
 
 
 
 
 
 
I don’t know how to explain… 
by Anca Gyemant 
 
 
 
 
I don’t know… 
 
I don’t know how to explain this. A discussion with Milena. Someone, an acquaintance of hers who 
had visited Bucharest, was impressed by the House of the People and the Victory of Socialism 
Boulevard (I think this was the name). A great and impressive building which glorifies an idea, during 
the times when there were still ideas which could be unanimously glorified. Now there are only 
houses and banks headquarters being built. I mentioned something on the personality cult, on 
Ceausescu, on the hard life during communism. Something about the buildings demolished to make 
place for the blocks of flats (and the House of the People), but is this an argument?! What importance 
can all these have, our lives during communism, without the greatness of an idea which was being 
made concrete in the new buildings? It’s hard to explain because, of course, it would have been nice to 
be true, to believe that things really were this way, that the thing we are talking about really existed... 
 

 
 
How should I speak about Romania without playing the role of the one who speaks about Romania? 
The very moment when I wrote this statement I am already playing the role. In this case, what could I 
be talking about? What can I do? 
 
From now on it doesn’t matter. We inhabit the youngest European territory. In the Danube Delta and 
everywhere. 
 



 
 
We have all decided: the moment we applied for this residency we accepted also the labelling which 
comes with it.  
 
My block of flats, where cockroaches are coming from the basement and where the walls are so thin 
that the alarm clock of my neighbours wakes me up in the morning was also built for an idea. What an 
intense nostalgia, in some evenings, when the sun sets and the lights in the neighbourhood are turned 
on, when in the sunset light which makes all windows glow you realise you would want to believe it 
could have been different, but it is so hard to explain... 
 
I don’t know how I could say this thing shortly and without it sounding pathetic, and also to make 
myself understood: I hate all nationalist and conservative behaviours, all the ideas about religion, 
family, purity of blood, richness and prestige, all these things which don’t have other role but to make 
the others suffer. Still, how can I speak about the leftist ideas in which I believe without objectively 
relating to our communist past? For me, these two things do not exclude each other in any way, but 
talking about this when I am not in Romania seems much more difficult. 
 

 



 
The three of us thought of a solution, once, after some misunderstandings and circular discussions 
about what communism was (a materialised dream which people outside it could yearn for with all 
heart, a bad dream which people inside were hoping to wake up from, someday?) If you are accused 
that, in the name of ideas which otherwise you share too, you don’t have the right to discuss about 
something that happened to you in reality, then maybe the solution is to reduce everything to your 
most intimate experiences. To talk about how you used to thank during the public celebrations 
Comrade Nicolae Ceauşescu for your happy childhood. How you used to read and write everything at 
the candle light because the electricity was cut off. How you used to queue for bread or milk, etc... 
Naturally, you can always bring on the discussion table personal (and sentimental) arguments and see 
what reaction they will raise. An embarrassed smile, maybe. But what do you do in Romania? How do 
you explain there that the leftist ideas are important and hope resides in them, at home where 
everybody queued and read and wrote at the candle light? I don’t know... 
 
I don’t know what to say except that we will see... 
 
Rodica: “Look, our countries are neighbours and we have the feeling we shared the same history, and 
still...” 
 
I heard in other countries some people thought it was our choice to have the electricity cut off every 
evening, that we wanted to make a sacrifice for the country. As if something was our choice ever... 
 
In 1966 abortion was forbidden, as well as contraception methods, and the conditions in which you 
could divorce were more constraining. 
 
What’s the English word for it? Ah, excuse me for being so confuse... 
 
You tell of something (for example, the education system) and you are being answered: “it is exactly 
the same for us”. And although you know, from your own experience, that it is very different, it is still 
too complicated to explain and it would take so much time and it would be so difficult to avoid a 
stereotypical position and it would maybe also sound rude or stupid to say “no, no, we are different”, 
that you better keep silent. Or, in other cases, you discuss infinitely and bring arguments (Măriuca 
does this).  
 
Nevertheless, sometimes it is so nice and comforting to hear people telling you: “I know, I understand, 
it was the same for us.” 
 
Sometimes you see very clearly that if your experiences are complicating the discussion in a 
disagreeable way, then it is better that they are ignored. The problem is just that we speak from 
different angles. And I speak from the shadowy one. 
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