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approached by the hotel gardener. He was slim, older, and had black fingernails 
and clear eyes, like someone who had only just recently been born. “Where are you 
from?” “Poland.” “What’s Poland like?” “Pretty ugly. Everything was destroyed during 
the war, and then the Communists destroyed everything else.” “That’s awful,” he said, 
deeply moved, shaking his head with sympathy and disbelief. “That’s really terrible.” 
“Yeah.” Speaking in languages you don’t know is a godsend. Everything is suddenly 
so incredibly simple!)
	 In fact, I don’t remember anything in particular from that time, barely any event 
at all, barely any feeling, just this sort of grayness and nausea raised to the highest 
degree, such that it was almost the idea of grayness. I was about five years old, I 
knew a few indispensable numbers, a couple of basic letters, my Catholicism was 
enjoying its heyday, after which one could speak of it only in terms of regression. 
Yes, I think that my perception of the reality of those years was in some sense perfect! 
Grayness. Nausea. Water from the tap. In this, as in some brownish galantine or rolls 
of recycled toilet paper, linger those knickknacks that bring tears to the eye: Donald 
Duck bubble gum, cans left over from Coke and deodorant lined up like trophies on a 
shelf, pseudochocolate: a sort of brownish, semisweet plastic in tablet form. That’s all 
that is definite. As though time flowed within objects, as though they themselves were a 
unit of time. The clothes I wore, the peeling wallpaper and the furniture losing its luster, 
the food and the dishes we ate it on, buildings, shoes, sidewalks. Memory is slush, a 
muddy puddle in which the little ships of things now sink, now surface triumphantly. I 
remember Communism exclusively as a style and an aesthetic category.
	 So then there was this apartment high-rise. It stood not far from several others, 
similar, sticking straight up out of the bald, brownish sand. How many times I stared 
upward at the clouds gliding along the industrial tape of the sky, and the high-rise 
started to sway, to break apart, and any moment it would come crashing down like a 
ton of bricks.
	 Everywhere else was the plump forest, a kind of world unto itself. Only we stuck out in 
the air, in some absurd wilderness paved over here and there. Among its paving stones, 
carelessly scattered over the surface, some preposterous mutant nature sprouted: dande-

lions, grass, thistles. There were 
black puddles in the potholes with 
a delicate, rainbow-colored film 
of gasoline. The basements were 
seething with cats. Always that 
stink of urine by the stairs, nervous 
little eyes glaring from behind the 
banister and the dirty, shattered 
panes of glass. And then there 
were the ants. Which was good 
for the kids, kids need something 
to torture, to watch die, or at least 
to look at when already dead, to 
learn that horror, that life depends 
on blood flowing forward, and 
that death starts to spread out to 
the sides and then all over along 
the sidewalk.
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A year before I was born my folks got a place in a high-rise by the woods. Since then 
I’ve been abroad about a thousand times and given about as many interviews, and 

it always pops up, the same question, cleverly calculated from my date of birth, about 
Communism, whether I remember the food lines, the vinegar on store shelves, the fall 
of the Wall and all the other bloodcurdling stuff they didn’t have over on its other side. 
Of course I do, I say with a mix of triumph and pain, as if I were just then supposed 
to pull up my sleeve to reveal something like scars from the kiddie internment camp or 
the marks from when the police beat me during an interrogation and wave them before 
the eyes of my interlocutor like a wad of photos from some exotic trip. Yes, my dears, I 
was there, back when you had no idea about anything: while you were scarfing down 
those dainties in little tissue-paper cups, I was fighting on the front lines of childhood! 
Here are my scars from drinking vinegar straight from the shelf! Say what you want, you 
may have every other kind of scar there is, but you don’t have these.
	 Do I remember Communism? But I have to remember something, right? Drag some 
nugget out of the swirling muck of memory, strip it of superfluous detail, snap a shot of 
the heroes’ faces and let them march across the table, funny or forlorn, in rain slickers 
and stupid old boots that say “Relax” on their tags, with mesh shopping bags hanging 
low from the greenish, budding potatoes rumbling around inside. So this is the country 
they call Poland, these boxy buildings scattered by the woods are a small town, those 
two little people trudging through the snow over there are my grandma and me, and 
that dark spot up there—that’s daybreak. That thing inching along the street, bloated 
and undulating, tightly linked, no gaps, that’s a line for hot dogs, and that thing inching 
along even less mercifully is time. The little bundle in wet, white paper is a couple of 
hot dogs—one for me, one for my brother. After many 
hours of standing I am so hungry that I scarf down both 
on the way home. Yes, that steely winter morning and 
the absolute futility of human endeavors—which from that 
moment on I have tasted as the flavor of that cold, pale 
hot dog, which I didn’t even taste out of hunger—will 
draw forth dread and disbelief on the face of the West-
ern reader. And we all know that this image of those 
years is multidimensional with that same special tourist’s 
multidimensionality as the Arafat rag on the teenager’s 
pimple-bespattered neck, carton-pasteurized country-style 
milk, as well as lacquered Dutch clogs with paintings 
of windmills and little houses. A manufactured postcard 
believed by neither the sender, nor the recipient, but 
which is nevertheless nice to give and no less interesting 
to receive.
	 (Recently I had this conversation when I went out to 
smoke a cigarette in front of a London hotel and was 
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by Dorota MasŁowska (Translation by Benjamin Paloff)

