
UC Santa Barbara
Journal of Transnational American Studies

Title

Authenticity and Autofiction: John Updike’s “The Bulgarian Poetess”

Permalink

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6jn4d3fn

Journal

Journal of Transnational American Studies, 14(2)

Author

Glavanakova, Alexandra K.

Publication Date

2023

DOI

10.5070/T814257890

Copyright Information

Copyright 2023 by the author(s).This work is made available under the terms of a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License, available at 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6jn4d3fn
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 
Authenticity and Autofiction: John 
Updike’s “The Bulgarian Poetess” 

 
 

ALEXANDRA K. GLAVANAKOVA  
 Sofia University, St. Kliment Ohridski 

 
Dear Vera Glavanakova—  

It is a matter of earnest regret for me that 
you and I must live on opposite sides of the 

world.  

–– John Updike, “The Bulgarian Poetess” 
(1965) 

 
On the one side are the truths of fact, on the 

other the truth of the writer’s feeling, and 
where the two coincide cannot be decided 

by any outside authority in advance. 

–– Roy Pascal, Design and Truth in 
Autobiography (1960) 

 
 
The inspiration for this paper is as much academic as it is personal, for it comes from 
the reference to my own surname, Glavanakova, in the short story “The Bulgarian 
Poetess” by John Updike. First published in The New Yorker on March 13, 1965, the story 
builds on his four-day stay in Bulgaria the previous year.1  Updike played the role of an 
official American “cultural ambassador” during a six-week visit in 1964 to, in the words 
of the character in the story: “Moscow and Kiev, Yerevan and Alma Ata, Bucharest and 
Prague,”2 and Sofia, as part of a cultural exchange program between the United 
States, the Soviet Union, and other countries of Eastern Europe. Updike first conceived 
of the character of Bech following this State Department mission. He foregrounds the 
autobiographical origin of these stories: “When I returned from the Soviet Union and 



Glavanakova  | Autofiction in Updike’s “The Bulgarian Poetess” 	18 

Eastern Europe in ‘64 I had a number of impressions that only a writer could have 
collected. So, in trying to utilize some of them I invented Henry Bech, just to serve as a 
vehicle for my own impressions in a story entitled ‘The Bulgarian Poetess.’”3 4  

The “The Bulgarian Poetess” has been analyzed within the framework of the 
Cold War by Quentin Miller5 and Joseph Benatov6 with a special focus on Eastern 
Europe in the American imaginary. Notably, the story reveals how Eastern Europe has 
functioned as “a generative transnational space in the production of American 
culture,”7 by underscoring the inextricable connection “between the domestic and the 
foreign, between ‘at home’ and ‘abroad.’”8 For other researchers, delving into the text 
meant also looking for a detailed and, more significantly, an authentic reconstruction 
of events, places, and people appearing in the story in order to establish the cases of 
factual distortion.9 Ward Briggs and Biljana Dojčinović (2015) have produced the most 
exhaustive exploration of the fact–fiction connection in the story to date. 10   

The reading offered here focuses on the interplay between authenticity and 
artifice through the lens of autofiction by way of illustrating how one culture translates 
into another, suggested by Updike’s own words in “The Bulgarian Poetess” that are 
quoted as the first epigraph to this article. His alter-ego, Bech, inscribes these words in 
the book he gives as a gift to the Bulgarian poetess, and they are a close rendition of 
the actual words Updike wrote in the copy of The Centaur he gave to the real poetess, 
Blaga Dimitrova.11 The perspective of autofiction applied to interpreting the story 
opens ample spaces for discussions of identity and self-reflexivity in a transcultural 
context, inviting transnational readings of East and/versus West.  

