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The Peach - Unnoticed Symbol of the Great War
in the Romanian Novel The Game with Death
and Bulgarian Novel The Peach Thief

Abstract: The paper analyzes the motif of peach in two Balkan novels: ,The
Game with Death”, by the Romanian writer Zaharia Stancu and ,The Peach
Thief”, by the Bulgarian writer Emiliyan Stanev, which were adapted into
feature films. The peach motif in them closely resembles with the peach mo-
tif in the Serbian legend about soldier's Santelija. The peach was portrayed
as a symbol of suffering in love as well as a symbol of immortality and a new
beginning. It can also be interpreted as a symbol of the suffering and victory
of the Serbian soldier in the First World War.

Keywords: Peach, The Great War, The Game with Death, The Peach Thief,
Death and Life

This paper compares two novellas in which the First World War is
thematic. The first novella in question is called The Game with Death, by the
Romanian author Zaharia Stancu.! It was published in 1962. The second is
The Peach Thief, by the Bulgarian author Emiliyan Stanev.2 It was published

1 Zaharia Stancu (1902-1974) was a Romanian prose writer, novelist, poet and philosopher.
He was also the director of the Nacional Theatre Bucharest, the president of the Writers
union of Romania, and the titular member of the Romanian Academy. In 1921 he became
a journalist. In 1933 he finished his studies in literature and philosophy at the University
of Bucharest. During World War II, he was imprisoned for his opposition to the govern-
ment of lon Antonescu. He wrote Poeme Simple (1927), Descult (1948), and other impor-
tant novels as Satra, Jocul cu moartea, Pddurea nebund.

2 Emiliyan Stanev (1907-1979) was a Bulgarian prose writer, born in Veliko Tarnovo. Sta-
nev's first book was a collection of short stories named Tempting Glitters issued in 1938.
His next book was the collection Alone from 1940, which set forth a series of works devo-
ted to the relations between man and nature. The books to follow were Wolfish
Nights (1943), Workdays and Holidays (1945), Wild Bird (1946), In a Silent Night (1948).
One of his last and best-known works, The Peach Thief, was published in 1948 and filmed
in 1964.
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in 1947. There are several reasons for comparing these two works. First, in
both novellas, most of their content is dedicated to Serbia or Serbs. In a hi-
storiographical context, the study of perceptions of Serbian territory, Serbs,
and Serbia during the First World War in the literature of neighboring nati-
ons remains an overlooked topic.3 Second, both novellas were written in so-
cialism, so they indirectly bear witness to the thematization of the First
World War from that aspect. In this sense, the fact that the suffering of the
Serbs is strongly emphasized in both novellas is particularly important, alt-
hough it is done in different ways. Part of this topic goes into the field of ima-
gology. The common feature of both novellas is the peach motif, which is clo-
sely related to the suffering of the Serbian soldier.

Peach as a Symbol

The stem, flower, fruit and stone of the peach have always had
symbolic meanings, especially in the Far Eastern cultures from which the pe-
ach came to the West: from longevity, fertility and vitality, to happiness, ge-
nerosity and protection. Peach belongs to the genus Prunus (Prunus persi-
ca), like almonds, apricots, cherries or plums. Prunus is a member of the Ro-
saceae family, i.e. roses, which impedes interpretations of the peach as a
symbol. The country of its origin is China, and it is believed that the tree was
first domesticated around 6,000 years BC. Consequently, the motifs of the
peach and its blossom were drawn on ancient Chinese paintings, dating back
to about a millennium before Christ. Throughout history, the peach tree
spread through Asia to the Middle East, and representations of the peach
tree and its fruit were found under the ashes in Pompeii. It allegedly came
from Persia to Europe with the army of Alexander the Great. In Victorian En-
gland, it became a common dessert, while it arrived on the American conti-
nent at the beginning of the 16th century.4