“Faraway, So Ugly” from The Wall in My Head
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read an excerpt >
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Alfred MacAdam has been a professor of 
Latin American literature at Barnard College-
Columbia University since 1983. He has 
translated novels by Carlos Fuentes, Mario 
Vargas Llosa, José Donoso, Juan Carlos Onetti, 
and Julio Cortázar, amongst others. Between 
1984 and 2004, MacAdam was the editor 
of Review: Latin American Literature and Arts, 
a biannual magazine which presents work 
by Latin American writers to English-speaking 
audiences.

Jorge Volpi is a doctor in law and a teacher of 
Mexican literature at the UNAM (Autonomous 
University of Mexico), as well as a PhD in His-
panic Philology by the University of Salamanca. 
The author of nine novels, including In Search 
of Klingsor, for which he won the Spanish 
Premio Biblioteca Breve prize and the French 
Deux-Océans-Grizane-Cavour Prize, Volpi is 
one of the founders of the “Crack” group--a 
Mexican literary movement that seeks to move 
beyond magical realism and mimics the ideals 
of the 1968 Latin American literary Boom. He 
has received grants from the John S. Guggen-
heim Foundation and is presently a member of 
National System of Creators in Mexico.

The Soviet biologist Irina Granina has experienced the worst of Communism, struggling 
to free her husband from the gulag for years. Following the rise of Gorbachev, her 

husband finally emerges a changed man, but then Irina is forced to witness the worst 
of capitalism, as her daughter Oksana disappears into the newly rapacious consumer 
society and she loses her husband again, this time to greed and a lust for power.
	 In the West, Jennifer Moore, the scion of blue-blooded American wealth, takes a 
high-ranking job at the International Monetary Fund, where she hopes to bring the 
tough love of the free market economy to the unenlightened masses the world over. But 
she also has to deal with a philandering husband, Jack Wells, whose pharmaceutical 
company is a market wonder built on a house of cards, and her sister Allison, a free-
spirited anti-globalization activist.
	 Jorge Volpi’s Season of Ash puts a human face on earth-shaking events of the late 
twentieth century: the Chernobyl disaster, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of 
Soviet communism and the rise of the Russian oligarchs, the cascading collapsing of 
developing economies, and the near-miraculous scientific advances of the Human 
Genome Project. A scientific investigation, a journalistic exposé, a detective novel, and 
a dark love story, Season of Ash is a thrilling exploration of greed and disillusionment, 
and a clear-eyed examination of the passions that rule our lives and make history.
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“Jorge Volpi will be one of the stars of Spanish 
literature of this century.”

—Carlos Fuentes

“Every generation or so a writer comes along 
who liberates his peers from oppressive expecta-
tions of what Latin American fiction is supposed 
to be. Jorge Volpi’s In Search of Klingsor woke 
everybody up!”

