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Wstep. Literatura Europy Srodkowej w nowym tysigcleciu

Dzien 26 kwietnia 1984 r. okazal si¢ kamieniem milowym w badaniach nad

literaturg Europy Srodkowej. Tego dnia ,,The New York Review of Books” opu-
blikowal esej Milana Kundery Zachéd porwany albo tragedia Europy Srodkowej,
przettumaczony z francuskiego oryginatu z ,,Le Débat” (Un occident kidnappé,
1983), do dzi$ nieustannie cytowany i dyskutowany. W okresie przejsciowym

na arenie migdzynarodowej ponownie ozywily si¢ dyskusje na temat pojecia

Europy Srodkowej, ktére stalo sie przedmiotem rozwazan zaréwno w regionie,
jak i poza nim. Zainteresowanie to pozostato zywe az do akcesji pierwszej grupy
krajow ,Nowej Europy” do Unii Europejskiej w 2004 r. Obfitujace w tak wiele

wydarzen lata dziewigédziesiate uplynely pod znakiem prob ustanowienia

ponadnarodowego kanonu reprezentatywnych tekstéw z Europy Srodkowej,
w sklad ktérego wchodzityby zaréwno eseje polityczne, jak i beletrystyka lo-
kalnych autorow, takich jak Istvan Bibd, Jerzy Kloczkowski, Gyorgy Konrad,
Josef Kroutvor lub Czestaw Milosz, przez pisarzy reprezentujacych szeroko

rozumiang literature posthabsburska, czyli Claudio Magrisa i Danilo Kisa,
az po zachodnich oredownikéw idei Europy Srodkowej, takich jak Timothy
Garton Ash. Oprécz antologii wielu wydawcow inaugurowato cykle tema-
tyczne na temat Europy Srodkowej (np. projekt Arany Kozép Eurépa (Zlota
Europa Srodkowa) wegierskiego wydawnictwa Osiris-Szazadvég, serie polskiego
Wydawnictwa Czarne). Pomimo narastajacego nacjonalizmu istniala wcigz
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Foreword. Literature of Central Europe
in the New Millennium

April 26, 1984 became a milestone for Central European Studies. Ever since
The New York Review of Books had published Milan Kundera’s essay, The Sto-
len West or The Tragedy of Central Europe, translated from the French original
in Le Débat (Un occident kidnappé, 1983), it has been tirelessly quoted and
debated in the field. Reflections on the term Central Europe revived on an
international level and featured as a main theme in public discussions within
and beyond the region amidst the transition period, an interest that remained
vivid up until the integration of the first set of countries from the “New Europe”
into the European Union in 2004. The long 1990s was marked by attempts to
establish a transnational canon of representative Central European texts that
included both political essays and fiction by local authors like Istvan Bibo, Jerzy
Kloczkowski, Gyoérgy Konrad, Josef Kroutvor or Czestaw Milosz, by writers
representing the wider post-Habsburg realm like Claudio Magris and Danilo
Kis, and such Western harbingers of the Central European case as Timothy
Garton Ash. Apart of anthologies a number of publishers launched thematic
series on Central Europe (e.g. the Golden Central Europe project by the Hun-
garian Osiris-Szazadvég; or series by the Czarne Publishing House). Despite
growing nationalism, there was a certain hope in closer cooperation not only
in economic but also in cultural terms. Some examples for cultural cooperation
include the Central European Initiative formed in 1989; the Visegrad Group
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nadzieja na $cislejsza wspolprace pod wzgledem nie tylko gospodarczym, ale
takze kulturowym. Przyktadami takiego polaczenia sit moga by¢ Inicjatywa
Srodkowoeuropejska utworzona w 1989 r., Grupa Wyszehradzka zalozona
w 1991 1., Fundusz Wyszehradzki powstaly w 2000 r., Miedzynarodowe Cen-
trum Kultury w Krakowie zalozone w 1991 r. oraz wiele innych waznych inicja-
tyw o mniejszym zasiegu, takich jak np. polski Osrodek ,,Pogranicze - sztuk,
kultur, narodéw” utworzony w 1991 r. Gtéwnym animatorem wspoétpracy
i dialogu na temat regionu byl prywatny Uniwersytet Srodkowoeuropejski
zalozony w 1991 r., w ktérym ksztalcito si¢ wielu studentéw z calej Europy
Srodkowo-Wschodniej.

Koncepcja Europy Srodkowej byta szeroko krytykowana jako narzedzie
polityczne, majace stuzy¢ krajom wyszehradzkim do odcigcia si¢ od po-
zostalych panstw lezacych ,,pomiedzy” Niemcami a Rosjg. Istotnie, debaty
w zdecydowanej wiekszosci wyczerpaly sie w polowie 2000 r. Badacze, ktorzy
uznali te koncepcje za uzyteczne narzedzie analityczne, dazyli do powigzania
refleksji najwazniejszych postaci mysli sSrodkowoeuropejskiej z biezgcymi
zagadnieniami (np. Csaba Gy. Kiss, Jan Kfen, Martin C. Putna, Ziemowit
Szczerek, Andrzej Stasiuk, Simona Skrabec i Jiti Travnicek). Dokonywali
tego, podkreslajac podobienstwa czaséw przeszltych i obecnych albo wyra-
zajac, czesto w sposob ironiczny, dystans i sceptycyzm wobec tej koncepcji.
Idea wyszehradzka zachowala jednak swoj urok i, co nie jest bez znacze-
nia, finansowanie publiczne. Wymiana literacka pomiedzy jezykami Europy
Srodkowej jest stosunkowo bogata i zZywa, reprezentuja ja np.: ttumaczenia
publikowane w pigciu jezykach i dostepne na portalu literackim Europy
Srodkowej (www.visegradliterature.net), wydana w pieciu jezykach Antologia
literacka paristw wyszehradzkich (Literary Anthology of Visegrad 4 Countries)
oraz trzytomowa kolekcja Visegrad Drama w jezyku angielskim. Jednoczesnie
realizowana jest rowniez szerzej zakrojona srodkowoeuropejska wspotpraca.
Najlepszym tego przyktadem jest Inicjatywa Trojmorza (Three Seas Initiative),
zaloZzona w 2016 r., ktora przecina dawna zelazng kurtyne i granice Zwigzku
Radzieckiego. Programy i inicjatywy Unii Europejskiej sa formalnie otwarte
dla krajow postsocjalistycznych, ale nadal dyskutowane jest to, w jakim stopniu
kultura i literatura tych krajow mogtyby zosta¢ skutecznie zaprezentowane za
ich pomocg. W Europie Srodkowej, podobnie jak w pozostatych formacjach,
ktorych wzajemne relacje opieraja sie na zasadzie niewylacznosci, wspdtpraca
wydaje si¢ nadal niezbedna, aby przeciwdziata¢ nieréwnosciom gospodarczym
i kulturowym w Unii Europejskie;.

W tym numerze wydawanego dwa razy w roku czasopisma ,,Poréwnania”
autorzy zajmujacy sie literaturami czeska, polska, stowacka i wegierska dokonuja
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founded in 1991 and Visegrad Fund set up in 2000; Krakow Mi¢dzynarodowe
Centrum Kultury (International Cultural Centre) founded in 1991; and many
other smaller important initiatives, such as the Polish O$rodek “Pogranicze -
sztuk, kultur, narodow” (“The Borderland—of arts, cultures, nations” centre)
formed in 1991. A major animator of cooperation and discussions about the re-
gion was the private Central European University established in 1991, that
brought together many students from all over Eastern Europe.

The concept of Central Europe has been widely criticized as a political tool
of the Visegrad countries to dissociate themselves from other lands “in between”
Germany and Russia. Indeed, debates largely exhausted by the mid-2000s. Those
scholars from the Humanities who kept an interest in the concept as an analytical
tool aspired to relate reflections of former icons of Central European thought
to current matters (e.g. Csaba Gy. Kiss, Jan Kfen, Martin C. Putna, Ziemowit
Szczerek, Andrzej Stasiuk, Simona Skrabec and Ji¥i Travni¢ek), either by em-
phasizing the similarities and parallels of past and contemporary situations or
by expressing, often ironically, their distance and scepticism towards the very
concept they employ. The Visegrad idea, however, still kept some of its appeal
and, significantly, public funding. Literary exchanges between Central European
languages have been relatively varied and extensive, f.e.: translations published
in five languages are accessible for instance on the Central European literary
portal (www.visegradliterature.net); a Literary Anthology of Visegrad 4 Coun-
tries was published in five languages, and a three volume collection represents
the “Visegrad Drama” to an English audience. At the same time, such Central
European cooperations continue within wider and more inclusive frames, for
instance as part of the Three Seas Initiative, founded in 2016, that cuts across
the former Iron Curtain and the former borders of the Soviet Union. The pro-
grams and initiatives of the European Union are formally open to post-socialist
countries, but it has been debated at what extent the culture and literatures
of these countries could effectively represent themselves via such programs
and platforms. In any case, Central European collaboration, along with other
cooperative formations on a non-exclusivist basis, seems to remain necessary
to counter economic and cultural inequality within the Ev.

This issue of the 6-monthly journal Poréwnania (Comparisons) brings
together a collective of authors working on Czech, Hungarian, Polish and
Slovak literatures to initiate an assessment of the present status of literature
in Central Europe in the 21st century—which is, in many sense, a “post-Central
European” epoch.

One of the major concerns of the thematic issue is collective memory
as represented or reflected in contemporary literature, especially with regard



14 | WSTEP. LITERATURA EUROPY $RODKOWE] W NOWYM TYSIACLECIU

przegladu ich stanu w xx1 w., ktory pod wieloma wzgledami uzna¢ mozna za
epoke ,,postsrodkowoeuropejska”

Jedna z gltéwnych kwestii poruszanych w niniejszym tomie jest pamigé
zbiorowa. Jej obecno$¢ w literaturze wspolczesnej daje sie zauwazy¢ szczegol-
nie w odniesieniu do najwazniejszych wydarzen xx w., ktore uksztaltowaty
sposob, w jaki paristwa Europy Srodkowej postrzegajg swoja tozsamosé i hi-
stori¢. Bogustaw Bakula w studium zatytulowanym 1956, 1968, 1981 - oblicza
srodkowoeuropejskiej pamieci. Uwagi w perspektywie postkolonialnej (1956,
1968, 1981: The Faces of Central-European Memory: A Postcolonial Perspective)
wprowadza tréjdzielny system kategorii: pamieci wspélnej, pamieci odrebnej
i nie-pamieci. Stuzy on przede wszystkim rozréznieniu praktyk pamigciowych
w literaturze Europy Srodkowej. Autor dochodzi do wniosku, ze efektem
kondycji postkolonialnej tego obszaru jest dominacja nie-pamieci (znaczacej
luki w podejmowaniu szczegélnie trudnych tematéw historycznych) i pamieci
odrebnej (ktéra wzmacnia istniejace juz narracje narodowe). Nielatwe zadanie
podjecia dyskusji na temat wspodlnej pamieci wcigz pozostaje wyzwaniem.
Z kolei Tamas Kisantal w artykule Poza pobojowiskami pamieci. Historyczne
traumy i literatura wegierska (Beyond the Battlefields of Memory: Historical
Traumas and Hungarian Literature) analizuje wspolczesna literature wegierska
przez pryzmat zupelnie innego zestawu poje¢, zapozyczonych od Michaela
Rothberga. Mimo to wnioski obu badaczy sa podobne. Kisantal twierdzi, ze
pamieé rywalizacyjna w sferze publicznej przyczynila sie do wzglednego
zaniedbania we wspdlczesnej literaturze opisu traumatycznych wydarzen.
Ma jednak nadzieje, powolujac si¢ na kilka obiecujgcych przykladow, ze pa-
mie¢ wielokierunkowa moze pomdc w zmianie sposobu my$lenia, zwlaszcza
dzigki wylaniajagcemu sie nowemu nurtowi literackiemu, jakim jest powies§¢
historyczna (historical fiction).

Podobny nowy trend opisuje Alena Sidédkova Fialové w tekécie Powrdt do
przesztosci. Niemcy jako trauma historyczna we wspélczesnej literaturze czeskiej
(Returning to the Past: The Germans as a Historical Trauma in Contemporary
Czech Prose). Na podstawie analizy najnowszej literatury czeskiej przedsta-
wia skomplikowang relacje pomiedzy Czechami a Niemcami. Przygladajac
si¢ obecnej we wspolczesnej beletrystyce refleksji dotyczacej traumy histo-
rycznej zwiazanej z kwestiag niemiecks, Autorka zauwaza, ze poslugiwanie
sie gatunkiem sagi rodzinnej oraz celowe zacieranie granic pomiedzy fikcja
i reportazem czesto stuza podwazaniu ram zastanych konwencji literackich.
Vladimir Barborik w artykule Pamigc i historia. Ujecia przesztosci w stowackiej
prozie po 2000 . (Memory and History: A Comparison of the Past in Slovak
Prose of the Post-2000 Period) odnotowuje ponowne zainteresowanie historig
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outstanding events of the twentieth century that have shaped national self-per-
ceptions in Central Europe. In his study entitled 1956, 1968, 1981: The Faces
of Central-European Memory: A Postcolonial Perspective Bogustaw Bakufa
introduces the tripartite category system of shared memory, separate memory
and non-memory in order to differentiate between various memory pracices
articulated through literature written in Central Europe. He concludes that
as a result of the postcolonial condition non-memory (that is a striking absence
in addressing certain historical themes) and separate memory (that reinforces
existing national narratives) prevail. The difficult task of negotiating shared
memories remains a so far unachieved ideal. Tamas Kisantal in his Beyond
the Battlefields of Memory: Historical Traumas and Hungarian Literature ap-
proaches contemporary Hungarian literature with a different set of concepts
borrowed from Michael Rothberg, but with very similar results. Kisantal asserts
that competitive memory in the public sphere greatly contributed to the rel-
ative negligence of traumatic events in contemporary literature. Drawing on
a few promising examples he nevertheless hopes that multidirectional memory
has a chance to change directions precisely through an emerging new trend
of historical fiction.

A similar new trend is described by Alena Sidékové Fialov4 in her paper
Returning to the Past: The Germans as a Historical Trauma in Contemporary
Czech Prose in which she surveys the struggle with the complicated relation-
ship of Czechs and Germans as represented in recent Czech literature. Tracing
German-related historical trauma in contemporary fiction she points at the im-
portance of family saga and the playful blur of fiction and documentative prose
in challenging previous modes of writing. Vladimir Barborik in Memory and
History: A Comparison of the Past in Slovak Prose of the Post-2000 Period also
senses a renewed interest in history in the most recent Slovak prose, and just
as in the Czech and Hungarian cases the documentative turn seems to taking
shape—an impression that is reinforced by the analysis of new type of genre
in Ale§ Merenus’s and Marek LolloK’s The Image of the Czech Past in the Contem-
porary Docudrama. In BarboriK’s analysis, he focuses on how autobiographical
writing affected the style of fictional biographies, a new trend in Slovakia that he
traces back to Silvester Lavrik’s prose. Writing on the 1989 political turn in Hun-
garian literature in Romania, Imre Jézsef Balazs (Hungarian Stories of the Regime
Change: Voices and Perspectives) attributes a similar paradigm-changing role to
Adéam Bodor, a native of Transylvania who repatriated to Hungary in the 1980s.
In contrast of literary critics’ often voiced expectation that the regime change
should be depicted in some kind of grand narrative and in a broad panorama,
Bodor’s own indirect tackling of the topic challanged the possibility of a master
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najnowsza w prozie stowackiej. W swojej analizie Barborik koncentruje sie na
tym, jak pisanie autobiograficzne wptynelo na styl fikcyjnych biografii, nowego
trendu na Stowacji, ktéry nawigzuje do prozy Silvestra Lavrika. Podobnie jak
w przypadku Czech i Wegier okazuje si¢, Ze dominuje tutaj i nabiera ksztattu
zwrot dokumentacyjny. Wrazenie to potwierdza analiza nowoczesnej odmiany
gatunkowej autorstwa Ale$a Merenusa i Marka Lolloka w artykule Obraz
czeskiej przesztosci we wspétczesnych sztukach teatralnych typu ,,dokudrama”
(The Image of the Czech Past in the Contemporary Docudrama). Piszac o zwrotach
politycznych z 1989 r. w literaturze wegierskiej z Rumunii, Imre Jozsef Balazs
(Wegierskie historie o zmianie ustroju. Glosy i perspektywy — Hungarian Stories
of the Regime Change: Voices and Perspectives) przypisuje podobna, zmieniajaca
paradygmat role Addmowi Bodorowi, rodakowi z Transylwanii, ktéry w latach
osiemdziesigtych xx w. powrdcit na Wegry. Krytycy literaccy czesto wyrazali
opinie, Ze zmiane ustrojowq nalezy przedstawi¢ za pomoca wielkiej narracji czy
szerokiej panoramy, a posrednie zajecie sie tym tematem przez Bodora podwa-
zyto mozliwo$¢ zaistnienia takiej narracji. W jego $lady poszla rowniez grupa
mlodszych autoréw. Otwarci na wiele interpretacji skupiali si¢ na drobnych,
prywatnych do$wiadczeniach, a nie na waznych wydarzeniach historycznych.
Podkreslajac znaczenie literatury mniejszo$ciowej, z istoty przyjmujacej
bardziej zlozony punkt widzenia niz kultura narodowa, Balazs wskazuje na
znaczenie terytorialnosci w beletrystyce pamieciowej. Ten temat rozwija Prze-
mystaw Czaplinski w pracy Literatura i geografia (Literature and Geography).
Przyglada si¢ procesowi zmiany wyobrazni geograficznej w literaturze pol-
skiej w latach 1986-2016. Sledzi stopniowa samoizolacje, ktéra wynika z coraz
wiekszego nacisku na sprawy lokalne i kurczenie si¢ przestrzeni literackiej
we wspolczesnej beletrystyce. Znaczenie opracowywania problematyki prozy
wielokulturowych regionéw literackich podkresla Lukas Péchula w artykule
zatytulowanym Konstruowanie polskiego heteroimage’'u w miedzywojennych po-
wiesciach z regionu Ostrawy. Czesko-niemieckie studium imagologiczne (Das Bild
der Polen als Heterokonstruktion in Zwischenkriegsromanen der Region Ostravsko:
Tschechisch-deutsche imagologische Untersuchung). Bada on, w jaki sposéb obrazy
polskiej heterogenicznosci kulturowej zostaly skonstruowane w powiesciach
miedzywojennych autorstwa czeskich i niemieckich pisarzy z obszaru Moraw
i Slgska, ktérego centrum, a jednoczesnie gtéwnym celem polskiej emigracji
byta wowczas Ostrawa. Ze wzgledu na réznorodnos¢ kulturowa wynikajaca
z zamieszkiwania na tym obszarze Polakéw, Czechéw, Niemcéw i Zydow oraz
dominujacy obecnos¢ elementu czeskiego po 11 wojnie §wiatowej stanowi ona
przyklad dobrze znanej drogi homogenizacji kulturowej w Europie Srodkowo
-Wschodniej. Radek Maly z kolei osadza czeskich poetéw w szerszych, ale nie
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narrative. In his footsteps, a cohort of younger authors employ playful narratives
from below open to multiple interpretations and focus on small-scale private
experiences rather than major events.

By stressing the importance of minority literatures in the region that tend
to have a broader view than a single culture by definition, Balazs pointed
at the significance of territoriality in memory fiction. This is what concerns
Przemystaw Czaplinski in Literature and Geography that follows the process
of how geographical imagination changed in Polish literature between 1986
and 2016. Czaplinski identifies a gradual self-isolation by an increased focus
on the domestic and a shrinking of literary space in fiction. The importance
of mapping the fiction of multicultural literary regions is stressed by Lukas
Péchula in his study Constructing Polish Heteroimage in the Interwar Novels
of the Wider Ostrava Region (Das Bild der Polen als Heterokonstruktion in Zwi-
schenkriegsromanen der Region Ostravsko: Tschechisch-deutsche imagologische
Untersuchung). He explores how Polish hetero images were constructed in in-
terwar novels by Czech and German writers in Moravia-Silesia with Ostrava
in its center that was a primary target of Polish immigration in the epoch and
notable of its cultural heterogeneity with Poles, Czechs, Germans and Jews
living in the area—just to become predominantly Czech after the Second World
War, which is an all too well-know East Central European trajectory of cultural
homogenization. Radek Maly’s paper embeds Czech poets in a wider, but not
less multicultural framework. The Figure of Ophelia in Expressionist Poetry:
German and Czech Comparison employs the classic toolkit of the comparatist
to show the intimate affinity of European literatures. Maly traces a single figure
originated in English literature that was rewritten by German Expressionists
and Czech modernists: Ophelia, and revisits the multiple uses of this figure
in the light of the Ophelia complex as defined by Gaston Bachelard.

Czaplinski wonders in his mentioned paper on Literature and Geography
whether new narratives will be developed that interconnect Poland with its
neighbouring countries and thus situate Poland better on a European cultural
map remains a question for the future. The process of how a Central European
literature can affirm its place in the new world literary scene is also a preoc-
cupation of Zsuzsanna Varga in The Networks of Consecration: The Journey
of Magda Szabé and Liszl6 Krasznahorkai’s International Reputation. Focusing
on the few outstanding Hungarian literary success-stories in the past dec-
ades, she highlights the importance of human agency. Challenging views that
overemphasize the significance of international literary prizes and positive
reviews in prestigious periodicals, she stresses the invisible personal investment
of a network of translators and cultural mediators fluent in multiple languages
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mniej wielokulturowych ramach - w tekscie Figura Ofelii w poezji ekspresjoni-
stycznej. Niemiecko-czeskie porownanie (The Figure of Ophelia in Expressionist
Poetry: German and Czech Comparison) wykorzystuje klasyczny zestaw narzedzi
komparatystycznych, aby ukaza¢ bliskie powinowactwa literatur europejskich.
Maly, przygladajac si¢ postaci pochodzacej z literatury angielskiej i przepisanej
przez niemieckich ekspresjonistow oraz czeskich modernistéw, odwoluje sie
do wielu zastosowan tej postaci w $wietle kompleksu Ofelii zdefiniowanego
przez Gastona Bachelarda.

Czaplinski we wspomnianym juz artykule Literatura i geografia zastana-
wia sie nad tym, czy powstang nowe narracje, ktére polacza Polske z krajami
sgsiadujacymi i tym samym pozwolg jej na zajecie odpowiedniego miejsca na
europejskiej mapie kulturowej. Proces, w ktérym literatura Europy Srodkowej
stara si¢ potwierdzi¢ swoja obecnos¢ na nowej $wiatowej scenie literackiej,
jest rowniez przedmiotem zainteresowania Zsuzsanny Vargi w studium Sieci
swiecenia — droga Magdy Szabo i Laszlé Krasznahorkaiego do miedzynarodowej
popularnosci (The Networks of Consecration: The Journey of Magda Szabé and
Ldszl6 Krasznahorkai’s International Reputation). Skupiajac sie na kilku wybit-
nych sukcesach literatury wegierskiej ostatnich dziesiecioleci, podkresla ona
znaczenie konkretnych dzialan czesci calego procesu. Podaje w watpliwo$¢
przywiazywanie zbyt duzej wagi do migdzynarodowych nagrdd literackich
i pozytywnych recenzji w prestizowych periodykach, jednocze$nie zwracajac
uwage na osobiste zaangazowanie sieci ttumaczy i mediatoréw kultury biegle
postugujacych sie wieloma jezykami, co jest rdwnie istotne w promowaniu
autorow nie tylko w Europie, ale i na calym $wiecie.

Tematem badan Agnes Gyodrke w artykule Wspélczesne wegierskie pisar-
stwo kobiece i kosmopolityzm (Contemporary Hungarian Women's Writing and
Cosmopolitanism) jest odtwarzanie przestrzeni i przekraczanie granic, cho¢
w mniej praktycznym i literackim sensie. Skupiajac si¢ na trzech przedstawi-
cielkach gender-conscious (,,$wiadomosci plci”), istotnego trendu w literaturze
wegierskiej po 2000 r., podwazajacych patriarchalne normy pisania litera-
tury, Gyorke pokazuje, w jaki sposdb autorki te ,,zglebiajg ide¢ przekonujaca,
ze kobiety muszg wykroczy¢ poza przypisang im przestrzen” i wej$¢ w stalg
$wiadomo$¢ swojego ciala i interakcje z przestrzenig miejska. Przypisuje ona
omawiane utwory kosmopolitycznemu feminizmowi, wskazujgc na to, jak duze
moze mie¢ on znaczenie w przezwycieZeniu $cisle tradycyjnego spojrzenia na
literature w calym regionie. Testowanie granic tradycji narodowej jest jednym
z tematow pojawiajacych sie rowniez w pracy Klary Kudlovej. W przeciwien-
stwie do wiekszosci autorow z tego zbioru Kudlova skupia si¢ na interpretacji
utwordw jednego autora, Jachyma Topola, dazac do pokazania w jego dorobku
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as equally crucial factors in bringing authors to the fore in a European and
global cultural space.

Recreating space and crossing borders: this is the topic of Agnes Gydrke’s
study, Contemporary Hungarian Women's Writing and Cosmopolitanism, though
in a less practical and more literary sense. Focusing on three representatives
of a significant gender-conscious trend of post-2000 Hungarian literature that
challanged the partiarchal norms on how to write literature, Gyoérke shows
the ways these authors “explore the idea that women need to go beyond their
designated space” in a constant awareness of their body and interaction with
mundane environments of the city. She positions this kind of fiction in the realm
of cosmopolitan feminism pointing out its relevance to overcoming the rigidly
traditonalist literary field in the entire region. Testing the limits of the national
tradition is one of the themes that appear in Klara Kudlovd’s paper. In contrast
to most articles in this collection, Kudlova provides an interpretation of a single
author, Jachym Topol, but through his writing she provides an example of how
to reframe a national literary tradition in a broader Central European system
of references. On Fields of Bones, Headsmen and Madonnas. The Symbols and
Figures of Central Europe in the Past 25 Years of Jachym Topols Writing shows
how the three tropes in the title of her article become symbols of a common
Central European space in the Czech writer’s drama and fiction.

The papers addressing contemporary poetry also raise the question of redefin-
ing relations to traditions. In her essay Temporalities— Technologies— Transgressions:
On Contemporary Slovak Poetry, Ivana Hostova drawing on an approach taken
from Peter Osborne (according to which, only post-conceptual poetry makes sense
at present) she concludes that the trans- and inter-cultural spaces being created
in Slovak poetry of the past three decades give some hope that the intensifying
globalising tendencies of the present will at least partially be slowed down. Markéta
Kittlova in Changing the World Through Poetry: Confessions, Poems and Banners
of Adam Borzic features Adam Borzic¢ as a contemporary poet reconsidering
the social role of poetry as envisioned by T.S. Eliot and how it might reshape reality.

One of the major changes in the literary field since 2000 has been the emer-
gence of the Internet and the social media. Karel Piorecky and Vojtéch Malinek
(Czech Literary Culture in the Post-Digital Era) argues based on Czech examples
that the new media changed the book market and assigned a renewed agency
on the reader. Based on the analysis of the Polish online literary scene Elzbieta
Winiecka goes on to claim that literary criticism and literature are developing
into hybrid forms between the art of writing and audio-visual media. In Literary
Internet: Online Criticism and Literary Communication she nevertheless alerts
for the dangers of far-fetched interpretations.
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przyktadu przeformulowania narodowej tradycji literackiej w szerszym $rodko-
woeuropejskim systemie odniesien. W tekscie Kosci, kaci i madonny. Symbole
i figury Europy Srodkowej w twérczosci Jachyma Topola ostatnich 25 lat (On Fields
of Bones, Headsmen and Madonnas. The Symbols and Figures of Central Europe
in the Past 25 Years of Jachym Topol’s Writing) udowadnia, jak wymienione tropy
staja sie symbolami wspoélnej przestrzeni Europy w dramacie i beletrystyce
czeskiego pisarza.

Artykuty dotyczace wspolczesnej poezji poruszajg takze kwestie przedefinio-
wania podejscia do tradycji. W eseju Temporalnosci - technologie - transgresje.
O wspélczesnej poezji stowackiej (Temporalities — Technologies — Transgres-
sions: On Contemporary Slovak Poetry) Ivana Hostova, czerpiac z analiz Petera
Osbornea (zgodnie z ktérymi sens ma obecnie tylko poezja postkonceptualna),
dochodzi do wniosku, Ze trans- i interkulturowe przestrzenie tworzone w sto-
wackiej poezji ostatnich trzech dekad dajg nadzieje na przynajmniej cze$ciowe
spowolnienie nasilajacych si¢ tendencji globalizacyjnych. Markéta Kittlova
w tekscie Zmienic Swiat przez poezje. Wyznania, wiersze i banery Adama Borzica
(Changing the World Through Poetry: Confessions, Poems and Banners of Adam
Borzic) przedstawia czeskiego tworce jako wspolczesnego poete, zastanawia-
jacego si¢ nad spoteczng rolg poezji, o ktorej pisat T.S. Eliot, i nad tym, w jaki
sposOb moze ona przeksztalci¢ rzeczywisto$c.

Jedna z gléwnych zmian, jakie dotknely literature po 2000 r., bylo poja-
wienie si¢ Internetu i mediéw spotecznosciowych. Karel Piorecky i Vojtéch
Malinek (Czeska kultura literacka erze (post)cyfrowej — Czech Literary Culture
in the Post-Digital Era) dowodza na przykladach z kultury czeskiej i stowackiej,
ze nowe media zmienily rynek ksigzki i przywrocily czytelnikowi sprawczosc.
Na podstawie analizy polskiej internetowej sceny literackiej Elzbieta Winiecka
twierdzi, ze krytyka literacka i literatura staja si¢ hybrydowymi formami pomie-
dzy sztuka pisania a mediami audiowizualnymi. W studium Literacki Internet.
Uwagi o krytyce i komunikacji literackiej w Sieci (Literary Internet: Online Criti-
cism and Literary Communication) ostrzega jednak przed niebezpieczenstwami,
jakie niosg tak daleko idace interpretacje.

Kategoria obywatelstwa ma bezsprzecznie dtugi rodowdd w Europie Srod-
kowej. Spoteczenstwo obywatelskie musi jednak nieustannie negocjowa¢ swoj
modus vivendi miedzy oczekiwaniami Zachodu (czasem kierujacymi si¢ podwoj-
nymi standardami i czesto opartymi na pobieznie odczytanych informacjach),
tendencjami autorytarnymi w lokalnej polityce i globalnymi wyzwaniami,
takimi jak kryzys uchodzczy w 2015 r. i obecna pandemia. Przykladowymi
wskaznikami statusu spoleczenstwa obywatelskiego sa: jego zwiazek z wlasng
przeszloécig i wyobrazenia na temat przyszlosci. Przyjrzenie si¢ gléwnym
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Civility has, arguably, considerable traditions in Central Europe, civil
society, however, needs to constantly negotiate its modus vivendi between
Western expectations (sometimes driven by double-standards and often based
on half-digested information), authoritarian tendencies in local politics, and
global challenges such as the 2015 refugee crisis and the current Coronavirus
pandemic. One of the possible indicators of a civil society’s status is its relation
to its own past and its imagination of its future. A look at major trends and
tendencies in literature might not only reveal how approaches, themes and
poetics change, but also help us to understand our societies’ efforts to tackle
an increasingly diversified cultural landscape.

Alena Siddkovd Fialova
(guest editor of papers on Czech literature)

Tamads Scheibner
(guest editor of papers on Hungarian literature)

Lenka Németh Vitovd
(editor of papers on Polish literature)

The editorial board would like to thank Radoslav Passia, PhD for his assistance
in editing the articles dealing with Slovak literature.
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trendom i tendencjom w literaturze moze nie tylko ujawni¢, w jaki sposéb
zmieniajg sie podejscia, watki i poetyki, ale takze pomdc zrozumie¢ wysitki
podejmowane przez spoleczenstwa, by stawi¢ czola coraz bardziej zrdznico-
wanemu krajobrazowi kulturowemu.