3 On The Peach Thief see: MapkoBuh OsiuBepa, ,Ilornes kpo3 ¢uaM Ha dyrapcko-cprcke
ojiHoce. AHasiM3a dyrapckor urpanor ¢uama "Kpazamsusar dpecaka”, [oguwrak 3a gpy-
witueeHy uciiopujy 2/2010, 49-72; Aparuumuh I[letap, [Jparumnh Onusepa, Jyiocrasuja u
Bylapcka 1944-1980. XpoHuka HeyctewHol Upujatiessciiea, (Beorpag: Stella Polare,
2019); BanoBa /lusaHa, ,Emunusan Ctanes: , Kpadeybm Ha npackosu“- om CbmeopeHuemo
do Anokaauncuca”, accessed 10. 06. 2009, http://www.rastko.rs/rastko-bg/umet-
nost/knjizevnost/divanova-estanev2_bg.php (10. 06. 2009).

4 In domestic scholarly production, the peach motif is not a prominent theme. In an effort
to check how this symbol is interpreted in Serbian literature, folkloristics and ethnology,
I consulted a number of scholars, but the answer was uniform - there are no scholarly
studies on the peach as a symbol. In this regard, [ would like to thank my colleague and
professor at the Faculty of Philology, Nemanja Radulovié, who teaches Serbian literature,
and who pointed out to me the fact that in folkloristics the peach motif is not specially
treated. Then, to the professor of Russian language and literature at the Faculty of Philo-
logy, Ani Jakovljevi¢ Radunovi¢, who pointed out to me Sufism and Russian literature as
one of the possible directions for the arrival of the peach as a motif in Balkan literature.
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In China, the peach tree is associated with vitality and eternal youth.>
In songs and legends, the peach orchards were used as a metaphor for utopia
or paradise. In the west of China, on Mount Kun-Yun, which symbolizes the
heavenly place, grows the mythical peach of immortality, which many have
searched for, but no one has found. On that mountain, the Queen of Immor-
tality nurtured a peach which fruits, to anyone who tasted them, would bring
immortality.

Representations of Buddha sitting under a peach tree or holding its fruit
in his hand are not rare. In Korea, they symbolize luck, honor, wealth and longe-
vity. In Japan, twigs of the tree are used for divination, and festivals are held in
honor of the peach blossom as a symbol of purity and fidelity. In Vietnam, the
peach is associated with victory, spring, peace and happiness. In art, it is often
used as a symbol of the heart, while its leaf, due to its shape, was identified with
the tongue in the Renaissance. In the Renaissance, the peach leaf and fruit beca-
me attributes of truth, as an agreement between the heart and tongue.

In the Baroque, still lifes with peaches were conceptualized didacti-
cally as memento mori. We see them in the works of Caravaggio, Monet, Reno-
ir, while Cézanne used them as a symbol of freed perfection, and the emphasis
is shifted to complexity, contradictions and their perishability. In Serbia, they
are immortalized on canvases by Sava Sumanovié or PajaJovanovié, where the
Virgin and Christ are depicted under a peach leaf and fruit. Due to its shape
and color, it is a symbol of femininity and female attributes. A peach is at its
most flavorful just before it fully ripens, so it is a symbol of an ideal state, re-
minding us that beauty and youth go together, but also that such a state of
body and spirit is transient. In Hungary, they are called the ,fruit of calmness”
because their taste stimulates the secretion of pleasure hormones.

The peach is a symbol of immortality, an emblem of marriage and the
promise of a new beginning, because its flower heralds the arrival of spring. In
one of Sergei Paradzhanov's unrealized screenplays, The Enchanted Castle,
Pushkin's imaginary character eats a peach, then uses a stick to dig up the gro-
und and store the pit in it. This indicated that the life that was stored there, con-
tained in the stone itself, would be resurrected on the pages of his work.6 Push-

Then to the ethnologist Aleksandra Pavi¢evi¢ (SANU), who told me that even in the field
of ethnology there is no scholarly work on that topic. Aleksandra then referred me to Pro-
fessor Zoja Karanovi¢, who pointed out to me the mention of peaches in folk poetry, but
not the existence of a scholarly work on the subject. Then I turned to Dragan Hamovié¢
from the Institute of Literature and Art, but the answer was the same. However, Hamovi¢
also pointed out to me several places in local literature where the peach is mentioned. I
owe a special thanks to the Turkologist, Assistant professor Irena Kolaj Ristanovic from
the Faculty of Philology, who was kind enough to translate several important texts about
fruit, and therefore peaches, from Turkish.

