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LINGUISTIC AND GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND

ASJA BAKIC was born in the country of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and currently lives in Croatia. Mars was
originally written in Croatian.

Bosnia and Croatia are bordering countries located
in Southeastern Europe, east of Italy and west
of Serbia. They border the Adriatic Sea—the

northernmost arm of the Mediterranean Sea.

Bosnia, Serbia, and Croatia were all part of Yugoslavia until the 1990s, when after
political and economic crisis and the rise of nationalism, Yugoslavia was divided
by the creation of borders between Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia,
Montenegro, Slovenia, and Macedonia.

Because of the close proximity of Croatia, Bosnia, and Serbia, the variant
languages with roots in Serbo-Croatian—the official language of Yugoslavia—are
very similar and mutually understood both written and verbally. However, the
variance in the languages has political significance as a tool to legitimize the states
as independent nations.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND PLACES

Durmitor (3): Durmitor 1s a group of mountains—part of the Dinaric Alps—
located in the northwestern part of Montenegro, with a summit that reaches a
height of 2,523 meters.

Luxury Easter egg (6): Iabergé eggs were luxurious, finely decorated and
jeweled Easter eggs created for the Russian Imperial family by a company run by
Peter Carl Fabergé from 1885—1916. Many were commissioned by Czar Nicholas
I1, son of Czar Alexander III.

Heraclitus (15): Heraclitus of Ephesus was a Greek pre-Socratic philosopher of
the Persian Empire, famous for his theories of human logic and reason and for the
aphorism “No man ever steps in the same river twice.”

Njegos (18): Prince Bishop of Montenegro, poet and philosopher of the nineteenth
century, whose works are widely appreciated in Serbian and Montenegrin
literature.

Lichen (35): Pronounced “like-en.” A composite organism, formed from a
mutualistic relationship between algae and fungi, that grows on walls, trees
and rocks. It resembles a plant and can be various colors, sometimes leafy and
sometimes a leafless branch.

Speaking Clock (46): Before automated voice recorder technology became
widespread, human operators would serve as speaking clocks. Anyone can call to
hear the very specific time (year, month, day, hour, minute, second). The service
was introduced in the 1930s.

D. Elmiger (64): May refer to Dorothee Elmiger, a German-Swiss writer, author
of Inwvitation to the Bold of Heart, which won the Kelag Prize and the Ingeborg
Bachmann Prize in 2010. She was also awarded the Swiss Literature Award by
the Federal Office of Culture and the Erich-Fried-Preis.

Geppetto (75): Mister Geppetto is a fictional character from the Italian children’s
novel The Adventures of Pinocchio. He is an old man and a woodcarver who crafts
Pinocchio into a little boy, becoming his “father.”

Lady Kasa (94): Kasa no Iratsume was a Japanese waka poet of the early eighth
century. Her twenty-nine surviving poems are works addressed to a lover.
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Medea (88, 102): In Greek mythology, Medea is often portrayed as a sorceress
or a priestess of the goddess Hecate. Medea was gifted with prophecy, which she
used to help Jason, leader of the Argonauts, whom she later married. When Jason
abandoned her for Glauce, Medea took revenge by sending Glauce poisoned
clothing, then murdering her own children.

Wild West (107): The Wild West refers to the mythical “untamed” territories west
of the Mississippi River in North America in the nineteenth century. Thought to
be a place where outlaws lived without rules, it was also a site of Native American
displacement as the US expanded its territory.

The Belly Of Paris (134): The third novel in Emile Zola’s twenty-volume series
Les Rougon-Macquart, originally published in 1873 in France, in which Zola weaves
food into aspects of everyday life in nineteenth-century Paris.

Ancona (138): a city and seaport in central Italy, across the Adriatic Sea from
Croatia.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. In the opening story, “Day Trip to Durmitor,” Tristesa and Zubrowka express
strong ideas about the role of literature, calling it, for example, the primary link
between life and death (14). Why do you think Baki¢ begins the collection with
such perspectives on writing and literature? After reading the rest of the stories
in this collection, what do you think of the secretaries’ statements on the power
of literature?

2. The book’s afterword situates the stories of Mars into the literary tradition of
speculative fiction. What are some of the social problems, cultural questions,
and other topics that Baki¢ seems to be “speculating” about through these
stories?

3. The feminization of robots has a long history in popular culture; consider the
films Metropolis, Blade Runner, and Ex Machina and the virtual assistant products
Siri and Alexa. How does the story “Abby” enter into and/or speak back to this
legacy?

4. “Asja 5.0” depicts a society where sexual pleasure has not been experienced in a
long time. How do the characters Krenga, Asja, and her clone present different
ideas about sexuality—about how and why to be sexual? How do gender and
class affect the ways these characters experience (or do not experience) sexual
pleasure?