Alena Siddkovd Fialovd
(redaktor goscinny artykutow na temat literatury czeskiej)

Tamds Scheibner
(redaktor goscinny artykutow na temat literatury wegierskiej)

Lenka Németh Vitova
(redaktor artykutéw na temat literatury polskiej)

Redakcja pragnie podziekowac dr. Radoslavowi Passii za pomoc podczas redakcji
artykutéw dotyczgcych literatury stowackiej.
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1. History and Memory

If we imagine the culture of Central Europe as a system of separate but interact-
ing collective memories of the past,? it will probably be a truism to state that this
situation is not only a matter of factography, but largely of axiology. Researchers
dealing with this issue understand, especially with regard to the intercultural
and inter-ethnic aspect, that collective memory stems from the fact that next to
shared places (we will define this notion as communities of positive memory)
there are equally important, or perhaps even more important, separate places,
which we can refer to as communities of negative memory. This is especially
well known to researchers (imagologists) who deal with images of otherness
in a given culture, and also to writers, politicians and specialists in historical
politics. The collective memory of the past is also shaped by a phenomenon
that we can call non-memory. It is a rarely opened gravesite, into which com-
munities cast everything that they do not want to know, remember, individually

1 This text was delivered during an international conference organized in the Hungari-
an Parliament in April of 2018: A Nemzeti Emlékezet Bizottsdga és a Kelet- és Kozép-Eu-
répa Kutatdsdért és Képzéséért Alapitviny konferencidt szervez VISEGRAD — K620 EM-
LEKEZET? 1956 — 1968 — 1981 cimmel.

2 This is what Barbara Szacka calls memory. Her work in the Polish field has been con-
sidered fundamental since the 1970s. See Barbara Szacka, Czas przeszly: pamiec¢ — mit.
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or collectively, and watch over this state of affairs for as long as they need to.
Collective memory of the past, writes Polish researcher Barbara Szacka,

is an image of a communal past constructed by individuals from the in-
formation they remembered, according to the rules discovered by
psychologists, which stem from various sources and which reach them
through various channels. They are understood, selected and trans-
formed in accordance with their own cultural standards and beliefs (44).

Collective memory introduces the past to the world of subjective values and
rules that are shared by a given community, thus defining the community’s
self-image as well as its status. Although it may result from recorded history,
memory can also exist independently of it, fueled, for example, by spoken his-
tory, family stories, social legends, tales of a mythical nature, etc. If we approach
history as a separate, institutionally sanctioned narrative in writing (dictated by
pragmatic, objectified rules of a given period), then memory becomes its com-
petitor, as it presents a slightly different, sometimes even a completely different,
version of the past. History and memory compete with each other, although
they emerge from one another and need one another. The carrier of history is
writing (logos), while the carrier of collective memory is consciousness (psyche).
Collective memory primarily preserves emotionally and axiologically selected
components of the past. There are societies devoid of institutional history, but
with enormously complex mechanisms of collective memory that are based on
moral, mythical, clan, religious and other principles.

It should come as no surprise that there is a discrepancy between memory
and recorded history, which has been extracted from archives and written ac-
cording to established principles. These are two different, though related, levels
of collective remembering; it is enough to recall what history and what com-
munities say about, e.g. the crime in Jedwabne or the so-called “cursed soldiers”
in Poland, about the Slovak participation in the attack on Poland on September 1,
1939, about the attitude of the Ukrainian society to the Volhynia crime and about
many other issues that inflame the historical imagination in Central Europe.
There may be cases where history and memory overlap. Usually, this occurs
when the collective psyche is not able to construct knowledge on account of it
being separated from internal and external sources of information and of its
limited scope of control. Then, it often relies on a recorded and imposed image
of the past. This image is a rather theoretical construction, which is why it is usu-
ally presented in literature as a negative utopia, where the past is reduced to one
doctrinal interpretation, and the community suffers from real or just imposed



1956, 1968, 1981: THE FACES OF CENTRAL-EUROPEAN MEMORY... | 27

amnesia. This is a feature of totalitarian (political and religious) systems, where
control extends not only to recorded sources, but also to our awareness by way
of doctrinal education. Differences between collective memory and historical
memory, researched, among others, by Jacques Le Goff, Maurice Halbwachs,
Paul Ricoeur, Pierre Norra, Jan Assman and Aleida Assman, and in Poland by
Barbara Szacka, Andrzej Szpocinski and Marian Golka, are still not easy to
precisely define. Most historians and sociologists consider collective memory
as a type of error-laden knowledge, subjective, incomplete, with undetermined,
fluid boundaries.? Regardless, memory in a given community is one of the basic
mechanisms of collective functioning, without which there would be no way
to discuss nation, class or regional identity. Halbwachs would add that every
social group (especially national), as well as an individual, has different types
of memory, which is associated with belonging to specific communities. This
also applies to generations and families.*

In this statement, I emphasize the role of collective memory, distinct from
history, as a sphere that remains only marginally utilized by institutions of power.
Memory enters into relationships with written history, because history is one
of its sources (and conversely), but at the same time it contains what history
does not want or cannot collect; for example, the emotional and spontaneous
side of collective experience, the private and family events that escape the nar-
rative of power (history written in textbooks is also an instrument of power).
If we assume that history is conventionalized writing, through which a specific
power model is implemented, and memory is a dynamic psychological process
(discontinuous, nodal, non-holistic), we can accept another assumption that
results from the axiological essence of memory. It is related to the aforemen-
tioned shared memory (the community of positive memory) and separate
memory (the community of negative memory). It is not particularly revealing
to say that memory can divide and that which is shared always causes a reaction
in the sphere of experienced separateness. This is an important psychological
mechanism that functions in social space, but is also sometimes used politically.

3 In summarizing this difficult issue, Krzysztof Malicki (2012) states the following: “Ex-
amining the social memory of the past (collective memory), we are examining to
a certain extent historical consciousness understood as a state of knowledge about
the past its appropriate valorization. Szacka also emphasizes that historical knowledge,
which contributes to collective memory (social), is subject to selection and distortions
in line with the demands of collective memory. In such a memory there is no place
for ambivalent stances, and the figures and events are either good or bad” Quoted
in K. Malicki. Pamigc przesztosci pokolenia transformacji. Warszawa: Scholar, 2012.

4 See Maurice Holbwachs’s Spofeczne ramy pamieci.
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Shared memory will contain connecting elements, mutual relations and
the same or similar events, which are evaluated in a similar way. It is different
from separate memory on account of its axiological aspect. In the first case,
there is a focus on searching for possible areas of dialogue. Shared memory
includes the voices of Others. In the case of separate memory, it is important
to emphasize one’s otherness, disbelief towards others, which are not always
completely other, reproducing narratives about one’s own singular experience,
about its untranslatability, uniqueness and other commonly known assessments.
It should be once again emphasized that shared and separate memory are, there-
fore, axiological categories. At this point, we can talk about their retroactive
effect as a process of continuous valorization of the past in the consciousness
of the nation or a social class. This valorization takes place through ongoing
collective debates, but also as a result of the pressure exerted by historical
events, as a result of collective religious experiences, and, in an extreme case,
it can be imposed by a dominant political force (what is recorded will become
history). Certainly, this valorization also results from the structure of a given
society, its internal dynamics and openness, or, conversely, from the dominance
of a closed, static attitude, characterized by a kind of collective catatonia caused
by historical traumas.

What remains outside shared memory will here be referred to as separate
memory. These include cherished images of the past that, for various reasons,
are not negotiated. Shared memory (spontaneous as well as planned) usually
functions in the sphere of inclusive activities. By contrast, separate memory
functions in the sphere of exclusive events. Memory works inclusively when it
absorbs and merges various memories and intentions into a construct acceptable
to many entities. The purpose of this activity is to reach an agreement, even
in basic matters related to a past that connects the interested parties. Exclusivity
of memory works only when it excludes, separates, when it emphasizes sep-
arateness, and also when it marginalizes, segregates, stamps out the attitudes,
facts or opinions that are regarded undesirable from the collective point of view.
Generally speaking, memory works in both aspects (shared and separate) and
on both levels simultaneously (inclusive and exclusive), and takes into account
purposefulness and spontaneity in a multi-subject system. Non-memory,
in turn, is an equally important mechanism with which both of the previously
mentioned types of memory reject what, at a certain historical stage, lies beyond
the reach of rational criticism, and thus becomes taboo, a closed world, unver-
ifiable, traumatic, because a given community, for reasons that it understands
or not, attempts to push particular information out of the discourse or hide it
effectively enough that it does not participate in the creation of both shared
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and separate memory. It is impossible, however, to say that this information is
not there, since we do not know what resides in non-memory.

The above outline demonstrates that collective memory is a very complex
mechanism of repeating, saving, transforming and concealing information
constituting the collective identity. Specific problems in the sphere of shared
and separate memory as well as non-memory in Central Europe result from
the thousand-year-old relationships with many neighboring nations, which
have abounded in various systems of domination and subordination, but also
in long-term alliances and cooperation. Shared memory is not a panacea for
the trauma of nations and individuals, although it can give an illusory sense
of alleviating them. Separate memory does not entail declarations of war, nor
does it mitigate the solitary experience of trauma, when Others do not un-
derstand or do not want to understand what we have experienced and how
these experiences are rooted in our collective and individual consciousness,
and probably also the subconscious. The final result of forming shared-sep-
arate memory will not be the relief of attaining objectified (being the result
of conscious work) truth (because it will not be found), but a subjectively
created identity, both collective and individual. This identity will be based on
inclusion and acceptance or on exclusion and negation. Usually, both forms
function in parallel, though unevenly, so one should assume that they may
operate simultaneously, though disproportionately. Separate memory usually
dominates, but its role can be seen only in the context of what we call shared
memory. In other words, memory is not only a specific type of knowledge, but
also a way of experiencing it. This gives rise to people assuming specific attitudes
and often making very extreme assessments; it gives rise to forms of sanctifying
the past, to personal, family and social rituals, to means of communication
through acceptance or negation.

In addition to the mechanisms of maintaining or duplicating, which are
called memory, we understandably encounter forms of intentional non-remem-
bering. We do not remember what is shared. And we do not remember what
is separate. Non-memory can refer to history as well as to the spontaneous,
collective memory of the past. It is important to once again emphasize that
separate memory is primary for each national community, because thanks to
it nations take shape and function alongside others. In turn, shared memory,
which goes beyond the limits imposed by ethnicity, is a margin that is useful
as long as it does not constitute an internal problem. Shared memory is an in-
strumental bridge used to communicate with the Other. It can be created and
it is more flexible than separate memory. In its aura, it is also easier to reach
the sphere of non-memory.
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Shared memory can be expanded and made into a strong unifying argument
in terms that transcend ethnicity. There is after all such a concept as the inter-
national community of memory. The memory of the international community
has the same features as “internal” collective memory, but is more the result
of negotiations. Its existence (in a positive or negative variant) is contingent on
an adopted consensus; however, the memory of the international community
is not merely a planned construct; it is also, to a certain extent, spontaneous.
The short history of the European Union is built on the negotiated area of shared
memory and it is a history that is also not indifferent to matters that could not
be negotiated, which proves how far it can be disrupted by activated factors
of separate memory.

During World War 11, Central and Eastern European countries were in dif-
ferent political constellations; they also had divergent territorial, economic
and national (national) interests. Their common framework was more or less
clearly dependent on one or two hegemons: the Third Reich and the Soviet
Union. At the same time, the Poles were fighting against Nazism and com-
munism; Ukrainians from Galicia against communism and the Poles, but under
the command of the Third Reich; The Slovaks and Hungarians were fighting
against communism while under the protectorate of the Third Reich, as were
the Romanians, but at the same time they were essentially conflicted with
each other, burdened as they were by the recent memory of mutual exclusions,
aggression and annexation. The Slovaks were divided into a pro- (anti-Hitler
and pro-Soviet Slovak National Uprising) and an anti-communist faction,
while being decidedly opposed to Hungary’s policy towards parts of Slovak
lands. The Czechs ideologically stood against Nazism and Germany, counting
on the helping hand from the Soviets and Western Allies, while simultaneously
partially cooperating with the Third Reich; this put them in a state of mental
war with Poland, which after the fall of Czechoslovakia occupied Zaolzie and
was already involved in a growing conflict with the Third Reich. Such various
engagements intertwined, creating a unique situation in the region. The shared
(in terms of similarities and differences) history of Central European countries
during World War 11 does not determine shared memory (community of positive
memory), but rather draws out separate memory, if not the memory of conflicts
(community of negative memory). Thus, everything that has been discarded
from memory, either successfully or not by means of distorting the past, still
remains a topic of inquiry and is shocking when brought to light.

Some will simply say that Central Europe is extremely divided in terms
of history, but above all memory, and there is an abundance of evidence in sup-
port of this claim. Their search might take them to the nineteenth century, when
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radically different assessments regarding the revolution of 1848-1849 can be
found, and to the twentieth century, when there were differences regarding
the relationship of Central European nations and states to the Versailles order
(including the Treaty of Trianon) and the post-Yalta order, and then the issue
of Central European countries’ participation in World War I and 11, the degree
of their involvement in the Holocaust, their participation in establishing com-
munism, and then its demolition, etc. Historical problems and proportions are to
some extent leveled after 1948, when all of Central Europe, together with a part
of Germany, was united into a communist dependency system, and various
contentious issues were suspended in the name of the communist friendship
of nations. The artificially created shared history of the “socialist nations” had
a clearly ideological character and was devoid of any conflicts (which did not
mean that they were suddenly overcome). Attempts to bring the communist
vision of history to fruition and build a shared memory based on this vision
ultimately failed. The collapse of this “community” after 1989 almost immedi-
ately resulted in the appearance of history and separate memory. In the 1990s
and at the beginning of the current century, instead of socialism, we there
appeared more or less artificial projects committed to creating a politically and
economically unified Central Europe (the Visegrdd Group). Today, we can see
that they have also not been successful.

In Central Europe, therefore, we have a shared history, recorded in one
ideological convention or another, which is not always accepted in the less
institutionalized spaces of collective life. This is why for many social groups,
a separate, spontaneous memory, one that is not associated with the institutions
of power, became an alternative with definite moral character. What is more, it
is separate memory that, in the opinion of the Central European nations, tes-
tifies more to identity than a shared history and the so-called shared memory
(sometimes considered a manipulated memorial community). It is enough to
look closely at Slovak-Hungarian or Polish-Ukrainian relations. Slovak memory
and the identity it helped to create are still shaped in spontaneous accounts
as anti-Hungarian (against the Hungarian historical narrative and memory), and
Ukrainian identity is presented as anti-Polish (similarly directed against Polish
interpretations of mutual historical relationships and cultivating a radically
separate memory and is clear proof for the existence of non-memory). This
situation should not completely destroy the status of shared memory that aims
to build close and positive relationships, but we will admit that in the present
era, separate memory plays a more constitutive role. Of course, theoretically
the best situation is to strike a balance between both types of memory and thus
achieve a harmonized, non-antagonistic attitude to history.
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When approaching the shared memory of events in Central Europe from
1956, 1968, and 1981, we must be aware of all the events and mechanisms listed
here that occur synchronously, although disproportionately (in every society
differently) in history. Therefore, we must ask whether we mean shared history
(textbooks, monographs, and political integration campaigns, etc.) or shared
memory (social memory and also art in a broad sense) or about other, less
significant “memory” phenomena (e.g. mythicization in artistic fields) that can
be distinguished. It is also worth asking why we do it? Are we really interested
in writing a shared story or communicating in a shared memory?

Someone may first ask if we even need a shared memory in a broader, inter-
national sense. Is it not better to remember separately (for example nationally)
and act together when possible through specialized institutions? Others will
say that we can remember together if possible, but must act separately, sover-
eignly, and form pragmatic alliances. And they will also find support. In Central
Europe, all “memory” phenomena are still intentionally complicated, morally
undefined, requiring a number of concessions and the acceptance of hitherto
unaccepted positions. Therefore, I will state the bold thesis that there is no such
thing as shared memory (community of positive memory) in Central Europe
and there is little indication that this state of affairs will change. Of course,
there is a whole set of key words, slogans, anecdotes or even wider narratives
that display the category of shared Central European memory. Usually, how-
ever, this happens in the specialized, narrow corridors of culture and includes
a small portion of collective memory. The word “shared” is key here, as it relates
to intentions and the possibility of implementing them. Although we know
that theoretically the possibilities in this field are considerable, the practical
implementation of inclusiveness has proven that these possibilities are in fact
quite modest. However, because total inactivity in the area of shared memory
threatens to render each long-term activity dysfunctional, separate memory
and non-memory do not always have to entail exclusivity. For pragmatic aims
(somehow you have to function with one another) and nostalgic aims (the past
is always morally better than the present), the image of a Central European
memorial community has for years been presented as a beautiful, though lost,
order. Thousands of books have already been written on this subject. However,
not one was written which synthetically presents history in a way that would
not trigger any protests from other nations and states. This demonstrates
the difficulties in practicing so-called shared memory in Central Europe or,
more broadly, in Central and Eastern Europe.
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2. What are we talking about?

The years 1956, 1968, and 1981, being as they are important milestones in the ex-
perience of four Central European nations, provide us with a good excuse
to reflect in a conciliatory manner on inclusivity and memory. What comes
to the fore is what the nations of our region celebrate the most, when com-
memorating the tragic events of their own past. The most important factor
in constituting a community is the cult of victimhood; centuries of cultivat-
ing traumas resulting from the loss of independence. Victimhood culture
reaches its heights in this region, as does literature that is infused with victim
mentality, although the Czechs managed to some extent to break free of this
complex in the twentieth century and relieved this tension in a literature that
demythologized the imposed k. und k. monarchy. Sometimes, however, doing
so is not possible for objective reasons, and then the conviction remains that
whoever has it worse is nobler, better and even smarter. Before our eyes unfolds
a spectacle of publically (internationally) displaying our suffering. In most cases,
this suffering is genuine and terrible. The years marked by disaster 1939, 1956,
1968, and 1981 are ineludible to Central Europe, although, certainly in terms
of development, three other years are more important, more widely extended,
and treated as processes: 1918-1920, 1944-1945, and 1989-1991. They mark
state-forming events, while the former denoting the destruction of the emerg-
ing order. Even 1945, which marks the beginning of a new occupation, seems
better than 1939, because the end of World War 11 will be considered a better
time to live than its beginning.

The years 1956, 1968, and 1981 denote specific moments in the internal
history of Central Europe. They represent an attempt to change the existing
system, though, it would seem, without radically undermining its foundations
(reforms); armed invasion of reforming countries; large casualties, followed by
even greater ones on account of prolonged repressions. The collective mem-
ory includes the following: the armed, heroic resistance of the Hungarians,
the crushed gentleness of the Prague Spring, the pervasiveness of change being
sought in Poland. On the other hand, to this day, part of the Hungarian and
Czech society remembers the Polish strikes of 1980 and 1981 as it was presented
by propaganda as idleness for which others would have to pay; some Poles saw
in the Czechoslovakian reforms of 1968 as a continuation of imposed socialism
(thus as an uprising which only sought to improve the content of the plate),
and they would continue to remind the Hungarians of their cooperation with
the Third Reich, which was meant to “explain” the ruthless behavior of the Soviet
occupiers in 1956. At the same time, Poles supported the Hungarian Revolution
of 1956: blood was donated to the injured Hungarians and planes were sent
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to Budapest with supplies. The telling silence of the Slovaks with respect to
the Hungarian uprising will be compared with the positive interest the Hun-
garian society expressed in the transformation plans in Czechoslovakia in 1968.
However, what the people remembered is in no way connected with the find-
ings of historians and does not always appear as a memorial community that
is understood in a positive way.

Anniversaries can be celebrated, visits paid, monuments erected, but these
are signs of internal memory, not shared memory in the strict sense. What ex-
ists in the internal national discourse of each of the Central European national
communities is, therefore, very diverse. National holidays in some countries will
incite protests of others, as is the case in Slovak-Hungarian or Polish-Ukrainian
relations. Therefore, it can be said that history extracted from prejudices has
more positive arguments in favor of building an image of a positive community,
while memory does not offer solid reasons to build an international commu-
nity. It would seem that there are no better reasons to create it than these dates.
Surprised at what I have arrived, I would like to react to this thesis by recalling
the perspective in which the various experiences of enslaved peoples are inves-
tigated—the postcolonial perspective.

3. Postcolonial Perspective

Perhaps postcolonial theory will help us understand some issues related to
memory. This theory provides tools for studying the processes that occur
in societies of the so-called former subalterns and compradors, (terms used by
leading Western researchers of this trend, such as Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak,
Dipesh Chakrabarty, Ewa Thompson), or the subordinated and collaborators,
in a world where the memory of different forms of enslavement still persists and
where the acquired reflexes of opposition or resentment, which are the heritage
of trauma, act spontaneously. The difference between a subaltern and a compra-
dor is that the former resembles more a slave (despite himself), while the latter
is usually a member of the local elite in charge of the machinery of enslavement
(a minion, a poputczik, a volunteer). The arrangement between them, even after
the formal collapse of colonization, i.e. the system of mutual control and even
further enslavement, may still resemble a colonial structure, though without
a foreign factor. A comprador takes over some of the functions of a hegemon and
strengthens its position, because he knows how to govern. It will take some time
for people outside the circle of former compradors to come to power and shape
history. The position of the subaltern and comprador towards the hegemon
(colonizer), along with the political, social, cultural relations between system
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members, constitutes a starting point for any consideration of colonial and then
postcolonial frameworks. Subordinated and desubjectified after the departure
of the colonizer, they experience a phase of violent opposition to the colonial
past, and then move on to phases of diverse, mutual political, economic and
cultural relations. Their elites are beginning to intermingle, creating a shared
environment of the new government. Shared memory, therefore, would be,
in these conditions, a memory that inherits the remains of various historical
and political addictions, which is why it is built on the basis of a momentary
consensus (some will use the term “rotten compromise”).

Western postcolonial thought emphasizes the issue of domination and
violence, taking aim at actions that legitimize these practices. Much has al-
ready been written about dependence in culture, economy and politics. An-
other aspect of this dependence is related to the active ideology of victimhood
of Central European subaltern (martyrdom), combined with the nation’s or
class’s conviction of their unique mission. This is accompanied by continuous
existential traumas and various forms of accentuating martyrdom that result
from past suffering; a strong nationalism emerges. Researchers say that these
beliefs in the postcolonial world are the foundations of collective memory and,
therefore, of identity. This also affects the possibilities of the task of shared
memory as well as its assessment. It is not certain that the postcolonial hybrid
personality, which is a product of one’s own culture and that of the colonizer,
will be the depositary and the representative of shared memory. Most often it
is the other way around.

Of course, we are discussing here mass processes, and not individual atti-
tudes that are manifested in literature exposing postcolonial complexes, e.g. Sal-
man Rushdie’s novels. In Central Europe, examples of a postcolonial discussion
in which the issues raised above are important can be found in the literary works
of Witold Gombrowicz, Sandor Marai, Milan Kundera, and Ladislav Mnacko.
It is not surprising that these writers are immigrants living after the Second
World War in a free world, away from local dependencies.

In the context of postcolonial studies, four aspects of collective memory
appear to be important, as they have an impact on the creation of shared/
separate memory. It is ressentiment, recollection resulting from the regret
of the defeated and unremembering, which is the result of guilt, a manifestation
of a desire to partially forget. Part of the memory functions here as a whole,
displacing uncomfortable elements due to regret or shame. On the other hand,
planned activities, such as historical politics, whose essence is adaptation and
the pragmatic selection of the past, appears as a component of memory; aesthe-
tization, i.e. the desire to change the pragmatic code of memory into a symbolic
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code, e.g. literary, theatrical, etc. Aesthetization means shifting the discussion

from the issue of responsibility to that of beauty of expression and metaphors,
broadly encompassing the human condition. Distinguishing “shared memory;’
symbolized in Central Europe by the selected years 1956, 1968 and 1981, takes

shape in the four aspects as an inclusive and exclusive process, and, at the same

time, one that is politically pragmatic and spontaneous.

4. Postcolonial Morphology of Shared Places

Let us begin with ressentiment, which has acquired a significant body of research
in the fields of philosophy, ethics and psychology. Suffice it to mention such
works as Friedrich Nietzsche’s From the Genealogy of Morals and Max Scheler’s
Ressentiment and Morality. Ressentiment describes the creation of false values
and moral assessments in compensation for one’s own weaknesses and limita-
tions. It is a kind of symbolic revenge on the hegemon. The essence of ressenti-
ment can be described as reminiscing and commemorating on lost causes, which
are then refashioned as victories, exalting defeat and sacrifice, and celebrating
the moral fall of the hegemon. Nietzsche wrote that ressentiment is a feature
of slave morality. Developing the concept of ressentiment based on ethics and
axiology, Scheler claimed that, “The basic starting point in ressentiment is
the reflex of vengeance” based on powerlessness and manifested in symbolic
gestures. Vengeance is an axiological illusion, an “illusory falsification of values,”
which means that “man lives in a false world of appearances.” Ressentiment is
“spiritual poison.”s “Ressentiment is born when we are humiliated by our own
impotence,” (Bartos) adds the Polish philosopher Tadeusz Barto$. Ressentiment
played a large role in the assessment of the events that took place in 1956, 1968,
and 1981 (similarly to the assessment of the Warsaw Uprising of 1944 or the Slo-
vak National Uprising). In addition, ressentiment meant that it was possible to
draw analogies between rebellions, build ideological and moral bridges between
the dissenters, and assess the crimes committed by the hegemon. This was made
possible by the silence of the neighboring countries, which for the most part
passively observed the Soviet invasion of Hungary. These countries did not
respond to the Soviet invasion in 1968 (and even participated in it) and they
also supported martial law in Poland in 1981. Everyone resented someone for
something and it was difficult for anyone to speak about overcoming the re-
sultant prejudices and barriers.

5 See Max Scheler’s Resentyment i moralnosé. All the quotes are from the first chapter
titled “Przyczynek do fenomenologii i socjologii resentymentu” (31-32).
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Ressentiment incites strong emotions, while unremembering is an attempt
to extinguish this fire. Unremembering means recalling the past, but without its
historical structure, details and meaning. In the world of ressentiment, the past
hurts, but in unremembering it makes sense to blunt the pain, deny it, replace
it with a milder attitude, expressed by a playful relation with the colonizer, by
using Aesopian language, rejecting the attitude of open rebellion, because “you
need to live somehow” and “heal wounds” We read the past here from the point
of view of the current state of affairs, which is adapted to the existing circum-
stances. The past is, therefore, recognized as an important general experience,
one that imposes itself as an essential exponent.

There is ample evidence that the mechanisms of memory described here
exist and that they are related to specific events in history. Ressentiment will
suggest that the national uprisings of 1956 (the Polish uprising in Poznan
and the Hungarian in Budapest) were suppressed by the invaders, but also
by collaborators and traitors. In Poznan, it was not the demonic Soviets, but
Poles who shot at the protesting children and workers. However, not much is
said about them, as such details do not conform to the narrative of national
solidarity that appears there. The mechanism of unremembering will probably
stave off the fact that the attempt to revise Stalinism in Hungary was initiated
by a faction of the communist party. The communist Imre Nagy defended his
homeland not only from the Soviets, but from members of the communist party,
because he wanted another kind of communism. He was murdered in retalia-
tion. Director Marta Mészaros commemorated Nagy in the film A temetetlen
halott (The Unburied Man, 2004), but the issue of rehabilitating a murdered
communist sparked opposition in Hungary. Just as we are certain that the cult
of victimhood exists and that Nagy was more of a patriot than a communist,
we are also almost certain that Hungarian cooperation called “goulash com-
munism,” which was caused by repressions, and the Polish “little stabilization,”
which was the result of the defeated ideals of the “thaw” and the shock following
the Poznan repressions, will not fully enter into the canon of collective memory.
Ressentiment screams, while unremembering insists on silence.

Although little is still known in Central Europe about the Polish “solidarity”
of 1981 and its end, i.e. martial law, there is an ongoing dispute in Poland that is
important for the emerging shared memory. The problem concerns the iden-
tity of many leadership groups who would like to, in one way or another, take
administrative control over memory of that period. Here, it is difficult even to
form an internal shared memory. Thus, the mechanisms of unremembering
prevail, altering hierarchies and roles. Behind the dramatic disputes, there also
lurks the abyss of non-memory, which is convenient for newer power groups
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that historically do not have much in common with the first Solidarity move-
ment and resistance during martial law. There are those who, at the beginning
of the transformation, did missed the chance to enter the great political circles
and take part in international life. For this reason, the kind of resistance that
looks best both in terms of historical politics and aesthetics is one that is re-
duced to sacrifice—preferably anonymous. The collective memory of Poles faces
a difficult task of valorizing the birth and fall of the first Solidarity movement
and the emergence of a collective resistance in the 1980s. This period has not
yet been noticed and understood in Central Europe. Today, we still bear witness
to its deformation by separate memory.

We remember 1968 as the end of the illusions Czechs and Slovaks had
about socialism with a human face. This time this was a joint external invasion.
The subalterns, willing or not, attacked one of their own in an attempt to silence
a country as it tried to change the rules binding it to the hegemon. The inva-
sion resulted in failed reforms and “normalization,” during which the majority
of Czechoslovak society accepted the so-called “dumpling communism? In ex-
change for a raised standard of living, they silently turned a blind eye to the re-
pression of dissenters. Is there even the issue of shame for the silence of Central
European societies in the face of such overt violations of international law and
norms? In Poland, only two writers objected openly: Stawomir Mrozek and Jerzy
Andrzejewski. Most Poles at that time supported the authorities’ anti-Semitic
internal policy and Czechoslovak affairs were relegated to the background.
The intermittent embarrassment stemming from those attitudes will have dif-
ficult access to shared memory. And in this case, too, there will be an inevitable
unremembering of certain events or aspects of the past, allowing this outline
of shared memory to create at least a semblance of comfort.

The joint invasion of Czechoslovakia led to, among others things, the divi-
sion of the country, which on October 28, 1968, became a federation. The divi-
sion was created by Slovak communists, to whom the Soviet hegemon conferred
power, as it distrusted the rebellious Czechs. In 1993, this facilitated an almost
instant division into two organisms and the emergence of a sovereign Slovakia.
Is it possible, therefore, to consider such collaborators as Gustav Husak, Vasil
Bilak, or even the communist Alexander Dubcek, regarded in his time as a hero
(of course also Leonid Brezhnev and his Kremlin companions), as unwitting
forefathers of today’s Slovak independence? There are voices commenting on
the paradoxicality of history. Post-communists will keep this in mind when
(if!) they come to power one day. Mentioning the paradoxical role of Husak,
Bilak and others may be an obvious mistake, but it can also prompt a discussion
of what will be remembered of the “normalization” period. This discussion does
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not have to conform perfectly to the concept of a mandatorily decommunized
Slovakia and a decommunized shared memory. That is why we will be more
willing to unremember this story and base our shared memory on ressentiment
which directs our attention towards the brutality of the invasion, the heroic
response and the incurred sacrifice.

Poland experienced the year 1968 and what was left in the aftermath; it was
torn between student protests, writers defending free speech and an unleashed,
vulgar anti-Semitism, which led to the expulsion of several thousand Polish
intellectuals of Jewish origin. What aspects of this difficult moment will pass
into shared memory? Will it contain the student rebellion and the struggle
of several dozen writers for free speech in a world of primitive violence? Perhaps
some regret will remain over the unjust expulsion of people, many of whom
were authority figures and world-class intellectuals. Yet, the anti-Semitism
of most of the society was unremembered, decomposed, erased from a sense
of responsibility. The feeling of shame about these events will probably not enter
the shared memory of the Visegrad countries. Everyone knows that when you
look for a speck in your brother’s eye you will end up with a plank in your own.
The postcolonial perspective shows different layers of the past and memory, and
their integrity as a community can be put to the test.