Alongside Updike’s “impressions” of Bulgaria gathered at the time and ref-
lected in the story, there are also the impressions about the author as an American, 
which are examined here. Such impressions were recorded in publications by the first 
translator of his works into Bulgarian, who met Updike in person during the 1964 visit. 
Other views on Updike and his relationship with the Bulgarian poetess have appeared 
in more recent publications in the country following the rather belated publication of 
the short story’s translation into the Bulgarian language—as late as 2004, thirty-nine 
years after it first appeared in The New Yorker.12 Ultimately, Updike’s use of my own 
surname, not a common Slavic one, which he chose for the fictional character of the 
Bulgarian poetess, provoked me to look back at myself through the mirror of his text. 
By looking for the answer to the question “What’s in a name?” posited by Juliet in 
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, I discovered a point of confluence between Updike’s 
autofictional writing and my own family history. 

Autofiction  

Autobiographical writing relies on a subject who can remember, interpret, and identify 
with his or her life story. However, in the posthuman age there has been an ongoing 
deconstruction of auto-bio-graphy related to the ongoing undoing of the humanist 
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foundations of self-identity.13 As the life-forms of subjectivity proliferate among ani-
mals, humans and intelligent machines, the genre of autobiography becomes more 
and more fragmented, while at the same time the boundaries between autofiction, life 
writing, and memoir grow more amorphous. What distinguishes autofiction as a sep-
arate mode of writing for some critics is defined by the fact that the writer “has a pact 
with him/herself, which is not to lie, not to invent just for the sake of fiction, but to be 
as honest as possible […] in his/her quest for truth.”14 But does this commitment to 
honesty refer to the “truth of fact” or to “the truth of the writer’s feeling,” as referred 
to in the second epigraph to this article from Roy Pascal’s classic text Design and Truth 
in Autobiography (1960)?15 “The truth of fact” in autofiction is verifiable; “the truth of 
feeling” is beyond validation, which does not undermine the authenticity of the emo-
tions rendered in writing.  

Recent debates have focused on the origin of the term autofiction, in particular 
its French genealogy, which has been posited against (or alongside) the Anglophone 
one as evidenced in publications by Hywel Dix and Myra Bloom.16 According to Bloom, 
who discusses the origin of the term from a historical perspective, its first usage was 
anglophone: Paul West used it in 1972 in a New York Times review of Richard Elman’s 
Fredi & Shirl & The Kids by referring to the book as a “hybrid autofiction about coming 
of age in Jewish Brooklyn.”17 Marjorie Worthington adds another perspective to this 
argument, claiming that the autofictional trope has become extremely common in 
American fiction.18 She perceives its rise in post-WWII postmodern American fiction as 
an outcome of the “death of the author” threat and the anxieties surrounding the 
undermining of white masculinity in the context of the culture wars of the 1960s and 
1970s. Worthington interprets the “purposeful elision between the author and the 
author–character”19 as a further foregrounding of the impossibility of distinguishing 
between fiction and nonfiction. 

Serge Doubrovsky, though no longer credited as being the first who used it, 
provided a description of autofiction on the back cover of his novel Fils (1977) that gets 
quoted most often: “Fiction, of events and facts strictly real; autofiction, if you will, to 
have entrusted the language of an adventure to the adventure of language.”20 Dou-
brovsky’s view on the differences between autobiography and autofiction has been 
debated by literary critics, journalists, and authors in France and elsewhere over the 
past four decades. Criticizing Doubrovsky’s assertion that autobiography is “a privilege 
reserved for the important people of this world, at the end of their lives,”21 some have 
questioned whether autofiction is in fact different from autobiography.  