5 See in: Lice devojke i breskvin cvet: i druge kineske izreke, ur. Dragana Sutié¢-Kubota, (Beo-
grad: Filip Visnji¢, 1992).

6 PaxynoBuh JakoBsbeBuh AHa, Cepiej [lapayanos. Tpu cyenapuja, (Kparyjesau: YK Kopany,
2022),202-203.
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kin translated his mysterious, unhappy ,northern love” into literature, while
staying in the south, in Bakhchisaray, and planting a seed is a sign of the begin-
ning of the transfer of love's suffering into its new, textual life, i.e. into beauty.

The close connection between peaches and drama, usually some poig-
nant love story, is evidenced by one of the most unusual names of a Serbian
Orthodox monastery. In Montenegro, overlooking the island of Sveti Stefan,
stands the Praskvica Monastery, dedicated to Saint Nicholas. It was named af-
ter a nearby spring whose water has a distinct peach-like taste. However, a
dramatic love story is embedded in the history of the monastery. At the begin-
ning of the 19th century, a one-armed man arrived at the monastery and be-
came a monk there, receiving the name Yegor. Yegor was actually a nobleman
and an officer in the Russian army. His only daughter unhappily fell in love
with a captain, but he did not reciprocate her sincere and deep emotion, per-
ceiving her love as entertainment. Affected by his daughter's pain, the father
challenged the captain to a duel and killed him, but in that duel he himself lost
an arm. His daughter then disappeared, and the father tried in vain to find her
in Russian monasteries for seven years. Finally, he sailed to Praskvica by boat.
A few years later, his daughter followed him to the monastery, disguised as
the monk Elisey. Father and daughter lived for years in the monastery, witho-
ut the father knowing that the monk Elisej was his daughter. Making atone-
ment for killing a man, the monk Yegor single-handedly built a stone road abo-
ut two kilometers long. Soon the monk Elisej fell ill, so his dying hour was also
the moment of revealing his identity. The father saw his daughter under the
monk's robe and hugged her with one arm.”

In addition to rare reflections in legends, literature, art and film pro-
duction, it remains a secret from where the peach motif arrived in Balkan
literature, and then on film. One of the possible directions from which the
peach motif could arrive in folk literature is Turkish,8 but also the Sufi tradi-
tion. Sufism further leads us to Persia, where the peach symbolized the dif-
ference between the inner and outer world. The most important part of the
peach is hidden in its depth - it is the stone.?

All the aforementioned aspects of the peach as a symbol are caught up
and recognized in the works of two Balkan novelists, as well as in the Serbian

7 Ognjenovi¢ Vida, Jegorov put: drama u deset scena sa epilogom u tri stava, (Budva: Grad
teatar, 2000).

8 A possible direction of influence is also Turkish folk literature because the Serbian word
sheftelija is of Turkish origin (Turkish: seftali). The first written monument of Turkish
origin that mentions the peach motif is the work of Abu Heyyan, Kitabii'l-idrak li-Lisani'l-
Etrak from 1312. The motif of fruit, including peaches, appears most often in folk songs:
turkeys, which are of a love nature. However, it can also appear in songs that celebrate life
in all its forms. See: Emine Glirsoy-Naskali, , Kultiir Tarihimizde Meyve: Giris”, Turkish Stu-
dies: International Periodical for the Languages, Literature and History of Turkish or Turkic,
V.3, Fall 2008, 1-5.

9  Wppuc llax, Hccaedosarue npumyuu o Xodxce Hacpeddume / 3, accessed 24. 08. 2024,
http://enneagonpress.ru/en/essay/20
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legend about soldier's Santelija. The only scholarly work that, based on the
etymological method, tries to figure out the symbolism of the peach, refers to
three literary works written within the Western European culture: Milton's
Paradise Lost, Marvell's Garden, and Eliot's Prufrock. The interpretation is
supported by the analysis of two painters whose works feature peaches: the
Symbolist Georges de Feure and the Surrealist Matthew Skenandore.1?

