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According to Fredric Jameson, literary criticism is "the unmasking of cultural artefacts as socially symbolic acts" [Jameson: 20]. Taking the sociological approach to narrative, which seeks “to understand literary phenomena as symptoms of social conflicts and power mechanisms" [Keunen 2008: 544], this paper aims to unmask what "social and political traumata leave their traces in the narratives circulating within a culture" [Keunen 2008: 544], and more particurlarly, what possible meanings lie under the narrative representations of Kaunas city in two novels by Lithuanian author Markas Zingeris: Aplink fontaną, arba Mažasis Paryžius [Round the Fountain, or the Little Paris, 1998] and Grojimas dviese [Playing Duo, 2002]. This analysis is a part of my doctoral research "The Image and the Narrative of the City in Literature". The previous analysis has revealed the parallel between soviet Kaunas as the city of unhappy love and Lithuanianness in the novels Kauno romanas [Kaunas Novel, 1973] by Alfonsas Bieliauskas and Tūla [1993] by Jurgis Kunčinas. While in the latter narratives Kaunas has a significant mark of Lithuanianness as ethnicity, in Zingeris’ novels, differently, the Lithuanianness of Kaunas is related not with the ethnicity, but with the statehood. In general, Zingeris represents Kaunas as a multicultural city of different ethnicities and languages.

Zingeris represents his native city Kaunas during four different periods – interwar, war, soviet time, and the second Independence. Kaunas was the main city and actual capital of Lithuania during the interwar period – a multicultural capital, where the statehood of Independent Republic of Lithuania was proclaimed. During soviet time, Kaunas lost this status and never got it back. In the novel Round the Fountain, or the Little Paris it is rendered through the significant image of Kaunas as a capricious bride, which was left at the altar; in the novel Playing Duo – through a parallel between the drama of family (a mother gives away her baby to her friend to grow him up in order he would survive) and the image of Kaunas as a mother, which gave birth to the State and culture of Lithuania. Hence, Kaunas is represented through the image of women in both narratives. (It should be noted that the image of Kaunas as a cradle of Lithuanian State and culture is vivid not only in these novels, but in Lithuanian culture in general.)

The discussed image could be interpreted as marking a particular trauma: as the actual capital of the State of Lithuania is moved from Kaunas to Vilnius in 1939–1940, Kaunas stays the "eternal province", which has only been the capital for a while, the temporary capital [Zingeris 1998: 12], shrunk city, with "the abyss between epochs" [Zingeris 2002: 255]. The motive of Kaunas temporariness, which is rendered in the different levels of the chosen narratives, becomes the object of this analysis. The analysis of the textuality of the novels – focussing on the rhetoric of the texts, linguistic signs and the relations between them, metaphors – reveals that temporariness of Kaunas is marked by: a) different names of the city – the Temporary Capital, the Little Paris, Menapolis, KAUEN, Kaunas, eternal province etc.; b) oppositions such as eternal/temporal, capital/province, big/small, old/young, festivity/rusticity etc.; c) images of Kaunas as a bride, left at the altar, Kaunas as a mother (of the statehood of Lithuania), Kaunas as the youth (of Lithuania), Kaunas as a topographical mistake, made with the crumbling pen, Kaunas as the sunken ship etc. 

Such motive of the temporariness of the city could be also considered in the wider cultural and social context, keeping in mind Paul Smethurst’s proposition, who argues that literature, personal memories, myths and local histories "tend to give place its true character by bringing out the richness of its multiple meanings/readings" [Smethurst 2000: 58]. Furthermore, by attaching the value to the space, people inscribe time in place and "this 'fixing' through creation of myths can allow society to transcend its own little history when visions of its future begin to look apocalyptic. This could be read in a modern context as an attempt by man to escape the arrow of (thermodynamic) time, which points toward increasing disorder" [Smethurst 2000: 58]. In one interview Zingeris said that he cares about the fate and the temporariness of the capitals of Eastern Europe. It could be argued that by writing the narrative of Kaunas (one of the Temporary Capitals of Europe), by inscribing it, he perpetuates this city. Thus this contradictory image of Kaunas, full of the "feverish atmosphere of the temporariness" [Zingeris 1998: 229] transgresses the boundaries of the literary narrative and invites us to think of the contradictory meanings, which could lie under this seemingly simple and neutral naming of city "Temporary Capital". 
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