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The work analyzes Andrić’s early stories The Story from Japan (1919) and The 
Prince with Sad Eyes (1920) in the light of theories of humor. These narratives are 
characterized by a tendency to defubulate, that is, a loose plot, humorously-satirical, 
parodic, ironic, and in a cynical tone, while realistic elements are suppressed in the 
face of strong irrationality and subjective thinking. The laughable and allegorical-sa-
tirical potential of these narratives stems largely from the disagreement between the 
literal and the conveyed meaning.

Keywords: Andrić, story, allegory, satire, humor 

Ivo Andrić’s work, great in its thought and approach, is mostly identified with 
a pessimistic and tragic vision of the world. By diving into the totality of the history 
of the Balkans and the lives of the people in it, and evoking their contradictions and 
conflicts, Andrić experienced them as often in a tragic way and presented them in a 
humorous and comic light. Newer, mostly cognitive theories connect humor with the 
affective depths of the personality and its ethical qualities (See: Bošković, 2006). The 
understanding of humor as an emotional attitude of a laughing stock towards what is 
being laughed at and its cognitive, reflexive nature shed a whole new light on humor. 
This paper will examine Andrić’s early short stories, A Story from Japan (Priča iz 
Japana) and The Prince with Sad Eyes (Princ sa tužnim očima), very rarely consid-
ered as part of Serbian literary criticism, in order to determine the initial impulse and 
tone of Andrić’s humor, which will often be mitigated and subversive in the more 
mature stages of his work. 

The image we have in Andrić’s first prose texts largely coincides with the 
pessimistic view of the world and life in Andrić’s first lyrical poems and records 
from Ex Pont (1919) and Nemiri (1920), provided that in the short stories he ob-
jectifies this basic attitude with a stable narrative. mostly in the third person and 
with a solid plot. Such a position of the narrator, who depicts all the phenomena 
of life from a distance, recording them with the accuracy of a scientist, provides 
the distance from which they, among other things, are perceived in the humorous 
manner. In this way, in which disgust and pain due to the dissolution of everything 
human turn into irony and paradox and are brought to the limit of absurdity.  
However, in addition to these prose pieces, Andrić, in this period of his life, also 
writes short stories in their internal structure and composition, resemble lyrical re-
cords. These stories were mostly seen by critics as “Andrić’s poems in prose”, be-
cause most often, in addition to their main lyrical features, they also entail  the  em-
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bryo of the story – the narrative at its outsets. Most of these works are based on 
allegorical generalizations and satirical connotations that are the basis of storytelling, 
therefore they testify to the tragic paths of people, everyone and everywhere, through 
a critique of the immediate historical moment or subjective understanding. In some 
stories, a legend served as a basis for allegorical generalization, while in others it is 
an allegory of history.

Andrić always avoided writing engaging and appropriate things, which is why 
there is a relatively small number of satirical works in his narrative opus. Satire1 has 
always been the most engaging and for the writer the most risky literary form, and 
after his imprisonment, it seems to us that Andrić wanted everything but to take risks. 
That is why we can look for a reason for the hidden humorous-ironic and critical-so-
cial tones in his more mature literary phase. That is why most of his satirical stories, 
if we can call them that at all, are connected to the beginning of his narrative creation. 
At the same time, Andrić’s satire, for the most part, never captures the totality of the 
world he portrays, it is to be found in detail and digression, authorial commentary, 
and just like humor, it somehow shines through as if in passing and on the margins. 
These stories are characterized by a tendency towards defabulation, that is, a loose 
fable, humorous-satirical, parodic, ironic, and at times cynical tone, realistic elements 
are suppressed for the sake of strong irrationality and subjectivization. They are de-
void of excessive realistic mimeticism, and if it there is, it is there only as a frame-
work that introduces us to the basic story, and the basic tone that prevails in these 
stories is subjective-ironic.

The allegorical-satirical and fairytale2 basis on which these stories are built  is 
already suggested at the very beginning. It is most often realized either in the form 
of a folktale or by elocation of story events to a distant country. The beginning of 
the story with the stereotypical beginning of a fairytale3 opens the space of absolute 
freedom for various combinations of motives. 

It is this stereotypical “Once upon a time” as a signal for a fairytale that is of 
great importance for their semantic construction, because it wants to show us that 
1  “Satire (lat. satira, satura; satur – ,full‛, ,satiaded‛ ,saturated‛) – S. denotes a literary work in which a 
sharp condemnation of a society or human flaws is expressed in a mocking and witty way. Its main goal 
is to point out social or moral weaknesses, vices and evils, to subject them to ridicule and ridicule, and 
in that way to contribute to their elimination. (...) Today under s. we do not imply so much a formally 
special literary genre as a particular structural principle of a literary work, ie. specifically expressed 
writer’s attitude towards the presented reality, a special tone of his narration and a special way of 
building a character in his work. (...) Yet the most significant works of satirical literature are written 
in narrative form. The tradition of satirical prose leads us from the Greek Menippus (after whom this 
form of satire is sometimes called Menippean satire), and the Romans Varon, Petronius (Satyricus) and 
Apuleius, through Rabelais (Gargantua and Pantagruel)” (RKT 1985: 696–697 ).
2   Dragiša Živković wrote about the peculiarities of allegorical-fairytale satires in our literature in a work 
dedicated to Radoje Domanović’s satires. He concluded that this type of prose got its place in Serbian 
literature thanks to the work of Ilija Vukićević (1866–1899), a contemporary of Radoje Domanović 
works Healing Rod, Little Fairy, Cursed Beauty, Devil and Girl: “the writer who immediately 
preceded Domanović and who actually founded our allegorical-satirical story on a fairytale basis was 
Ilija Vukićević” (Živković 1978: 335).
3  The elements of a fairy tale in the work of Ivo Andrić have been pointed out in our critical literature 
in several places. Mirjana Drndarski was the first to write about the fairytale background of Andrić’s 
stories in her study Folk Fairytale in Modern Literature. In addition to Andrić, in this book she also 
touched on Branko Ćopić, Karel Čapek, Radoje Domanović. 