—Francisco Goldman

First English Translation

October 2009
A Novel
464 pgs.
$15.95 (paperback)
5.5” x 8.5”
978-1-934824-10-8
1-934824-10-0
Territory: World English

Translated from the Spanish by Alfred MacAdam

Jorge Volpi
Season of Ash
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	 The manual was now useless. The needles were spinning wildly, like helicopter 
blades, and the protective barriers erected thanks to the indefatigable will of social-
ism—thousands of workers had built the secret citadel—were collapsing. This is how 
Sodom must have looked. The night was pierced by shouts; the air was filled with 
the stink of scorched flesh, and panting dogs blocked the side streets. The peasants 
confused the black smoke with the angel of death. And all because of a whim: the 
desire to test the resistance of the plant, to go beyond standard precautions, to surprise 
the Minister.
	 Only a few hours earlier, Diatlov had ordered the cooling system disconnected. Just 
routine. Within seconds, the reactor fell into a lazy sleep. Who could suspect it was 
faking? Its breathing became slower and its pulse was barely perceptible: less than 30 
megawatts. Finally, it closed its eyes. Fearing an irreversible coma, Diatlov abandoned 
common sense: We must increase power again.
	 The technicians retracted the barium carbon rods, which restrained the beast, and it 
recovered its powers. Its vital signs stabilized. It was breathing again. The technicians 
cheered, not knowing that those rods were the only thing that protected them: The 
manual stipulated 15 as the lowest acceptable number, and now there were only eight. 
How stupid! That error would result in thousands of casualties. The monster’s heartbeat 
quickly reached 600 megawatts, and in the blink of an eye it had enough strength 
to demolish the walls of its cell. Its roars shook the fir trees of Pripiat like the howl of a 
thousand wolves. Sand crackled and steel blistered. The nucleus of Reactor Number 
Four had almost attained the heat of the stars—magma was pouring from its jaws—but 
Diatlov stubbornly insisted on floating above the void. Let’s go on with the test.
	 The beast took no pity on him or his crew. It attacked its guards and devoured their 
guts; then, angrier and angrier, it began its pilgrimage across the plant’s galleries, 

spreading its fury through the 
ventilation system. Disregarding 
orders from his superiors, Vladi-
mir Kriachuk, a 35-year-old tech-
nician, pushed the AZ-5 key to 
stop the entire process. Two hun-
dred carbon rods cascaded into 
the body of the intruder—vainly. 
Instead of succumbing, it went 
back on the offensive, becoming 
even more dangerous.

	 It’s out of control! Olexandr Akhimov, the team leader, wasn’t lying: The monster 
had won. It plucked out Yuri Ivanov’s eyes and smashed Leonid Gordesian’s skull like 
an almond shell. Two explosions signalled its victory. Reactor Number Four ceased to 
exist.
	 The plant was the pride of the nation. In secret, over the course of toilsome months, 
an army of workers, supervised by hundreds of functionaries from the Ministry along with 
various security groups, built the reactors, the electric transformers, the water distribution 
system, the telephone lines, the workers’ houses, the schools for the workers’ children, 
the community centers, the firehouse, and the local centers for the Party and the secret 
service. A city in miniature, an example of order and progress that was self-sufficient; a 
perfect system erected in a place that didn’t appear on any map—a genuine utopia, 
proof of Communism’s vigor.

“An ingenious literary 
journey into the world of 
science, cloaked within a 
spy thriller.”
     —Alan Lightman, author of 
        Einstein’s Dreams
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Prelude. Ruins (1986).

E nough rot, howled Anatoly Diatlov. The alarm went off at 1:29 a.m. Moving at 
300,000 kilometers a second, the photons passed through the screen—rendered 