In Central Europe, the German term “historical politics” has gained cur-
rency. One of the definitions of the term states that it is “[a] conscious effort on
the part of the political class to shape the scope and nature of collective historical
memory” (Wolff-Poweska 3), we should add, with the intention of consolidating
views, thereby allowing the authorities to legitimize controversial goals. Prac-
ticing historical politics began to have a real and negative impact on entities
that were once in difficult relations of dependence, and today are building new
relations. Buttressing the shared memory of Central European countries on
the events of 1956, 1968, and 1981, which have been emotionally constructed by
ressentiment and unremembering, may bring it closer (though not necessar-
ily) to a pragmatic historical politics, which are in service to the current goals
of the institution, especially the state. There are many other important dates and
many other memories. Every country and nation has the right to emphasize its
own history, but we know from experience that actions motivated by historical
politics can also have repercussions for shared memory. Such repercussions
were caused by the amendment to the Act on the Polish Institute of National
Remembrance adopted at the beginning of 2018. The amendment, which was
concerned with the criminal consequences of defaming the Polish nation with
spurious accusations of Polish crimes against other nations, raised the issue
of this “lying” as an excessively broad category. This kind of legislation by Polish
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parliament caused consternation in Western and Eastern Europe, upsetting
Polish-Israeli, Polish-Ukrainian, Polish-German relations, and probably also
others. Its purpose was to unremember history and its ideas in order to build
a better, shared memory. Meanwhile, the opposite happened. Its creators, under
the pressure of international opinion, had to remove sections of the legislation
that reeked of manipulative historical politics.

Aesthetics opposes the failures and successes of historical politics, which is
essentially spontaneous, in much the same way a work of art can be spontaneous.
In The Location of Culture (1994) Homi Bhabha warned against aestheticization
as an illusory process of alleviating traumas However, it must be admitted that
aestheticization is an activity that works relatively best among the memorial
techniques shown here. An excellent example in Polish literature is the so-
called borderland prose, which is unparalleled by any other literary trend due
to the diversity of the displayed historical inter-ethnic relationships, as well
as the richness of the presented memorial space,® referring primarily to the his-
tory of Poles. However, what is Polish and what is the most valuable element for
national memory are (can be) regarded as an antithetical value in other national
discourses.” That is why idealization is elsewhere unmasked, aestheticization,
as its received, succumbs to narrowly understood political pragmatization, and
dialogue provokes exclusion; and these are mutual reactions, often appearing
from several directions at the same time. It is rare for artistic works to actually
create a shared space of memory, which is why accomplishing this feat by other
documents is all the rarer. There is much in Polish literature about 1956, more
often about the revolution in Budapest than in Poznan.

The post-Stalin “thaw” turned out to be a theme almost unnoticed by Czech
and Slovak literature, because it did not exist in reality. Delaying the Czecho-
slovak thaw by a decade changed its character, purpose and meaning. It also
enabled this cold history to be captured in terms of a sophisticated irony. This
was the only way to overcome the inertia of memory and the void of ressen-
timents, as well as political manipulations. Milan Kundera was one of the few
who succeeded doing this in the novel Nesnesitelnd lehkost byti (The Unbearable
Lightness of Being) (1984). The works of such writers as Péter Esterhazy, Gyorgy
Spird, Pavol Rankov, Lajos Grendel, Pawel Huelle, Jerzy Pilch also contain

6 One can imagine that certain poetics, topics, moods, and interpretations interweave,
excluding others, which creates a certain type of memorial space.

7 Later, others will say that the attractiveness of borderland narratives is accompanied
by falsification, stemming from an incomplete, fragmented and paternalistic approach
to issues outside the Polish purview.
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examples of irony that refashion the history of subalterned individuals or
nations into an aesthetic object, somewhat putting in parentheses the horrors
of the past. Irony can neutralize memory and history in a political or nationalist
sense. It opposes ressentiment and historical politics. However, it proves useless
in relation to the Holocaust, because no common literary (artistic) language
has been invented which, by means of irony, would allow us to come to terms
with the deaths of millions, or to understand it as a fact that is completely unex-
plainable artistically, although it does have its literary representation. Regardless
of these shortcomings of irony, the internally conflicted memorial community
that has been created in art is certainly accepted. Here, it is possible to say that
Hungarians and Poles, together with the Soviets and Eastern Germans, invaded
Czechoslovakia in 1968. We would prefer not to talk about this shared history
in such a tone, although it would not be easy to unremember this fact and there
is no such need. The deep irony of Kundera and Rankov in the novel Stalo sa
prvého septembra (alebo inokedy) (It Happened on September First (or Whenever)
(2001), the playful grotesque tale about Hungarian-Slovak relations in Grendel’s
novel Nalunk New Hontban (In Our New Hont) (2001) as well as the grotesque,
though unfortunately unsuccessful, ridiculous film Operacja Dunaj (Operation
Danube) (dir. Jacek Gtomb, 2009) about the Polish participation in the invasion
of Czechoslovakia (it is a pity that Poles were not able to produce a more inter-
esting reaction), all support the construction of various areas of shared memory
and manage to show other aspects that are not pathetic or tragic. Literature
transcends ressentiment, unremembering and historical politics and moves
towards empathy and symbolic descriptions that can be treated more universally.

5. Shared places of Memory: Essence, Value, Consequences

The purpose of this text was not to draw comparisons between the Central
European events of 1956, 1968, and 1981 with other important national experi-
ences in Central and Eastern Europe. What I attempted was to expose that they
are characterized by changeability and elusiveness, not by granite durability.
The titular events have many things in common: rebellion of the enslaved; in-
vasion from the outside, supported internally by local compradors, traitors and
collaborators; mass victims whose memory was almost erased or the significance
of their sacrifice diminished with respect to the identities of the defeated and
colonized. The rebellion narrative also includes some of the Polish intelligent-
sia protesting and the authorities brutally pacifying the protest in March 1968.
Brutal “internal invasions” are a Polish specialty, if we recall the years 1956,
1970, 1976, and 1981.
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What kind of shared memory and identity will emerge from the processes
between postcolonial ressentiment, unremembering, historical politics and
aestheticization in such a diverse area as Central and Eastern Europe after
1956? The shared consequences of events include the following: Hungarian,
Czechoslovak and Polish societies resigning from further attempts to incite
a mass rebellion; consent to “goulash” and “dumpling” communism; a diverse
underground resistance, repressions of agents of this resistance; emigration
of some citizens, and expulsion of some Poles of Jewish origin from Poland.
The memorial, and thus moral, value of these events is presented in various
forms and aspects of memory, in the tragedy of many people sacrificing their
lives in the name of freedom, and in the impulses of liberty, which gave rise to
a mounting resistance against totalitarianism in increasingly more social and
national groups.

It is obvious that this memorial community will include heroic rebellions,
victims, and a democratic opposition movement against totalitarianism. Collab-
oration with the system, expulsions and racism, and ambiguous attitudes will be
excluded. And yet they constitute an inherent element of the presented events
in which Central European subalterns were the participants. The postcolonial
perspective reveals what is unwillingly seen in places of shared memory, but
what can also be obscured if there was such a will. This is made possible by
unremembering and historical politics. At the same time, there is no doubt that
we are living in times of frustration and vague ethical messages. That is why
shared memory can only emerge in a broader context, one that goes beyond
the years 1956, 1968, and 1981.

The question that constantly recurs is what is created and what is omitted
by building a shared memory of Central and Eastern Europe; what do we
want to exclude from it? An attempt to answer this question would exceed
the conceivable scope of this discussion; hence, it seems to me that a vast
amount of unarticulated but deeply rooted problems constitute the peculiar
contours of “shared” memory of Central and Eastern Europe, which cannot
be a full memory of consent and rejection, as it also evokes the unknown ar-
eas of non-memory. This is neither surprising nor unique in the postcolonial
world. Variously distinguished memory and non-memory can change places
(this was the case during the communist era) and then what is shared becomes
unambiguous. However, then problems with memory start anew.

Translated by Marcin Tereszewski
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| Abstrakt

BoGustaw BAKULA
1956, 1968, 1981 — oblicza srodkowoeuropejskiej pamieci.
Uwagi w perspektywie postkolonialnej

Artykut dotyczy dwdch zagadnien. Pierwsze to problem zbiorowej pamieci prze-
szto$ci, w ktdrej obrebie autor wyodrebnia pamie¢ wspdlng, pamieé odrebng
i nie-pamie¢. Pamieé wspélna odgrywa w Europie Srodkowej mniejsza role niz
pamie¢ odrebna, stanowiaca rdzen tozsamosci narodowej i spofecznej. Pamieé
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wspolna jest raczej nieosiggalnym idealem zglaszanym przez niektorych politykow
i badaczy kultury. Wazna funkcje pelni nie-pamie(, czyli przestrzen czasowego uni-
cestwiania trudnych spraw zwigzanych z przeszloscia. Historia i zbiorowa pamie¢
sa3 w Europie Srodkowej konkurencyjnymi drogami utrwalania przesztosci. Wynika
to z faktu wielowiekowych konfliktéw, zmieniajacych si¢ form ustrojowych, zmiany
granic i przede wszystkim odebrania wielu narodom suwerennosci. Ta sytuacja
spowodowala, ze problem dominacji i podleglosci stal si¢ zasadniczym problemem
historii i pamieci zbiorowe;.

Druga cze$¢ artykutlu jest poswiecona postkolonialnym aspektom zbiorowej
pamieci, w jej ramach zwlaszcza podejsciu do wydarzen i dat 1956, 1968, 1981,
zwiazanych z militarng reakcja komunistycznego systemu na proby jego zreformo-
wania. Wydarzenia te, przy wszystkich réznicach, sa spowodowane przez przemoc
zewnetrzng (1956, 1968) lub przemoc wewnetrzng wywotang naciskiem z zewnatrz
(1981). Poprzez stosunek do wybranych elementdw przesztosci spoteczenstwa Europy
Srodkowej ksztaltujg tez wzajemne relacje. Autor ukazuje problem nieoczywistosci
wspdlnej pamieci wewnetrznej i miedzynarodowej przez analize czterech aspektow:
resentymentu, odpami¢tywania, polityki historycznej i estetyzacji.

Prezentacja wydarzen lat 1956, 1968, 1981 w perspektywie wskazanych czterech
aspektéw postkolonialnej pamieci pokazuje stabe istnienie wspolnych obsza-
réw, nad ktérymi przewazajg pamie¢ odrebna, deformujaca realia historyczne,
oraz nie-pamieé. Dowodzi to, Ze wyjécie poza hasla i ogdlne deklaracje jest dla
spoteczenistw Europy Srodkowej trudne. Prawdziwa wspolna pamieé to zadanie
przysztosci.

Stowa kluczowe: Europa Srodkowa; 1956; 1968; 1981; pamie¢ wspdlna; pamieé
odrebna; nie-pamie¢; teoria postkolonialna; resentyment;
odpamietywanie; polityka historyczna; estetyzacja

| Abstract

BoGustaw BAkurA
1956, 1968, 1981: The Faces of Central-European Memory: A Postcolonial
Perspective

This article deals with two issues. The first concerns the problem of collective mem-
ory of the past, which is divided here into shared memory, separate memory and
non-memory. Shared memory plays a lesser role in Central Europe than separate
memory, the latter being the core of national and social identity. Shared memory
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is an unattainable ideal proposed by some politicians and cultural researchers.
A significant role is played by non-memory, which temporarily annihilates difficult
matters related to the past. History vies with collective memory in Central Europe
as a means of preserving the past. This is the result of centuries-old conflicts, chang-
ing political systems, shifting borders and, above all, many nations losing their
sovereignty. This situation made the problem of domination and subordination
a fundamental problem of history and collective memory.

For this reason, the second part of the article focuses on the postcolonial aspects
of collective memory, and in particular on its relation to the events of 1956, 1968,
and 1981 connected with the military reaction of the communist system to attempts
at reform. These events, with all their historical differences, are caused by external
violence (1956, 1968) or by internal violence caused by external pressure (1981).
Central European societies also shape mutual relations through their attitudes to
selected elements of the past. The author of the article depicts the inconspicuous
aspects of shared internal and international memory by means of an analysis of four
aspects: ressentiment, unremembering, historical politics and aesthetisation.

An analysis of the events that took place in 1956, 1968, and 1981 in the context
of these four aspects of postcolonial memory reveals the fragile (moderately strong)
existence of common areas. These areas are dominated by non-memory and separate
memory, which deform historical realities. This proves that it is difficult for Central
European societies to move beyond slogans and general declarations. True shared
memory is the task for the future.

Keywords: Central Europe; 1956; 1968; 1981; common memory; separate
memory; non-memory; postcolonial theory; resentiment; retrieval
memory; historical policy; aesthetisation
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Pécsi Tudomanyegyetem

Beyond the Battlefields of Memory:
Historical Traumas and Hungarian Literature

The aim of this essay is to outline some strategies of representing the past in Hun-
garian narrative fiction after the 2000s. My basic premise is that some tendencies
of Hungarian literature can be described as forms of memory or, more precisely,
as methods or strategies that both represent and shape the collective memory
of society. In the following, I focus only on those trends, tendencies and authors
representing the rich texture of contemporary Hungarian literature that seem
to be important from this memory-centered viewpoint.

At first, T will distinguish two versions of recent attitudes to the past or more
closely to some significant historical events of the twentieth century in Hun-
gary. These approaches can be described with terms developed by Michael
Rothberg (2009), who has distinguished two possible forms of remembering
and representing traumatic events of the recent past, calling them competitive
and multidirectional memory. While the first interprets the act of remembering
and the ground of collective memory as a kind of battlefield where some type
of remembrances and some kind of past events need to be highlighted and others
to be repressed, the second understands the various traumatic events as a kind
of network in which the memories of some happenings do not repress others
but help to shape appropriate remembrance strategies to them. I will argue that
these types of memory have some political implications, and certain literary
forms and strategies can be connected closely to these political viewpoints.
Finally, I will analyze some narrative and thematic aspects of literary works pre-
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senting certain traumatic events of the twentieth century. After the postmodern
metafictional trend, a significant wave of new realism appeared in Hungarian
literature in the past two decades. One can understand better the cultural and
political causes and consequences of this “realist turn” by analyzing different
strategies of remembering the past in contemporary literature.

1. Collective Remembrance in Hungary After 1989

The history of Hungarian collective remembrance appears to be a battle of inter-
pretations of traumatic historical events of the twentieth century. I use the term
‘traumatic event’ in the sense of Jeffrey C. Alexander’s model of socially con-
structed trauma emphasizing that these events are not a priori traumatic but
are fashioned and interpreted by a given society as significant, shocking, and
disastrous. Thus, constructing a cultural trauma is a significant act of collective
self-understanding, since a society creates a special attitude to the given histor-
ical event by which it interprets its present situation. According to Alexander,

[e]vents are one thing; representations of these events are quite another.
Trauma is not the result of a group experiencing pain. It is the result
of this acute discomfort entering into the core of collectivity’s sense
of its own identity. Collective actors ‘decide’ to represent social pain
as a fundamental threat to their sense of who they are, where they came
from, and where they want to go. (Alexander 15)

Consequently, traumatic events are shaped by collective remembering, and
certain cultural factors, especially art and literature, have a distinguished role
in constructing them.

The historical events in Hungarian collective memory that can be called
traumatic in this sense include the following: the peace treaty of Trianon in 1920,
when the Hungarian state, defeated in wwi, lost the two thirds of its historical
territories; the Hungarian Holocaust in which about six hundred thousand
Hungarian Jews and gypsies were executed; the occupation of the state by
the Soviet Army in 1945; the communist dictatorship; and the suppression
of the Hungarian revolution in 1956. Of course, memories of these events
labeled traumatic have been constructed in various ways, but all of them were
more or less suppressed during state socialism.” After the regime change in 1989,

1 Some recent historians started to challenge the “myth of silence” of Holocaust dis-
course in the socialist period, emphasizing that instead of the total suppression
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the modes of remembrance of these events were conditioned by political atti-
tudes and deeply politicized interpretations of the Hungarian history. In general,
one can distinguish two basic directions dealing with traumatic events that are
considered symbolic. The first, a mostly right-wing narrative placed Trianon
in the focus of Hungarian history which was understood as a victim story
of a “glorious nation” that was mortally wounded, firstly by Western European
states who decided to truncate the body of the country and later by a Sovietized
regime that repressed and terrorized Hungarian people (see Feischmidt 2014;
Kovics 2015). Such nationalist interpretations of Hungarian history usually did
not include the Hungarian Holocaust as a traumatic event, or if they did then
its role in the metanarrative was subordinate and negligible. The second, leftist
or liberal type of narrative represented twentieth Hungarian history as a story
of victims and perpetrators as well, but it focused mostly on the Holocaust
and the atrocities of a socialist regime. The importance of Trianon was less
stressed in this narrative, mostly because its commemorative practices and
symbols were monopolized by the first, right-wing strategy of remembrance.
The memory of the socialist period became significant for both directions but
with a different level of significance. While the first, right-wing narrative un-
derlined primarily the foreign suppression of the nation, the second focused
basically on the atrocities against human rights and freedom.

It should be emphasized that these two strategies function here mostly
as ideal types, since their history and discursive operations are much more com-
plex. But in general, the strategies of collective memory in Hungarian discourse
after 1989 can be considered as characteristically competitive. The competitive
memory, as Rothberg pointed out, functions as a kind of zero-sum game where
different memorial communities build up their own identity by marking some
past events as substantial, and by emphasizing the significance of remembering
these events. As he stressed:

Fundamental the conception of competitive memory is a notion
of the public sphere as a pregiven, limited space in which already-es-
tablished groups engage in a life-and-death struggle.... As I struggle
to achieve recognition of my memories and my identity, I necessarily
exclude the memories and identities of others. (Rothberg 2009: 5)

certain patterns of interpretation and representation were used in connection with
the Holocaust. See in more details the essays by Tamas Scheibner, Maté Zombory,
Richard B. Esbenhade, Timea Jablonczay, and Baldzs Varga in Multunk, 15. (2019).
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In other words, competitive memory needs to identify some events as exclu-
sive and thus other events that might be similarly significant for a different
group are overshadowed. This strategy often focus on questions like “why does
one represent or commemorate the Holocaust, and why not other atrocities,
which, according to this opinion, are fundamentally underrepresented?” Such
a mindset treats acts of commemorating the Holocaust equivalent to render-
ing other traumatic events into oblivion (e.g. Trianon or the mass murders
of communism).

Competitive memory with its (in Bakhtin’s terms) monological and explicitly
political attitude cannot be effectively served by literary representations that
are multilayered and complex. It does not mean that certain literary works
would have a priori competitive or monological character. Rather, this com-
petition-based memory politics has a kind of interpretative attitude that helps
to select its authors, works and literary canon, read them in monological ways
and exclude other possible understandings of the texts and the past in gen-
eral. In Hungary, the current right-wing literary canon has been transformed
radically in the last two decades. After the 2000s, it came to highlight authors
from the 1930s and 1940s instead of contemporary writers or authors from
the recent past. Writers like Albert Wass, Jozsef Nyiré or Cécile Tormay have
been interpreted as representing a romanticized vision of a unified country and
nation before the Trianon peace treaty or a nostalgic view of the lost unity and
greatness. The literary significance of these authors is varied. They were banned
in the socialist period mostly due to their nationalist (or sometimes anti-Se-
mitic or proto-fascist) views, but their importance has gradually grown mostly
because one can easily connect to their works a nostalgic view on the nation’s
past greatness, which was destroyed by the division of the state after the Trianon
treaty. This strategy of memory can be described with Svetlana Boym’s term
as retroactive nostalgia that “does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather
as truth and tradition,” and its main aim is “a transhistorical reconstruction
of the lost home” (Boym 2001, xviii). Thus, memory strategies supported by
the nostalgic literary canon of this discourse depict the Hungarian history
in twentieth century as a kind of “paradise lost”-story. However, some trau-
matic events are not compatible with this narrative, especially the Hungarian
Holocaust in which citizens of the nation were deported by other Hungarian
citizens. Consequently, these events are necessarily regarded as competitors
and potential opponents of their “adequate” strategy of memory.

The aim of this very brief (and unavoidably simplified) survey was to show
the background from which another form of memory, represented by contem-
porary literature, crystallized. However, an analysis of recent trends in literature
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with stakes in memory politics requires a glance at the literary representation
of history before the millennium in Hungary.

2. From Text to Context, or New Directions of the Hungarian Historical
Fiction After 2000

The historical fiction in Hungarian literature regained currency in the 1990s.
It has been regarded by critics as a second wave of the so-called “prose turn”
(prézafordulat) of Hungarian fiction, a trend that emerged in the 1970s and was
linked predominantly to the influential writer, Péter Esterhazy. According to
the critical consensus, this turn, associated with the emergence of a supposed
Hungarian postmodernism, renewed the Hungarian fiction by keeping distance
of the “real” or “historical” world and challenging such concepts (see Kulcsar
Szabd 1993). Emphasizing the language oriented, intertextual and self-centered
character of postmodernism was a political act in itself in the 1980s, when official
Marxist literary criticism favored realism over any other approach. The historical
fiction in the 1990s—represented mostly by the second generation of Hungarian
postmodernism (Laszl6 Marton, Laszl6 Darvasi, Janos Hay, Zsolt Lang)—can be
compared with the so-called ‘historiographical metafiction’ of Western literature
(see Hutcheon 1988). These writers hardly ever represented twentieth century
events, but usually depicted the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries in a manner
reminiscent of nineteenth century Hungarian classic historical novels. This
afforded them better opportunities to reflect the textual and linguistically
conditioned character of historical knowledge.

There were two significant literary events in the early 2000s that can be
considered as symbolic from our viewpoint. Both were connected to the trau-
matic historical events of twentieth-century Hungarian history. Péter Esterhazy’s
Javitott kiadds (Corrected Version) (2002) was often considered as a continua-
tion of his 2001magnum opus, Harmonia caelestis (Celestial Harmonies). This
latter novel is arguably a culminating (or end-)point of Hungarian postmodern
fiction that surveys centuries of Hungarian history and the narrator’s personal
family story with a multiplied figure of a metaphorical “father” in the center.
Corrected Version, in contrast, focuses on more personal stories of the author/
narrator. When the writer Esterhazy had been working on the Celestial Harmo-
nies and did research in archives on his family, he realized that his (real) father
was a secret agent and informer in the socialist period. Thus, the second novel
connects personal traumas to historical ones and introduces to the Hungarian
cultural discourse an important problem of the fathers’ generation involvement
in the socialist dictatorship. The same year Corrected Version appeared, Imre
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Kertész won the Nobel Prize. His masterpiece Sorstalansdg (Fateless) (1975) rep-
resented the Holocaust from a viewpoint of a teenage boy. Although Kertész’s
work had already been known by literary critics, the wider public became
acquainted with them only after the prize. Both events received great attention
by the press and contributed to the start of a wider public debate on chapters
in the recent past of Hungary that were by many regarded as uncomfortable.
Such debates, however, relatively quickly had to face an abrupt end, as the earlier
mentioned competitive character of Hungarian collective memory polarized
sides and prevented society-wide reflection. The competitive memory was set
to work on both political sides, even though there was a difference of degrees.
For example, winning the Noble Prize created a scandal on the far-right, and
politicians and publicists emphasized that there were much more important
topics and traumas of Hungarian history than the Holocaust. In the leftist
and liberal press, a smaller scale dispute emerged that also presented traits
of competitive memory: when Kertész stated that his novel metaphorically
reflects state socialism as much as Nazism and hinted at the role of ordinary
people in dictatorships, some critics raised their voice against such a view and
considered the Holocaust-centered reading as the sole adequate opinion (see
also Royer 2017, 322-327).

One may consider these events as symptoms of a literary and social pro-
cess in which the cultural function of literature and the stake of representation
of some historical events of recent past increased. After the early 2000s, more
and more novels were published in Hungary on traumatic events in history or
on some longer processes of the recent past. I would highlight two significant
directions in fiction here without any claim for exclusivity: two trends that are
interlinked with each other.

First, one can single out a series of literary works that present traumatic
events of Hungarian history, whose memory was suppressed or silenced in ear-
lier periods. Even though such sensitive issues as the Hungarian role in the his-
tory of the Holocaust, the historical dimensions of the 1940s, or the role of or-
dinary people in Nazi and communist dictatorships have occasionally been on
the agenda in the public sphere in the past decades, these disputes took place
rarely and were scattered. In Hungary, Historikerstreit-type exchanges were
not held, instead, simplified narratives and explanations dominated public
discourse, including museum spaces or memorials. This simplification has
worked on two levels. Firstly, one of the main strategies has been to create
amore or less unified narrative of victimization, where both the Holocaust and
the socialist period were narrated as tragic stories of the nation conquered by
an alien power. A remarkable example of this tendency is the officially erected
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monument of the German occupation (2014), the iconography of which refers
directly to this kind of victim narrative: the nation symbolized by an angel fig-
ure is attacked by an eagle, the allegorical representation of the Nazi Germany
(see also Horvéth 2014). The other tendency, linked closely to the first, is also
a unifying strategy that emphasizes the similarity of the Nazi and the socialist
periods from a simplified interpretation of totalitarianism. It is represented by
the conception of the Budapest House of Terror that declared itself a museum
of the Nazi and the communist regimes’ victims, but it is hardly more than
a spectacular, multimedial representation of the continuity and similarity of two
dictatorships (see also Apor 2014). However, one can notice that these two strat-
egies are means to the aim of “competitive victimization” (Rothberg 2009: 313),
since they emphasize the unified character of the regimes and usually represent
the Holocaust as a relatively short stage of a collective passion story. Sometimes
the contemporary governmental strategy to define the literary canon serves
also this goal. The digital legacy of Imre Kertész, for instance, was acquired
by an institute directed by the outspokenly pro-government historian, Maria
Schmidt, who also serves as the manager of the House of Terror. The officially
propagated interpretation of Kertész’s oeuvre aims to monopolize the mem-
ory of the author and legitimize the regime’s conception of totalitarianism by
the writer’s authority.

Given such aspirations, a closing public sphere and increasing political
pressure on the press, it seems that literature might regain a significant role
in addressing complicated or traumatic historical issues. A common feature
of new literary works that choose their topic from this realm is that they
emphasize not a collective, social or class-oriented experience like classic
historical or realist novels, but concentrate on the personal level and try to
present the individual situations and subjective viewpoints of the past. One can
connect this strategy to some relatively new historiographical directions which
appeared in Hungarian historical discipline after the 1990s, such as oral history
and microhistory. No coincidence that some of the authors in the 2000s came
from social sciences. For example, Pal Zavada is a sociologist and his novels
almost systematically present some important but basically underrepresented
or suppressed periods and events of Hungarian history. His books, including
Idegen testiink (Our Foreign Body) (2008) and Természetes fény (Natural Light)
(2014), show the personal experiences of ordinary people from different cultural,
social and racial background before, during and after the Second World War
by voices of multiplied narrators. Another book, Egy piaci nap (A Market Day)
(2016), narrates a relatively forgotten, shameful event of Hungarian history, an
anti-Jewish pogrom that occurred in a Hungarian large-village, Kunmadaras
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in May 1946. Judit Kovacs came from social sciences as well, she is actually an
oral historian, and her novels, Megtagadva (Denied) (2012), Elszakitva (De-
tached) (2015), and Hazdtlanok (Homelesses) (2019), were crystallized from
personal accounts of women who actually lived through similar tragic events
after the war.> A widely discussed novel with captivating imagery and scenes
was Orgia (Orgy) (2016) by Gabor Zoltan; it represented one of the most brutal
months of Hungarian history: the period when the Hungarian Nazis, the Arrow
Cross Party, took power. The story is set in Budapest at the end of December
1944, and it narrates how ordinary people become implicated in the most cruel
rapes, tortures and massacres. The novel got mixed reviews mostly due to its
graphic violence that, according to some critics, transformed the actual historical
situation into a horror-like dance macabre but the Orgy undoubtedly initiates
an important debate about an underrepresented topic.

The increasing interest in everyday life under dictatorship rule is a clear
trend in recent Hungarian fiction. One of the most important and interna-
tionally successful authors of the middle generation, the Targu Mures-born
Gyorgy Dragoman’s two novels, A fehér kirdly (The White King) (2005) and
Maglya (The Bone Fire) (2014), presents the Romanian communist period from
the viewpoints of child protagonists. The novels describe not only the actual
historical situations (the first is about the 1980s and the second concentrates on
the aftermath of the Romanian revolution), but represent a general, metaphor-
ical state of how to grow up in a dictatorship or, more universally, in a world
that is fundamentally based on violence and oppression. Krisztina Toth’s novel
the Akvarium (Aquarium) (2013) similarly represents a plethora of personal life
stories and viewpoints and narrates daily experiences of Hungarian socialism
through the story of a family, with the shadow of Holocaust in the distant
background. A larger scale family story is Imre Oravecz’s trilogy A rog gyer-
mekei (Children of the Clod) (2007-2018) that follows and continues the earlier
mentioned sociographic tradition telling the story of a peasant family from
the middle of the nineteenth century to 1956.

The novels of Andrea Tompa, Fejtdl s labtol: Ketté orvos Erdélyben (From
Head and from Leg: Two Doctors in Transylvania) (2013) and Omerta: Hall-
gatdsok konyve (Omerta: Book of Silences) (2017), depict the life of the Transyl-
vanian Hungarian minorities after Trianon, and deserve special mention, for
these are interesting attempts at representing the traumatic event of Trianon

2 Itis important to mention that there is a long tradition of sociographic and anthropo-
logical semi-literary accounts of peasants and workers that started in 1930s and relived
in 1970s. Zavada can be connected primarily to this tradition.
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without the earlier mentioned idealizing narrative strategies. From Head and
from Leg is about the period between the two world wars from the viewpoints
of two narrators, a male and female physician whose personal lives are closely
connected to the history of Hungary and Romania. The other novel, Omerta,
tells the history of Kolozsvar/Cluj-Napoca in the 1950s by four narrators with
different social statuses and gender positions—a Szekler peasant woman, an
intellectual man, a middle-class bourgeois woman, and a nun. Through their
voices a variety of possibilities emerge by which Hungarian minorities in Ro-
mania could live during a communist dictatorship. Individual responses to
great political events and state oppression are not represented as part of any
wide-scale historical perspective or grandiose allegory; instead, the choices and
hardships of minority persons are handled on a personal level.