In this paper, the authors find that the peach in the aforementioned
works is a symbol of Parental Sin (Original Sin), as well as other types of
transgressions. Thus, the peach is shown as a forbidden fruit, both in reli-
gious and moral discourse. Until the 17th century, when Milton wrote his
work, the word malum (apple) could be applied to any fresh fruit that con-
tained a stone core: pomegranates, oranges, lemons, peaches, quinces...1!
In the Latin language, the pun allowed the possibility of double use of the
word malum in literature centuries later: with a long a meaning ,apple”
and with a short a meaning ,evil” (similarity is based on sounds). Thus, the
apple came close to the devil in the Book of Genesis with this play on words
in literature.

Similar to the wordplay in the case of apple, there is also a pun in
the case of the word peach: The French word péche (,peach”) closely re-
sembles the French word péché (,sin”). A further play on words allows the
possibility of identifying peach with Persian apple (Persicum malum). Con-
sequently, malum is identified with the word apple, as well as with the
word sin. In this regard, the ,taste of the apple” is perceived as the taste of
evil (gustatio mali). There is a similar wordplay also in the German langu-
age: ,that the German word for 'apple' (Apfel) is simply a corruption of Ab-
fall (literally, 'a fall from")”. Apfel would mean waste, so in that sense Eve
also fell away or just fell or became dirty due to the sin committed.1? In
Milton's Paradise Lost, the transfer from the apple to the peach as a forbid-
den fruit was made through the description of the fruit itself, after Eve ta-
sted the fruit: the fruit had its own nectar (which can be related to the mo-
dern type of peach - the nectarine), ,ambrosial” odor, and particularly its
»~downy” texture. If the peach is a forbidden fruit and if Milton punned upon
the French words for peach and sin, then by eating the forbidden peach,
Eve ate ,sin” i.e. ,,death”.13

10 Khoddam Salwa, Hodgs Horace Jeffery, The Peach in Milton's Paradise Lost, Marvell's Gar-
den and Eliot’s Prufrock: Etimology, Sin and Transgression, (Oklahoma City University,
Ewha Womans University), accessed 30. 8. 2024, http://anthony.sogang.ac.kr/me-
sak/mes241/Peach.pdf. Subsequent citations will refer to this work as : Khoddam, Salwa,
Hodgs, Horace Jeffery, The Peach in Milton's Paradise Lost...

11 Appelbaum Robert, ,Eve’s and Adam’s Apple”: Horticulture, Taste, and the Flesh of the
Forbidden Fruit in ,Paradise Lost”, Milton Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 4, December 2002, 224,
225.

12 Khoddam, Salwa, Hodgs, Horace Jeffery, The Peach in Milton's Paradise Lost...

13 Ibid.
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In early modern literature, the garden has always been associated
with the fall of man. Every garden, including the garden with peaches in the
Balkan novel The Peach Thief, can thus be interpreted as a place where the
fall of man will take place. In addition, in Marvel's work from the 17th cen-
tury, ,The Garden”, nature is shown to be superior to man, that is, to the first
gardener Adam and the first woman Eve. In Marvel's Garden, the fruits are
intrusive, the richness of the Garden attracts sin and transgression. A peach,
just like an apple, can have an ominous undertone, it can have hidden quali-
ties, even a magical attractive force. So the peach can play an active role in
the process of falling into sin.1*

The peach, as a symbol of transgression and forbidden fruit, also
appears in T.S. Eliot's work , The Love Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock” (1915). In
that poem, a woman is described as the greatest challenge to humanity, a
temptation that must be overcome, and the peach is her symbol. Although
the peach is mentioned only once in that part, its meaning is quite clear:
,Do I dare to eat a peach?” (should he transgress, should he commit sin?)
Since eating a peach in the context of that poem could be an initiation rite,
the protagonist refrains from that, thus refraining from life itself. Although
Prufrock managed to refrain from tasting the peach, he never stopped wan-
ting it. Just as Eve's reaching for the forbidden fruit led to ,Earth felt the
wound”, so Prufrock's reaching for the forbidden fruit would have ,distur-
bed the universe”. In the poem, the motif of the peach is identified with the
original sin.15