For others, autofiction, in contradistinction to autobiography, “generates an 
ambiguous reading pact,” vacillating between a referential–autobiographical one and 
a more fictional one.22 Gerard Genette also underscores this interweaving, claiming 
that “true autofiction is authentically fictional,”23 for it collapses the distance between 
the fictional and the mimetic. Alison Gibbons, too, expresses the view that autofiction 
is “an explicitly hybrid form of life writing that merges autobiographical fact with 
fiction,” adding that “[t]he autofictional mode is not restricted to writing; it has been 
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observed in the visual arts, cinema, theatre and online.”24 Since Updike makes a point 
of distancing himself from his character, his claim in effect underscores the blending 
of fact and fiction in “The Bulgarian Poetess”: “I made Bech as unlike myself as I could. 
Instead of being married with four children, he’s a bachelor; instead of being a Gentile, 
he’s a Jew.”25 The latitude in the representation of facts is related to the main role of 
autofiction, which is “to create reality effects that better capture the complexity of the 
subject’s inner and outer worlds,” regardless of how much a text is grounded in the 
factual.26 In addition, the constitutive “auto” in autofiction may be indicative of a 
certain degree of reflexive narcissism in this mode of writing.27 The title of Bloom’s 
critical text clearly emphasizes the connectedness between the presumed exposure 
of a self in autofiction and the practice of the selfie as private lives go public in the 
digital age.  

For Worthington, there are additional important qualities for autofiction in Am-
erican literature in particular. For her, “[t]he primary defining trait of autofiction […] 
is the inclusion of a characterized version of the author, usually as the protagonist.”28 
Moreover, the distinctive common feature she finds in the American autofiction she 
analyzes, written by men, is that the character shares his or her name with the auth-
or.29 However, Updike does not employ this particular technique, as Worthington 
points out. There are “no overt metafictional gestures outside [. . .] to the extratextual 
world. Even though some Updike novels may contain characters that resemble him, 
these characters are not overtly connected to him and, therefore, he is not directly 
implicated in their exploits.”30 Similarly, an explicit verbalized connection is not made 
between Updike and his character in “The Bulgarian Poetess.” The conflation of writer, 
narrator, and protagonist remains implicit and is there for the reader to decipher.31 

Autofiction could be seen as forming a semantic network with related writing 
practices such as faction, represented by Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1966), or with 
contemporary writer’s fictional re-workings of autobiographical episodes as in Amelie 
Nothomb’s Stupeur et tremblements (1999), or Hitomi Kanehara’s Ōto fikushon (2006), 
and especially with Norwegian writer Karl Ove Knausgård’s six autobiographical novels 
of more than thirty-five hundred pages, titled, with a throwback to Hitler, Min Kamp 
(2009–2011).32 I refer here to Knausgård precisely because his work reflects the irresol-
uble conflict between objectivity and subjectivity in writing where the author offers 
fragments of his or her own self by drawing a very thin line between memoir, autobio-
graphical writing, and autofiction. For “if the self is a narrative, it is only one of many 
versions,” states Knausgård in an interview.33 He claims that “memories make up our 
own narrative—maybe the most important part of our identity,” and that “the string 
of memories keeps it [our identity] together—and repression and forgetfulness keep 
the string of memories clean—non-contradictory and manageable.”34 This reference 
to the propensity towards forgetting and repressing memories echoes the description 
Bech provides of the Bulgarian poetess of an essay he wrote on “‘orgasm as perfect 
memory. The one mystery is, what are we remembering?’ She shook her head again, 
and he noticed that her eyes were gray, and that in their depths his image (which he 
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could not see) was searching for the thing remembered.”35 Employing the trope of 
elusive self-/reflexivity, which dominates the story, Updike weaves memory of fact 
with memory of feeling, identity with othering. 

Othering: Dancing Through the Mirror 

It is not incidental that Updike’s story about the East of the West has been read as 
travel literature, which is above all a genre involving an exploration of self through 
others. Stefan Herbrechter formulates the mechanism of othering in self-construction: 
“This other is an unknowable who has the structure of a trace: a ‘non-present’ pres-
ence that can never be made present as such because it is always deferred and thus 
always differs from itself, like a trace. This other always precedes and gives rise to the 
subject’s impression of self-presence and identity.”36 East–West othering has been 
historically situated and with variable coordinates. For Eva Hoffman, for example, who 
was forcibly exiled from socialist Eastern Europe, her place of birth—constructed in 
contrast to Canada, where her family settled—remained for her “an idealized land-
scape of the mind,”37 though the opposite has often been true for others in exile in 
their perception of Eastern Europe.38 “Our psyches,” she explains, “seem to be so 
constructed that we need and desire an imagined “other”—either a glimmering, 
craved, idealized other, or an other that is dark, savage, and threatening. Eastern 
Europe has served our needs in this respect very well.”39 On arrival, Bech’s/Updike’s 
impressions of socialist Bulgaria are in line with the negative othering of Eastern Eur-
pope, as evidenced in his character’s observation that “[w]ords like ‘progressive’ and 
‘liberal’ had a somewhat reversed sense in this world.”40 However, alongside this 
familiar representation of Eastern Europe another perspective emerges: socialist and 
capitalist regimes come to be perceived not only as contrasting but also as mirror 
images of each other.  