3. Conclusion: Towards a Multidirectional Conception of Memory

No doubt, the novels mentioned above are just a few examples reflecting my
personal taste in the absence of critical consensus, but it still allows us to draw
two basic conclusions that I think remain valid for the entire contemporary
Hungarian literary culture. Firstly, it seems that after the postmodernist turn
of the late-twentieth century, Hungarian literature has been turning towards
a direction that favors more mimetic narrative techniques and documentative
historicism. Also, literary works increasingly have social stakes. Some critics
call this a realist turn but, according to them, this “realism” means not a simple
return to the “old,” nineteenth style methods of representation but a style that
incorporates and reflects experiences of postmodernism, minimalism and
literary trends of the recent past with strong social emphases (see Takats 2019).
This tendency also manifests itself in another important literary topic or direc-
tion that represents the outcasts and the destitute of our society, people whose
voices were repressed till now. The authors of this trend (Szilard Borbély, Tibor
Noé Kiss, Laszl6 Szilasi, Edina Szvoren, etc.) followed partly the sociographic
movement of Hungarian literature, and their novels sometimes depict some
historical traumas as well. The most spectacular example is Szilard Borbély’s
very influential novel, the Nincstelenek (The Dispossessed) (2013), concentrat-
ing on the life of some inhabitants in a poor Hungarian village, and, through
the voice of a child narrator, the question of Jewishness becomes one of the most
important problems. Therefore, narrating traumatic historical events can join
the tendency of representing poor people who were hardly present in recent
literature and in public discourse. Thus, this post-postmodern new realism has
a moral ambition to discuss some barely disputed questions of society.
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We have seen that competitive memory defines public discourse, and
various literary trends are subverting it. These tendencies in contemporary
Hungarian fiction could be linked to another strategy of memory suggested
by Rothberg: multidirectional memory. This is a model of collective memory
of traumatic events that is not necessarily competitive, that considers diverse
remembrances of different groups not as a “zero-sum game”-type battle but
as a network where the memory of one event can reinforce other ones, creating
a dialogue among these groups and memories. In the Hungarian literary field
the multidirectional conception of memory can operate on thematic and nar-
rative levels as well. These novels represent some traumatic events and aspects
of the past from Trianon through the Holocaust to the socialist period with
a strong moral commitment attached to their new realist style. By dialogical
representation of some personal views of the past, these works can challenge
some generally established or officially asserted preconceptions (e.g. sharp
lines can separate the victims, perpetrators and bystanders) and induce wider
social debates about these historical occurrences. Undoubtedly, these social
debates are only partial now, at best, and there is almost no dialogue between
what we may call representatives of competitive and multidirectional memo-
ries. The fact that more and more literary works perform the task of starting
significant historical and cultural debates in Hungary, however, renders such
dialogue harder to avoid day-by-day.
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Nastepnie przedstawia wspolczesng kulture wegierska jako przeciwienstwo dwoch
strategii pamieci, postugujac sie terminologia Michaela Rothberga - rywalizacyjnej
i wielokierunkowej. Takie podejécie do przesztosci wigze sie z réznymi implikacjami
ideologicznymi, jak réwniez kanonami literackimi. Wreszcie, wraz ze wskazaniem
wybranych najnowszych powiesci, autor pokazuje kilka sposoboéw reprezentacji
wielokierunkowego podejscia do przeszlosci w wegierskiej literackiej prozie nowego
tysigclecia.
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One can describe the contemporary Hungarian collective memory as an interpre-
tational field of some traumatic historical events of the twentieth century. The essay
aims to sketch some important tendencies of the literary representation of these
events after the millennium. At first, it outlines the wider social and political con-
texts of these literary works. Secondly, it models the current Hungarian cultural
field as an opposition between two strategies of memory labeling them in Michael
Rothberg’s terminology as competitive and multidirectional ones. These approaches
to the past are also associated with different ideological implications and literary
canons. Finally, with a brief overview of some recent novels, the essay demonstrates
some pathways of representing multidirectional attitudes to the past in the Hun-
garian literary fiction of the 2000s.

Keywords: collective memory; traumatic events; competitive and
multidirectional memory; contemporary historical fiction; new
realism
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Returning to the Past: The Germans as a Historical
Trauma in Contemporary Czech Prose’

Contemporary Czech literature, i.e. output since the start of the new millen-
nium, has only changed slowly since the 1989 watershed and the 1990s: debts
have slowly been repayed, as books that were prohibited under the Commu-
nists have finally been published, prose works on private human dramas and
relationship problems have also been published, as have the prominent older
and younger generation authors with distinctive poetics (Jachym Topol, Mi-
lo§ Urban, Ludvik Vaculik, Ivan Klima and the like). Although we have seen
aboom in bizarre ludic postmodern prose works, these postmodern elements
have come to be unsurprising in individual literary styles. The retreat from
stories of unbridled fantasy has opened up a greater space for works focusing
on specific times and places.

Contemporary Czech Literature has also slowly begun to focus on neigh-
bours both near and far. A minority of work of this kind focused on the quest
for oneself within Europe, primarily Western Europe, in which the characters

1 This study has resulted from the Academic Prize awarded to Pavel Janousek by
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and from long-term support for con-
ceptual development of a research institution; registration number 68378068.

This work required usage of Czech Literary Bibliography research infrastructure
resources (http://clb.ucl.cas.cz).
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deal with more or less the same issues in similarly civilized environments.
A much stronger trend focused on the exotic, which had previously remained
distinct. Hence, Petra Htllova achieved great popularity (in her Mongolian
family saga Pamét moji babicce (All This Belongs to Me) (2002), as did Cesty na
Sibit (Journeys to Siberia) (2008) by Martin RySavy, Hana Andronikovas novel
Nebe nemd dno (Heaven Has no Floor) (2010) with its quest for a medicine and
the meaning of life in the primeval forests of South America, and Josef Panek’s
“Indian” novella Ldska v dobé globalnich klimatickych zmén (Love in the Time
of Global Climatic Change) (2017).

Reflections of Czech prose on the last decade or two indicate that the civi-
lized West has its attractions for Czech writers, but not as much as the exotic East
and South, though they do not find our close neighbours in Central Europe to
be such an attractive topic.? In line with older traditions, Czech literature more
or less fails to reflect on the issues surrounding Poland, Hungary or the nearest
neighbour Slovakia—and their Central European links. This is not only due to
Czech society’s (self)imposed isolation (or its simple absorption in its own prob-
lems), which has always looked up more to the West and the South, particularly
to French culture; it is particularly due to the age-old intense confrontation with
the German population. On the other hand, the subject of the Germans and
their crucial influence on the history of Czechoslovakia has very often been
present, its attraction being constant if not actually trending upwards since
the beginning of the new millennium.

Central Europe has never been clearly defined, particularly in the case of its
boundaries and areas of transition, whereas the states that formed what used to
be the Austro-Hungarian Empire are more or less automatically included, and
Germany is often given all sorts of positions inside and outside it. However, it
is not only Czech literature that tells us that the symbolic “heart” of Europe is
fatefully tied to the Germans, Germany and its history-creating political role
in the twentieth century.

2 On the other hand, specialist literature has repeatedly broached the subject of Cen-
tral Europe in recent years: in addition to contemporary historians and politologists
literary historians and theorists have also dealt with this subject: important develop-
ments include the publication of the anthology V klestich déjin. Stiedni Evropa jako
pojem a problém (In the Pincers of History: Central Europe as a Concept and a Prob-
lem) (2009), compiled by Jiti Travnicek, which summarizes the most important texts
dealing at the cultural and political level with the concept of Central Europe, as well
as a study by Martin C. Putna published in Obrazy z kulturnich déjin Stiedni Evropy
(Images from the Cultural History of Central Europe) (2018).
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The subject of Germany came to be a prime element in the most prominent
stream of Czech prose to emerge during the new millennium, i.e. those works
focusing thematically on contemporary history. Works of this kind achieved
broad popularity as well as positive critical acclaim and the recognition of the ex-
perts. They offered a strong, often painfully reflected plot full of fateful twists
and painful reflection, a hero who has to bear real-life hardships and deal with
such serious ethical issues as guilt, punishment, forgiveness and the like. The at-
traction of these plots for readers was bolstered not only by the factography
of historical events and the inspiration of real-life figures and their actions, but
also by a story revealing the fictional family secrets of the protagonists, primarily
brought about by the cruelty of impersonal history and moral dilemmas trans-
lated into family relations, as well as romantic and parental twists and turns
over several generations. All of this is intensified by the fact that the subject
of macrohistory and its impact on the microworld of the family constantly res-
onated with the passed-down family memories of a large proportion of Czech
readers, in spite of the distance in time from the events depicted.

Works of this kind had been coming out sporadically in the 1990s, but it
was only the advent of the new millennium (associated inter alia with natural
generational replacement of the writers and the passage of time since the fall
of the Communist regime) that brought about a quantitative leap. This was
closely associated with society reflecting on the legacy left behind by the twen-
tieth century, which made itself felt in the literary output, thanks in particular
to prestigious literary prizes awarded to such books (the State Award for Liter-
ature, Magnesia litera and Book of the Year in a Lidové noviny pre-Christmas
poll), extensive literary-critical reflections and the subsequent drama and film
adaptations of works on this subject.?

3 The fact that the subject of traumatic (primarily) wartime and immediately postwar
Czech history was a much broader social phenomenon is confirmed by other artistic
output: film works in particular were made in close association with contemporary
prose works. Kvéta Legitovd’s Zelary and in particular her Jozova Hanule (Joza’s Han-
ule) were taken as the basis for the epic film Zelary (2003) by Ondiej Trojan set during
the German occupation, Habermanniiv mlyn (Habermann’s Mill) (2010) by Juraj Herz
on the violence and lawlessness at the end of the war was based on a book by Josef
Urban published in 2001. The filmscript for Krev zmizelého (Blood of the Disappeared,
directed by Milan Cieslar, 2005), dealt with wartime and postwar traumas, again re-
flecting the cruelty of Czech-German relations. It was published the following year
as a novel by Vladimir Korner. The subject of Germanness and old injustices from
the end of the war has also emerged in Jaroslav Rudis’s fiction, which served as the ba-
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1. Changing Reflections of the German Issue and Historical Traumas

The Second World War, the postwar expulsion of the Germans, the Communist
takeover and their most brutal period during the 1950s, i.e. the events in which
most of the violence, cruelty, traumas and injustices was concentrated, have
traditionally been seen as the fateful milestones in twentieth century Czech
and Czechoslovak history, while their literary depiction at various times has
involved narrative schemes and methods of portraying often stereotypical
literary figures that were popular at the time.

Socialist realism and the Communist interpretation of history as presented
not only by the history textbooks of the time but also by the literature and
film of the era explained the national and ultimately the political dimension
of the Czech-German conflict in unambiguous terms: this exposition attributed
the role of culprits to the Germans, who fully deserved their fate and postwar
expulsion from the country. This expulsion was the natural and logical outcome
of political and ideological changes in society, even though it was not dealt with
in any greater detail. The subsequent colonization of the border areas was sup-
posed to have completed these changes in society, as the Sudetenland turned into
the place where the historical injustice was expiated, and which together with
its new population awaiting the birth of a new social order. Nationality here was
not problematized in any way, and the polarization of the victor, i.e. the honest
working Czech versus the defeated, i.e. the perfidious Nazi German, was not
complicated and served to strengthen national self-confidence and the political
line that had just been laid down.

Post-1989 literary output came out strongly against this paradigm, as char-
acterized by efforts to disrupt such schemas; for example, one of the first to do
so was a novel by Zdenék Smid entitled Cejch (Brand), which reassessed and
at the same time de-tabooized the hushed-up events of Czechoslovak history.

The prose work of the new millennium often began to create opposing
schemas on the subject of wartime and postwar history. Negative Communist
characters, often with a collaborationist past, repeatedly made appearances,
as did Germans who, despite the prevailing Nazism, retained their humanity
and morality. The depiction of the torture and suffering endured by the Czech
population was thus superseded by an image of the Germans’ suffering.

Whereas at the beginning of the period under review, i.e. in the first few
years of the new millennium, works came out that more prominently reflected
the early period of Communist Czechoslovakia, specifically the political repres-

sis for films by David Ondri¢ek (Grandhotel, 2006) and Tomas Lunak (Alois Nebel,
2011), while 2011 saw the production of Lidice, a film directed by Petr Nikolaev.
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sions, imprisonments and collectivization, as well as the “disorderly” expulsion
of the Germans, with the emphasis on the cruelty committed on the Germans
by the Czechs, in the last decade attention has shifted rather more frequently
to the Second World War and the Second Republic, the Munich trauma and,
in particular, the fate of the border areas and their inhabitants. The Holocaust
consistently emerges as a subject, appearing most frequently as part of a broadly
branching multigenerational story within a family saga, as we shall subsequently
point out in detail.

Prose works dealing with modern history, the issue of the Germans and
Germany, and the advent of Communism can be characterized generally and
classified by their genre and narrative method: at one pole we can place works
aiming to narrate an actual life and to present a personal witness and the meth-
ods used by an individual to cope with his/her own existence in the forced
circumstances of the ruling totalitarian regime. Authors most frequently pub-
lished such works in diary or memoir form. After 2000 we encounter more fre-
quently “memoiromania,” a work situated on the boundary between fiction and
documentary, dealing with both personal and historical fact from a distinctly
reflective standpoint (particularly in works by the older generation of authors
such as Ivan Klima, Pavel Kohout and Ota Filip). However, the prose works that
we shall deal with in the following review, which make up most of the output
on this subject, are actually located at the opposite pole, where we can place
social and social-historical novels, whose protagonists are normally characters
from life, whose main function is to demonstrate the historical traumas and
the confrontations between micro- and macro-history. These are typified by
the family chronicle genre and the social novel, often with detective elements.

As regards the artistic value and demands on the readers, on an axis from
lowbrow popular genres to highbrow elite literature, we can most frequently cat-
egorize these works somewhere in the middle, in the “literary mainstream?” It is
not by chance that several of them are among the most commercially successful
bestsellers (typically books by female authors, who combine historical subjects
with family histories, such as Katetina Tuckova and Alena Mornstajnova).

Only a few stories of personal/textbook history have utilized the postmod-
ern legacy, making use of such elements as the unreliable narrator, bizarre and
fantastic motifs, original intertextual allusions and the like (Pavel Brycz, Jachym
Topol). The great majority of authors who reflect on modern Czech history
recognize the traditional realist story format, spiced up at most by merging
time levels, retrospective passages and perhaps some anticipatory insertions by
the personal narrator who knows how “everything ended up,” as well as repeated
leaps in time to keep the reader in suspense.
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2. Nationality as a Central European Issue

The basic question of prose works in which the protagonists remark upon
the fact that they are from Central Europe—a place formed by nations that
throughout history have had to struggle for their independence and stand
up against the great powers—is the issue of identification with a nationality
(and thus state citizenship). Here, nationality involves a status which hitherto,
in the politically quiescent years, did not appear to be essential, because along
with the character of the particular individual, what was more important was
to belong to a particular place. The traditional Czech-German confrontation
is only reflected in fiction in connection with the aggravation of the situation
following the arrival of Adolf Hitler and in particular the outbreak of the Sec-
ond World War, i.e. at times of historical upheavals: it is then more important
what an individual is formally and officially registered as, whether voluntarily
or otherwise.

In Czech literature, this set of stories concerning the paradoxes behind
private and public history, and the effects of the Second World War in particular
on individual human fates, sees its beginnings and culmination in the works
of Ota Filip from the 1960s and 1970s—Cesta ke hibitovu (Road to the Cemetery)
(1968) and Nanebevstoupeni Lojzka Lapdcka ze Slezské Ostravy (The Ascension
of Lojzek Lapdcek from Silesian Ostrava) (1974-1975)—i.e. at the time the original
Socialist Realist idea of the way Czech history was to be interpreted no longer
held sway. This story of an ordinary person embroiled in the maelstrom of his-
tory through no fault of his own plays out characteristically in the border area
between Czechoslovakia and Poland, which has always been one of the most
socially and ethnically complex regions in the entire country.* However, the co-
habitation of the Czechs and Silesians, Poles, Germans and Jews is forever
disrupted by the Second World War; and the violence and murders, revenge
and punishments do not impact the protagonists due to their actual deeds, but
in accordance with the official political decisions and the official documents
determining their nationality.

In contemporary literary prose that has aroused readers” and critics” interest
and won prestigious literary awards, such history and national identifications
passed down through the generations mould the Ukrainian-German-Czech

4 A similar position on the border of several Central European states and cultures was
also chosen by Petr Cichon as the setting for his Slezsky romdn (Silesian Novel) in 2011,
although the subject of the Germans and Central Europe within the tumult of history
recedes to the level of an attractive historical backdrop that only serves as a formal
space for free storytelling, which was not received too well by the critics.
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family in the State Prize for Literature winning novel by Pavel Brycz Patriarchdtu
ddvno zasla sldva (The Long Lost Glory of the Patriarchy) (2003). The male
descendants seek their role in the family and the world at large, but their com-
plex multiethnic origins doom them to wasted lives of suffering (“Roland had
renounced the world, as he did not want to leave with the Germans or stay with
the Czechs, and like a rabid dog struggling with its collar he struggled with his
surname Berezinko, which his grandfather had brought with him from Ozer
in Ukraine”; Brycz 49). German nationality also takes on fateful importance
for a Jewish woman who comes back from a concentration camp in the novel
Penize od Hitlera (Money from Hitler) (2006)° by Radka Denemarkova. Just
because the chief protagonist is officially a German, she almost loses her life
in liberated Czechoslovakia, in her native village inhabited by “ordinary people,”
the unobtrusive citizenry in times of war but now cruel avengers. She devotes
the last part of her life to an attempt to build a memorial to her murdered father
and thus to erase this historic injustice, even though the novel’s conclusion
shows that evidently it had all happened in a completely different way.

Bizarre, almost comical, complications are caused towards the end of the war
in Germany and Bohemia by the unclear ethnicity of two friends, the chief
protagonists of a novel by Josef Monik Schweik it easy (2011): these native sons
of German-Czech Karlovy Vary/Carlsbad are officially Germans (according to
the narrator “due to an unfortunate start, caused by his father, when he signed
a Volkslist and became a German”; Monik 13), so they have to enlist and even-
tually end up in a pow camp, where, because of the similarity of their native
Czech to Russian, they are selected for collaboration with the victorious Soviets.
Hence, all their conduct is constantly confronted with misunderstandings and
official directives that do not take into account the complexity and fragility
of something as obvious (from a remote, non-Central European viewpoint)
as nationality and state citizenship. Emancipation from the vexed question
of nationality and citizenship in the eternally fluctuating and insecure area
of Central Europe normally involves emigration to another continent, most
frequently America, where such differences are erased.

Katerina Tuckovds novel Vyhndni Gerty Schnirch (The Expulsion of Gerta
Schnirch) (2009) was published to great acclaim: its protagonist is half-German
by descent, but in her native Brno she feels herself to be more Czech after her
beloved mother. At the end of the war, she is caught up in the disorderly expul-
sion of Germans from Brno and has to take part in the “death march” from Brno

5 English edition: Money from Hitler. Trans. Andrew Oakland. Toronto: Women’s Press,
2009.
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to a village on the Czech-Austrian border, during which she witnesses violence
and brutality committed primarily upon innocent German women and children.
Although she is eventually permitted to stay in Czechoslovakia, she can never get
rid of her stigma and status as a victim, remaining a passive figure until her old age
(i.e. the present), accepting what fate and history have had in store for them. Here,
hope is represented by her daughter, who gets involved in an organization that
commemorates the forgotten injustices and endeavours to attain a Czech-German
settlement, with an apology from the Czechs and forgiveness from the Germans.
As in the case of Radka Denemarkovds prose work, this is not just a matter
of raising the visibility of long-past events, but of acknowledging Czech guilt and
undermining certain stereotypes in the perception of the Czech past.®

Shifts in space and in nationality are also of decisive importance for the char-
acters in Jakub Katalpa’s novel Némci (The Germans): the chief protagonist,
Reichsdeutsch Klara, goes oft to teach in a Sudeten village, but in the disarray
at the end of the war she finds herself without documentation, thus for a time
ceasing to exist for the authorities and for “history at large” This release from
the system subsequently enables her to save her newborn child (by giving him
to a Czech family), whom she thereby ultimately loses, as Europe is subsequently
divided by the Iron Curtain. The resultant trauma again envelops several gen-
erations, which goes to prove that this is still a real and painful subject despite
the distance in time.

The search for old family secrets and a meditation on them by a member
of the subsequent generation is also a key narrative line in the novels of writer
Alena Mornstajnova, who has gained considerable popularity among the read-
ing public in recent times. Popular elements from “women’s reading” such
as the motifs of love, betrayal, infidelity and passion, children born in and out
of wedlock, fateful meetings and partings combine here with the traumas of war
and the Communist state, both at the level of the storytelling, in the choice
of motifs, figures and plot twists, and at the compositional level: the chapter
introductions often provide a clear summary of the known textbook facts
and their impact on the population, followed by a depiction of the individual
characters’ private sufferings. For example, the fifth chapter of her novel Slepd
mapa (Blind Map) (2013), which is mostly set in the border region, where his-

6 In numerous literary critical responses, however, we find reservations towards the al-
most unnatural stereotyping, particularly of the title character, the contrasting vision
of the world and the schematic reflection of the historical events, see e.g. Jif{ Pends:

“Her Gerta in the novel never acquires any more convincing contours and remains
more of an abstract symbol of fate, whom the author does not succeed in fleshing out”
(Penids 29).
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tory has given individual fates a particularly good shuffle, begins with a lyrical
depiction of the surroundings: “The woods in the hills surrounding the little
town were just as dense and impenetrable, despite the efforts of the owners
supplying timber to the local sawmill; the mountains were steep and mysterious,
the stream was cold and sparkling, but in the air there hung a tension that did
not augur well” (24).

Thereupon, the narrator presents a brief sketch of the situation during
the First Republic: “People remembered the First World War very well, many
forty-year-olds and fifty-year-olds had fought in it, while it had robbed others
of their friends and those close to them, so that together they had lived through
the difficult years of scarcity in the 1920s and 1930s, whose aftermath they had
felt ever since, though at that time they were brought together by a common
fear and by the hope of change. “But then suddenly it was as if the world had
been enshrouded in a haze of circumspection, which when inhaled made it no
longer important whether people were good or bad, but what was important
was whether they were Czechs, Jews or Germans.” which is then dealt with for
the rest of the chapter: “Even indifferent Alzbéta, determined to be happy in life
whatever might happen, could not fail to notice the weight coming down from
the western mountains. Just like everything else, however, she refused to give
it a single thought” (Mornstajnova 2013: 73).

Characteristically, the author has chosen those characters and places that
clearly illustrate the historical twists and turns, ideally at a level that matches
the anticipated reader’s average “school” knowledge of Czech history. Her story
is thus set in a small Sudeten town in which the Czechs, Germans and Jews live
side by side, but then suddenly they have to leave their homes, depending on
which regime is in power. Hence, the narrator follows the fortunes of a poor
seamstress, who works her way up through her own industriousness, but then
loses her husband during an air raid and after the Communist putsch in 1948
the new ruling class takes over her well-established tailor’s salon. She also follows
her sister, a Czech, who marries a German and so after the war prefers to leave
her homeland, as she can guess what fate would await her; a resistance fighter,
who after all the horrors he has lived through idealistically wants to build a new
society in a new Socialist state, but is ultimately condemned as a traitor in a show
trial; and a German, who answered the call of adventure and volunteered for
the army and the front, where he came up against the harsh reality of the war;
as well as another German, at first glance a decent one, who loses his mind
when as a guard in a concentration camp he bears witness to, and is forced to
participate in, bestial murders; as well as their other relatives and friends, as all
of these characters are simultaneously interconnected by family, romantic and
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marital ties, which do not so much give rise to the usual relationship conflicts
as the cruel interventions of the higher spheres of “history with a capital H”

It is hard to assess whether this was just a calculation made by the author
as she attempted to extract some freshness from a topic that has already received
ample literary treatment or an overall social shift, but it is interesting that just
as in Mornstajnovds latest and so far most successful novel, Hana (2017), Blind
Map highlights the prewar and wartime events from a different standpoint to
that of her previous work. The author no longer deals with the expulsion and
the injustices committed by the Czechs on the Germans, but describes in de-
tail the events of the late 1930s, i.e. the injustices committed by the Germans
on the Czechs, which have hitherto only received minimal literary treatment.
As an example, let us quote the beginning of the seventh chapter, which reflects
the events following the Munich Agreement:

Over the last few days of October the worst forecasts came true.
The mist hanging over the border area turned into darkness, which
fell on the land to cast out the intruders from the little town for many
long years. The alleged intruders were rather surprised and confused,
because many of them had spent their whole lives in the mining town,
as had their parents and grandparents, and considered it to be their
home. (Mornstajnova 2013: 137)

The issue of the Sudetenland and the borderland in general also cropped up
at the start of the new millennium in a group of smaller, more intimate prose
works in which the original German inhabitants are present more in legends,
recollections and the memory of a place that will now always be abandoned
and empty, as it is being populated by people who have not integrated with
the country. The Sudeten area, perceived as no man’s land, and its dark mys-
teries are reflected in the novel Grandhotel (2006) and the three-part comics
entitled Alois Nebel (published as a collection, 2006) by Jaroslav Rudis, the novel
Aussiger (2004) and the novella Andél odesel (The Angel Has Gone) (2008) by
North Bohemian writer Martin Fibiger, Posledni promitac ze Sudet (The Last
Projectionist from the Sudetenland) (2010) by Dalibor Funda, Jizvy (Scars) (2007)
by Evita Nausova and Cukrovy klaun (Sugar Clown) (2007) by Martin Sichinger.
On the other hand a more humorous tone can be found in a collection of short
stories about the inhabitants of a former German village entitled Lesk a bida
Cekdni (The Splendour and Misery of Cekdni) (2001) by Zdenék Smid.”

7 'The Sudetenland and in particular three prose works dealing with this area (Grand-
hotel by Jaroslav Rudis, Money from Hitler by Radka Denemarkovd, Habermann’s Mill
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3. Jews, Germans and Central Europe

“No other part of the world has been so deeply affected by the influence
of the Jewish genius. Foreigners everywhere yet at home everywhere too,
the Jews were the primary cosmopolitan, integrating element in Central Eu-
rope during the twentieth century,” Milan Kundera wrote in his famous essay
from the 1980s “A Kidnapped West,” thus highlighting one of the characteristic
features of Central Europe.® The Holocaust, which from a modern historical
perspective is a constant theme in postwar Czech literature, tells us more about
the setting of Czechia within Central Europe than the (missing) reflections of our
immediate neighbours. Much like the Germans, the Jews are also associated with
the issue of national (or religious) identification, violent expulsions and thus
the transformation of what was once a jointly inhabited space. Whereas Jewish
secondary characters and references to their fate commonly appear in post-1989
prose work, only several large novels with a primary focus on the Holocaust
have come out. Paradoxically, it is only here that we come across the themati-
zation of the “East,” with reference to the Terezin transports, primarily to Nazi
extermination camps. Everything that is even just allusively Central European
here is again perceived through the prism of German activities and German
influence in this area.

In 2001 Hana Andronikova attracted attention with her family saga Zvuk
slunecnich hodin (Sound of the Sundial) with its story of characters whose for-
tunes form and interweave in prewar Czechoslovakia, India, wartime Terezin
and postwar America. In 2006 Magdalena Platzova based her narrative in Aar-
ontv skok (Aaron’s Leap) on a depiction of the fortunes of two female protag-
onists from the 1920s to the 1940s, fatefully disrupted by one of their deaths
in the Holocaust. This merges with the search for old family secrets by the grand-
daughter of one of them. This representative of the youngest, contemporary
generation is here again the one who after all those years is finally going to
uncover and understand them, and thus to let ancient guilt and traumas dissi-
pate. In his novel Sidra Noach (2010), David Jan Novotny follows several male
Jewish characters who meet in a Prague apartment during the great flood of 2002.
Whatever they talk about, whatever they remember and however they assess it,
they are always referring to the Holocaust as the pivotal event that has formed
their view of the world, a fateful mark that can never be eluded.

by Josef Urban) were analysed in detail by Lenka Németh Vitova in her study “Odkry-
wanie na nowo ‘Kraju Sudeckiego’ w czeskiej literaturze po roku 1989.” (Re-discover-
ing the Sudetenland in Czech Literature after 1989).

8 The text from 1983 was published several times in various languages and periodicals
and is quoted here from Jifi Travni¢ek’s “Zrozeni stfedni Evropy z ducha ...” (278).
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A family saga spanning several generations, but this time more focused
on one particular fate, namely that of a Jewish girl who survived Terezin and
Auschwitz (as well as a typhoid epidemic in the city of her birth during the 1950s,
which killed almost all of her surviving family), was published in 2017 by
the aforementioned Alena Mornstajnova under the title Hana. What moves
the story along towards the tragic twists and turns in the plot is a combination
of fateful coincidences (that stem from the women’s feelings and emotions)
and the interventions of “history with a capital H,” political decisions and
the inalterable family origins:

When four years later Elsa Helerova and her parents were staggering
in front of the trench they had dug, which was already almost full
of the bodies of those who had stood in that place before them, she
closed her eyes firmly and thought that it was fate that had set this
test for her. But it was Hana, who at the end of 1938 had changed fate,
deciding she would do everything to put off her departure till as late
as possible, for Hana had not done what her mother had asked of her.
(Mornstajnova 2017: 161)

One special case outside all genre restrictions, contrasting with emo-
tive and emotion-inducing stories of female protagonists, is the work of one
of the most prominent authors over the last thirty years, Jachym Topol. His
image of the Terezin ghetto both in his earlier novel Sestra (Sister, 1993), and
in the novella Chladnou zemi (The Devil's Workshop) (2009)° does not fit into
traditional story formats, but becomes more of a bizarre human tragi-comedy,
a breakneck postmodern tour around the incomprehensibility of human ac-
tions and history. Exceptionally, The Devil's Workshop has a setting that is not
Czech (or Czech-German), but based in the lands of the former Soviet Union,
particularly Belarus. In spite of the generally declared incomprehensibility
of Central Europe, Topol’s protagonists here, the “searcher,” who are looking
for traces left over from Nazi and Communist atrocities, vainly seek the “East,’
while everyone tells them they are still in Central Europe:

Where is the actual East?, I ask, because all the Slovaks tell me I've
blundered in my search, as theyre not in Eastern but in Central Eu-
rope, just like, alas, those stupid Czechs a bit further on, not to men-
tion the Hungarians, who don’t even live in Europe..., though when

9 English edition: The Devil’s Workshop. Trans. Alex Zucker. London: Portobello, 2014.
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I insisted, they admitted that real Eastern Europe starts just a short
way away from Slovakia, but I had to get out there among the wolves
and bears of Subcarpathian Ruthenia, aha, the Carpathians, have
a look at the map and off you go, said Sara ... but in Subcarpathian
Ruthenia the people get annoyed when they hear they’re supposed to
be in the East, they consider that to be nonsense ... and they send you
off to the real East, to Galicia! (Topol 2009: 42-43)

In another text, in which he describes travels through Galicia and Transcar-
pathian Ukraine (in the collection Supermarket sovétskych hrdinii (A Super-
market of Soviet Heroes) (2007)) Topol comes out with a quote that actually
characterizes Central Europe in terms of the historical atrocities that have been
committed there: “Central European death is death in the prisons and the camps,
mass death, Massenmord, purges” (Topol 2007: 39).

4. Line of Resistance

Apart from the output on the Germans and the Second World War, focusing
on the Holocaust, the expulsion, the Sudetenland and the issues surrounding
nationality and citizenry (i.e. subjects in which a fundamental role is played by
space, the movements within it, and its abandonment), there another trend that
should be mentioned, as it particularly resonates within the latest output, namely,
the treatment of the anti-Nazi resistance, especially the most significant event
of the Protectorate period, the assassination of Acting Reichsprotektor Reinhard
Heydrich. This appeared to involve a different line of writing, in which emotions
and passions are replaced by action, tension, plot and a thrilling detective inves-
tigation into how things really happened. The uncertainties over the inhabited
space or inherited ethnicity no longer play a role in these works: the enemy is
clearly identified (German, Nazi) and the questions raised by this type of work
are different: what was the point of the resistance action? Should one resort to
violence, giving rise to further violence? How strong was the conviction behind
the fight against a tyrant even at the cost of the sacrifice of lives and the like?