5. In “Carnivore,” Milan craves meat with every meal and is even attracted to the
woman on the bus because of her meaty smell. What does meat seem to signify
in this story? What is its relationship to masculinity, femininity, and sexuality?
What does the strange woman’s promise of “fresh meat” (75) have to do with
the surprising sexual situation in which Milan finds himself?

6. Many female writers in history have employed male pseudonyms so that their
work would be better received. In “Passions,” however, the unnamed narrator,
a writer, suspects that her friend Vanja wrote the novel attributed to her. Vanja
1s a figure of confusion; the narrator says,“I knew only that there was Vanja, the
image of Vanja, corrected, that my eyes had deceived me, that I had deceived
myself” (102). Who do you think Vanja is? Why is her gender ambiguity
important in this story?
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7. In “The Guest,” the narrator, a female journalist, disagrees with Carlyle about
whether their shared power should be used to burn and begin again or to rebuild
and improve what already exists. What is the root of their disagreement? What
are the implications of each perspective?

8. Each story in Mars features a main female character who is identified by a name
given to them by someone else (“Abby” and “Asja 5.0”) or described only by
their relationship to others (mother, daughter, journalist, etc.). How noticeable
1s the namelessness of the female characters as you read? What do you think 1s
the significance of this repeated namelessness?

9. The habitability of Mars for humans is a major international research goal, but
the question of whether the human race should colonize Mars, if ever possible,
remains highly contested. In the story “The Underworld,” why is Mars—a
place so close to Earth and yet so alien—designated as an exile for writers? How
does the relationship between the two planets in this story reflect or reimagine
real-world problems like colonization, war, and border disputes?

10. The book’s title Mars 1s not shared by any of the stories. What do you think
“Mars” means in the context of this collection? What elements of Bakic’s
writing style evoke the sense of alienness that one might associate with the
planet Mars?
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NOTES ON EXCERPTS

Passage 1
She was P\,wpogd/\ul\t{
“I came to return your sweater.” dvencned [ast Hime
“Now? In such terrible weather?” /’7 850 <\hie wdd boveon
“The weather is ideal.” o the sweater.

Not uman | She wasn't wet at all. It was like the storm had

Maye e’ skipped over her completely: there wasn't a drop of
2 AW"* N\ T
enfity - “Your sweater,” she said.
She pushed it under my nose.
“There really wasn't any rush.”
Doupl€ <™~ “T don't like debts.”
entendtC  “yould you like something to drink?” I asked.
“Sure.” =7 Shaws thaf
The young woman wore her muddy boots she has no
through the entryway and into the living room, but espech Lor
she didn’t care. She flung herself into an armchair and Lileem
S Tarence 4 allowed me to watch her for some time in silence. My
e almosk m palpable. The last time I'd been this
WMf excited was while beating that young man to death,
\ the one who'd been found in the woods not long
before. While I was killing him, I had to wipe my
mouth with my sleeve every now and then because I
(o Liken couldn't stop salivating,
exated  ga briefly escaped to the kitchen to calm down.

o(douw' MOZLM I forgot to make the tea. I was still clutching the .
%sl”:l :1 i sweater, NVIU/\ zemal
got%j(moﬁmf‘?. “Aren’t you afraid of being out in this Weather?”/q' Intllens S(MD\%
I asked the young woman. “The thunder is terrible.” "™ Wt Wi
“I'm not afraid of thunder,” she said. 4 dithudt
“Not one bit?” 4o suspeet fhat
“Not one bit.” Hrey vt
wi el erexs -
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NOTES ON EXCERPTS

Passage 1, continued

Che ha no.
/ﬁ fec T Fulal
She acted so confidently, as if nothing could hurt Fevenge TV
o senal KIS
ayle ghe T
. o sexal Biller
“Did you know the man who was murdered?” she hoelP?

her, as if nothing scared her. Not even me, though my "
appearance didn't exactly inspire trust.

asked suddenly.
Queshion Her tone surprised me. It was accusing,
i Lien X “Which one? They found two.”
o peow] “The first one.”
Vondettu ov S “T didn’t. He wasn’t from around here.”

a sevaal Killer. I was overtaken by suspicion. Maybe she worked
for the police. She seemed intelligent. She would
understand what the young policeman couldn't.
“It was shocking that they found the body so
close to my house,” I said calmly.
“It must've given you the creeps,” she said. “Who
wouldn't it.” = Foreshadans
The creeps? I didn't know what the creeps felt Hvat” Lizen
like. I'd never felt them. oy \p%\'
“Tt did,” T said. “It was awful.” ﬁ/‘i&ew@ws i
They hugh While saying this, I felt a hole in my sweater. It
Srakement MU was big enough to fit my index finger through. It
be alluding *0 ¥ seemed to have been made by a bullet.