In his illustration how one culture translates into another “at the opposite 
side[s] of the world,”41 Updike becomes aware both of seeing oneself as other and of 
crossing the boundaries of otherness during his visit to Sofia. The Iron Curtain as the 
trope for division is superseded in the story by the pervasive imagery of the mirror, 
implying both the reflection and the doubling of self.42 The significance of the mirror is 
such that, as Updike notes, the provisional title for the story was “Through the Looking 
Glass.”43 Mirrors dominate the scene at a ballet performance in Sofia Updike is invited 
to, (appearing also in a description of the floor-to-ceiling mirror at the Moscow ballet 
school he visited earlier on his trip): as the ballerina would have another dancer emerge 
from the wings “to perform as her reflection”; she would “dance toward the mirror,” 
“leap through the oval of gold wire,” and ultimately dance “through the mirror.”44 The 
mirroring device employed by Updike can be further linked intertextually to Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s story “Roger Malvin’s Burial” and Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, 
which are duly mentioned in “The Bulgarian Poetess.”45   
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Bech’s experience in Sofia makes him aware of a basic similarity between East 
and West in the common suffering, the unhappy history, and the quest for an authentic 
self, for “[i]f there was one thing that irked Bech about these people behind the mirror, 
it was their assumption that, however second-rate elsewhere, in suffering they were 
supreme.”46 Eventually he comes to perceive the apparent cultural and ideological 
East–West barrier as “a dingy flecked mirror that reflected feebly the capitalist world; 
in its dim depths everything was similar but left-handed”47—a statement that echoes 
Vaclav Havel’s view of socialist Eastern Europe as the West’s distorted self-image. 
Totalitarian systems, in Vaclav’s words, are “a convex mirror of all modern civilization 
and a harsh, perhaps final call for a global recasting of that civilization’s self-under-
standing.”48 More specifically, he goes on to explain, totalitarian systems are “a 
convex mirror of the inevitable consequences of rationalism, a grotesquely magnified 
image of its own deep tendencies, an extreme outcropping of its own development 
and an ominous product of its expansion. They are a deeply informative reflection of 
its own crisis.”49 However, at times this eradication of othering is lost for the 
protagonist of the story. For example, at the cocktail party at the end of his visit to 
Bulgaria, Bech finds himself “surrounded by America: the voices, the narrow suits, the 
watery drinks, the chatter, the glitter. The mirror had gone opaque and gave him back 
only himself.”50  

It is in the reversed cultural space of Eastern Europe that Updike’s protagonist 
interacts with “these people behind the mirror” at the protocol meetings taking place 
around “polished oval tables,” under “the lurking portrait of Lenin.”51 One such 
meeting takes place in the building of the Union of Bulgarian Writers following the 
established conventions of the times, where he finds himself in the company of several 
Bulgarian “literary officials, termed ‘critics’” and “a few selected novelists and 
poets.”52 It is here that Updike meets Blaga Dimitrova.53 