Another work created in 1961 is also worth mentioning because of
the peach symbol. It is James and the Giant Peach written by Quentin Blake.
One day, an orphan boy saw a giant peach in the garden of the family which
adopted and neglected him. Having found various insects in that huge peach,
he sets off for a transatlantic journey with them. In the story, the peach is
associated with the motif of the absent, non-existent mother, and with
symbols of fertility and motherhood (the boy enters the peach with his he-
ad). By eating the peach from the inside and forming a close relationship
with the bugs, the boy eventually became safe in the peach. Inside the peach,
he experiences changes through the process of growing up, so the peach in
that work is a symbol of transformation.1é

All of the above meanings of peach can be identified in the Romanian
and Bulgarian novellas. However, those two novellas, through the context of

14 McChesney, John. ,Marvell’s The Garden.” Explicator 10 (1951), 247-248.

15 Khoddam, Salwa, Hodgs, Horace Jeffery, The Peach in Milton's Paradise Lost...

16 Cesa Laura, ,Transpositions of James and the Giant Peach: Analyzing the Signification of
the Orphan in Visual Imaginery”, accessed 30. 08. 2024, https://lfq.salisbury.edu/_issu-
es/52_2 /transpositions_of james_and_the_giant_peach_analyzing_the_significati-
on_of_the_orphan_in_visual_imageryhtml; Tal Eve, ,Deconstructing the Peach: James and
the Giant Peach as Post-Modern Fairy Tale”, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, vol. 14,
no. 2 (54), 2003, 265-276, JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43308629.
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the First World War connect the peach with the Serbian soldier and his suf-
fering during the war, expanding its meaning and possible interpretations at
the same time.

What are the comparative bases for comparing the two novellas?

First, both discuss the First World War in the Balkans. Second, they
focus on Serbia and Serbs. Third, both works contain references to the Rus-
sian Revolution. Fourth, each novella served as the basis for a feature film.'’
Prin cenusa Imperiului, based on a Romanian novella, was directed by Andrei
Blaier'®in 1976, while Kpadeysm Ha npackosu, based on a Bulgarian novella,
was adapted into a film by By.sio Pages' in 1964, marking the fiftieth anni-
versary of the outbreak of the First World War.?® The Peach Thief was scree-
ned in Belgrade in the same year that Avala made the film March on the Drina
in Yugoslavia, in Serbia.?! Both writers, Zaharia Stancu and Emiliyan Stanev,
were deeply rooted in the new ideology and the post-war government struc-
ture during the time of socialism, that is, they belonged to the new cultural
elite. Particularly interesting is the peach motif, which appears in an unusual
way not only in novels, but also in the tradition related to the Serbian soldier
in the First World War.

Why is Stancu's work called The Game with Death? Essentially, Stan-
cu talks about how he became a writer, that is, what kind of experience is

17 CraneB EmMunusH, Kpadeysm Ha npackosu, (Codus: 3axapuit CtosiHoB, 2004); 3axapuja
CraHky, Uepa ca cmphy, (Beorpaa: IlpocseTa, 1967).