Qo ddesc oF “Your friend,” the woman said, smiling, “was i
_fevenye © wearing that sweater when he died.” — Juxtuposeion
J‘*;\’\l;f/,ri\f ?\ﬁ l I looked at her in disbelief. Wi Liken’
Pt o vt W “T have no friends,” I said. con SW'
{emoeeless . “True,” she said, “not anymore.” WP“‘_?‘M
We stared at each other across the table, where the ‘\fw% '
/' young woman had propped her muddy boots. She
N Posﬂ’lm}l’ was letting me know that she was now the master

of demninanie.,
4l
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NOTES ON EXCERPTS

Passage 2

Theretere,
et ow{;/’d/

many peov '€
wwo coutdiet
wWatten Pasaimns.

The navvatde

has Few
ac@wm‘ranw&

”Hu\mbvq" nay als0
retec o e Tungey g worshipping the walls bebind
‘b\o@'(" Loncgpt n
Buddhiry whent a
Soul B vtloon as A

anything about my book in person, that he refrain
from calling me repeatedly to see what I was doing
or how I was feeling—surely it didn't surprise him.
Commentary about me abounded: how I always
appeared in the same clothes, how I wore a ring
in the shape of a skull, how I left my house only
at night. But the rumors didn’t bother me. I didn't
fill the papers—it wasn't that kind of talk. I wasn't
in danger of ending up in the tabloids. I never got
naked in public, never beat people up, although—I
must admit—I often wanted to. I'd sometimes Wake,7
up with clenched, burning fists. Had I been a poet,/
I no doubt would've written about such things, but
poetry didn't interest me. I didn't read it, and I didn't
try to write it. Had my editor been a smarter man,
the poetry would've given it away. It would've been
instantly obvious that I wasn't the author of Passions.
I never wouldve begun a book by quoting verse.
Never.

But there it was—serving as the epigraph to “my”
Pussions, a very awkwardly chosen poem by some Japa-
nese writer, some woman by the name of Kasa. Short,
but irritating enough to piss me off:

To love someone
Who loves you not

Is like entering a temple Tw\mwst';\\{

< The wooden statue setbEhly

A “hung
1% comeone wwno

oind atrenron ) but will
not love e

¢ Klusion?)
e em el
ol novrls T e
124 and 197
centuned
Slhibted| fows
P clvewmaC
oOccurences of
pretny and
plays 4o e
éﬂn’«ﬁcw/\c{ ot
muwndoune Faskes
and |ike .

W denl”

d-eshves 100

hangey Dbl/\tx'f iF i+ hag
led umbappy -

OF the(Buungr) devil T lover badk  peelivng
Av0 W porant 2
nefice e \over,
94
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NOTES ON EXCERPTS

Passage 2, continued

?:; an ‘:;‘ﬁ;&f I tried to prolong the conversation. I had to clutch
» MM the receiver with both hands—my palms were so
\/M.SO' and Te clammy, it was like trying to hold a bar of soap.
W?Nmfs oF “Tomorrow in the main square?” I asked.
regection  Secrchy, “Okay, be there at five. We have a lot of work to
she Wistes do, so I can't stay long.”
Vanja © ke o y fong.
e puomgnans
ey

The yavater
A~ can only MWink
What was that supposed to mean? I hadn't a clue. I ot Vania as
couldn't remember if Vanja read poetry. It suddenly tWe anonymous
seemed very important, maybe the most important autver b)e
\/cmsa R e
. . . \
It turned out that Vanja was still using her 22:‘ 52@04
old email, that nothing significant in her life had lived.

changed—she still used the same phone number, the

element of all.

same email address. Since I couldn’t stand talking on
the phone, I decided to write her an email. I didn't
want to reveal too much. I asked whether she felt like
getting together, we hadn't seen each other in so long,
blah blah blah—the platitudes piled up. I'd even writ-
ten Dear Vanja at the beginning, which wasn't a lie, but

sounded insincere, P .\’owl\ o5 disinterest
It took her three days to reply that she didn't have WM e nuattd
and ladl o

time, but as soon as she did, shed get in touch about
shicerc response

: . . ., confradids the
saying I had something important to discuss with epl gmioh and

meeting up for a drink. I was nervous. I wrote back

her. I should've known she would call me right away. g5 oqundowe

She asked what all this was about, but I didn’t say. I +tat Van o Bt

proposed we meet that night. She declined. Aue anonymons
“T can’t meet before tomorrow,” she muttered. autor,
“What you can't do today can wait till tomorrow,

I said, laughing like a moron.

95
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