Among those present at the meeting are the chair of the English Department 
at Sofia University, “speaking in a beautiful withered English of Mark Twain and Sinclair 
Lewis” and the “maverick” Bulgarian translator of American fiction.54 It has been 
established by Briggs and Dojčinović that this was Krastan Dyankov, who would go on 
to translate The Centaur and other novels by Updike.55 The Centaur came out in 1967. 
Years later Dyankov would confess, “[t]he most difficult book I translated was The 
Centaur by John Updike, and I cannot tell you why. Perhaps it was his style, that New 
England style.”56 Dyankov shared a revelation he made after meeting the writer in 
person, which was prior to the meeting at the Writers’ Union. In the afterword to his 
translation of The Centaur, he describes his first impression of Updike. Dyankov came 
across the writer in a hotel lobby by chance and immediately recognized who the man 
was, though he had never seen Updike before. Dyankov approached the American, 
who was surprised at being so quickly and unmistakably identified, as Updike was yet 
to achieve his international fame and was largely unfamiliar in this part of the world. 
As Dyankov writes, Updike’s appearance corresponded precisely to the image the 
translator had formed in his mind about the writer from reading his book. Still under 
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the vivid impression of The Centaur, Dyankov was “assured that Updike looks and talks 
exactly like his prose.”57 The translator’s testimony to the extraordinary correspon-
dence between the actual author and his writing serves as an indirect illustration of 
Updike’s notorious propensity for the autofictional in his writing.  

The Bulgarian Reception of the Short Story 

Within the discussion of how othering reflects self-perception, the question why it 
took so long to translate the story into Bulgarian has a special relevance. Critics have 
pointed out that the reasons for this could be ideological and such an explanation 
seems logical within the political context of socialism. However, Updike’s other fiction 
was widely translated during the same period; this particular short story was an 
exception. Following the collapse of socialism in the years post-1989, oddly enough the 
story was not translated until, finally, 2004. On the matter of the belated translation, 
one commentator observed that after the story’s original publication in English in 1965, 

[o]fficials must have been disappointed with this [Updike’s] 
“non-progressive” representation of the Bulgarian social 
reality. The ones who recognized themselves in the story as 
participants in the meeting also could not have been satisfied. 
Updike understood this and this explains his inclusion in the 
team, which translated the most complete for the times 
Anthology of Bulgarian Poetry, compiled and published by 
William Meredith, a great friend of our literature.58  

The rather unflattering portrayal of some of the literary dignitaries who were present 
at the meeting with Updike could indeed provide a possible answer. Should they have 
recognized themselves in the fictional characters of the story as twisted caricatures 
within the absurdities of socialist reality, it would have been highly displeasing for them 
to have such a text, rendered in Updike’s subversive, subtly ironic tone, read by their 
fellow Bulgarians.  

It was only after Updike’s death that a public discussion ensued in Bulgaria on 
issues of authenticity, historical validity, and the reception of “The Bulgarian Poetess,” 
alongside the soul-searching regarding the nontranslation of the story for so many 
years. According to one Bulgarian critic the delay in the translation serves as a “dra-
matic example of [Bulgarian] self-marginalization and provincialization.”59 Another 
critic finds that “Updike’s literary emergence in Bulgaria can only be discussed through 
his own distant contextuality,” for he is incomparable to anything or anybody local.60 
These approaches indicate that the American writer has been perceived then and even 
now as the very incarnation of otherness. Updike can only be identical to himself, and 
to his prose.  
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Once the story was finally available to Bulgarian readers, it was not read as fic-
tion, but rather as a travelogue, or even reportage, thus foregrounding what is consid-
ered by the majority of its readers to be the true-to-fact rendition of people and events 
in the text.61 Based on the reception of the story as reflected in media publications, 
Bodakov concludes that “in the tension between facts and fiction, fiction is debunked 
and removed. The story’s meaning is drastically reduced. All that remains are the facts 
… And the gossip.”62 This reductionist approach in pursuit of the ultimate answer to 
the questions: “Did he fall in love with the poetess? Did she respond in kind?” is what 
reading the story as autofiction offered here aims to overcome. 