brick-colored by the dust—pierced the air saturated with smoke from Turkish cigarettes, 
and, following a straight line through the control room, smashed into his pupils just 
before the blare of a siren, traveling at a mere 1,200 kilometers per hour, reached 
his eardrums. Unable to distinguish between the two stimuli, his neurons generated 
an electric whirlwind that engulfed his body. While his eyes focused on the scarlet 
iridescence and his ears were thrashed with sound waves, his neck muscles tensed, 
the glands in his forehead and armpits accelerated the production of sweat, his limbs 
stiffened, and, without the assistant to the engineer noticing, adrenaline infiltrated his 
blood stream. Despite his ten years of experience, Anatoly Mihalovic Diatlov was 
dying of fright.
	 A few meters away, another chain reaction was following a parallel course. In one 
of the side panels, the mercury was flying to the top of an old thermometer, while the 
iodine and cesium particles were becoming unstable. It was as if those inoffensive 
elements had plotted a revolt and, instead of being suspicious of each other, had joined 
to destroy the bars and torture the guards. The creature wasted no time in taking control 
of Reactor Number Four in an open challenge to the emergency rules. It was taking 
revenge and accepting no excuses: It would execute its captors and establish a kingdom 
of its own. Ever more powerful, it sped to conquer the plant. If the humans did not take 
immediate steps, the massacre couldn’t be contained. Thousands would die. And the 
Ukraine, Byelorussia, perhaps all of Europe, would be forever devastated.
	 Flames were devouring the horizon. Far away, the Pripiat shepherds, accustomed 
only to events as severe as meteor showers, confused the columns of smoke with artillery 
practice or the celebration of some victory. Makar Bazdaiev, tending sheep, became 
tongue-tied as he watched the sky—an aftertaste of vodka in his throat—not knowing 
it heralded his death. Nearer to the fire, engineers and chemists, builders of stars, 
recognized the nature of the cataclysm. After decades of alarms and vigilance, the 
unthinkable had actually occurred, the often-postponed curse, the feared surprise attack. 
Old people still dreamed of German tanks, impaled children, and rows of graves: The 
enemy would decimate the forests again, burn the shacks, and drench the altars with 
the blood of their children.
	 At 1:30 a.m., Diatlov decided to do something. He’d always hated spring—the 
sunflowers, the songs the townspeople sang, the need to smile for no good reason. 
That’s why he stayed inside the plant, safe from the euphoria. Only vodka and extra 
work enabled him to survive the holidays. And now this! The wise men of Kiev and 
Moscow, cities of wide avenues, had sworn that nothing like this would ever happen. 
A Party boss had reproached him once upon a time: There is no room for error. You 
have the manual in front of you, just follow instructions. 
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by Jorge Volpi

from Season of Ash



Forthcoming
O

pe
n 

Le
tte

r

24

Fa
ll/

W
in

te
r 2

00
9

Backlist
open letter searches for works that are extraordinary and 
influential, works that will become the classics of tomorrow.

Germany

Landscape in Concrete
Jakov Lind
(trans. Ralph Manheim)
$13.95 (pb) | a novel
978-1-934824-14-6 

Italy

Aracoeli
Elsa Morante
(trans. William Weaver)
$14.95 (pb) | a novel
978-1-934824-15-3

Europe

Nobody’s Home
Dubravka Ugresic
(trans. Ellen Elias-Bursać)
$16.95 (hc) | essays
978-1-934824-00-9

Catalonia

Death in Spring
Mercè Rodoreda
(trans. Martha Tennent)
$14.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-11-5

Poland

The Mighty Angel
Jerzy Pilch
(trans. Bill Johnston)
$15.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-08-5

Iceland

The Pets
Bragi Ólafsson
(trans. Janice Balfour)
$14.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-01-6

forthcoming titles from open letter include works from argentina, catalonia, 
czech republic, france, germany, iceland, and numerous other countries.
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Argentina

Catalonia

Czech Republic

France

Germany

Iceland

France

The Sailor from Gibraltar
Marguerite Duras

(trans. Barbara Bray)
$12.95 (pb) | a novel
978-1-934824-04-7 

Brazil

The Taker & Other Stories
Rubem Fonseca

(trans. Clifford Landers)
$15.95 (hc) | short stories

978-1-934824-02-3

Netherlands

Rupert: A Confession
Ilja Leonard Pfeijffer

(trans. Michele Hutchison)
$14.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-09-2

Norway

The Discoverer
Jan Kjærstad

(trans. Barbara Haveland)
$17.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-12-2

Norway

The Conqueror
Jan Kjærstad

(trans. Barbara Haveland)
$17.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-03-0

Lithuania

Vilnius Poker
Ričardas Gavelis

(trans. Elizabeth Novickas)
$17.95 (hc) | a novel
978-1-934824-05-4

Cicatrices
(trans. Steve Dolph)
Juan José Saer

Glosa
(trans. Steve Dolph)
Juan José Saer

La Grande
(trans. Steve Dolph)
Juan José Saer

Gasoline
(trans. Mary Ann Newman)
Quim Monzó

Guadalajara
(trans. Peter Bush)
Quim Monzó

The Guinea Pigs
(trans. Káča Poláčková)
Ludvík Vaculík

Zone
(trans. Charlotte Mandell)
Mathias Énard

Klausen
(trans. Kenneth Northcutt)
Andreas Maier

The Ambassador
(trans. Lytton Smith)
Bragi Ólafsson
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On the Web
together, three percent and open letter are the premier 
resources for international literature on the web. 

to read about more titles and to order them online, 
please visit www.openletterbooks.org.

