes a series of poems to members of the
imperial family. In Ode to Emperor Alexander II, written on the occasion of the
triumphal entry of the tsar to Bucharest in June 1877, the poet, in a classical vein,
glorifies the hero, who goes into battle not to enslave Bulgaria but to liberate it.
He compares the Russian emperor with the sun, radiating hope and incinerating
the chains of slavery. While the odes dedicated to the members of the imperial
family are stately and solemn, then Vazov’s poems about the dead Russian sol-
diers are filled with pain and compassion.

The bouse-museum of lvan Vazouv in Sopot,
where be was born
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Vazov’s works reflect universal ideas of Christianity (about good and evil in
this world, Christian culture, and the relationship between God and man). Vazov
believed that Bulgaria’s liberation by the Russians was God’s providence. In the
poem Hello, Brothers, the mother tells her son about the Russians: “God himself
sent them, // To help us, son.” The works of Vazov not only deliver aesthetic
pleasure, but are also an artistic chronicle of national history. Vazov called the
Russian soldiers “knights of good.”

After the Bulgaria’s liberation from the Turkish yoke, Vazov wrote in the
1880s a cycle of short lyrical epic poems, Epic of the Forgotien (1881-84), devo-
ted to figures of the national revival (Paisius of Hilendar, Georgy Rakovsky,
the Miladinov brothers, Vasil Levski, etc.), emerging as the pinnacle of patriotic
poetry.

During this period, the poems Gramada (1880), Trayko and Reese (1881),
Zagorka (1883), The Realm of Mermaids (1884) and others were written. In 1881
Vazov published in journal “The Science” in Plovdiv his memories on the April
uprising, 7he Recent, marking the birth of Vazov as a prose writer (in the previous
decade, he wrote only as a poet).

In the 1880s he published the poems Gusli (1881), Fields and Forests (1884),
Italy (1884) and Shvnitsa (1886). His lyrics differed in their thematic and genre
diversity. Poetic depictions of Bulgarian nature alternate in these books with
sharp satire on modern society. In 1889 the collection Songs of a Wanderer
(1899) was published and in 1900 Under Our Sky. Many of the poems in these

Monument to lvan Vazouv in Sofia
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books are devoted to the harsh fate of Bulgarian peasantry. Vazov’s prose initially
relied on the author’s memoirs, recreating life of the final years of slavery. In his
first short story, Mitrophan and Dormidolsky (1881), the writer used impressions
of life in Berkovitsa. In 1885 the story Our Kin was published, which humorously
depicted life in a Bulgarian province on the eve of the war of liberation. By the
1880s he had already created works that were considered to be classics of Bul-
garian literature: the story The Miserable Ones (1883—-84), dedicated to the life
of Bulgarian emigrants in Romania, and the novel Under the Yoke (1889-90).
This novel was published five times in Bulgaria during the writer’s lifetime, was
translated into many languages and became a sensation not only in Bulgarian,
but also in world literature. Vazov did not rely on historical documents in the
novel, and there were no depictions of historical personages in it (in contrast
to Epic of the Forgotten). Yet this novel, which portrayed the main historical pro-
cess of the national revival, the transformation of peaceful Bulgarians into rebels
fighting for the freedom of their homeland, was a broad epic canvas, depicting
the lives of the Bulgarian people during their final years of slavery. For the first
time in Bulgarian literature, the people were portrayed as the conscious driving
force of the liberation movement. The novel is a testament to the artistic mastery
of the writer, who was able to imbue everyday life with the breath of history and
to convey the spirit of the revolutionary era.

Translated by Ksenia Melchakova
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