Briggs and Dojčinović start their attempt at reconstructing the people, places, 
and events in the story with the claim that it “might seem to be straight reportage.”63 
However, in the conclusion of their analysis, Briggs and Dojčinović modify their initial 
claim: “For his characters Updike selected such telling physical details for each that 
their real-life counterparts were immediately recognizable when the story appeared in 
Bulgaria.… [Y]et his portrayal of Blaga Dimitrova as a confident secure poet do[es] not 
comport with reality, but work[s] perfectly for the characters represented in the 
story.”64 Indeed, Bech finds in the Bulgarian poetess, named Vera Glavanakova in the 
story, “the closest approximation” to “an undisclosed prototype”: the “central 
woman.”65 The poetess is portrayed as “a woman needing nothing […] complete, 
poised, satisfied, achieved,”66 and Bech is drawn to the “intense conjunction of good 
looks and brains”67 he discovers in her. But what truly surprises him is that he encoun-
ters her “in this remote and bullied nation.”68 

Authenticity 

An important allusion to the permeative blending of fact and fiction—the definitive 
trait of autofiction—is the narrator’s own statement in the opening lines of the story 
that “his search for plain truth carried him farther and farther into treacherous realms 
of fantasy.”69 Thus he questions his own reliability as narrator in rendering the facts 
truthfully and, by using cognates associated with truth, Updike emphasizes its prob-
lematic nature. For instance, Bech is disarmed on first meeting the poetess by “her 
unexpected quality of truth.”70 When her poetry is described as “shallow,” Bech 
responds that “shallowness can be a kind of honesty.”71 A short discussion takes place 
in a similar vein at the meeting around the oval table about Bech’s first novel: “the 
famous one,” entitled Travel Light, which is described by the chairman of the Writer’s 
Union as “so American, the youth, the adoration for space and speed, the barbarity of 
advertisements in neon lightning, the very poetry”; it is a novel that has “truth, won-
der, terror even, vulgarity.”72 Its distinctive Americanness, alongside its truthfulness 
are underlined here, setting Updike in a category of his own.  

Another nuance to the fluid authenticity of events described in the story is 
added by the first name the poetess is given by Updike—a point emphasized by Briggs 
and Dojčinović in their analysis. Vera is linked to vyara [faith] and its cognate veren, 
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which can be translated both as “faithful” and “truthful.” In line with the query whe-
ther the narrative authentically reproduces actual events, critics have tried to establish 
why Updike chose the surname Glavanakova for the poetess’s maiden name. This 
question has led me on a personal quest.  

One of my grandfather’s nephews used to work for many years in the library on 
the ground floor of the American Legation in Sofia. It is from the windowsill of this 
library that Bech picks up a copy of Hawthorne’s short stories, which he reads later in 
his hotel room. This relative of mine must have been in his late twenties at the time of 
Updike’s visit. On the scale of probability, it is more than a simple conjecture to suggest 
that Updike could have met or at the very least heard the name of my relative spoken 
during his visit to the Legation and since it is quite an unusual name, unlike Petrov, a 
more common one used in the story, the writer probably decided to use it for his 
extraordinary female character—the “central woman.” 

It is important that I explain the etymology of the name Glavanakova and 
explore how it relates to my own family history. It derives from the noun glava, which 
originates from the Proto-Balto-Slavic *galwāˀ, possibly related to the Old High 
German kalo (bald) and to the Latin calva (skull).73 Cognates of the word meaning 
“head” abound in Slavic and Baltic languages, including the Old Church Slavonic glava. 
The derivative adjective glaven, to be found in Bulgarian, Macedonian, Serbian, Croa-
tian, Slovenian, and Russian, means “main, principal.” I suppose it is from here that 
James Schiff derived the meaning “the very important one” to be found in his analysis 
of the story.74 The root of the name, however, could also be derived from the word 
glavanak, which according to The Dictionary of the Bulgarian Language denotes in one 
of its meanings “a person with a large head, but not very clever.”75 This meaning, 
recorded as late as 1936, seems to be the source that Briggs and Dojčinović consulted 
in their analysis of the short story in reference to the meaning of the name, which they 
interpret only in the sense of a “stubborn or silly person,” and not meaning “the very 
important one.”76  