Suzana R. Bunčić 
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what the story is about does not refer to now and here, but to some distant lands. And 
the further course of the story is given with feigned negligence towards the issues of 
necessity and probability. The same effect is achieved by intentional vagueness or by 
placing the plot of the story in the context of the chronotope of a distant land, which 
could again be said to be used when one wants to point out something impossible in 
the story itself. In both cases, it is a signal that we are leaving the concrete world of 
ordinary reality. That is why these stories address the reader in the language of sym-
bols and allegories. 

If we take into account the assessment of Dragiša Živković, who describes Ra-
doje Domanović’s satire as fairytale: “Domanović’s satires, according to many of 
their features, belong to the domain of a fairytale, i.e. in its basic capacity that the 
events that are communicated in them are somewhere in the middle between the real 
and the unreal” (Živković 2004: 330), then it would be right, given Živković’s basic 
qualification of the fairytale as something that resides “somewhere in the middle 
between the real and the unreal” (Ibidem: 330), the same could be said for many of 
Andrić’s allegorical-satirical stories from his early literary phase.

“The ridiculous nature of the allegory4 also stems from the discrepancy between 
the literal and the transferred meaning, but it is transferred from the individual plan 
to the whole, that is. to a particular parabolic story. If we want the stated semantic 
discrepancy of what is said and thought to take on an ironic ridiculous aspect, it must 
be related to the dethronement of values, i.e. meaningful inconsistencies and expect-
ed contradictions, between the text and the context, from which such dethronement 
follows‛“ (Maksimović 2003: 288). Bogdan Popović in the study Allegorical Satiri-
cal Story emphasizes two basic conditions for the emergence of satire: “beautiful and 
accurate allegorical fiction” and “parallelism between literal and figurative mean-
ing” (Popović 1970: 233), and considering invective, irony, hyperbole, insinuation, 
and objectivity as the main means involved in the shaping of a satire.

There are two ways of forming an allegorical-satirical fabric in Ivo Andrić’s 
stories: the first type is realized by allegorical generalization based on the use of his-
torical and legendary elements, while the second type represents what we could de-
note by the phrase “satire of a dream5”. A real example of Andrić’s humorous stories 
with elements of allegory and satire are The Story from Japan and The Prince with 
Sad Eyes, an early Andrić’s prose works whose composition is very reminiscent of a 
fairytale, and are essentially satire.

The use of fairytale elements is clearly present in the introductory parts of the 
stories, but also in the whole composition, where a schematized formulaic structure is 
4  Goran Maksimović classifies allegorical-satirical stories as one of the types of satirical stories which in 
his opinion are very similar to humorous stories, because it implies “(three-part novelistic pattern, comic 
exaggeration procedure), where he classifies all satirical stories into four models:” – satirical story 
portrait, – anecdotal satirical story, – allegorical satirical story, – parodic-satirical story” (Maksimović 
2003: 306). 
5 The dream with a special artistic design first entered European literature through Menippean satire 
and forms of seriously-funny genres that emerged at the end of the ancient era, such as Socrates’ 
dialogues. Later, in European literature, depending on the epoch, the dream was used in various 
variants and with various goals, in medieval literature it was “dreams”, in satire-grotesque of the 16th 
and 17th centuries, in symbols and fairy tales of romantics, in psychological and social -topic form 
in realistic novels and short stories, as a “dream crisis” in the plays of Shakespeare, Calderon (See: 
Mikhail Bakhtin 2000: 143).

ANDRIĆ’S EARLY STORIES WITH 
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visible in which temporal adverbs serve as connecting elements that connect the main 
backbones of the story, as well as in language where aorist verbs are most often used.

“Using the elements of a fairytale in creating satire allows the satirist to easily 
move from person to person, from object to object, to transfer the main character from 
one environment to another, spatially, and often temporally, very far away, without 
any difficulties and without any opposition coming from us” (Drndarski 1978: 26).