The gripping drama of the anti-Nazi and anti-Communist resistance was
presented by Jan Novak in his novel Zatim dobry (So Far So Good) (2004),
which tells the story of the resistance activities carried out by the Masin family,
a father and his sons, with the first part focusing on the bravery of the father,
Josef Masin Snr. during the Second World War, and the second part focus-
ing on the dramatic escape by his sons, Ctirad and Josef, from Communist
Czechoslovakia. A more self-reflexive and documentary stance is provided
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by the untraditional narrator of Marek Toman’s novel Chvdla oportunismu
(In Praise of Opportunism) (2016), namely the Cernin Palace, the seat of the key
state authorities, which keeps coming back periodically to memories of its most
important inhabitants, Reichsprotektor Reinhard Heydrich and the postwar
Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk (whose previously unresolved death provides
a link to various considerations of the political regimes involved and an attempt
at an investigation to find the culprit). In Arnost Lustig’s Pfibéh Marie Navarové
(The Story of Marie Navarovd) (2010), an individual from real life, who gave
the injured Heydrich first aid in a purely humane way as a healthcare worker,
despite her activities in the domestic resistance, and was sentenced after the war
to several years in prison). Lustig deals only in a marginal manner with his
usual subject of the Holocaust, focusing instead on the issues surrounding
the resistance, collaboration and historical injustices, moving from one inhuman
regime to another. A more lyrical and intimate note was sounded in the story
of the assassins by Czech-American author Mark Slouka in his novel Viditelny
svét (The Visible World) (2008): he added to the famous story of the hidden
assassins the fictional character of another person from the group, who only
escapes their tragic end by chance—but he cannot bear life in his dead friends’
shadow and so voluntarily puts an end to it. Several other works are on the bor-
derline between fiction and non-fiction.”

Another fateful milestone in Czech history was 1948 and the Communist
takeover, judicial murders, imprisonment of innocent people, ruined lives,
confiscated property, collectivization and other resettlements of the popula-
tion from their original homes. These traumas are perceived in contemporary
fiction to be a purely Czech issue, while the influence of other powers, in this
case primarily the Soviet Union and not Germany any more, is basically me-
diated. This is a problem that we have brought upon ourselves: not the tragedy
of history writ large, but warped characters and the urge for power have led to
the greatest demoralization and downfall of the nation in its history. A deeper
analysis of neighbouring literatures is required to determine whether or not
this is a perception of the entire shared Central European space, or just a spe-
cifically Czech characteristic.

Translated by Melvyn Clarke

10 In 2007 Jiti Sulc’s novel Dva proti Risi (Two Against the Reich) achieved great success
among readers, followed three years later by a French author Laurent Binet’s work
HHhH, but in 2017 Lubomir KubiK’s prose work Pro¢ Gabcik nestiilel? (Why Didn't
Gabcik Shoot?) (2017) attracted attention, but did not achieve the popularity of the pre-
vious two works. A large number of contemporary works deal with the subject from
a purely factological standpoint.
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| Abstrakt

ALENA SIDAKOVA FIALOVA
Powr6t do przeszlo$ci. Niemcy jako trauma historyczna we wspolczesnej
literaturze czeskiej

Artykul przedstawia zawarte we wspdlczesnej czeskiej prozie odbicia traum zwigza-
nych z 11 wojna $wiatowg i wydarzeniami powojennymi, uwzgledniajac problematyke
Europy Srodkowej, w ktérej tradycyjnie dominuje konfrontacja czeskiego zywiolu
z niemieckim. Autorka podsumowuje rozwdj refleksji nad tematyka Niemcow
i Niemiec, 11 wojny $wiatowej oraz nastepujacego po niej przesiedlenia w prozie
nowego tysiaclecia, a jako zagadnienia wspdlne wskazuje kwestie niejednoznacz-
nej identyfikacji narodowej bohaterdw literackich, detabuizacje¢ przemilczanych
wczeéniej tematéw oraz Zagtade Zydéw (szczegdlnie w odniesieniu do gatunku
sagi rodzinnej). Zwraca uwage takze na utwory dotyczace antyniemieckiego ruchu
oporu (ksigzki z elementami powie$ci kryminalnej i z pogranicza literatury pieknej
i literatury faktu).

Keywords: wspdlczesna proza czeska; historia najnowsza; 11 wojna $wiatowa;
wysiedlenie Niemcéw; Zagtada Zydéw; zamach na Reinharda
Heydricha

| Abstract

ALENA SIDAKOVA FIALOVA
Returning to the Past: The Germans as a Historical Trauma in Contemporary
Czech Prose

This study describes reflections of wartime and postwar historical trauma in con-
temporary Czech prose, taking into account the issues surrounding Central Europe,
which entirely overlap with the traditional confrontation between the Czechs
and Germans. It also includes the changing reflections on Germany and the Ger-
mans, the Second World War and the subsequent expulsion found in the prose
work of the new millennium, the unifying topic being deemed to be the issue
of the ambiguous national identification of the protagonists, the detabooization
of previously hushed-up subjects and the subject of the Holocaust, particularly
in the family saga genre. It also takes into account groups of texts focusing on
reflections of anti-German resistance activities, both in the genre of the novel
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(with detective elements) and in output on the boundaries between fiction and
factographic prose.

Keywords: contemporary Czech prose; reflections of modern history; Second
World War; expulsion of the Germans; Holocaust; Heydrich
assassination
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VLADIMIR BARBORIK
Slovenska akadémia vied

Memory and History: A Comparison of the Past in Slovak
Prose of the Post-2000 Period

“Boze, ako ja nendvidim dejiny, ten viastny Zivotopis ludstva!”
(God, how I hate history, the autobiography of humankind!)

Pavel Vilikovsky (2005: 195)

We find a certain legitimising gesture in writing about the past. It may concern
an individual or a society. The first case concerns subjective memory, the second
concerns history as a different, impersonal type of memory. The present is always
involved, as it determines the relation to what was and no longer is. The aware-
ness of reality may be the source of sadness: the flow and the unstoppable nature
of time, it may cause melancholy and futility. The opposite is a relief that what
was has passed. Either mode is based on the insurmountable barrier between
the past and present. However, the past may be perceived differently, as an
understanding of the present as something that existed to enable what is now.
This understanding of the past as the prehistory of the present was highlighted
in Georg Lukdcs’s book on the historical novel (Lukacs 57).

Personal memory appears in different autobiographical genres and stylised
biographical fiction draws on them. History is a domain of a historical genre,’
particularly the novel. These are two approaches which are both employed
in a section Slovak prose of the past two decades.

Social demand articulated outside of the literary field inadvertently au-
thenticates the legitimacy potential of prose depicting the past. After 1989,
the social position of writers in Slovakia radically changed. While writers

1 René Bilik used this complex term in his book: Historicky Zdner v slovenskej proze.
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freed themselves of state control, literature was losing prestige and its social
role. Literature was free but nobody demanded anything of it. The situation
has remained virtually unchanged until the present time. If there are demands
on literature coming from the public space, these mainly concern critical
moments in Slovak history.> This paper examines the questions: What are
the possibilities and particularly what are the outcomes of such an approach
to the past, and what are the alternatives of portraying the past in Slovak prose
of the past two decades?

1. Beginnings: The 1990s

Compared to the current situation, literature of the 1990s focused largely on
the present conditions shortly after changes in the social set-up, on the literary
nature of writing and on the potential dispute in its authenticity or originality
of the narrative. This was related to the incentives of postmodernism, which
offered an agile ideological base attractive through its declared independence
on ideology and which partly filled the ideological void after Marxism as an
obligatory ideology. The focus of literature on itself was caused by external
circumstances. Its loss of social prestige related to the break-up of structures
through which the pre-1989 regime secured production of literature and a cer-
tain reputation of its authors and also the fact that after 1989 some non-literary
functions were taken over by independent media or unregulated historical
research. In this situation of disinterest in literature, the various interpretations
of postmodernism, particularly in its popular version of “postmodernism as ex-
plained to children,” attracted upcoming writers. The slogan about “the end
of the grand narratives” was one of popular interpretations, and these “grand”
narratives suddenly lost their legitimising function and subsequently their
legitimacy.? In this situation, there is no interest in an immediate rendering

2 An interview of the journalist Robert Kotian with the prose writer Pavol Rankov is an
example of this. The so-called normalisation and the period following the occupation
of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 are regarded as periods noteworthy of literary de-
piction. Rankov highlights the cultivating and educational role of literature which was
rejected after 1989 when he requires “representative writing that would show how it
was during normalisation” (Kotian).

3 Jifi Pechar’s introduction to the Czech translation of canonical texts by Jean-Frangois
Lyotard on postmodernism: “A current intellectual can only take a perspective devoid
of piety towards the big stories whose main role is to deprive an individual of the right
to narrate or act in the stories” is an apt reflection on the contemporary intellectual
from countries which joined Europe towards the end of the 1980s (Pechar).



MEMORY AND HISTORY: A COMPARISON OF THE PAST... | 79

of the past requiring broader legitimacy (immediacy or authenticity were per-
ceived as constructs). Instead of writing that attempts to portray the past in new
ways, writers produce prose showing the constructed nature of past writing. This
prose is intertextual in nature, written in a form of parody; it does not reflect on
the past, more on established literary and cultural forms articulating the past
in the consciousness and subconsciousness of the society. The most notable
prose of this kind is Peter Pistanek’s (1960-2015) novel Mlady Dénc (Young
Donc).# It subversively refers to several strata of Slovak literary tradition (critical
realism of the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the production
novel as a representative genre of social realism or using the traditional cultural
opposition of the city and village). It put a spotlight on past and present cultural
and mental stereotypes, and it deconstructed the national myth using linguistic
and literary techniques which contributed to forming this myth. The story is
situated in the past but not within a particular historical period. The imaginary
time in Pi$tanek’s story feels mythical or rather pseudo-mythical and forms
a bizarre tangle of the archaic and the modern. It does not reflect the reality
of the past but of literature.

Compared to Pistanek, Igor Otc¢ends (1956) took a seemingly reverse ap-
proach. In his book entitled Keby (If) ... with subtitle Rychle dejiny budiicnosti
Slovenska (A Quick History of the Future of Slovakia) (1998), he turns towards
a specific historical period but only to contest it. The book aims to reflect on
reality, not to learn from the past but to warn against it. The graphics and
the style of narrative of If ... resemble textbooks of history; however, this
format and use of alternative historical techniques are only means to parody
and discredit the nationalistic historiography of the time. The amusing aspect
of the narrative lies not only in the contrast between the historical reality and
the author’s mystification but also in the fact that reality and mystification
can be expressed in the same way, stylistically and rhetorically. Pistanek’s
and Otcenad’s questioning of historicism represents the typical perspective
on history of the 1990s. This was not just the pre-1989 history most relevant
Slovak prose writers distanced themselves from, but these were also histori-
cising concepts which made claims for universal validity. The rift with history
at the turn of the millennium was reflected in a trend towards portraying
the past through personal and biographical memory. It followed from earlier
motivations, which came to the pre-1989 Slovak literature from the periphery
of the current literary field.

4 It was published under the same title as part of a collection of shorter prosaic pieces.
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2. The Past Formed Through Memory

Contesting historicity of the 1990s was also related to returning to the topic
of an individual against history or placing him/herself outside history. This
subject was reflected in various forms of autobiographical writing, and in fic-
tion it appeared as biographical stylisation. In comparison to the Czech lit-
erary context, this approach did not have a substantive tradition in Slovak
literature, and before 1989 was used only by a small circle of dissidents outside
of the official cultural production. The most notable of them was Dominik Ta-
tarka (1913-1989), who was banned from publishing from 1970 as he opposed
the 1968 occupation. He thus gave up on traditional fiction and wrote a series
of autobiographical texts which he called “scribbles.” The last of these he wrote
was entitled Navrdvacky (Recordings). At the turn of the 1980s, Tatarka post-
humously returned to the public space.’ His work brought a new, open form
of autobiographical narrating as a dialogue with oneself and one’s past, which
was not traditional in Slovakia and introduced a subject which disputed his-
tory. Tatarka’s writing was important in that it established this form of writing
as equal to the more traditional forms of writing.

The past reflected through memoir sources was also used in writings which
were not explicitly autobiographical. Although the authors of these were not
equally narrators in the sense of autobiographical writing, the biographical
principal was used through different techniques, such using publicly known
aspects of the author’s biography used within the fictional narrative. The fact
that the framework of the entirety of life of a character was used was more signif-
icant for constituting the biographical line of writing. This technique is typical
of a section of Pavel Vilikovsky’s (1941) prose. Vilikovsky was an important
Slovak writer of the turn of the 1980s. His writing combined two significant
periods in Slovak prose writing: reestablishment of modernism in the 1960s
associated with bringing back a subject which was “nationalised” by social
realism of the previous decade and the Slovak version of the postmodern
turn at the beginning of the 1990s. Both these periods are typically ahistorical
personified by a character who stands outside of history or is its victim. Vilik-

5 Navravacky (Recordings) were first published as samizdat in 1987 in Prague, in 1988
in Cologne by a West German publisher in exile and in Slovakia only after the author’s
death in Slovenské pohlady (Slovak Perspectives) journal (Tatarka). The text was writ-
ten as an edited and authorised transcript of a tape-recorded interview based on an
autobiographical memoir (the title refers to an oral form of telling stories, not always
truthful). There are two published versions of Navrdvacky. For more detail on this,
please refer to: Matejov.
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ovsky comes to terms with history as a collective narrative through grotesquely
hyperbolic narrative, e.g. Vecne je zeleny ... (Ever Green Is ...) (1989, written
in the 1970s). Personal memory situated within a family context is his alterative
to history. This is nothing obvious; the author knows that what survived in this
way is of rhapsodic, fragmented and uncertain nature. Vilikovsky’s first prose
of the biographical cycle® entitled Ko7 na poschodyi, slepec vo Vrdbloch (A Horse
Upstairs, a Blind Person in Vrdble, published in a journal in 1988 and as a book
in 1989) talks about a son who looks after his mother suffering from dementia,
and shows memory as unreliable and deficient. In Vilikovsky’s prose, the past
is connected with the narrator’s biography, as somebody born at the begin-
ning of the 1940s (his first glimpses of memory reflect the end of the Second
World War, then formative experiences of his boyhood and growing up). His
past consists of a relatively small and steady group of his closest people, family
(mother, prematurely dead father, older brother and housemaid). Vilikovsky’s
characters represent the past through connecting with those who are no longer
alive. The need for the past is motived by emotions, a rational approach, and
aneed for accuracy and authenticity become irrelevant. Imagination and fantasy
(which move on the boundary between reality and fiction) able to fill in void
spaces in memory have a legitimate place in this type of reminiscing. Reading
the correspondence of his parents before they were married, he imagines meet-
ing his late father in a café as his contemporary.” His reminiscing is constantly

6 This cycle is unique among Vilikovsky’s prose in that certain constant features which
repeat and vary, particularly in terms of the setting and characters (e.g. fatherless fam-
ily), and also that it adopts the reminiscing mode of narrative. This writing cannot
even be classified as biographical, as certain features can be identified in shorter prose
together with short stories of different kind on different topics and of different nature.
The first in this cycle is the novelette Ko7 na poschodi, slepec vo Vrdbloch (published
in journal in 1988 and in 1989 as a book), his latest so far is Rajc je prec¢ (The Paradise is
Gone, 2018). There are other short stories which belong to this cycle, such as “Vsetko,
¢o viem o stredoeurdpanstve” (All I Know about Central-Europeanness) from a book
entitled Kruty strojvodca (A Cruel Train Driver, 1996), “Ga$par, Melichar a Baltazdrovad”
a “Pan spomienok” (The Master of Memories) from a book entitled Carovny papagd;
a iné gyée (A Magical Parrot and Other Kitsch) (2004) and partly a novelette “Na Iavom
brehu pamaiti” (On the Left Bank of Memory) from a book entitled Prvd a poslednd
ldska (The First and Last Love) (2013).

7 “I had to be careful, fantasy stumbled ... The problem was not even in that I could
not have imagined him at twenty seven ... I could not imagine myself at twenty seven
which was worse” (Vilikovsky 2004b: 77-78.)
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interrupted by his older brother’s specifying and correcting comments.® Appro-
priating the past becomes a defence against interference with it. Compared to
history as a collective and “nationalised” past after 1948, Vilikovsky’s characters
“privatise” their past and do not want to share it with anybody and do not allow

«

editing” it by others.® Corresponding memories with “reality” is not that crucial

here, rather their uniqueness. This is compared to collective history requiring
a more collective consensus, and power mechanisms and manipulation (an older
person having a greater say) come to play. Reminiscence as a constituting ele-
ment of the one reminiscing cannot become a subject of negotiation.

Vilikovsky does not present extensive evocations of the past full of sense;

he narrates about mechanisms which constitute the past as a defence of certain
kind of memory. He adopts a reflective and problematising relation to the past
and memory as its medium, which is uncertain and is not always just his
own. Marius Kopcsay (1968) is the most notable upcoming writer of the turn
of the 1990s,” and has a slightly different attitude to the past than Vilikovsky.
He similarly writes about the past mediated through personal memory, particu-
larly of his childhood and growing up. A typical character of Kopcsay’s writing
is an outsider. He experienced his childhood and youth during normalisation
of the 1970s and 80s and was not able to seize the opportunities presented after
1989. Kopcsay managed to capture life experiences of an individual typifying
a generation who found himself in between two eras and periods of life: child-
hood (which will not come back) and adulthood (the demands of which he
cannot cope, accept or come to terms with). He consistently preserves a child’s
perspective in relation to the past: respects the mental horizon of his character,
does not amend it, and he does not use expressions and conceptualisations
which would be inappropriate to the age of a child (when describing the period,

8

10

“The truth is that I have always felt deficient compared to my brother. Father was,
of course, mutual but he spent more time with him ... I could live with that, not every-
body can have it the same way. What annoyed me was that my brother always correct-
ed me. I had only very few memories, three or four, as when father died, I was still
young. And somebody kept crossing out and erasing even out of those ... there was
always something that needed correcting” [emphasis added] (Vilikovsky 2004b: 67).
“This was a memory, finally, finally a memory which belonged just to me. My own,
I was its master, exclusive, supreme. I did not need to have it stamped off by anybody
else” (Vilikovsky 2004b: 87).

In this period, he published four books which determined the style of his subsequent
writing. These include the novel Domov (Home) (2005) and a cycle of freely connected
books of short stories Kriticky dert (The Critical Day) (1998), Stratené roky (Lost Years)
(2004), Zbytocny Zivot (Pointless Life) (2006).
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he does not use terms such as totalitarianism or normalisation). He evokes life
through a mosaic of concrete details typical of a period captured in a child’s
consciousness. These include means of transport (makes of cars—the Tra-
bant, types of buses or trains"), names of places, objects of everyday use, and
brands of products which were in limited supply. When describing the reality
of the time, he avoids judgements of the regime. The adolescent character views
“social realism” critically not because it deprives people of freedom and human
rights but views it from a perspective of a consumer. He knows that products
from the “capitalist” West, which are hard to get,” are better than those he can
buy in his country; he identifies with foreign, not local pop stars.® Kopcsay
portrays the past as if it is current, alive. Compared with Vilikovsky’s character
who seeks “his own,” unique memories, Kopcsay’s character is rather a victim
of an obsessive dominance of images supplied by his memory.

Neither Vilikovsky’s, nor Kopcsay’s past is a lost paradise; it does not
portray an idyllic space where their characters were once happy. In situations
where the author preserves a child’s perspective, where the past is portrayed
as the present, the childhood for the one who lives through it is no less problem-
atic than any other stage of life. Regardless of this, the past as a memory takes on
a certain idyllic aura resulting from current knowledge of the ignorance of that
time. An adult knows what he, as a child, did not, could not, did not need or
was forbidden to know about the world that surrounded him. The fact that his
parents knew this on his behalf was enough.* The option of not knowing is
a privilege that, in the consciousness of others who are condemned to knowl-
edge and cannot afford not to know, retrospectively adds an idyllic touch to

11 “They will be pulled by a diesel engine, there are only a few steam engines left ... They
buy tickets, firm, small, square-shaped” (Kopcsay 161).

12 “He puts a Maxell cassette into its case ...” (Kopcsay 27).

13 “He longed to look like Roger Hodgson or Rick Davies from the band Supertramp but,
at that age, his beard did not start growing .... He felt like one of the Supertramp band
members in their double album photo cover from their concert” (Kopcsay 18, 26).

14 Compared to the 1950, during the Czechoslovak normalisation period, forgetting and
erasing certain historical facts and personalities from the society’s memory was pref-
erable to a direct repression. The August 1968 occupation was one such erased event.
Kopcsay’s young hero’s indifference to the occupation and presence of the Soviet Army
in Czechoslovakia is not symptomatic in terms of values (morality) within the events
of Kopcsay’s piece but has a different characterisation function in relation to the era:

“Do you know what they [Soviet soldiers] did in sixty eight? ... I do not know, as I was
only born then, said Umeléek. But your parents told you about it, said Ri$o. No, they
have not, said Umel¢ek” (Kopcsay 24).
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a child’s past. The not knowing is a perquisite of the completeness of a child’s
world, which disappears during adolescence.” The option of not being in history
is also a part of this privilege.

Three posthumous publications by Jan Rozner (1922-2006): Sedem dni
do pohrebu (Seven Days before the Funeral) (2009), Noc po fronte (Night after
the Front) (2010) a Vylet na Devin (A Trip to Devin) (2011) painted the most
complex picture of the past in Slovak post-1989 literature.® The author who
emigrated in mid-1970s and lived in Munich as if belatedly returned to Slovak
literature and culture, as his past presence was disputed. Between 1945 and
the end of 1960s, he worked as a journalist, literary, theatre and film critic,
translator, playwright and later as a scholar but not a prose writer. Similarly to
many other Slovak writers and intellectuals, he was made unemployed and was
banned from publishing at the beginning of the normalisation period, due to
his critique of the August 1968 occupation. He belonged to the left-leaning in-
tellectuals who supported communism after the Second World War (wwir) and
contributed to establishing the Stalinist model in culture of the turn of the 1940s;
and he joined those who favoured the liberalisation of the regime in the 1960s.
His views were shared by many Slovak intellectuals two decade after the end
of wwil Rozner however differed from the majority because of his background
(his mother was German and his father Jewish), and his desire to “belong” was
viewed with suspicion by others. The Slovak cultural milieu where, despite
the proclaimed “internationalism,” the issue of nationality remained important,
has never accepted him as their own. His identity was decided on by his father
in the interwar period when he enrolled him into Slovak schools (his mother
preferred German schools), but his difference blighted his entire life: “And so

15 Czech screen writer, director, playwright and prose writer Pavel Juracek (1935-1989),
one of the founders of the Czechoslovak New Wave in film of the 1960s, who lost his
job and was banned from writing during normalisation, noted down an interesting
remark in his diary concerning childhood: “I cannot say whether I was happy then.
I mean the typical talk about ‘the escapes into carefree, happy world of the childhood
years’ in memoirs of classics. I have a feeling that I was not happy. One thing was
certain however—I was hundred percent. I will never be as complete as then. My con-
stant orientation towards childhood, my dependence on it, are therefore a longing for
a lost completeness. I lived in a complete harmony with my dreams and imagination”
(Juracek 333). Juracek’s perspective of childhood corresponds with Kopcsay’s. A cer-
tain degree of idyll can be ascribed to childhood, on condition that not happiness but
completeness is regarded as its constitutive part.

16 Rozner wrote these books between the 1970s and his death. He published some parts
of them in journals as shorter proses at the beginning of the 1990s.



MEMORY AND HISTORY: A COMPARISON OF THE PAST... | 85

I became a Slovak, my father thought. Most people in my life were not of that
view. Let’s say, unfortunately, but such is life” (Rozner 2010: 85). This position
required a certain distance, with all his engagement in society at certain times
of his life and represented a biographical prerequisite of a specific form of ob-
servation, which paid off in his prosaic work.

All three of Rozner’s books of reminiscences can be read through two
codes: as reminiscences which turn into memoirs in parts, as subjective
testimonies and thus sources of information (which can be checked through
other sources and open to corrections), and also as autonomous fiction
of a particular genre (such as a novel, short story or sketch). The composition
of each book is adapted to the basic characteristics of storytelling, reminiscing.
What is important is not only the content of these reminiscences but also
the mechanisms related to the process of reminiscing, i.e. the motivation
of the reminiscing act.

Rozner’s high level of literariness does not contradict the authenticity of his
writing, but rather reinforces it. In his novel Seven Days before the Funeral, he
employs the typological potential of the genre. The starting point of the novel—
death of the wife and circumstances of her funeral—initiates a socio-critical
reflection on the era. Rozner and his wife Zora Jesenska” belonged to the fairly
large number of intellectuals banned by the regime in the early 1970s. The novel
develops an ancient motive, revived by normalisation—the relation of the regime
to its dead opponents, and its fear of these opponents. Zora Jesenskd’s funeral
at the state cemetery in Martin was rather undignified. Many of her friends
and acquaintances were scared to attend, the burial was conducted under
the supervision of State Security, the officials did not want the funeral to turn

17 Zora Jesenska was a seminal personality of Slovak translation, particularly of Russian
and Soviet literature. She was banned from publishing, including translations, for her
public rejection of the August 1968 occupation and of normalisation. Her family and
cultural background was significant in her relationship with Rozner. She originates
from Martin, which was the centre of Slovak national and cultural movement from
the mid-nineteenth century and she was the niece of Janko Jesensky, a classic of the in-
terwar and pre-regime change Slovak literature. Compared to Rozner, she had very
strong Slovak roots. Their relationship was also impacted by social inequality; Rozner
was unacceptable for Jesenskd’s parents. These differences also reflect in the relations
between both characters’ home towns. Martin was a traditional national centre. Brati-
slava was multinational and became fully Slovak only after wwir. Only then Bratislava
became a cultural centre and Martin became “yesterday’s world”” Jesenskd and Rozner
also personify the conflict between the modern and traditional which shaped the de-
velopment of Slovakia in the twentieth century.
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into an anti-regime demonstration.” The book integrates several types of novel.
It is an unconventional romantic novel through its outline of the characters’
relationship. The autobiographical line of the narrative form a didactic novel,
it is a story of a character shaped by circumstances and despite them: a story
of growing up without a father, generationally symptomatic enchantment by
avant-garde, story of ambitions which collide with adversity of the time, mis-
fortune and also own limits.”

All three Rozner’s books persuasively describe the space in which they are
situated. The reminiscing is supported by places, particularly a town—interwar
multicultural Bratislava lost its character after 1945. Rozner’s prose exceptionally
enriches the tradition, not particularly strong in Slovak literature, of “literarisa-
tion” of this town. This way, Rozner integrated the genre of geographically-cul-
tural sketch in his reminiscing narrative and extended the effect of the memory
function. It does not only relate to the subject but also the space as was defined
by Aleida Assmann (see Assmanova)—the space of memories.

Rozner’s reminiscing prose critiques historicity—it is paradoxical, from
a perspective of somebody who once put his trust in history (he refers to History,
clearly with irony). With a detached view he reliably reconstructs the post-war
developments similar for many Central European intellectuals who put their
trust in history at the cost of their own independence and integrity.*® Rozner

18 Jozef Felix, the leading Slovak literary critic and Romanist (translator of Dante), made
a speech at the funeral. A member of the Secret Police asked to see the speech before it
was made. Felix refused to give it to him. Felix was subsequently banned from teach-
ing at university.

19 Rozner could not study during the war, as his Aryan origin was doubted. Together
with his brother he was taken into a detention camp (which was a staging post on
the way to a concentration camp). Their German mother, however, managed to get
them out. After the war, he managed to save his mother from expulsion to Germany
through his left-wing connections. His enchantment with the avant-garde, which he
was intensely interested in from his secondary school years resulted in a piece which
was possibly the first Slovak attempt at structural theory of film. The manuscript got
lost at his Prague publisher in the post-war chaos. He long struggled with alcoholism,
and went to a rehab a few times. The biggest rival to his artistic ambitions was his own
indifference to himself.

20 There is one important objection to be made against Rozner’s reminiscing; he pays
most attention to parts of his life when he was a victim, times when he: “co-created
History by chatting or rather discussing and sometimes writing ...” (Rozner 2011: 81).

He remembers the first half of the 1950s with embarrassment and only selectively
and in passing.
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is unique in that he was the first in Slovak literature who narrated this story
in its complexity and literary persuasiveness. This includes motives which lead
him to history, the need of a lonely person on the edge of society to belong
somewhere.”

Rozner is close to Vilikovsky in his aversion to history but differs in that he
once wanted to be a part of it. The time that he reminisces about in his prose
(mid-1930s to early 1970s) is the most dynamic part of modern Slovak history,
which is up until now perceived as “live” and controversial. These external cir-
cumstances have contributed to the exceptional popularity of Rozner’s books.
They were read as first-class literature and also as testimonies. Personal memory
perishes with those who held them, and the content of these reminiscences
becomes a thematic repertoire of prosaic fiction for new generations of writers.
They are left with what personal memory rejects and what is disputed by it—
social conceptualisations of the past through history. Fictionalisation of more
modern Slovak history in prose has been on the rise over the past few years
and the quality of this prose is uneven.

21 “I did not want to get under the wheels of History once again, to scuttle off and jump
away from them, so that they did not knock me down and crush me, or did not leave
me, behind with disinterest, as if I did not exist, as if I was not even worth crushing,
they would happily be without me, and those on the train would look back at me with
piercing, mocking, scornful sneers, which I once felt with my entire body at the top
of the castle, an alien element ... unseen and unknown ... luckily something struck
me back then and I agreed with History ... when looking at History as proven inevi-
tability, I understood, it eventually struck me that my place is among a large hoard ...
and so I mixed with it, attempted to keep pace with it, pushed to the front, just for
god’s sake not to stay behind, somewhere at the back and on the side where the whips
lashed and dogs barked ... piles of dust were rising, I happily saw in the mirror that
even I was covered in dust, the features of my face could barely be distinguished, I only
uttered words and sentences started by others, I carefully instilled even the diction
and intonation, I shouted those words and sentences so that others learnt them from
me ...” (Rozner 2011: 90-91). Rozner’s post-war engagement was motivated by what
he had experienced during the war, his feeling that “History” saved him was justified.
For him, the arrival of the Red Army really meant a salvation, a transition into a “new
world” associated with adulthood and taking over responsibility. The History he called
for arrived even in Bratislava, as the first Soviet soldiers got into the city in the spring
of 1945: “I saw History in action, I saw history through from the fifth floor through
my own eyes, the six to eight men who appeared from the murky dawn or fog rising
up from the Danube, they were real and as though the only conquerors of this city,
because I followed them with my own eyes ...” (Rozner 2010: 181).
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3. Return into History

In parallel with individual memory, the second source of rendering the past
in literature is internalised historical memory of the society—history. This is
rewriting of in some ways articulated, historicised past. This is a source of topics
for epic fabulation. Slovak prose of the past decade attempts to make the past
more attractive through this type of narrative, and to achieve this, it sometimes
uses the means of adventure writing and this way comes closer to genre produc-
tion. When fictionalising the past, it draws on the current historical memory.
This socially acceptable, “politically correct” rendering of the past adjusted to
the current range of values reinforces and legitimises the past.

Such an approach is typical of a part of Pavol Rankov’s (1964) novel writing.
He takes a perspective based on current values, he perceives the past as a space
defined by time with the timeless good and evil fighting each other. The con-
structed nature of such writing where all aspects of the writing are adjusted to
a set of ideals is prominent in Rankov’s first novel of this kind, entitled Stalo
sa prvého septembra (alebo inokedy) (It Happened on the First of September
(or Whenever)) (2008). This is obvious in the choice of main characters when
each represents one nationality (Slovak, Czech, Hungarian and Jewish). This is
an approach which emphasises the value of multiculturalism in Central Europe,
highlights it as being natural and positive. The novel’s composition is based on
a simple principle (each chapter relates to one year between 1938 and 1968),
but this leads the author to overcomplicate the story. The semantic tension
in the narrative benefits from the contrast between the ordinary and historical,
the contrast between characters’ relationships and the era which prevented those
relationships from developing further. The life stories of Rankov’s characters are
so determined by history that they lose autonomy and serve only as prompts
for outlining the most spectacular socio-political milestones. It is hard not to
find an event which happened in Czechoslovakia and surrounding Central
European countries during the given period of the 1930s that would not have
affected the life of at least one of the characters.>

It is symptomatic for Rankov’s interpretation of the past that the image
of swimming baths on September 1, 1938, at the beginning of the book has

22 I remind readers only of the best known: Arbitration in Vienna, Hitler’s satellites tak-
ing part in the Russian campaign, Slovak National Uprising (sNp), the extermination
of Jews during the War, post-war expulsion of Hungarians, February 1948, the political
processes of the 1950s, Budapest of 1956, building of the Berlin Wall, gradual liberalisa-
tion of the regime in the 1960s ending with August 1968.