However, my grandfather had an entirely different interpretation of the family 
name from the ones recorded in dictionaries and supplied by the interpreters of the 
story. He always insisted that it meant a tenacious, persevering, and determined per-
son. I believe that could be a very apt description of his nature, forged by a difficult life 
that spanned the entire twentieth century. He was born in its first decade in a small 
town in the southeastern part of Bulgaria. His family of eight siblings—one sister and 
seven brothers—was extremely poor. Having taught himself French, he enrolled for 
one semester at the Sorbonne in Paris to study law, paying for his own tuition, but 
almost died of cold and starvation during the winter months. He returned to the home 
country defeated and heartbroken only in time for the funeral of his only sister, Sofia, 
gone at nineteen from tuberculosis. 

Eventually, my grandfather went on to graduate in law from Sofia University, 
established his own law firm, and married well. Meanwhile he briefly toyed with anar-
chist ideas in the early 1940s, eventually embraced the ideas of communism, harbored 
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Resistance fighters—communist partisans fighting against fascism during World War 
II—and fought on the side of the Resistance movement. He joined the Bulgarian Com-
munist Party at that time, firmly believing in its potential to bring on a better future. 
After the coup d’état in Bulgaria on September 9, 1944, which established a communist 
regime, following the break with fascist Germany, and the following invasion by the 
Red Army, he became a public prosecutor for the Nineth People’s Court [Naroden Sad] 
(1944–1945), only to discover quite soon the repressive and murderous purposes of 
that court. The People’s Court started out with the goal to punish war criminals but 
ended up destroying a large part of Bulgaria’s political, military, and intellectual elite. 
He attempted to dissociate himself from its lawless acts. Instead of looking for incrim-
inating evidence for the accused, my grandfather tried to find exonerating evidence to 
help show that they were free of blame and should be released. This led to his being 
expelled from the Party in 1946, but mercifully he was not relocated or sent to a camp. 
He was perceived as a renegade by the Party and was forced into an early retirement 
so as not to be able to practice law.  

It is common knowledge that a disillusioned idealist makes for the bitterest 
misanthrope. It really does take great resilience to keep trying to help others and stay 
in love with nature and life as my grandfather did till his ninety-first year. I cannot even 
begin to imagine the moral dilemmas he was forced to face and all the social and 
familial complications they must have caused him. No doubt, his nephew, who worked 
at the library of the American Legation in Sofia, and my grandfather, the ex-member 
of the Bulgarian Communist Party and prosecutor of the reviled People’s Court, though 
literally occupying the same country, were metaphorically living on opposite sides. My 
grandfather refused to write his memoir, as I repeatedly asked him. Even if he had, I 
often wonder, how much of it would have been fact, and how much fiction? Would he 
have attempted to express the truth of fact or the truth of feeling?  

Examining “The Bulgarian Poetess” from the perspective of autofiction reveals 
the complex synergy between factual memory and reflective emotion in writing about 
a life. As Dix points out, “[s]uch complication renders assumptions of truth and authen-
ticity simplistic and in the last instance untenable.”77 As Updike accurately points out 
in the story, “[a]ctuality is a running impoverishment of possibility.”78 Considered from 
the perspective of autofiction, which insists on the interplay between the real and the 
imaginary, the “truth” of Updike’s falling in love with Dimitrova, or vice versa, does not 
need to be established. Its validity is beside the point. The “romantic vertigo”79 exper-
ienced by the narrator in “The Bulgarian Poetess” partakes of the seemingly radical 
difference and incommensurability between the two worlds, which he rather stereo-
typically perceives at the start, but eventually, and paradoxically, recognizes as same-
ness. Indeed, just as Vera becomes a mirror for the self-observation of the writer–
narrator in the story, and the East is recognized as a mirror of the West, so has Updike’s 
“The Bulgarian Poetess” become a mirror for myself and my private hi/story in this 
article written in the autofictive mode. 
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