18 Andrei Blaier (1933-2011) was a Romanian film director and screenwriter.

19 Director Vulo Radev was born in 1923 in Lesidren and passed away in 2001 in Sofia. He
studied cinematography at VGIK (Bricmuii rocyjapcTBeHHBIH MHCTUTYT KHHEMaTOTpa-
¢duwm; today: Bcepoccuiickuil rocyjapcTBeHHBIM HHCTUTYT KMHeMaTtorpaduw), the All-
Russian State Institute of Cinematography in Moscow. Since 1980, he served as an associ-
ate professor at VITIZ (Bucu MHCTUTYT 3a TeaTpa/Ho U3KycTBo), the Higher Institute for
Theater and Dramatic Arts , Krastyo Sarafov” in Sofia. In addition to ,The Peach Thief”, his
oeuvre also includes the following films: HoB xuBoT B PogonuTe (1953), /Bopel Ha Tpy-
Jfemutece (1953), loguuu 3a sit060B (1957), B HaBeuepueTo (1959), TioTioH (1962), He-
npumupumuTe (1964), Llap u reHepan (1966), HaiigbaraTa Houy (1967), YepHuTe aHre-
a1 (1966), KopenuTe Ha uarpsiaBaioTo cabHIe (1972), Mangonunata (1973), OcbaeHu
aymu (1975) and ApanTanus (1981).

20 On the significance of jubilee years and their relationship with culture and art see: Mure-
payep Muxaen, MuseHnujymu u gpyie jydusapHe loguHe. 3awiio Upocaas/bamo uctopujy?,
(beorpag, 2003).

21 OunuBepa [parumuh, /IBa ¢unmMcka noriega Ha [IpBu cBeTcku paT: Maput Ha JIpunHy U
KpagsbuBan Odpecaka; gatym npuctyna 5. 9. 2024, https://stellapolarebooks.com/
2020/11/18/ (5. 9. 2024); Ajnauyuh [lejan, KrwusxcesHo odaukosarse lipegciiaga o upo-
WusHUKY y dylapcko-cpuckuM paiioguma, accessed 9. 11. 2020, https://liternet.bg/pu-
blish1/dajdachich/predstava.htm; Tl'eopru Towes, Heeena Kokanoga. [oduHu 110608,
(Codusa: Kauromanus, 2018), 74-83; Mitrovié¢ Zika, ,ReZija istorijskog filmskog Zanra’,
Rasprava o filmskoj reziji, Zbornik radova, ur. Radoslav Lazi¢, (Beograd: Kultura, 1991),
75-81.
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needed to become a writer. A comparative analysis of his biography and the
ending of the novella gives us the right to recognize the writer himself in one
of the two main characters. And there is no writing without great life expe-
rience, that is, without proximity to death and suffering. The First World War
provided such an opportunity to many, including a young writer. The novel
itself is about the internment of two Romanians, a young, clean, lame but
skilled boy and a dirty, old, lying, pushy and unreliable man who posed as a
diplomat. Their fates become intertwined when they board a train transpor-
ting cattle from Romania to supply the German army in the southern Bal-
kans. Their task was to guard the cattle and then prepare them as food for
the German soldiers. From that moment on, their dance with death begins,
as the two of them encounter death in different ways from scene to scene,
either they attack each other, or they defend themselves from each other, or
they are threatened by a third party, or bombs fall, or a train overturns, or
they see fields of the dead, or they participate in battles. By the end of the
novella, both of them managed to avoid death. But the most encounters with
death were during the passage through Serbia, especially in the occupied
Smederevo. The terrible images of retribution in that city and avoiding one's
own death in a magical way, as well as a series of scenes in which there is
nothing but death, are a valuable artistic, as well as historiographical picture
of Serbia in the First World War. On his round trip through Serbia, to Mace-
donia, and back through Bulgaria to Romania, the young man gained deep
insights into life and especially death. At the end of his journey, which ends
in Bucharest, news about the revolution in Russia awaits him in the newspa-
per, and he, just like Zaharia Stancu himself, starts working as a colporteur.
The story is therefore set in 1917.