23 This was a period of a few weeks before the Munich Agreement which was the first
step in breaking up of the Czechoslovak Republic and an important prelude to wwir.



MEMORY AND HISTORY: A COMPARISON OF THE PAST... | 89

an idyllic feel. It relates to a positive re-evaluation of the image of the interwar
Czechoslovakia until 1989. It was supposed to be a space where an individual
human existence could develop its full potential. This perception implicitly
builds a connection to the image of the “golden era,” the existence of something
“pre-historical” or “without history” which ceases to exist when the bad history
starts.> According to Georg Lukasz, the historical novel is based on conscious
continuity (the past is the pre-history of the present); this is pseudo-historicism
(Lukdacs 30). Rankov and other Slovak prose writers of the last decade construct
the period between the end of the 1930s and end of 1980s as years of contrast to
the ideal, as a “deviation,” “historical error;,” in its effect legitimising the present.

Rankov’s novel Legenda o jazyku (The Legend of Language) (2018) from
the beginning of the 1970s follows on his book Stalo sa ... (It Happened ...),
which finishes in 1968. The narrative is based on a parallel between the Middle
Ages and normalisation developed through relation of a world power to reli-
gion and church. To express this simple analogy, the author uses a complicated
fabulation. At the beginning of the 1970s, after a few days at university, four
young non-conformist students of history realise that the official interpretation
of the legend of the Saint John of Nepomuk is used by the regime as atheist
propaganda. Attempting to find out the truth, they start their own investigation
but the State Security gets involved and the story has a tragic ending—during
interrogations, one of the students gets killed in the presence of his friend, who
has a nervous breakdown as a result. The narrative is situated within the realm
of the miracle, in terms of its genre and ideology, the novel is a hagiography—
reinforced through the current social evaluation of the depicted period.

The historicising approach to a more modern past is not unusual in Slovak
prose. An extensive attempt at a novel by Peter Kristtfek entitled Dom hluchého
(The House of the Deaf Man) (2012) differs from Rankov’s books in the narra-
tor’s perspective and reminiscing mode but is similar in one significant aspect:
the current view of the past and trust in its social justification. The narrated sit-
uation reminiscing motivated by coming back home and re-evaluation—should
bring the novel closer to prose based on personal memories. This stylisation
is not employed in a trustworthy and consistent manner, as similar to Rankov,
a historicising, detached perspective is used to express the conflict between
memory and history. Both writers have selected a relatively long, almost identical
period (Kristufek from mid-1930s to the 1970s, with cross-over to the present);
both of them approached the functional relation between the characters and era

24 This is an approach where the question “When does history start?” is interchangeable
with “When things started getting worse?” without a change of meaning.
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in a similar manner. Both resolved the dilemma of whether to give preference

to people or history by giving preference to history. Kristifek’s book and both

Rankov’s books are, at one level, a product of the so-called documentary research

writing, a result of research across a range of sources (archives, newspapers from

the time, internet, memoirs and others) and their subsequent fictionalisation.
Both authors contrast the tragic history with the pre-historic “Golden Era”
(interwar Czechoslovakia). Similar to Rankov, Kristufek highlights the mul-
ti-ethnic nature of the then world. Books of both the authors are also related

through their declared educational function: “Our national disease is a severe

loss of memory;,” (Kristafek 498) says KristafeK’s narrator, and the author seems

to have the ambition to cure this disease. Prose about the past becomes an acces-
sible means of balancing the information deficit concerning the past. Depicting

the past through narrative is not original. It is fictionalisation of fantasy and

related values which after 1989 became mainstream. This process concerned

detachment from the past, self-legitimisation of new elites through distancing

themselves from the past, which is typical of every radical social change. This

gesture of distance is echoed in the historicising line of the current Slovak prose

as a gesture legitimising the present.”

Rankov’s and KristafeK’s narratives refer to but do not create; they refer to
representations which have asserted themselves in the social conscience. They
present a pre-established version of reality and with political correctness keep
to a valid whole-of-society agreement about how things were. Both authors
have made attempts at an extensive historical panorama stretched over a period
of several decades. This attempt at complexity resulted in over-complex fabula-
tion by Rankov and neutralisation of a personal perspective by Kristufek. Sil-
vester Lavrik (1964) took a different approach in his book Nedelné sachy s Tisom
(Sunday chess with Tiso) (2016), which is the most convincing historical novel

25 When G. Lukécs talks about the crisis of historical prose after 1848, he mentions au-
thors who run away from the “unbearable present” and disconnect it from the past:
“The past, history does not organically relate to the present,, it forms its motionless
opposite” (Lukdcs 240-241). This can also be related to Rankov’s and Kristufek’s work,
but their motivation is reverse to what Lukdacs talks about. He describes a part of Slo-
vak prose as “intolerably” selected part of the past and contrasts them with the pres-
ent and thus legitimises it. Lukdcs’s understanding does not relate to historical prose,
as the understanding of continuity as an important part of historical consciousness is
missing and for their authors as “for writers after 1948 their continuity with the soci-
ety’s pre-history and the time they live and work in is not an immediate experience”
(Lukécs 250).
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in Slovak literature of the last few years. He focused on a shorter period and
observed his chosen personal perspective; he was able to look at history from
below, through the eyes of a non-historical, intellectually impaired character.
Compared to historiography, the prosaic discourse about the past is situated
within fiction. This is not an area without obligations, but its truth has a differ-
ent, not factual nature, its trustworthiness and persuasiveness are developed
by different means. A person is the subject and the starting point of fictional
narrative; it does not start from history but with the subject. In the novel
Sunday Chess with Tiso, Lavrik managed to create the main character and
narrator as a mediator of a journey into the past. The setting is similar to that
of Plechovy bubienok (The Tin Drum) by Giinter Grass; the past is interpreted
through the memories of the participant in the events who is interned in a psy-
chiatric ward. Her mental disability prevents her from understanding events
in the same way as most people understand them; she “does not understand”
the conventional, agreed interpretation of events or does not want to understand
them but remembers: “I did not understand much back then but I remembered
everything” (Lavrik 145). The author effectively used one approach typical
of modern prose, particularly a perspective of a narrator who is in some ways
ruined or socially inferior (a child, mentally retarded, a mad person, eccentric
or socially excluded person). These are people who are unable to work with
agreed forms of understanding of reality, or they are able to step over or avoid
it.*® The character coincidentally becomes the secretary to the wartime Slovak
president (1939-1945), Jozef Tiso, one of the most controversial and discussed
figures of more modern Slovak history, who up until now polarises society.
Her depiction of the president is not an evaluation, just a convincing, situa-
tion “reproduction” of what she has seen and heard. The events are described

26 This approach was highlighted Franz K. Stanzel in relation to his theory of narra-
tive: “The number of outsiders, doomed or disregarded who are being given this role
in the modern novel (the role of a narrator, note by V. Barborik)—let’s remind our-
selves of Leopold Bloom, Josef K., Biberkopf, Meursault—“is remarkably high. The fo-
cus on a perspective and feelings of a mentally ill or demented person—such as Benjy
in Faulkner’s novel The Sound and the Fury or chief Bromden in Kesey’s One Flew over
the Cuckoos Nest—should be viewed as a follow-on on the trend in using extreme
means of representation. In all these cases the novelty effect is in moving the nov-
el’s perspective to that of an outsider; and this makes the reader see a known reality
through different eyes” (Stanzel 20). The similarity between Lavrik’s novel and The Tin
Drum can be found even in the way it rejects the pressure of the surroundings: Grass’s
Oskar Matzerath by shouting and drumming, Lavrik’s heroine by bouts of aggression
and swearing.
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by a person who is not taken seriously by those who surround her. But this is
exactly why she sees and hears what should have stayed hidden from the public.
She perceives the world and statements literally, naively like a child, and this
way she subverts the rhetorical dimension of the discourses of that period.

The linguistic side of the piece is an exceptional stylistic achievement within
the context of current Slovak prose. The language is suited to the narrator, her
exceptional memory and her inability to comprehend. The language mixes
archaisms, regionalisms (words and also idioms), quotes and paraphrases
of the ideological language of the propaganda, synthetic defects and clear
child-like ability to depict what the society excludes. Lavrik’s novel evokes also
the setting in a trustworthy manner. A small town was then typical of the Slo-
vak society of the era; it is based in Banovce nad Bebravou.” The visual part
of the book further helps to set it in local reality. There is a map of the town from
the era on the flyover of the book; the book contains photographs and copies
of historical documents. The primary role of these sources is not documentary
but subversive, as they are adapted to the fictional world of narrative.

In Sunday Chess with Tiso, a historical figure (the President of the Slovak
Republic as a “historical subject”) meets a character which is absent from history
but gains the privilege of reminiscing as the narrator. Historical memory is not
a starting point for fabulation about the past but a subject of a confrontation
with personal memory. There is an encounter of these two types of memory
also in Denisa Fulmekovéds (1967) novel Konvdlia. Zakdzand ldska Rudolfa
Dilonga (Konvalia: The Forbidden Love of Rudolf Dilong) (2016). The narra-
tive utilises real events from the war-time Slovak state, of which the public are
partly aware. This is a love story between a poet, a Catholic priest Rudolf Dilong
and a Jewish girl at a time when anti-Jewish laws in Slovakia had taken effect.
Konvilia is a type of prose about the past which combines memoir sources
and fabulation. The novel uses personal, family history (the main characters
were the author’s grandparents). The narrative consists of two layers: factual,
which uses documents from family, and official archives,* which are based on

27 Jozef Tiso was a Catholic priest and dean of the Banovce parish. During his presidency,
he regularly returned here from Bratislava to look after the parish and conduct his
religious duties.

28 Dilong’s letters to his daughter and mother of his child from exile are the most inter-
esting. Rudolf Dilong was a leading figure of Catholic modernism, a line of interwar
Slovak poetry which combined Christian spirituality and modern poetic expression.
He was very productive; just between 1931 and 1945, he published 24 collections of po-
ems of varied nature. Some were close to the avant-garde poetry of the time; some
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historical research, and fabulation, which make use of the romantic and ad-
venturous potential of the reconstructed events. Although this is not fictional
prose, the author employs methods which are typical of fiction, and this relates
to her autobiographical approach. Her personal interest in the topic reflects
in the literariness of the narrative, as she shapes the family history as a so-called
powerful story, where she uses some conventional literary methods, tried and
tested through tradition (such as the story is based on the topic of “forbidden
love” at an unfavourable time). The book is situated on a boundary by its riven
relation to the two mentioned types of memory: historical and personal. She
does not draw a demarcation line between the past reflected through personal
memory and societal memory, there is no direct rejection like with Vilikovsky
and Rozner. The poet Dilong, as one of the main characters, is already a part
of history, literary history, and the author attempts to secure the same posi-
tion for his partner, the author’s grandmother, in the same literary-historical
discourse. The author credits two collections from the beginning of the 1940s,
which were published under a female pseudonym Ria Valé and which are up
until now regarded as Dilong’s collections, to his partner. This is a contrary
gesture to what is typical of Rozner’s and Vilikovsky’s rendering of the past.
While Rozner resigns from history and Vilikovsky wants to avoid it, Fulmekova
attempts to historicise her heroine and make her a part of the collective memory.

Every subjective portrayal of the past is a combination of inconsistent
sources and different forms of mediation. Personal memory and historical
memory are not the only two approaches to reflecting the past, rather opposite
ends with a variety of their combination in between. The reason this author
defined them as opposites when covering his particular topic was a need for
a unifying starting point which would mark out the space for reflection and
enable a coherent distinction between varied and imbalanced (in terms of their
values) prosaic depictions of the past and help clarify their relations.

In the past 10 to 15 years, Slovak prose came back to depicting the past
through history that was the object of manipulation until 1989 and forced out
or rejected in the 1990s. This is not a full come-back to the traditional histor-

expressed the author’s identification with the totalitarian regime of the wartime Slovak
state. The poet’s relationship with a Jewish girl was complicated by his being a Catholic
priest and serving the totalitarian regime which declared its antisemitism (as a clergy-
man, he served in the Slovak Army which fought on the German side at the Eastern
front). He knew the political elites of the time and through his interventions, he pos-
sibly saved his daughter and her mother from deportation to a concentration camp.
After the war, he emigrated to South America via Italy, and later lived in the UsA.
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ical novel and its functions; however, one important feature, legitimisation, is
present in this writing: the negotiation of the representation of the past which
would be acceptable according to present standards still takes place. This is even
in the cases where the prosaic return to the past is in the form of a novel, and is
based on active fabulation, so the result is a retrospective rather than a historical
novel.® A problematic presence of the past in personal or social memory is
typical of this style of writing. The periods of history which the Slovak society
is still coming to terms with and which are traumatic attract greatest interest.
Slovak prose thus focuses on the more modern Slovak history of the twentieth
century, particularly the period between the end of the 1930s and 1989. Despite
the fact that access to this period is limited to mediation, developing a personal
relationship to the subject is possible. An emotional connection is developed
particularly in cases where personal family past is concerned.

In Slovak prose of the past twenty years, several basic approaches can be
distinguished based on the relation between personal and historical mem-
ory. The past concerns exclusively subjective memory for Pavel Vilikovsky
and Marius Kopcsay. Historicising novels of Pavol Rankov and Peter Kristufek
represent the opposite pole; they exploit historical consciousness and thus
fulfil the requirements of social order. This results in unsurprising, predicta-
ble outcomes, as these are included in the task. The author does not have to
question what things looked like (e.g. What was normalisation like? related to
a “normalisation” novel). The answer is known; he just needs to paint a picture
which as closely as possible copies the current historical consciousness held
in society.® Such a taken-for-granted approach to the past is challenged in Jan

29 “A retrospective novel is a transitional form between a novel about the present and
a historical novel. Although the novel depicts the past, the content is a part of the au-
thor’s individual memory and the memory of the society (an ideal boundary between
a historical and retrospective novel seems to be a gap of approximately 60 years, as be-
yond that span, the content becomes a closed history for the society)” (Mocna, Janack-
ova). Many of the novels the present author has discussed here are situated in a period
more than sixty years ago, as is discussed in the above definition. The year 1938 was key
for the majority of them, as a transition between a history-free idyll and tragic history.
Although this is more than 8o years, this is still not a “closed past” and remains to be
actively present in the societal and family memory as an open problem. It remains
a subject of politicisation to the present day.

30 This approach does not exclude success; on the contrary, it is possibly a prerequisite for
current literature. A Polish translation of Rankov’s Stalo sa prvého septembra (alebo in-
okedy) (It happened on the first of September (or whenever)) was awarded the Central
European Angelus prize for literature in 2014.
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Rozner’s and Silvester Lavrik’s prose. Despite their use of different foundations
(autobiography vs fiction), their prose is connected through their perception
of the past as a conflict between personal biography and history. The signif-
icance of Rozner’s reminiscing prose was influenced by the author’s circum-
stances; he was “part of history” for a while but was subsequently expelled from
it—similar to Tatarka who viewed history from that perspective in his novel
Recordings. This is different for Vilikovsky and Kopcsay who are younger and
did not make it into history.

Memory, whether personal in the form of reminiscences, or social in the form
of history, is a means of making the past more accessible and bringing the past
into the present. This form of mediation may either be accentuated or suppressed
in prosaic interpretation. In the first case, the topic is not just the past but also
the act of reminiscing, reflected as an uncertain and problematic undertaking
closely connected with the opposite function of memory, forgetting. If personal
memory is unreliable, the narrator who refers to it cannot be any different.
At the end of the novel Seven Days before the Funeral, the only thing that
connects the character to the past—the prerequisite of the narrative itself—is
contested: “His own memory has betrayed him ... The memory which fabricates
something or changes something in what it tries to remember ... something
manipulates what it tries to recollect” (Rozner 307). The past which awaits us
is uncertain; however this uncertainty may be a blessing for literature.

Translated by Pat Mertova
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| Abstrakt

VLADIMIR BARBORIK
Pamie¢ i historia. Ujecia przesztosci w stowackiej prozie po 2000 r.

Artykul poswiecony jest sposobom, w jakich dwie podstawowe formy pamieci -
historyczna i indywidualna — przejawiaja sie w czeéci stowackiej prozy ostatnich
dwoch dziesigcioleci. Pamie¢ indywidualna stanowi podstawe réznych odmian auto-
biografii oraz nawigzujacej do tego gatunku prozy stylizowanej na biografi¢. Pamie¢
historyczna zas cechuje gatunki historyczne, przede wszystkim powie$¢. W latach
dziewieédziesiatych xx w. dominowaly opisy wspotczesnoéci, a historyzujace ujecia
przesztosci byly poddawane radykalnej subwersji parodyzujacej w prozach Petera
PiStanka i Igora Otcenasa. Na poczatku nowego tysiaclecia ponownie pojawia si¢
proza obrazujaca i komentujaca przeszto$¢. Bardziej sugestywne okazuje si¢ pisanie
o pamieci, ktore opiera sie na jednostce znajdujacej sie wewnatrz historii lub poza
nig. Znalazto ono zastosowanie w réznych formach pisarstwa autobiograficznego,
w ramach literatury pieknej przyjelo zas posta¢ stylizacji biograficznej (np. Vili-
kovsky, Kopcsay i Rozner). W ostatnich dziesieciu-pietnastu latach w literaturze
stowackiej pojawilo si¢ ponowne zainteresowanie historig, gtéwnie tg sprzed
roku 1989 (np. Rankov, Kristafek i Lavrik), falszowanej w literaturze sprzed 1989 r.
i pomijanej lub wypieranej w latach dziewig¢¢dziesiatych xx w. W tamtym czasie
pamie¢ historyczna wychodzilta naprzeciw oczekiwaniom spotecznym. Wyjatkiem
byt Silvester Lavrik, ktéry w swojej tworczoéci taczyt dwa podstawowe podejscia
do przeszlosci (indywidualne i historyczne) w formie ich dialogu.

Stowa kluczowe: stowacka proza po 2000 r.; pamie¢; historia; powiesé
historyczna; biografia; legitymizacja
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| Abstract

VLADIMIR BARBORIK
Memory and History: A Comparison of the Past in Slovak Prose
of the Post-2000 Period

This study focuses on how two kinds of memory: historical and personal are reflected
in a section of Slovak literature of the past two decades. A variety of autobiographical
genres and biographically-stylised fictional prose draw on personal memory, and
history, is the domain of historical genres, particularly the novel. After the 1990s,
the present was deemed important and historical presentations of the past were par-
odied in the prose of Peter Pistanek and Igor Otcends. At the beginning of the new
millennium, however, prose portraying and reflecting on the past reappeared. Mem-
ory-based writing which is concerned with an individual situated within history, or
outside of it, is more persuasive. Memory-based writing is used in different forms
of autobiographical writing: within fiction it takes a form of biographical stylisation
(e.g. Vilikovsky, Kopcsay and Rozner). In the past ten to fifteen years, there has
been a renewed interest in history in Slovak literature, mainly in pre-1989 history
(e.g. Rankov, Kristafek and Lavrik), which had been mistreated in pre-1989 Slovak
literature, and later there was no interest in it or it was even rejected in the 1990s.
During that time, historical memory was exploited to meet societal requirement.
Silvester Lavrik was an exception—he was able to marry the two basic approaches
to the past (personal history and historical) in a form of a dispute between them.

Keywords: Slovak prose after 2000; memory; history; historic genre; biography;
legitimisation
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The Image of the Czech Past
in the Contemporary Docudrama’

Czech drama output in the new millennium shows a clear trend towards the doc-
umentary, which is increasing in strength as it progressively influences an ever
larger group of authors, and over the last few years it has had a fundamental
effect on the form of Czech drama as such. Hence instead of purely fictional
plots and invented characters, contemporary plays like to resort to historical
material and real-life figures from Czech history, whose example authors can
use to interpret Czech national identity and thus together recreate it.> Hence it
would appear that after many years in which literature has been under the sway
of “imaginative” lines of creativity influenced by postmodernism, Czech writing
to a large extent is again turning to “authentic” texts, as promoted by literary

1 This study has resulted from the Academic Prize awarded prof. Pavel Janousek by
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and from long-term support for con-
ceptual development of a research institution; registration number 68378068.

This work required the use of Czech Literary Bibliography research infrastructure
resources (http://clb.ucl.cas.cz).

2 It is also worth mentioning that the increase in interest in twentieth century history,
as well as in its reevaluation, is also a trend within contemporary Czech prose, e.g. see
the novels Penize od Hitlera (2006) by Radka Denemarkova, Vyhndni Gerty Schnirch
(2009) by Katetina Tuckovd, Viechno je jenom dvakrdt by Michal Pfiban and others.
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critic Jan Lopatka and his successors, and based on the personal testimony
of an author who usually takes on the role of a kind of guarantor of the veracity
of his or her deposition.? Unlike the 1990s, however, the current wave of drama
has substantially changed its poetics, so that instead of the author’s personal
testimony, it allows paraphrases or direct quotations from period documents,
which often disrupt and modify the traditional dramatic form, to be inserted
into the structure of the dramatic works.

This outlined trend, which can be observed in the latest Czech drama texts,
goes along hand in hand with theatrical and theatrological trends. The most
characteristic aspect in this respect is the development in German-language
regions, where considerable attention was being paid to the issue of the “theatre
of the real™ in connection with existing theatrical practice (see Barton, Irmer
et al.). The significant features of this kind of theatre, harking back in some
cases to the Piscatorian and Brechtian tradition, include the use of various doc-
umentary techniques (including using one’s own investigations and research),
programmatic bolstering of authenticity, the “truthfulness” and specificity
of communication and the political and community dimension of produc-
tions; at the same time one speaks of the reaction to the “crisis in mimetic
representation,” indeed of the social and political turn (Malzacher 11). As a rule,
the authors’ aim is to go beyond the boundaries of art and to more resolutely
enter the public arena, which they believe to be co-determined inter alia by
theatrical activities and events.

Together with the repeated trend towards realism, these new Czech plays
naturally keep coming back to key sensitive Central European motifs, primarily

3 See Lopatka 1991 and Lopatka 1995.

4 A term that has now caught on in Western European theatrical reflections was used
in 2013 by Carol Martin as the title of her monograph. She explains it as follows: “I pre-
fer the phrase ‘theatre of the real, as it both includes and exceeds documentary theatre.
The former depends upon verbatim quotation whereas ‘theatre of the real’ is a larg-
er category and encompasses both theatre about real events and the way real events
are conceptualised using diverse means, including fiction clearly identified as such,
in the service of non-fiction. Theatre of the real is where the procedures of society
are tested, where the role of the artist is to create an aesthetic laboratory for ideas and
actions, where the outside world is inside the theatre, and where the role of the spec-
tator is one of a critical analyst assessing the potential of a new and accepted wisdom
for the greatest good” (Martin 2015: 42). Elsewhere in the same study Martin adds
that “[t]heatre of the real has many names: documentary theatre, verbatim theatre,
reality-based theatre, theatre-of-fact, theatre of witness, tribunal theatre, investigative
theatre, non-fiction theatre, restored village performances, war and battle re-enact-
ments, and autobiographical and biographical theatre” (Martin 2015: 33).
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reinstating and reviving the polarity within them between history with a capital
H and history with a small h, as the “textbook” historical events inscribe them-
selves indelibly into the lives of individuals. This polarity is then projected onto
the ideological axis of the plays, re-actualizing the conflict based on the social
division of “us and them,” and in some cases involving an “own/other” dichot-
omy. Unlike in the past, they no longer just recall historical events from the Nazi
occupation and the Communist era, in which totalitarian regime stalwarts
stood on one side and resistance fighters or dissidents on the other, but they
highlight the more controversial moments, such as the events just after the war
associated with the “disorderly” expulsion of the Germans. Hence the ideolog-
ical axis has suddenly changed to a considerable extent, as the image built up
over the years of the peace-loving Czechs finding a just reckoning for the Nazi
criminals gradually gives way to a perspective in which the Sudeten Germans
take on the role of victims of unjustifiably brutal violence.’ The territory of Cen-
tral Europe as a place between the West and the East, i.e. a multiethnic space
where the spheres of influence of two world powers come together, again comes
to the centre of attention as it once more becomes primary thematic material
in a number of plays.©

Czech identity—often set in, and systematically compared with, this Central
European context—is thus an object of contemporary literary, theatrological, and
artistic reflection, as over the last few years the specific features of the national
character have again started to be considered with great interest. Interest has
also focused on the question of heroism, which might be summed up as follows:

5 On the other hand, continuity is shown by the image of the Jews, who continue to be
perceived as the obvious victims of Nazi and Communist power. In this connection
we might e.g. recall the production of Archa nadéje, which premiered (in 2015) at
the South Bohemian Theatre in Ceské Budéjovice. The scriptwriter Martin Vackai was
inspired here by the diary of a direct participant in the exodus of Jews from the Protec-
torate of Bohemia and Moravia in 1940.

6 The term Central Europe is of course ambiguous—never neutral and if anything “slip-
pery,” not only from a geographical, but also from a historical, political, ethnic and
cultural etc. standpoint (see Travnicek 243-244); see also the annotated bibliography
on the issues surrounding Central Europe). Hence, from a historical perspective one
speaks more of various “conceptions of Central Europe,” whereas at the most general,
rather idealistic level, it was evidently demarcated by Jan Ulrich as “a mental space
within changeable borders” (Ulrich 13). With respect to our subject, Jacques Rupnik’s
retrospectively-based conception of Central Europe is apposite, laconically expressed
as it is in the metaphorical title of his book on this territory and the role of the Czech
nation within it—Central Europe is like a bird with eyes in the back of its head: on
the Czech past and present (2018).
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Does the Czech nation, which has never set great store by heroes, have a supply
of heroic individuals who might be made the subject of art works?” And if we
do have any heroes at all, what kind of people were they? What do they share
and how do they differ from everybody else?

And let us keep going with some more specific questions: So who are these
Czech heroes in contemporary Czech drama? Are they the “founding fathers”
led by dear old Masaryk,® the former dissidents around Vaclav Havel (e.g. Olga
Havlova and Véra Céslavskd), or more probably the resistance fighters during
the Nazi occupation and under Communist totalitarianism (the Masin broth-
ers)?® Or could it be that the consensual hero who is really worth following
does not actually exist? After all, Czech drama also offers countless repulsive
anti-heroes who are characteristic of their circumstances (e.g. the first Com-
munist President Klement Gottwald). Such (at least implicit) soul-searching
into the Czech past is considered, for example, by Marta Ljubkov4, editor of an
extensive collection of contemporary Czechoslovak dramas Hry na hrdiny (Play-
ing Heroes) to be proof of the revitalized engagement of art and drama as such,
which after many years is coming back to politically topical subjects, evoking
them by utilizing period documentary material: “Authors are beginning to be
inspired by real political events, constructing their plays with authentic material
(cf. Iva Klestilovas Md viast (My Homeland)). From there it is just a small step
towards looking for positive heroes, who are only on offer in exceptional cases
by contemporary public life. Moreover, the theatre seems to have rediscovered
its erstwhile objective: to comment upon current affairs. The effort to address
audiences through topical stories, whose relevance to the present day is un-
deniable and quite natural, has been a kind of reaction to the marginalization
of the theatre and culture in general ...” (Ljubkovd 12).

7 Heroes in Czech drama, contemporary and otherwise, are dealt with in detail by Jaro-
slav Vostry and Zuzana Silovd in their monograph Ceské drama a cesky hrdina (Czech
Drama and the Czech Hero) published in 2017.

8 Over the last few years, particularly in connection with the centenary of the estab-
lishment of the Republic, productions dealing with figures from the First Republic
have been appearing on the stages of several Czech theatres, including Peter Pavlac’s
Masaryk/Stefdnik, which has simultaneously become part of the repertoire at two the-
atres: Méstské divadlo in Zlin and Divadlo Aréna in Bratislava (premiered 2018).

9 The story of the Masin brothers, which still provokes passionate reactions in Czech
circles many years after the fall of Communism, has been dealt with by prose writer
Jan Novék in his docu-novel Zatim dobry (So Far So Good), for which he received
the top award in the prestigious Magnesia Litera competition in 2005, as well as by
the director Jiti Havelka in his dramatic text Jd, hrdina (I, Hero, premiered 2011).
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Of course, docudramas cannot replace real documentaries. Their objective
is primarily to recall and reinterpret previous events and historical figures,
whose stories are to be experienced, as it were, by readers and audiences, who
are then to process them both emotionally and rationally. The documentary
material involved in the dramatic structure is meant to give the recipients a sense
of authenticity, or in the words of Roland Barthes, to create a “realistic effect”
(Barthes 78-81) that is meant to bolster the aesthetic experience and perhaps
even the appeal of the message overall. However, this work basically remains
fictional, and in most cases this is openly acknowledged, as it “only” adds pe-
riod documentary elements to its material, including them in its own fictional
testimony of the real world. Here we see that inescapable paradox in the rela-
tionship between fiction and reality, which can never merge, but only get nearer
to or further away from each other, the paradox that broader social changes are
interpreted in specific examples, and it is through the fictional testimony that
a certain message about the state and the form of the real world is formulated.
It is on the basis of this very paradox that the unique genre of the “docudrama”
is developing at present.

Obviously, reality gets into the plays in many and varied ways. This al-
ways depends on the techniques chosen by dramatists for their texts. In order
to briefly sketch out the entire issue in the following pages we shall present
several prominent drama works from the recent past, which we shall use to
demonstrate the procedures involved in inserting into a drama (i.e. a projected
stage fiction) documentary materials, whose task it is to link a fictional testi-
mony to the reader’s/audience’s world experience and thus ultimately to make
it look plausible to the recipient.” This exposition will lead from the format

10 “There are various designations for the documentary ‘genre’ too: the older term is dra-
ma of fact, and more recently docudrama, tribunal drama (a kind of court trial drama)
and verbatim drama; the term ‘documentary’ drama also overlaps with the concept
of the political play, as well as other ‘new dramatics’ genres.... However, it differs from
them in its rejection of fiction, its emphasis on factuality and facts and the relatively
large para-dramatic element (in this case by accepting phenomena from reality and
their inclusion within a dramatic or theatrical framework)” (Jungmannova 36).

11 “Like the creators of realist drama, the creators of ‘documentary’ plays endeavour to
come as close as possible to reality, or to utilize the situation to make the reality speak
for itself, so that they create their plays in the same way as they undertake precise
research: seeking out various real-life material, recording opinions, memories and ex-
periences on a dictaphone, including media announcements and the results of various
sociological procedures, such as interpreted communications and texts from social
networks and the like. Hence, a ‘documentary’ play tends to be journalistic or investi-
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of the traditional autobiographical play with elements of situation comedy
(Zdzrak v cerném domé, Miracle at the Black House) and biographically-based
dramas (Olga, Véra), texts simulating trials (“tribunal drama”: Hordkovd-Got-
twald, Hordkova vs Gottwald, S nadéji i bez ni, With and Without Hope), to
montages and collages (Hvézdy nad Baltimore, Stars over Baltimore, Palubni
denik Zikmunda a Hanzelky, Zikmund and Hanzelka’s Logbook) and a formally
very loose dramatic form, the stage libretto inspired by postwar events (Porta
Apostolorum). We believe that this approach will best help to present the broad
range of docudramas about the Czech past, both in all their thematic variety (the
occupation, expulsion and normalization) and in their heterogeneity of form
(analytical play, tribunal drama and the like).”