The story from Japan is a direct allegory about the poet’s position in a totalitar-
ian state and its purpose in it. It is probable that his experience from the conspiracy 
days and his disappointment that followed to it served for the creation of this  An-
drić’s story. Allegorization is achieved by relocation of everyday life, or rather the 
current moment, to Japan, as a country “at the end of the world”, during the reign 
of Empress Au-Ung, whose name entails and obvious a allusion to the presence of 
Austria-Hungary in our region. After the death of the notorious Empress Au-Ung, 
350 conspirators, among whom was the poet Mori Ipo, returned from exile and took 
power in the empire. However, the poet Ipo (read Ivo) renounces his participation in 
power and through a letter to his accomplices in the coup reveals that poets are only 
there as long as he has “some thought that has not been realized and some aspiration 
that has not been won” (Andrić 2008: 11), telling them that he will be at your service 
if any problems arise in the state during their reign.

The caricature of his own enthusiasm was achieved at the end of the story in 
which he said in the form of a president “who was a little deaf” (Ibidem), interrupting 
the reading “with old age impatience, with indignation in his voice:” – What misery 
can befall the empire!? “ (Ibidem), the pointed strength and speed with which the 
government changes people and their beliefs.

Building the plot according to the principle of a classic fairytale, Andrić por-
trayed The Prince with Sad Eyes of personality and situation in a more serious and 
heroic way than they really are, subjecting them in this way to ironic ridicule.  At 
the very heart of the satirical denunciation we find rulers without strength and intel-
ligence together with human need to mystify those who have power and subject to 
them as their blind followers. The allegorical defelction was achieved by moving the 
story into a fairy-ale world, which the very beginning of the story suggests: “It was 
one prince”(Andrić 2008: 23), in which an ironic deviation in the form of an inci-
dental comment: “(but it really was, not that I was just saying it)” (Ibidem) suggests 
that on Wednesday the story is in the style of a fairy tale, but of non-fairytale content. 
The humorous effect achieved by grotesque lowering, mainly, euphemistic-ironic 
descriptions of the small principality in its “perfection” and the sad prince’s eyes 
and the admiration they provoke. The principality was so small that “if he imagined 
an afternoon walk, he would always cross the borders of his country and enter the 
neighboring one” (Ibidem). And the description of the prince’s eyes is dominated by 
comic comparisons-parallelisms: “Beautiful, dark, shaded with long eyelashes, and 
a white eye with a light blue tone like that of young calves or jealous girls from the 
province” (Ibidem).

The prince’s care for the land was given in the form of euphemistic-ironic praise 
“he built reed bridges and small mills that could not grind, but it was nice to see 
countless winches turning on the streams breaking water from shovel to shovel” (Ibi-
dem). The size of the land and its wealth is complemented by the largest tree “other-
wise the pear of the savage” (Ibidem), which the prince declared “the sweetest fruit” 
and forbade the harvesting of fruits.

Suzana R. Bunčić 
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The prince’s reputation was great, so they came from various countries to pay 
homage to him, and the prince with “his look from birth” and “you in sight” (Ibidem) 
looked at them “you in confusion what to say to them, and they left by the enchanted 
depth of his gaze and the deep meaning of his silence” (Ibidem).

The prince’s fall begins when his enchanting gaze fell on the wife of a painter. 
In a couple of short but effective lines, parodying the form of unhappy love stories, 
Andrić described his wife’s abandonment of the painter and her arrival to the prince, 
and after that he shortened the story with a formula for time, leading us to the prince’s 
collapse.

Referring to fake sources in the form of “our books” in which he allegedly found 
the described fate of the unfortunate prince (Ibidem: 24), and alluding to the prince’s 
impotence, he cites his wife’s dissatisfaction as the cause of his collapse: “But there 
are days in the year when a woman cannot satisfy the view. The number of those days 
is not recorded in our books, because it is not the same for all women. But each has 
them” (Ibidem: 23). A woman tormented by “the greatest pains that nature knows” 
(Ibidem: 23), approaches the prince and spits in his eyes in front of everyone in the 
square, after which she is executed: with an eager hand the charm of his gaze like a 
cobweb, and before anyone could prevent it – it is terrible to say! – they spat loudly 
and fiercely in his eyes - Pfu!” (Ibidem: 24). The culmination of her anger in the key 
scene is turned into an absurdely charicatured act by use of onomatopeia, namely she 
spat fiercely and loudly into his eyes: “Pfu!” which refers to him.

Thus, the seemingly banal cause is taken as the reason for exposing the prince’s 
true nature, which resonates even more strongly in an allegorical and satirical per-
spective. Unquenchable passion turns a woman into an assassin. The prince was soon 
blinded and overthrown because without eyes and eyes he was worth nothing.

The story ends with the author’s reference to supposed sources in the form of 
“our books” from which he took a fake quote in the form of a lesson to young men, 
“because this woman’s saliva is enough to poison the whole army of the greatest em-
peror, let alone one man” (Ibidem: 24). 

Due to the nature of satire as the most engaging form of literary expression, in 
Andrić’s work we will find a relatively small number of satirical works. Nevertheless, 
The Story of Japan and The Prince with Sad Eyes of narratives, from his early liter-
ary phase, are real examples of stories based on allegory and satire. The allegorical 
generalizations and satirical connotations that are the basis of the narrative here have 
served as a critique of the immediate historical moment or subjective personal per-
ception, shaped by fear or youthful naivety. 
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