On the other hand, The Peach Thief'is a story describing wartime Ve-
liko Trnovo in 1918. The novella was created for a long time, during the en-
tire interwar and war period, and was finally printed in 1947.%2 Typhus, hun-
ger, thirst, misery and dust reign in Veliko Trnovo at the end of summer.
There is a camp with prisoners in the city, and among them there are also
Serbian soldiers. The camp is managed by the commander of the place that
was wounded by the Serbs in the Balkan War. As a result, he is crippled and
degraded in his military career. He has a beautiful wife whom he moved from
the chaos of war to the outskirts in a garden with a cottage and peach trees.
She is significantly younger than him and there is no happiness in their rela-
tionship. The plot begins when a Serbian soldier, named Ivo Obrenovi¢, de-
cides to escape from the camp, driven by an unspecified type of hunger.?* Ivo
Obrenovi¢ is played by Serbian actor Rade Markovi¢. Ivo turns away from

22 CraneBa Hagexpa, J[HesHuk c npodeascenue, (Codus: lipodusaat, 1981).

23 The surname of Ivo Obrenovi¢ points to the transformation that this hero undergoes: In
Bulgarian: o6parteH - adj. opposite, reversed. See: MiiageHoB MapuH, Byrapcko-cpricku
peunuk, (Huw, 2000), 318.
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the path and moves in an unknown direction, driven by a feeling of hunger.
He enters a peach orchard surrounded by barbed wire. The garden is guar-
ded by a guard who has orders to shoot anyone who approaches the garden.
Ivo enters the garden to pick peaches and in it he meets Jelisaveta-Liza, the
colonel's wife. She gives him peaches, moved by his hunger. A strong love
develops between them. The drama ends when the watchman discovers Ivo
and Kills him on the threshold of the hut. Both novels contain the play of tha-
natos and eros, while The Peach Thief rests on religious motifs. Models of
trials and suffering in love are written into the basis of the Bulgarian novel.
In both novellas, great suffering happened under the hints of a new time, that
is, anew world coming from the East in the form of a revolution. While in the
Romanian novella the arrival of evolution is announced through the capital's
press, in the Bulgarian novella we see its reflections through anti-war riots
in the ranks of the Bulgarian army.

There is also one central motif that unites not only the two novellas,
but also the fate of the Serbian hero in the First World War. It is a peach
motif, very rare in contemporary art, and even in literature. As a result, it
is important to draw attention to him because, as the novels and legend
show, this motif, like the more widely accepted Ramonda, is linked to the
suffering of a Serbian soldier, but also to suffering in the horrors of the First
World War. The peach is a symbol of simultaneous suffering and great love.
Itis also a symbol of the knowledge of the outer and inner world, their con-
nection and difference. It is a symbol of knowledge. As a motif, it is not unk-
nown to Balkan folklorists, but essentially its meaning as a symbol was de-
veloped in Persia, and was especially preserved through Sufism (a sect wit-
hin Islam). And yet, it is difficult to assume that the peach motif in the Ro-
manian and Bulgarian novella, as well as in the Serbian legend, came from
Sufism. We assume that it may have come from life itself, because in all
three stories, Romanian, Bulgarian and Serbian, the peach is mentioned in
summer when it is the time of its ripening. In the Romanian novella, the
heroes who are imprisoned in the train of death and surrounded by dark-
ness and nothingness, experience an unreal moment on the way. The road
itself is an allegory of life during which the two main characters fight not
only against death, but also against life. There is almost nothing beautiful
on that road except for the sight of peach trees. During a stop, a respite, on
an embankment near their wagon, they saw young peach trees, covered
with ripe fruit. Despite the ban under the threat of death and imperial pri-
son, the heroes head for the peaches. It was not only the Romanian priso-
ners who tore off peach branches driven by the feeling of hunger, German
soldiers also did it. The heroes describe how sweet they ate the peaches:
»,Beautiful peaches! Sweet peaches! Imperial peaches...” And not only that,
they kept the pits and later in the novella, extracted the cores from them.
[t is an important motif and symbol. The old diplomat tells the young lame
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boy to save the pits because they are bitter and sweet at the same time (like
life itself).

And what does the Serbian legend say about peaches? In what way
does it connect life, death, suffering and eternal life? The legend refers to the
Battle of Cers, which was the first major battle and also the first allied victory
in the First World War. It was held in August 1915, when the peaches were
ripe. Legend has it that a Serbian soldier sat down on a trench in the middle
of the battle to rest. His comrades were falling around him. He took out a
peach given to him by his girlfriend (known in legend as the ,soldier's chan-
terelle”) and just as he bit into the peach, he was hit by a stray bullet. The
soldier fell dead, the peach stuck in his throat. From her bone, that is, from
his throat, a peach tree grew, which is still cultivated today in Tekeris, as a
sign of memory of the Serbian soldier.