Before we proceed to the actual analysis of the selected dramas, we first need
to consider the two key aspects of the issue. In the given context it is primarily
necessary to clarify the relations between the docudrama and the historical play
genre, as these are mutually permeable genre categories with a broad overlap.
This can only be done because each of them is based on a different principle—the
historical drama is a thematic genre, whose basic material is historical, whereas
the docudrama is a formally-based genre, which includes—to a substantial
extent and in various ways—material of a documentary nature within its own
structure (mostly direct quotations of written historical sources). For this reason,
too, biographical plays written from the contemporary perspective of authors
from a generation that could not itself have lived through the events depicted,
can be described as historical dramas that work with documentary techniques.
Hence, these are historical plays of a documentary nature. On the other hand,
one should bear in mind that not all historical plays can automatically be
classified under the docudrama genre, just as documentary, authentication
procedures are not just restricted to plays that deal with historical material.

Another aspect that is worth mentioning at this point is the actual character
of the dramatic text as such. Based on the premise that a drama is a distinct liter-
ary genre, its uniqueness consists in the dual nature of its existence—on the one
hand, as a literary work intended for reading, but on the other hand, in contrast

gative by nature, referring to a social dimension within which it employs anti-illusive
and montage dramatic devices” (Jungmannova 36).

12 We are aware that our selection of plays to be analysed is by necessity reductive, but
it is not possible within the space of a short study to present a comprehensive picture
of any phenomenon, let alone a phenomenon that is as multiaspectual as the contem-
porary documentary drama. Hence, our study focuses on the selected types, which are
meant to illustrate the basic developmental trends that docudramas follow.
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to the lyric and the epig, it is potentially also meant to serve as the basis for
theatre productions. This study focuses on drama primarily as a literary work,
while only taking a marginal interest in the theatrical context, i.e. the actual
stage production(s). In the case of such texts as Bambuska’s Porta Apostolorum,
however, these are clearly not standard classic dramas for reading, but dramatic
texts to be used primarily as instructions by stage directors, on the assump-
tion that they would only be completed on stage. Taking this into account, we
can ultimately divide the dramatic texts analysed here into two groups: plays
in the literary sense, e.g. Zdzrak v cerném domé (Miracle at the Black House),
which were adapted for book publication and whose existence is not just limited
to one specific theatre performance, but also anticipates the possibility that
they may become part of the theatre repertoire on several stages at the same
time. And then there are texts that have never come out in book form, and are
so closely associated with a particular theatre ensemble that it is practically
impossible to consider their potential transfer to another stage. It turns out that
in their case the documentary elements got into the texts in a much easier and
more flexible way than in the case of regular dramas—these are not neglected
in this study, primarily in order to show that the documentary “wave” has had
a strong effect on dramatic texts in all their forms, and that in this respect it is
of no substantial importance whether a text is intended more (or exclusively)
for the internal needs of the production team or is freely available to the broader
reading community.?

1. Miracle at the Black House: Personal Memory as a Documentary Record
of the Period

Milan Uhde’s play Zdzrak v cerném domé (Miracle at the Black House, published
2005, premiered 2007) represents a dramatic line that is based on the author’s
own unmediated life experience.™ In this, it basically differs from the majority
of present-day documentary-based dramas, whose authors were not and could

13 It might also be possible, of course, to look at the issue of the documentary element
from the opposite perspective, i.e. from the standpoint of theatre productions, and to
consider the critical response or to examine the direction procedures, artistic stage de-
signs and the like. However, this would undoubtedly lead us far away from the sphere
of literature and thus from dramatic texts as literary creations, which we are primarily
dealing with here.

14 Moreover, the authenticity of the text in the Brno staging of the play (premiered 2018)
was supported by the use of a short film from Uhde’s family archive, which is shown
to the audience right at the beginning of the entire performance. Uhde had earlier
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not have been direct participants or contemporary witnesses of the events
dealt with in their plays. Hence, Uhde’s autobiographically conceived drama
proceeds along two traditional genre lines: a) tying in with post-1989 drama on
life under Communist (and Nazi) totalitarianism, and b) reviving the “analyt-
ical drama” genre made famous by Ibsen in his plays from the late nineteenth
century and the early twentieth century. The documentary (in the true sense)
nature of the text is thus minimal in this case, involving the story (inspired by
real life) of one family, who after years of rowing meet up in the family house,
so its members can try to iron out some ancient injustices and clarify their
property relations—primarily regarding the issue of inheriting the family home.
We can primarily follow the biographical elements in the drama in the character
of Dusan, a former dissident and minister, who arrives together with his wife
in order to come to an agreement over the inheritance of the functionalist villa
for his mentally ill sister Sarka and to settle his long-troubled relations with his
father, who during the normalization period had preferred to disinherit Dusan,
as well as with his brother Ivan, who informed on him under the previous regime.
Hence, the text of the play embodies the memory of one family clan that acts
as a kind of synecdoche of twentieth century Czech history. Furthermore, his-
tory is also directly embodied in the text in the guise of the black house, which
plays an active role in the play, as it acts symbolically at certain times—twice it
tries to flood its own premises with water or suddenly opens the doors of ward-
robes that for years have not been possible to unlock, surprisingly revealing
that they do not conceal the entrance to a secret room, where family legend
has it, their uncle was supposed to have hidden away from the transport to
the concentration camp. Moreover, Miracle at the Black House clearly highlights
the dividing lines between “us and them,” which pass directly through the centre
of the middle-class Pompe family—with Dusan standing on the ideological
axis as a representative of the dissident, contrasting with his brother Ivan who
is a collaborator with the previous regime. However, the text also highlights
the ethnic axis in the case of the father, who compelled his wife to renounce
her own Jewish-heritage parents during the Nazi occupation for fear of losing
his property. Characteristically, all the family traumas and mutual injustices
that were never subsequently followed by an effective apology or atonement
are something that prevents the family from living a normal life, as can apply
to Czech society as a whole, which the author believes in many respects has not
come to terms with the legacy of two consecutive totalitarian eras.

provided a dramatic treatment of his own family history in the radio play Velice tiché
Ave (Very Quiet Ave, manuscript 1981, premiered 1990).
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2. Olga: A Portrait of the Great Wife of a Famous Man

A biographically conceived narrative, albeit in this case not drawing from
the author’s personal memory, is offered by Anna Saavedra’s play Olga (Hor-
rory z Hrddecku), (Olga, Horror Stories from Hradecek, premiered 2016),”
who, as in the case, for example, of Velvet Havel (premiered and published
2014) by Milos Orson Stédron and Havel v zemi Celedinii (Havel in the Land
of the Stable Boys, premiered 2015) by Martin Franti§ak, deals with the life
of this icon of Czech dissent and the first post-revolutionary President, Vaclav
Havel. Unlike most plays about Vaclav Havel, however, Olga focuses primarily
upon Havels life partner and first wife Olga, whereas Vaclav Havel himself is
only assigned a place as one of the secondary characters in the play. However,
Olgass life is naturally so intertwined with the fortunes of her life partner that
even here scenes are played out that went down in history with a capital H, such
as the one about the President’s short trousers. On the other hand, however,
the figure of the prominent statesman in the text plays more of an auxiliary
role, when at the same time (as the text prescribes) he is to be played by some
three actors so as to clearly and much more obviously highlight Olga’s difficult
life role as the wife of the persecuted dissident. The documentary elements
in the text get into the very dialogues—for example, some of the rejoinders
involve recognized variations on Havel’s Letters to Olga."® The play also includes
references to film documentaries (e.g. The Hrade¢ek Phenomenon, or: Ghosts
Beneath Brectejn, a documentary directed by Andrej Krob) and magazine
interviews (e.g. an interview with Olga Stankovicova from Revolver revue)
and the like. In this way the entire testimony, otherwise clearly theatrical and
self-avowedly fictional, with the actors alternating in roles as need dictates, is
seemingly made credible and realistic. As a result, Olga is ultimately a fictional
testimony about a real woman and in a general sense the testimony of a person
who stood in the shadow of her husband all the while, but who in many respects
rose above him in human terms, and if it had not been for her, Vaclav Havel
would never have become what he finally came to be.

15 We are working with a previously unpublished text provided by the creator of this
production.

16 References to sources are given in the text, as they are in specialist texts and footnotes,
which is another of the features that underline the authenticity of the entire testimo-
ny: “But I am even less afraid of sci-fi phenomena; some animals, a marten, badger
or the like—if they suddenly launch into dialogue with me then I am ill at ease ..”
(Saavedra 10).
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3. Véra: The Spiritual Path of a Hero Tested by Fate

Véra (premiered 2018)” by Simona Petrii is another of these biographical-
ly-based dramas; it endeavours to present the life and character of the once
world-famous and exceptionally successful Czech athlete and gymnast Véra
Céslavska. Here, too, reality combines with fiction, and facts combine with
“author’s licence” in a very specific way.” The key principle is pithily expressed
in the author’s declaration revealing her detachment from a biographical and
thus historiographical role:

I'd rather leave biographies to historians and documentarists, that is,
to those who are more competent, educated and, ideally in my view,
objective. If T write a play about living individuals, then I use their life
as a more general metaphor for a subject that I want to deal with. And
just as when I am writing, it is my desire to present and defend their
attitudes, so likewise it is my desire to present and defend my own view
of things. I do not want to, and cannot, be impartial, but I just point
out my own angle. (Véra production programme 10)

This acknowledged selectivity and subjectivity in her view of the real Véra
Caslavska is conspicuously reflected in her focus on the mental state (and
development) of the character, which in relation to the reality is by its very
nature an unverifiable phenomenon that is scarcely demonstrable from a doc-
umentary standpoint. This is not a case of the complex psychologizing that we
know from traditional realist-psychological dramas, but attention is focused
primarily on the protagonist’s “inner” resources and the positive qualities be-
hind all her thinking and actions. In line with the author’s ambition to set out

inspiring national models,” here we find characteristics that are highlighted

17 We are working with a previously unpublished text provided by the creator of this
production.

18 This is immediately evident from a glance at the dramatis personae: apart from the fe-
male protagonist, real names are also borne by her colleague (Eva Bosakova), husband
(Josef Odlozil) and children (Martin and Radka Odlozilova), as well as the presidents
that Véra comes into contact with (Ludvik Svoboda and Véclav Havel), while on
the other hand generalizations are used in the case of the main competitor (the Soviet
gymnast), the trainers (Male Trainer and Female Trainer) and other secondary char-
acters (Journalist, Agent, Chairman, Man in Crowd, Woman in Crowd, and likewise
Japanese Master and Old Samurai).

19 See her statement: “And again it is important for me to recall, to continually recall
such figures from our nation. We have someone and something to be proud of, we
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in a quite schematic and almost hagiographic manner, such as the ambition,
uprightness, persistence and dedication that Véra possesses to an extraordinary
degree. Although all these virtues could “only” be demonstrated by presenting
the specific situations and historical moments that Céslavska lived through
(e.g. signing the 2000 Words Manifesto in 1968 and her silent protest against
the occupation of Czechoslovakia on the Olympic medal-winners’ podium
in Mexico, refusal to collaborate with the Communist regime and the like),
the author also chooses a rather more “literary” method, i.e. a comparison of and
confrontation between Caslavskds cv and the traditional Japanese teaching
of Samurai philosophy. This authorial gesture, whose logic is based on the real
popularity that endures to this day of the three-time winner at the Winter Olym-
pic Games in Tokyo 1964, as well as on her appreciation for this culture, enables
her to productively and (within the docudrama context) uniquely comment on
important events in the gymnast’s turbulent life and in Czech history through
the prism of a coherent and firmly anchored concept (the chief source of inspi-
ration, which is even quoted in the play’s motto, is Taira Shigesuke’s Bushido:
The Code of the Samurai). For the Czech (and Central European) reader this
approach is made attractive not only thanks to its cultural exoticness, but also
due to its ethical universality: it shows the protagonist to be a woman setting

have someone to relate to, we have these figures of admirable greatness, and we need
not keep crying over our lot as small and subjugated. It is enough not to forget those
who show us great ideals, great gestures and above all great actions” (Véra production
programme 26). Likewise, the text of Tichy Tarzan (zcizené deniky fantoma erotické
fotografie) (Quiet Tarzan (Stolen diaries from the phantom of erotic photography))
is a biographically based play by this author (premiered 2012, published. 2014)
on the life of photographer Miroslav Tichy. Moreover, this play also makes a fine
demonstration of links between fiction and reality as it takes place in a court, while
the presentation of the text at the Divadlo Husa na provdzku in Brno was judicially
challenged by Tichy’s neighbour and former housekeeper.” Tichy’s former neighbour
and housekeeper Jana Hebnarova, presented in the play as the woman next door
(played by Gabriela Stefanové), demanded that some parts of the production with
the subtitle “Stolen diaries from the phantom of erotic photography” should disap-
pear from the work. There are certain passages in it that directly describe his neigh-
bour in a quite brutal manner, so she defended herself with an action for the protec-
tion of personal rights, confirmed Hebnarova’s lawyer Frantisek Vysko¢il. Hebnarova
took offence at scenes in which as one of the characters in the play she has affairs
with another key figure in Tichy’s life, Swiss-Czech Roman Buxbaum (the Curator
in the production—Vladimir Hauser), who made the photographer famous world-
wide (see Pokorny).
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out on the path of personal growth from a Samurai novice to a grandmaster.>
Fateful blows both to her personally and to society as a whole (the occupation,
denial of training opportunities, alcoholism and the aggression of a husband
who reproached Vera for her pertinacity, as well as her son’s patricide) can thus
be seen not as the cruel chance of this world, but as tests to verify the extent
of the protagonist’s understanding and assimilation of these oriental doctrines.”

4. Hordkovd vs. Gottwald: The Staging of this Show Trial as an Indictment
Against the Past

Another set of texts that we aim to deal with is a special genre called the tribunal
drama, i.e. texts offering a fictional (re)construction of a real trial or similar
proceedings. Karel Steigerwald’s play Hordkovd-Gottwald (premiered 2006,
published 2007) is based on the theatre within the theatre principle, working
with the epic approaches that we know from Brecht’s plays. In the text the past is
brought back to life by means of a deliberately staged theatrical image, whereby
the drama highlights the theatrical nature of the Communist-manipulated trial,>

20 Processuality is also evoked compositionally when, instead of individual images,
the designation “Level” is used a total of fourteen times in the play.

21 A biographically-based play on an often extraordinary female chief protagonist that
is comparable to a large extent is Vitka (published and premiered 2018) by Katerina
Tuckova. The prototype for this titular heroine is Vitézslava Kapralova, a world-fa-
mous composer and conductor, who died young. Amongst others, she was a friend
and pupil of the famous Czech composer Bohuslav Martind. Even in this traditionally
structured drama, historical authenticity is evoked by a number of thematic and for-
mal devices, such as the use of the entire names of real-life historical figures, the pre-
cise dating of some images and the factually-based author’s introduction, which is
relatively extensive for book production from 2018, as well as an expert postscript by
musicologist Milo§ Stédron, a bibliography and an illustrated supplement showing
the real-life counterparts of the dramatis personae. Paradoxically, the “authenticity”
of the play is, alas, not based on a direct examination of the sources and primary
sources, but on detailed research into the extensive secondary specialist literature and
a literary version of Kapréalovds fate written by her former husband Jiti Mucha, as well
as a novelized version by Jindrich Uher.

22 We can also find a similar approach in a play by Jan Jirkti and Adéla Balzerova Vajgl
(Fag End, 2010), which centres around the prisoners’ uprising in Bory jail in the 1950s.

“The historical level of the trial intermeshes with the fictional level in several places and
motifs, time loses its linearity (so the outcome is anticipated), and time loops provide
an insight into the absurdity of developments at that time” (Ljubkova 16).
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the direction of this play within a play being taken on by Emil, described as an

entertainer and an artist, intended to be the fictional counterpart of director
Emil FrantiSek Burian, who wrote his own notorious drama about the Milada

Horakova trial Pafenisté (Hothouse). This revue-style play does not present

the story in a linear fashion, but the syuzhet jumps about from one time level to

another, until it finally comes to the anticipated conclusion, the moment of Mi-
lada Horakovas execution, which Emil thought would be just “make-believe”
like at the theatre. Hence, the text is a clear indictment of the previous regime,
particularly the 1950s show trial period, in which a number of pro-regime artists

were also involved, at least at a moral level. The actual inclusion of the sources

and other period documentary records in the text is very precisely character-
ized by Lenka Jungmannova in her book V soutadnicich mnohosti (Within

the Coordinates of Abundance):

Steigerwald chose a collage form for his testimony, including
in the text not only the imprints of authentic events (although he
replaced some historical facts with fictions, e.g. in contrast to the re-
ality, Burian shoots himself here), but also documentary records
in the form of songs (Stalin’s favourite Sulika, Burian’s songs Md panna
je v Panama sama (My Love is Alone in Panama) and Magnetovd
hora (Magnetic Mountain), the Soviet battle song Svatd vdlka (Holy
War)—Vstavai strana ogromnaya, etc.), poetry (Nezval's Zpév miru,
Song of Peace), newspaper article snippets, samples from Burian’s
play Parfenisté (Hothouse) and excerpts from Hordkovd’s actual de-
fence speech. In the notes the author also requires a recording of an
authentic radio speech made by Lenin in 1919 and a radio recording
of the verdict being read out from the trial in question. (qtd. in Fia-
lova 714-715)

Using the theatre within a theatre technique, the Horakova vs. Gottwald stage
revue reconstructs and interprets a now clearly petrified image of the past,
in which the heroes of the anti-Communist resistance, personified here
in the figure of Milada Horakova, stand against the comically caricatured
lackeys of evil, who like grinning clowns “revolve around history,” sowing
discord. Hence, in the very title the hero has her obvious counterpart, who is
truly antagonistic, in the figure of former President Klement Gottwald, who
ultimately comes to be her murderer.
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5. With and Without Hope: Painful Personal Reminiscences Evoked
Ex Post

Another of these “tribunal dramas” is a play by Tomas Vujtek S nadéji i bez ni
(With and Without Hope, published 2009, premiered 2012).” It is somewhat
in the nature of a commemorative cabaret, where selected passages from the life
of Josefa Slanskd, wife of the Czechoslovak Communist politician who was
executed following the Moscow-directed show trials in the 1950s, are played
out before the audience within the formal framework of a police investigation.
Hence, this drama also deals with the inevitable Czech (Central European)
conflict between “us and them,” which in this particular case is made especially
ironic by the obviously expedient and absurd fact that Rudolf Slansky and
Josefa Slanskd, who were persecuted by the Communists, had been stalwart
supporters of Communism for several years at the time. It is historically based
upon Josefa Slanskd’s memoirs Zprdva o mém muzi, (Report on my Husband)
and a set of interviews with Karel Bartosek Cesky vézeri (Czech Prisoner) and
the book Proces s vedenim protistdtniho spikleneckého centra v cele s Rudolfem
Slanskym (The Trial of the Anti-state Conspiracy Centre Headed by Rudolf
Slansky). Additionally, the play includes quotations from the period press and
literature. In his introductory note the author says that: “The quotations are
as literal as possible, so that the chief protagonists’ utterances retain their idea-
tional authenticity to the greatest possible extent” (Ljubkova 561). On the other
hand, we should not overlook the fact that in some of his choices he veers
distinctly away from strictly documentary procedures (apart from work with
factographical material and literal quotations, the real life dates and names
of historical figures and the like are often used), thus making Josefa Slanska’s
biography to a large extent literary and theatrical, specifically, for example, by
not giving the chief protagonist the name of her antecedent in real life, but
the universal She (her real name only occurs in responses that the protagonist
herself gives to her interrogators), just as all the other roles are only embodied
in two other dramatis personae designated First and Second, who are flexible

23 The author inclines towards biographical dramatic forms in a number of his other
plays, such as SlySeni (Hearing, premiered 2015), where using the tribunal format—
with a staged court trial actualizing the past and the psychological make-up of the chief
protagonist, in this case the man behind the Nazi genocide Adolf Eichmann; Viijtek’s
other plays about notable figures in Czech history, using authentic materials to a sub-
stantial extent, include Spolu (Together, premiered 2015), Skoda! (Pity! premiered 2015)
and Sldavek Novik aneb Ptibéh opravdového herce (Slavek Novak, or: A Tale of a True
Actor, premiered 2018).
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onstage. The anti-illusory nature of the dramatic text, which can thus be un-
derstood as a kind of complement to its documentary nature, is underlined by
the frequently used epic approaches, often presented by the two idiosyncratic
co-narrators and commentators on the action, who basically adopt the role
of “omniscient,” sadistically malicious Communist inquisitors, as well as oc-
casionally representing Rudolf Slansky, Klement Gottwald and other episodic
characters in the play.* The same effect is also provided by the play’s parathe-
atrical nature: in front of the audience a specific trial with the chief protagonist
is being played out, in which on the basis of the original memoir and other
documentary records they reconstruct (renarrate and record) the decisive
moments in her life, and by extension in the life of her family. In spite of this
framework, however, Josefa Slanskd’s fortunes are only objectivized to a relative
degree, and we still look at them through the protagonist’s eyes, or in some
places even as if in a dream, beyond reality.

6. Stars Above Baltimore: A Collage Rehabilitating a Previously
Proscribed King of Comedians

Another—particular—type of documentary drama involves texts that work
in a more focused manner with the (originally artistic) collage or montage
technique. Clearly, the montage of motivational elements in the broader sense
basically occurs in all docudramas that integrate historically authentic material
into their structure one way or another. However, another part of the study
focuses on a narrower set, i.e. on those cases in which montage (or collage)
techniques become a prominent, indeed a decisive factor in the construction
of the play and by extension in its aesthetic effect. Again, we shall select bio-
graphically-based plays as examples from the most recent dramatic output to
represent this field, specificially Hvézdy nad Baltimore (Stars Above Baltimore)

24 The function of First and Second is aptly named by Ljubkova: “First and Second pres-
ent Her with Her fate in life: first they begin to read it (and She comments on it), then
even perform it in front of Her. Hence, the interrogation is just a kind of starting point
for the situation which then broadly develops. The staccato interrogation merges with
the narrative epic passages; hence, the author transfers the role of the (unknowing)
interrogators onto the recipients, because the assumed investigators know the story,
move it on, and help Her, as they are more like guides to Her fate, seconds who turn
into characters in Her life story. Sometimes, Her memories literally take Her along,
and she has to appropriate them again. They see further, and they even admonish:

“Karel, don’t jump the gun” (Ljubkovd 20-21).
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by Lubos$ Balak and Palubni denik Zikmunda a Hanzelky (Zikmund and Han-
zelka’s Logbook) by Vladimir Fekar.

Hvézdy nad Baltimore (published and premiered 2004) shows how it hap-
pened that just after the Second World War the much-loved interwar “king
of comedians” Vlasta Burian turned into an outcast who brought down on
himself total social condemnation and disgrace (after the Second World War
the Communists confiscated Burian’s assets, only allowed him to perform
menial manual jobs, forbade him to make public performances and so forth).
This story clearly depicts how the postwar social and political polarity reversal,
so common in Central Europe, was able to bring about the as yet incomplete
settlement of collective and personal accounts, as well as crushing reprisals;
at a general level it is not just the comedian’s abrupt fall from social grace that is
highlighted, but also the way human envy of the gifted and successful individual
can turn so easily and quickly into spiteful and inflammatory aggression—all
it needs is that shift in the fulcrum of power, while the author displays his
familiarity with the period context, as well as a detailed knowledge of Burian’s
professional and private life, undoubtedly assisted in creating the play by the al-
ready extensive, well-written secondary literature, particularly a monograph
on Burian by Vladimir Just, who on the basis of a detailed study, description
and new interpretation of archive material made substantial efforts to clear
Burian’s stigmatized name prior to 1989. The rehabilitation of Burian, who
was repeatedly accused of pro-Nazi collaboration, is also attempted in a way
by Balak. While following this rather “non-artistic” objective, the author does
not launch into dryly objective evidence-gathering, but quite the reverse, he
seems to use such strictly “exact” techniques with considerable restraint: even
though the situations and dialogues that he integrates into the play are generally
plausible, in the stylization that Balak offers it is obvious that in this form they
cannot not be invented or to a large extent speculated over. Characteristically
for a docudrama (or tribunal/verbatim drama), it includes the normally audi-
ence-friendly “figure” of a judicial investigation or trial, but even here no attempt
is made at maximally realistic (literal and conforming to protocol) actualization
of court cases, but rather a focused vivid recapitulation of the main arguments
on both sides (the investigating judges responding to society’s demands and
the political pressure versus Vlasta Burian and his faithful wife Nina, defending
themselves and explaining away the serious accusations). As befits the Commu-
nist regime, the proceedings are properly prepared, while the main points recur
in a varied manner; hence, the course of Burian’s trial is to a large extent just

25 See particularly Just 1991 and 1993.
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a formality, a kind of ostentatious arm-wrestling that has been fixed in advance.
The method of fragmentary and not entirely linear treatment of the material

using the “selected chapters” technique loosens the structure (of what is regular),
but thereby actually tends to strengthen the fictional “concept of authenticity”
Hence, Burian’s life drama does not strive for catharsis or a surprising punchline,
as in a number of other documentary plays. Provided they are not built in an

explicitly contrafactual manner, the basis of their message or their overall effect

is not a convincing or definitive answer to the question “how did it turn out?,”
but rather a quest for how the events (probably) took place and how those

affected perceived and experienced them.

7. Zikmund and Hanzelka’s Logbook: A Historical-Biographical Set

Another biographical play Palubni denik Zikmunda a Hanzelky (Zikmund and
Hanzelka’s Logbook, published 2012, premiered 2013) also makes substantial
use of historical material, presenting successful and generally popular figures
from twentieth century Czech history, as in the case of Hvézdy nad Baltimore
(as well as Véra and other plays), while the text is remarkable for its even
greater compositional looseness than that of Balak’s play; again we might refer
to a stage collage, or even a kind of set with motifs from the lives of real-life
historical figures, stringing together records from the travellers’ expeditions
in formal dialogue form, articles from the period press, as well as words from
other period media (particularly film weeklies and radio):*

Zikmund 2: The world need not only be seen from behind a car wind-
screen, but also, for example,...

Zikmund 1: From on top of a pyramid ...

Music, arrival of a pyramid. The god rRa on top, still in nocturnal form.

Projection of the pyramid in the background.

Hanzelka 1: At 19.40 the ascent commenced.

Zikmund 1: Then came night.

Hanzelka 1: Our night on the pyramid.

Zikmund 1: Within a few hours the fascinating theatre beneath the pyr-
amid had completely changed. The garlands of lights over Cairo

26 Again the author’s clear statement is inserted in the dramatic text: “The text includes or
paraphrases quotations from correspondence, travel diary entries, the travellers’ tes-
timonies in television documentaries, speeches, forums and other available material”
(Ljubkova 527).
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had thinned out, as the red glow of Bedouin fires turned into
fading sparks.

Hanzelka 1: The stirring melody of Arabic song faded and the distant
howls of jackals grew quiet.

Zikmund 1: Somewhere in the distance the roar of aircraft engines
could be heard. A dark shadow floated up to the Great Pyramid
and immediately swung over its apex, slowly disappearing into
the distance, interspersed by the blinking of red and white will-
0'-the-wisps merging in with the stars.

Hanzelka 1: Only the occasional flurry of bats’ wings disturbed the deep
silence of the night. (Ljubkova 541)

Clearly, here too it is not the author’s ambition to create a coherent, regular dra-
matic structure, but rather the suggestivity of authentic experiences, as embodied
in period documentary records, that are meant to be preserved. Although it is
not only real-life figures, who demonstrably met or at least might theoretically
have met, who interact here, but also entirely literary figures (apart from older
and younger versions of the protagonists, the dialogue also includes, for exam-
ple, the Angel and the Devil, Czechoslovakia personified, the Egyptian god ra,
a choir and others), it is clear that even at the risk of weakening the dramatic
effect the author attempts to honour well-known and less well-known facts
about the lives of these popular travellers, or to be more precise, despite some
fantasy and clearly invented elements, he does not want to get into a conflict with
these facts. History literally jumps at the feet of the protagonists and holds back
their ascent even in this play. As a result of the Nazis closing higher education
establishments, their commercial engineering course is postponed for quite
some time, and the adventurers have to literally wrest their first journey from
the authorities through sheer obstinacy (going right up to Gottwald himself,
whom they catch on the toilet); the protagonists are also compelled to agree to
their books being censored, and naturally enough their incisive, critical anal-
ysis of conditions in the Soviet Union does not go down well in Communist
circles, particularly since they present it as non-party members and so forth.
However, the watershed moment is the Prague Spring, when both travellers
became politically engaged to such an extent that one of them was considered
as a presidential candidate. But then all that was cut short by the invasion
of the Warsaw Pact armies, which is an anticipated moment within the context
of the play, as Hanzelka’s and Zikmund’s protest against the occupation is prefig-
ured in the prologue. A record is also made of the subsequent liaison between
the now persecuted travellers and dissident Ludvik Vaculik, who published
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another of their books in a minimum print-run in his samizdat series, when
they were officially proscribed, after which the careers of the travelling partners
are followed in the epilogue up to Jiti Hanzelka’s death in 2003.

To summarize, here we again see the inevitable structure of numerous Czech
biographical documentary plays on figures who lived (chiefly) in the twentieth
century, particularly those who willingly or unwillingly came into conflict with
one of the totalitarian regimes in Central Europe during this period: this struc-
ture, already observable previously in Véra and Hvézdy nad Baltimore, might
be characterized as follows: success, celebrity; incurring the wrath of those
in power; punishment, fall; (optional) partial rehabilitation and satisfaction
(albeit sometimes “not in this world”).

8. Porta Apostolorum: Libretto on the Disorderly Postwar Expulsion

The expulsion of the Sudeten Germans from Postoloprty in Northern Bohemia
is the main subject in Miroslav BambuseK’s dramatic text Porta Apostolorum
(published 2004, premiered 2005).”” This play has a relatively loose format with
a minimum of stage notes, so that it is sometimes quite difficult for the reader
to follow the movement of the characters on the stage, to clearly distinguish
individual dramatic situations and to differentiate the realist level from dream-
based passages. Hence, instead of a firmly established stage project this text only
offers raw material to be rounded oft and completed onstage.