Qty. Price

Plus Postage ($2 per book)

total

all 5 of the new fall/Winter ’09 books for only $60
(shipping included)

Annual Subscription: the next 10 books to be released for only $100
(about one book a month over 12 months, shipping included)

Season of Ash by Jorge Volpi ($12.75)

The Wall in My Head ed. by WWB ($12.75)

The Golden Calf by Ilf & Petrov ($12.75)

Ergo by Jakov Lind ($11.15)

The Museum of Eterna’s Novel by Macedonio Fernández ($11.95)

Landscape in Concrete by Jakov Lind ($11.15)

The Mighty Angel by Jerzy Pilch ($12.75)

Death in Spring by Mercè Rodoreda ($11.95)

Rupert: A Confession by Ilja Leonard Pfeijffer ($11.95)

Aracoeli by Elsa Morante ($11.95)

The Discoverer by Jan Kjærstad ($14.35)

Fall/Winter 2009 Books—20% off

Spring/Summer 2009 Books—20% off

Mail this order form to: Open Letter, University of Rochester, Lattimore Hall 411, 
Box 270082, Rochester, NY, 14627, or visit www.openletterbooks.org.

Six-Month Subscription: the next 5 books to be released for only $60
(about one book a month over 6 months, shipping included)

Mailing Address

email Newsletter sign-up

Payment:
-visa or mastercard
-or mail with check payable to open letter—university of rochester

Card Number Exp.

Name on Card Phone

I support literature in translation and would like to make an additional donation to Open Letter and the 

translation initiatives at the University of Rochester in the amount of $                                     .



Information for Bookstores

Orders & Inquiries
Sales representation for all Open Letter 
titles is handled in-house by the press’s 
Director, Chad W. Post. Please contact 
him directly if you have any questions or if 
you’d like to place an order:

Open Letter
University of Rochester
Lattimore Hall 411
Box 270082
Rochester, NY 14627

tel: (585) 319-0823
fax: (585) 273-1097
e-mail: chad.post@rochester.edu

Returns Policy
Address for Returns: 
Open Letter
University of Nebraska Press
Distribution Center
800 R. St.
Lincoln, NE 68508

Damaged/Defective: No permission 
required. Such claims must be made 
within 30 days of invoice date. Please 
indicate whether you desire replacement 
or cancellation.

Overstock Returns: No permission required. 
Invoice information, together with packing 
list of titles and ISBNs, must accompany 
shipment. Returned copies must be clean, 
saleable, and carefully packed (please 
don’t use newspaper). Returns deemed un-
saleable will be sent back to the customer 
at the customer’s expense.

Period of Eligibility for Overstock Returns: 
18 months from invoice date. Books must 
be in saleable condition and still available 
from the publisher. Superseded editions 
are not returnable 90 days after publica-
tion of new edition.

Credit Allowed: Full credit will be given at 
the price and discount of the customer’s 
actual purchase of each title returned. 
Books not purchased from Open Letter will 
not be accepted and will be returned at 
the bookseller’s expense.

Retail Discount Schedule
Paperback/Cloth: 
1–4 books 25%; 
5 or more books 45%.

Shipping Policy
FOB Lincoln, NE. Books will be shipped 
via the least expensive trackable means, 
usually UPS or Motor Freight. Open Letter/
University of Nebraska Distribution Center 
will not ship by non-trackable means unless 
a waiver of liability is on file.

All customer service matters should be 
addressed to our distributor:

Open Letter
University of Nebraska Press
Distribution Center
1111 Lincoln Mall
Lincoln, NE 68588-0630

tel: (800) 755-1105
fax: (800) 526-2617
e-mail: pressmail@unl.edu
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