One of the not so numerous interpretations of the peach as a
symbol says that the peach tree grows in front of the cave through which
one enters the world of the dead. In this context, the heroes of the Romani-
an novella, somewhere near Timisoara before crossing into Serbia, strug-
gle to satisfy their hunger with fallen peaches while also damaging the
young trees. Then comes their entry into Serbia, which is described as the
land of death. Peach fruits are the last worldly pleasure for the one who
will set foot in the other world. Having eaten their fill of peaches, the diplo-
mat and the boyfriend enter devastated Serbia on the death train. But they
keep the core from the pits because it brings new life, like a peach tree
growing out of a Serbian soldier's throat.

Another possible interpretation of the peach symbol is that the peach
is a symbol of knowledge and truth. It is a symbol of knowing one's inner
self. In the Renaissance, she was painted next to the Virgin and Christ. In that
key, the peach opens through the novella The Peach Thief. Peach brings inner
knowledge to Iva and Jelisaveta. The peach was a sign that due to the
proximity of death, a great love would happen to them and that in that love
they would both perish. But in that suffering, Serbs and Bulgarians come to
an essence that is contrary to the logic of war - that only through love can
one reach the essence of earthly existence. That realization was given to
them too, but at the price of death.

This research examines the history of an unrecognized symbol of the
First World War that has as deep a symbolism as the ramonda. The Romani-
an and Bulgarian novella reinforce the idea of the peach as a supporting
symbol of suffering in the First World War and a possible national symbol,
i.e. a symbol of Serbian suffering. It can also be understood as a sign of the
suffering of the Serbian soldier.
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Conclusion

The First World War represented a great and difficult experience for
Serbs and Serbian soldiers. As in any other war, the proximity of death was
immediate, and the suffering of the Serbian population and the Serbian army
was great. Immediately after its end, the Serbs created the myth of Soldier
and Santelija. In that story, the peach, i.e. its pit that got stuck in the soldier's
throat, appears as a symbol of rebirth and the possibility of life after suffe-
ring and death. The peach itself is a symbol of women and the love between
a soldier and his sweetheart who gave him a peach when he went to war.

Immediately after the end of the war, one of the most famous works of
Bulgarian literature, The Peach Thief, was created in Bulgarian literature. In
that novel, a Serbian prisoner steals peaches from the forbidden garden of his
opponent, the Bulgarian commander, and falls in love with his wife. A great
love is born between them as the last pleasure before his death. Everything
takes place in the peach grove, where the peach appears as a complex symbol
of transgression, temptation, woman, pleasure and suffering.

A Romanian novella The Game with Death also partially deals with
the war years in Serbia, since two Romanians pass through the land of death,
i.e. through Serbia. The older one advises the younger one to save the peach
pits they ate somewhere near Timisoara, before entering the land of the de-
ad, because the pit carries new life within it.
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Summary

The First World War was a great and difficult experience for Serbs
and Serbian soldiers. As in any other war, the proximity of death was imme-
diate, and the suffering of the Serbian population and the Serbian army was
great. Immediately after its end, the Serbs formed the myth of the Soldier
and the Santelija. In this story, the peach, or rather its pit that is stuck in the
throat of a soldier, appears as a symbol of rebirth and the possibility of life
after suffering and death. The peach itself is a symbol of a woman and the
love between a soldier and his sweetheart, who gave him a peach when he
went to war.

A comparative analysis of the peach motif in two Balkan novellas and
one Serbian legend with peach motifs in world and European tradition and
art, primarily in literature, allows us to position the peach as a possible
symbol of the suffering of the Serbian soldier in the Great War. In this way,
the two novellas and the Serbian legend complete the rarely analyzed peach
motif in the art and tradition of the Balkan peoples.
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