The play’s structure is that of a collage, which speaks volumes about
the unusual interpretational openness of the work. However, the author
was also working with deconstruction techniques when he created
the relatively heterogeneous syuzhet, comprising two intertwining
plot lines, which ultimately emerge at a third level (including the view
of the plot from a contemporary perspective). (Just qtd. in Fialova
679-680)

The overall situation on which the play is based is the eighteenth birthday
celebrations of the son of a fairly wealthy German family taking place several
weeks after the end of the war, to which the current mayor and other Czech
neighbours are invited. The celebrations, which initially take place in a peace-
ful and amicable atmosphere, gradually turn into a ghastly event; however,

27 'The subject of the postwar expulsion of the Germans also appeared, e.g. in a play by
Jifi Havelka and Karel FrantiSek Tomanek: Dechovka (Brass Band, premiered 2013).
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due to the quantity of alcohol drunk, inter alia, the celebration culminates
in murder in the final scene. The second plot line then presents a love triangle
between the now adult Fritz, a German girl Kati and her persistent suitor Pavel.
The atmosphere of lurking bloody revenge and slowly increasing horror imbue
the play with elements of tension and mystery. The text is thus basically a clear
indictment of Czech society for the massacre in June 1945, when some 800
German civilians lost their lives in Postoloprty. The play itself is introduced by
an authentic report on the investigation into this mass murder by the Ministry
of National Defence in 1947.** Unexpectedly, the play also includes quotations
from Patrik OufedniK’s Europeana, Lenin’s Brief Biography and normalization
period magazines (e.g. Pionyr). Moreoever, at several points during the awful
game of Hitler, which the mayor plays with the German family, they recall
the utterances of the former Nazi leader. The authenticity of the story, which
does not actually reconstruct any real event, but metaphorically represents,
actualizes and reinterprets the bloody postwar events, was then also underlined
in BambuseK’s plays by the fact that they include “a staged reading of reports
from the investigating committee proceedings ... and a procession around
the concealed, overgrown and unmarked locations of the greatest postwar
mass murders in Bohemia ...” (Just qtd. in Fialova 679). On the other hand,
because the author does not work with particular historical figures in the text,
the play cannot be considered to be purely documentary, as here history only

28 “On April 25, 1947, a letter was delivered to the Ministry of National Defence, as was
a letter with the same content on April 30 to the Interior Ministry, signed by Otto Os-
fald, Postellberg, Leninova ulice No. 1345/67, in which the writer referred tot the pos-
trevolutionary events in Postellberg in May and June 1945. The same letter was also
delivered to the Ministry of Justice, which sent a copy on May 27, 1947, to the Interior
Ministry. On June 12, 1947, the Office of the President of the Republic sent a letter it
had received to the Interior Ministry, referring to these events and signed by Marie
Osfaldovd in Postellberg, Stalinova ulice No. 342. As a result, the Ministry of National
Defence preliminarily had the case investigated by its officer. On May 30, 1947, and
June 171947, the Interior Ministry then ordered the regional State Security Office
in Most to confidentially investigate the case with dispatch. According to a further
report from this office dated August 25, 1947, both letter writers were anonymous, be-
cause the persons named were unknown at that location. No further, more detailed
investigation was made, because a ums Security Commission Investigation Commit-
tee had been established, and it was not desirable for the Committee investigation to
be encumbered by a preliminary investigation by security or military bodies. Hence,
the Ministry of National Defence and the Interior Ministry present this preliminary
report on events in Postellberg om May and June 1945” (Bambusek 2).
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comes into the text as a source of inspiration, as the main thematic area which
the author primarily took up for clearly ideological reasons, since his objective
was to retroactively rehabilitate the victims of postwar violence. Hence, Porta
Apostolorum presents a historical event recast as a unique fictional story. From
this point of view, Bambusek’s experimental text, if the extent of its documentary
nature could somehow be measured, is about as “weakly” documentary as, for
example, Uhde’s formally traditional Zdzrak v cerném domé.

9. Docudrama as a Way to Create Collective Memory

Clearly, it is the ambition of docudrama creators to go substantially beyond

the field of literary (dramatic) work, i.e. the aesthetic dimension. Moreover, any
shift towards factuality considerably bolsters the persuasiveness of the depicted

events and actions (or, in other words, invokes the impression of “authenticity,”
which is so often valued in art); hence, the persuasive function, as well as some-
times the educational function, is applied to a substantial extent in these works.
The attention that is devoted in these plays to the issues surrounding the cor-
rectness or the reprehensibility of particular actions and behaviour as a whole

has a considerable ethical dimension.

The authors of documentary plays in the Czech context, who regularly focus
their attention on the recent or not so recent past, often wish to take an active
part in forming social memory. In contrast to the generalizing and abstracting
historiographical expositions, however, by the very nature of the matter, i.e. due
to the nature of artistic creativity, they tend towards a concrete, subjective and
inductive viewpoint. Whether they are presenting a conception that is pretty
much in line with contemporary national historiography or actually revising it,
and whether their intention and tone are “celebratory” or “demythologizing,’*
there is also always a particular reflection of society, a contribution that co-cre-
ates its collective consciousness and a sense of solidarity. This is also the reason
why our exposition left out documentary-style political satires lampooning
contemporary political representatives, such as the work of Iva Klestilova Standa
md problém (Standa Has a Problem, published and premiered 2006) and Petr
CtvrtniceK’s Ivdnku, kamardde, miizes mluvit? aneb To mi ho tedy vyndej (Ivan,
Buddy, Can You Speak? Or: Take It Out For Me Then, premiered 2005, published.
2006), where the distance in time from what is depicted is currently still too
short, even though this is potentially historical material. On the other hand, we

29 “Monumentalizing” or working with competing alternatives of the previous (main-
stream) exposition of history (see Erll 249-276).
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have focused on relatively new and not publicly well-known controversial views
of events and protagonists in twentieth century Czech history. In addition to
describing the various documentary forms in dramatic texts, it has also been
our aim to point out and present specific examples of theatre plays attempting
in a more or less non-conformist manner to elucidate several episodes from
Czech history and in numerous cases to also rehabilitate particular historical
figures and thus also to profile the collective memory and Czech national identity,
which is inseparable from the Central European cultural space.

Translated by Pat Mertova
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| Abstrakt

ALES MERENUS, MAREK LOLLOK
Obraz czeskiej przeszloéci we wspolczesnych sztukach teatralnych typu
»dokudrama”

Artykul ma na celu uchwycenie, opis i analize sposobéw przenikania materialow
dokumentalnych do struktury, a tym samym réwniez do $wiata fikcyjnego wspot-
czesnych tekstow dramatycznych. Na wybranych przyktadach przedstawia kilka
typow czeskiego ,,dokudramatu’, od sztuk o charakterze biograficznym, poprzez
tzw. tribunal drama az po kolaze sceniczne. Wspdlnym mianownikiem tych tek-
stow jest zamiar autora, by wywola¢ u odbiorcy wrazenie autentyczno$ci, celem
za$ nowa interpretacja wydarzen historycznych, ewentualnie przedstawienie lub
rehabilitacja okreslonej postaci historycznej. Ambicja twdrcow jest ksztaltowanie
na nowo pamieci zbiorowej i czeskiej tozsamo$ci narodowej w obrebie $srodkowo-
europejskiej przestrzeni kulturowe;j.

Stowa kluczowe: sztuka teatralna; docudrama; tribunal drama; wspdltczesny
teatr czeski; tozsamos¢ narodowa; Europa Srodkowa

| Abstract

ALES MERENUS, MAREK LOLLOK
The Image of the Czech Past in the Contemporary Docudrama

This study attempts to depict, describe and analyse the intersection of documen-
tary material with the structure and, by extension, the fictional worlds of current
drama texts. On the basis of selected examples, it presents several types of Czech
docudrama, from biographically-based plays and “tribunal dramas” to stage col-
lages. The common denominator behind these texts is their attempt to create an
impression of authenticity among recipients, as well as “faithfulness” to reality. Their
main objective is to provide a fresh interpretation of a historical event or to present
or rehabilitate particular historical figures and, not least, also to recreate collective
memory and the Czech national identity within the framework of the Central
European cultural space.

Keywords: documentary drama (docudrama); tribunal drama; current Czech
drama; national identity; Central Europe
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Hungarian Stories of the Regime Change:
Voices and Perspectives

Around 2010, two decades after the regime changes in East Central Europe, dis-
cussion of the political and social changes reached an important psychological

landmark: a generation with no personal memories of the Communist period

entered the public space and began to give voice to the post-communist agenda

of its own. Intergenerational dialogue gained increasing importance and, along

with the “archival boom” in the region, provoked established approaches to

the recent past. In Romania and Hungary, access to the secret police archives

was delayed and limited, but when they eventually were opened new documents

profoundly transformed the perceptions of the cultural field under Communism

and the related narratives of the older generations from the 2000s onwards.
Competing narratives of the regime change have now emerged that are also

conditioned by a great variety of social trajectories: many enjoyed the benefits

of the new political environment, but there were many whose social status de-
creased and had to face serious difficulties. All these made an impact on how
one tells the story of the regime change and, in the field of literature, influenced

what kind of narrative voices have emerged and how recent literary texts are

scaled. In this paper, I will focus on Hungarian literature written in Romania

to demonstrate that dealing with the recent past became a way of articulating
a wider range of issues in this area, including power relations, individual re-
sponsibilities, and failed attempts to understand and to communicate.
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There are certain traits of contemporary Hungarian fiction dealing with
the past that let literary scholar Edit Zsadanyi identify a specific type of narrative
that has recently emerged: one that reinterpreted established stories of the re-
gime change, stories that were legitimized by political authorities in various
ways. Reflecting a widespread focalization strategy she pointed out that authors
like Laszlé Garaczi, Endre Kukorelly, Gyérgy Dragoman, Ferenc Barnas and
Szilard Borbély, who narrate the past from a child’s perspective, give voice to
the ‘subaltern’ and this gives wider credibility to the narrative, additionally al-
lowing to associate the postcolonial mindset with postcommunist experiences.
This may result in a methodology that approaches Eastern European postcom-
munist experiences in a wider, planetary context instead of a historicized and
localized analysis (Zsadanyi 175).

The above mentioned focalization strategy is present also within a more
specific corpus of Hungarian literature—in texts written by Hungarian minority
authors living in Romania and dealing with the regime change of December
1989. The key difference between Hungarian literary works dealing with the re-
gime change in Hungary results from the difference between the two political
shifts. While the regime change became a central topic for a new generation
of Hungarian writers in Romania, it was not the case in literature written
in Hungary. In the latter case, the soft dictatorship of Janos Kadar allowed
authors to represent political changes only as a background that is, in the final
account, secondary to the story of their transition from adolescence to the life
of a grown-up person, see the prose of Laszlé Garaczi as a good example. It is
instructive that contributors to a 2009 conference on the literature of 1989 con-
cluded that “the” novel of the regime change still awaits to be written. In contrast
to the by-and-large peaceful changes in Hungary, Romania witnessed a sud-
den change perceived by the population as a “revolution.” There were fights
on the streets, and many of the anti-communist protesters were killed during
the events. The sense of a violent ending of the regime was highlighted also by
the much-debated execution of the leaders of the totalitarian regime, Nicolae
and Elena Ceausescu. This is why for authors belonging to the Hungarian ethnic
minority from Romania (of approximatively 1.5 million people at that time),
discussing the events of the regime change became a primary opportunity to
voice a set of experiences that include the sense of claustrophobia, liberation,
grief, hope and disillusionment. In literary narratives of Romania’s Hungarian
authors, the contrast between the shifting realities and regimes tends to be
sharp and occupies the central stage, the historical clash being more dramatic.

Hungarian novels of the postcommunist era frequently address the theme
of fluid and dislocated identities. Such identities are partly the results of a con-
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frontation with the “other” and with a number of alternative narratives. As a part
of identity construction, territoriality also becomes a relative and fictional notion
throughout these stories and this is an aspect that results in an increasingly
reflexive character of these narratives, a character that questions its potential
to engender fixed, stable and atemporal identities.

Within the multilingual literary scene in Romania, where Romanian, Hun-
garian and German language literary cultures coexist, Deleuze and Guattari’s
perspective of “minor literatures” provides a particularly fruitful approach.’
In Hungarian and German literature from Romania, the “regime change” tran-
scends precise territorialities: these literatures are intimately linked to the wider
context of Hungarian and German cultures and texts are often constructed with
a wider East European system of reference in mind, or in an even more abstract
way that allows readers to approach such novels and short stories as “planetary”
phenomena. The German-language writer originally from the Banat region,
Herta Miiller, for instance, or the major Hungarian author Adam Bodor from
Transylvania, who both left Ceausescu’s Romania in the 1980s, are just two
outstanding examples of writers who augmented the relevance of minority per-
spectives in their attempt to challenge the totalizing and totalitarian narratives
in the context of the Communist regime of Romania, and in fact, they pointed
out the relevance of “minor” approaches in a broader context. On a world scale,
all identities become fluid, following the pattern of minor literatures. As Jing
Tsu suggests, all future literary studies should take into account this multitude
of perspectives:

Whether the present new scale of literary studies can reach its purported
audiences, be they distant cultures, minor literary traditions, or parallel
world histories, depends on what the “world” means. The sum of its
parts, as a spatial setting, a global genre, a new connectivity, an open
process of discovery, or the latest contender in canon making, world
literature refracts a variety of desires for the agenda of future literary
studies. (158)

This could be a vision that records the nonlinearity of history, a vision that
is ready to address a literature organized under the form of nodes and networks
with changing configurations (Cooppan 196), and also a vision of dialogue
between different generations or different East Central European cultures.

1 See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Trans. Dana
Polan. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1986.
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Discussions about the representations of regime change in Hungarian
literature highlighted the question of great expectations and disillusionment,
and also some normative approaches expecting broad, panoramic descriptions
within the literary texts. These approaches missed, however, precisely the new,
emerging types of “minor” narratives that offered a view from below, as a mi-
crohistorical representation of events.

In what follows, I will provide a brief analysis of the narrative strategies
of three Hungarian novels that were published around the twentieth anniversary
of the regime change. All three—Andrea Tompa’s A hohér hdza (The Hangman's
House), Sindor Zsigmond Papp’s Semmi kis életek (Little Lives), and Zsolt Lang’s
A fold allatai (Animals of the Earth)—are connected to the Romanian events
but have been influential in the entire Hungarian literary scene. The analysis
focuses primarily on the perspectives these books offer on social and political
changes. The three novels are not only thematically linked: I claim that they
form part of a literary paradigm that originates in a trilogy of eminent Hun-
garian author, Adam Bodor.

Bodor’s Sinistra korzet (1992; translated to English as The Sinistra Zone) was
a major success in the 1990s both in Hungary and in the Hungarian literary field
in Romania, followed by Az érsek ldtogatdsa (1999; The Visit of the Archbishop)
and Verhovina madarai (2011; The Birds of Verkhovina). These novels’ literary
style that combine grotesque minimalism and magical realism deeply influ-
enced a cohort of younger authors like Gy6rgy Dragoman, Sandor Zsigmond
Papp, or Gabor Vida, so much so that some critics identified a “post-Bodorian”
literary current (Banyai 95-102). Although Bodor’s novels systematically dis-
mantle simplistically direct, referential readings, they provide undoubtedly
relevant guidance for the interpretation of recent decades in Eastern Europe.
The novel sequence provides insight to the regime change through a precise
and distanced description of the evolution of power relations. While the power
structure in The Sinistra Zone is direct and evident, possessing a military nature
(that corresponds to the power formation of the period immediately preceding
the regime change), The Visit of the Archbishop refers to a process of power
transfer where the changes are superficial, non-essential, and the hierarchy
of power has not changed in a profound manner; to this, The Birds of Verkhovina
adds a completely contemporary, diffuse form of power, which is elusive, partly
economic, but sometimes also functioning at a declarative, unsupervised level,
as in the case of Anatol Korkodus’s “Water Brigade” In Verkhovina, power
lies somewhere far away, in the background—and yet its presence is manifest.
Because of its distance, the rebellion against local power structures is hopeless:
if the source of power cannot be located, it cannot be targeted. This experience
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corresponds broadly to the one connected to contemporary, transnational,
intercontinental power structures. Freedom is delusive in this context—there
seem to be no obstacles, but it is quite difficult for the characters to make
the necessary moves to experience it. Bodor thus creates a sort of anthropology
of the regime change, discussing also the unwanted continuities of the process.

The novels of Tompa and Lang, in contrast, do not extend far beyond
the turning point of the regime change; the Little Lives by Papp is an excep-
tion among the three in this respect. But all three adopt a perspective close
to Bodor’s Verkhovina. The differences between the narratives do not result,
therefore, exclusively from the choice of the location for the backward glance,
but also from the way these novels deal with the “latent” knowledge about
the postcommunist decades.

1. The Hangman’s House: Stories from the Golden Age

In 2009, Romanian screenwriter and director Cristian Mungiu released a se-
ries of short films, Amintiri din Epoca de Aur (Memories of the Golden Age).
The “golden age” syntagma was originally used by Ceausescu with reference
to the last 15 years of his regime and it appears in the subtitle of Tompa’s novel
as well. Both Tompa and Mungiu belong to a generation born at the turn
of the 1970s, who have heavily invested in capturing the world before the re-
gime change. Mungiu’s films are based on urban legends and oral histories that
circulated in Romania in various versions. Some pieces are anecdotical, others
set in a mythical tone. Similarly, other artists and writers depict the “golden
age” in great variety: some use a minimalist style, others create ironic distance,
sometimes the style is casually direct, sometimes shocking. However, there is
a recurring feature that links the works of arts of this generation: they all are
“histories from below.” Tompa’s novel is not an exception.
The Hangman's House depicts life in a major city in Romania, Cluj-Napoca.
The protagonist is a teenage girl who has a “fresh” perspective on the absurdities
happening in the 1970s and 1980s. Through the story of a single family, it opens
windows to Romanian society, but since the emphasis is placed on the revolu-
tionary events, this novel becomes indeed a book of the regime change, rather
than simply a book about everyday life during Romanian Communism. Flash-
backs of family history are framed in the context of Christmas Eve of 1989: this
structural choice suggests that there is hope. There are also small, irrational
miracles within the story—the demolition of the old buildings in Cluj-Napoca
spares the Dohany Street family house, which plays an important role in the nar-
rative. The house remains a safe place where the protagonist may return to at
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any moment. Vitality flows from the story, obviously connected to the main
character in the book, a teenage girl situated in the midst of exploring the world,
when everything seems possible. Alcoholic men, demolished houses, dismantled
small communities, broken marriages bring balance into the narrative.

The structure of the book is fragmentary: the short chapters try to capture
a single small theme, figure, or phenomenon by jumping back and forth be-
tween the decades of the twentieth century. Each chapter consists of one single
long sentence that gives special dynamics to the text. Zooming in on each
of the figures, events and relationships, results in the second half of the book
invoking in the reader a sense of familiarity with regards to the created world
of the characters coming from different regions of Transylvania. Through indi-
vidual stories, Tompa offers an intriguing description of the power structures
and of the possibilities to move within the field of power.

The interior and exterior connections of the family portrayed in the novel
have many aspects: the family is connected to power, but not quite strongly
(within the family there are secretaries of local Party branches, but also “class
enemies”), they occupy a variety of power ranks, and the father’s “decadence’
means decadence in the social sense as well. The family knows the world
inside and outside the counters of socialist shops (the mother is the manager
of the central store), and is confronted with identity problems (the more con-
servative Szekler family line is combined with a socially mobile Jewish identity).
The girl of outstanding talent and literary sensitivity must be able to resist
the shift to a Romanian school environment and must be at the same time an
insider of adult games and of teenage rituals. Teachers, actors, poets and family
members are also involved in processes that lead from forms of “resistance
through culture” (such as jazz culture, alternative theatre performances) to
actual political dissidence (carrying messages to and from pre-revolutionary
Timisoara). Sexuality remains in this context rather a source of unquantified
desire and energy, instead of a materialized event.

Andrea Tompa’s novel connects the outside and inside worlds, explains and
interprets these in floating sentences, and presents the basic stories that deter-
mined the existence of average people in Cluj, from the twenties and thirties
to the regime change in 1989. The novel connects the inexperienced character
of a teenage girl to historical events, and through this focus gives voice to a type
of subaltern people in the Romanian Communist regime.

>
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2. Little Lives

“I want to tell the story of a place, not a person,” reads the motto of the novel

by Sandor Zsigmond Papp, taken from Gide. For Papp, space is a metaphor
for representing human relationships, and apartment houses are paradoxical
places of co-existence: complete intimacy and seclusion is impossible within
such spaces. Secrets cannot be kept, and obscure details of everyday life provoke
the curiosity of the neighbours. This spatiality recreates in fact the atmosphere
of Communist everyday life where agents of the secret police had access to
the details of “little lives,” and secrets tended to become political in the sense
that they could be used for political purposes by the power structures. A main
character of the novel, one of the winners of the regime change, for instance,
is a former secret police officer. He becomes a smart entrepreneur who takes
part in the postcommunist everyday life under a different name. The story
of the “turn” is accessible through such characters’ lives. In this respect, in Little
Lives representations of the regime change are more direct, non-metaphorical
as compared to Bodor’s trilogy.

The main point of the book seems to be that the desires of liberation were not
strong enough within the society. In this respect, Papp’s novel to a greater extent
remains in the realms of Bodor’s world than The Hangmans House. In this world
one needs to accept the rules of the game and avoid confrontation. At the same
time, the anti-heroes of Papp’s novel have more glamor and hedonism in their
lives than Bodor’s characters. Papp’s humorous but sometimes bloody episodes
can be situated somewhere in the vicinity of Hrabals stories.

For entire generations, freedom came “too late,” as the novel suggests. Jani
Rot, the mentioned secret police officer, still in power, says most sensitively,

“there are those for whom the freedom came too late.... Freedom ... They don't
even know who to hate” (Papp 301). Obviously, this is the motive of the “failed
regime change” But it is important that Papp does not transfer this failure to

“others,” but rather concentrates on individual responsibility: the novel repeat-
edly refers to the power of will, desire, and diagnoses an attitude that is unable
to transcend the trap of not wanting to remember, but unable to forget. This
means that within the world of the novel, the regime change should occur first
of all within the minds of the characters, and the tragedy of these anti-heroes
is that they are unable to actively deal with the past.

The novel directly addresses the issue of rival narratives about the regime
change, contrasting mainstream Western discourses with local experience.
The Western approach is represented by a German film crew wanting to produce
a documentary film about the 1989 Romanian events. The memory politics
of transition is reflected through the dialogues between the film crew and
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Kalcsek, a tenant in the apartment house. Kalcsek identifies romanticizing and
colonizing expectations manifested in the questions of the director:

It was difficult to decide whether or not to talk about this at all, but
the director ... was so eager to preach the German people’s interest
in the story, as if all Germans had already been knocking at the door
of Kalcsek.... But you are expecting theory, not answers, he finally told
the interpreter. (Papp 261-262)

According to Kalcsek (and through him, according to the novel), the story
of the regime change cannot be cut short (there are only forty minutes at
the disposal of the filmmakers), because it is precisely the micro-details that
are the most important. So the “real” regime change movie is the novel itself,
with its own little stories. What the director can show through the movie
will, of course, have a much different, more compact effect: we can see here
that the positive image of the regime change fits in with the expectations
of some kind of Western propaganda machine. The market-expanding logic
of the West in the novel tries to shape the narrative according to its own
interests.

In Kalcsek’s version, the German film crew members have freedom in their
blood, but they are also incapable of actually connecting to those who are try-
ing to imagine and mobilize their freedom. Their questions are simplistic and
sensational, and they are waiting for confirmations of their preconceptions and
previously elaborated versions. Kalcsek and the others, on the other hand, do
not want to be involved in legitimizing such narratives. They search for alter-
native versions that are much harder to describe, and that remain fragmentary;,
despite the four hundred pages of the novel. Thus, incompleteness itself, together
with the richness of the episodes, is the answer that Papp offers in his novel to
the question of narrating the regime change through his poetics and reflexivity.
It is in this precise episode that the ‘subaltern’ narrative directly challenges
the dominant, politically legitimized plot of a master narrative.

3. Animals of the Earth

Animals of the Earth appeared as the fourth and closing sequence of Zsolt Lang’s
novel series Bestiarium Transylvaniae in 2011. It is located at an intersectional
point of the oeuvre. The earlier volumes of the series dealt with events that had
occurred much earlier, but Lang had a small novel entitled Perényi’s Liberation,
which dealt with workings of the Evil in the world in the days of the Romanian
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revolution, and also with the myth of pure conception. The figure of comrade
Dunea/Dulea, the local Party secretary also connects the two novels.

If, in the previous volumes of the trilogy, the temporal distance separating us
from the narrated events allowed us to read them as historical novels (or pseu-
do-historical novels), for Animals of the Earth, the essence of provocation is
precisely whether we can accept the narration of the recent past as a historical
novel. The former Bestiary volumes were evidently linked to the meta-historical
line of the prose of magical realism, but in the case of the recent past, it is nec-
essary to create a distance, a level of reflection that can produce similar effects.

The novel achieves this effect by operating a specific mirror structure:
the stories of the individual characters in the novel intersect and reflect on
each other, and render each other’s validity uncertain. We hear the voices
of many potential narrators, and we get access to their thoughts—sometimes
a high school student named Bori, sometimes a rat of extraordinary size and
intelligence, sometimes another animal, and sometimes an officer of the secret
police takes on the narrative voice. Stories and perspectives relativize each other,
even though Bori’s perspective fits the story in a more decisive way.

The animal figures “say” that some of the characters in the novel are projec-
tions of Bori’s dreams (“On the roof, there stood a white dove with a human face,
and she barely looked up, he knew somebody in the house was dreaming about
this white dove”). The main character, as she says, is not interested in the truth
of the statements, but in the overall interplay of the statements.

The term “animals of the earth” here does not refer so much to animals
that live on the earth, but literally to animals that live in the ground or under-
ground—in canals, basements, underground cavities. The underground world
can be read in the novel as the projection of the subconscious, the inverse
or mirror image of the above world, from which the intelligent rat observes
the context of the order of the human world, easily seeing through rational
human logic. Bori is “immersed” in this underground world twice, and in both
cases returns to a transformed order when she emerges. On the first occasion,
she enters the basement of her school where she finds historical objects, while,
by contrast, what happens on the surface is arbitrarily rewritten history, a class
that has nothing to do with factual history of the country. On her second
descent, Bori walks through the city’s sewerage system and faces a completely
changed world when she comes to the surface—she witnesses the revolution-
ary transformation itself. The whole scene is “unbelievable” for her in some
way, but Zsolt Lang’s representation of the regime change is also reminiscent
of the strategy of Little Lives: to approach abstractions from the perspective
of the ordinary, the material.
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The peculiarity of Lang’s novel is that it attaches great importance to imag-
ination, which enables the creation of its own alternative (even underground)
worlds, while also reproducing the same imaginative games in a parodistic
register when anyone (the rat or the secret police officer) can be a creator
of alternative worlds. The novel leaves open the possibility that we read a blue-
haired rat’s novel about the regime change.

The novel ends with a reflection on the nature of “acting in the name
of eternal change” or “resilient immobility;” on the other hand, and shows
the superficial, temporary nature of change. At the same time, the text does not
wish to become a novel of post-totalitarian depression, and considers returning
to the “three days underground” immediately preceding the regime change,
in order to find the need for rebirth. Although the final volume of the Bestiary
series is only remotely connected to the earlier volumes, the title of the series
still inserts this change of political narrative into a broader discussion of his-
tory and the nature of stories. In this way, Lang also claims what Tompa does:
the nature of the historical turns cannot be understood without their history.
In Lang’s text, moreover, this becomes a meta-circumscription, where storytell-
ing itself is relativized by the multiplication of storytelling modes. The phrase
Bori thinks of as she walks through the city is probably the most memorable
phrase in the novel: “Where does this present grow from, if no one knows its
past” (Lang 219). The structure of the trilogy suggests that history is a constantly
reconfiguring narration, and the more recent the narrated events are, the more
uncanny the uncertainty referring to past events can be.

Lang’s novel offers its own response strategy to the unfamiliarity of the past,
as do the novels by Andrea Tompa and Sandor Zsigmond Papp, when they look
back and forth in time from the perspective of posteriority. Their point of view
is broadly in line with what I referred to as the Bodor paradigm, but at the same
time, all three authors are extremely conscious of where they cut the threads
of their stories, creating different effects of optimism and of disillusionment
through simple narrative techniques.

Based on the overview of the three novels, I would argue that the type
of narrative that configures “histories from below” in the postcommunist period
is present also within the spectrum of Hungarian literature from Romania, but
it tends to gain a specific functionality. Papp’s novel, as I have shown, highlights
the individual capabilities for freedom, and therefore individual responsibility.
Lang and Tompa end their stories when they reach a moment of hope, of liber-
ation, suggesting that all posterior lines of events are concentrated within those
moments. Those inner, mental states serve as models for all future attempts
for liberation, and the subsequent decades cannot overrule those individual
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potentialities. This point seems essential also within the intergenerational
communication context that I described in the opening paragraph of my paper.
Communicating the unfamiliar set of experiences to another generation needs
to start, as it seems, from a point where these experiences are unfamiliar also
for the narrative I—this is how a child’s or a teenager’s perspective becomes
functional through such narrations.

The conclusion of my investigation goes in line with Papp’s novel: history
in the novels of East Central Europe is not to be created along major narrative
lines. Official, politically promoted interpretations of Eastern European regime
changes began to show their weaknesses during the last decades, their lack
of a universal value. The possibility of literature lies in the fact that it is capable
of telling stories that are not master narratives of a whole age, but through their
relativizing narrative techniques they can create alternative interpretations that
move closer to everyday, individual experience.
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Literature and Geography

We have found ourselves at the frontier of the imagination, marked not merely
by the limits of the current developmental model, but by the limits of its ability
to conceive the next stage of development.

Disintegration of Polish democracy, along with the serious turmoil in inter-
national relations has thrust us into this unique place. We have also been pushed
to the limits of thinking by such external processes as the crisis of the European
Union, Brexit, waves of migrants reaching Europe, the annexation of Crimea
by Russia, the civil war in Ukraine, changes in global capitalism, etc. As a result
of all these processes taking place on the border of law and lawlessness, ration-
ality and ressentiment, we are overcome by a prevailing sense of uncertainty: we
do not know what the future of Poland holds, what will happen to the European
Union, how the Union’s relations with Great Britain and the United States will
develop. We know, however, that the future will not be defined by a welfare state
or a neoliberal state, i.e. by the two systemic solutions to the problem of how
to coexist with global capitalism. It is also difficult to accept that introducing
national capitalism to our country would be a long-term solution; it would
restore social rights, while curtailing civil liberties and isolating Poland from
the world. It is as if the present is severing contact with history, and nationalist
egoisms have become detached from geography. In this situation, not only are
the current developmental concepts disintegrating, but also thinking itself.
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We do not know how to expand our thinking in order to understand the current
process. And these are the limits of the imagination.

The task that I have set for myself in this text will be to describe the path that
has led us to these frontiers, and also to analyze the conditions that exist there.
The material that I will draw on for my conclusions come from Polish literature
of the last quarter century. To those who question the value of analyzing literary
texts at a time when the foundations of global order are crumbling, I propose
a simple answer: if I am right in thinking that we are at the edge of the imagi-
nation, then literature has an equal stake in the debate about reality with other
discourses; perhaps, it is even a participant deserving of attention, since it is
the most efficient in using the imagination.

Of the many frontiers, only one will be discussed here—the geographical.’
This frontier is determined by an unprecedented process of cartographic change,
as a result of which today’s Poland is not where it used to be.

Cartographical shifts do not, of course, only mean changes in physical
coordinates, but indicate that existing relationships with neighboring coun-
tries have been gradually loosened, violated and broken down. In effect,
we now find ourselves in the process of an unprecedented departure from
the previous map, undertaken for an unknown purpose and in an unknown
direction. Poland is “somewhere else” not because its position has changed,
but because our presence in the larger structures to which we once belonged
is radically changing.

After 1989, one could see the process of becoming rooted in four such
entities, which have been determined, for the sake of argument, by geo-
graphical directions. These were the following: the European Union from
the west, Central Europe from the south, the Lithuania-Belarus-Ukraine
belt in the east and Scandinavia in the north. These entities have different
entities and degrees of institutional connection, so when we talk about
them, we need to imagine not so much permanent systems of states, but
rather gravitational fields with different strengths of attraction, depending
on the bodies that create them and the connections between them. Their
historical permanence is not identical, as well as our presence in each of them.
Although this presence has been uneven, it should be noted that the attempt
to simultaneously take root in four different, in addition harmonious, entities
is unprecedented in Polish history.

1 In this article I will make use of conclusions from the following book: Przemystaw
Czaplinski’s Poruszona mapa. Wyobraznia geograficzno-kulturowa polskiej literatury
przetomu xx i XXI wieku.
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1. The East: Borderlands, or Decolonization

The Giedroyc project began to be implemented with a focus on the East and
consisted in creating good relations with Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania, and
in strengthening their statehood. This concept was, in fact, a political transla-
tion of the Polish literary heritage of “small homelands,” which includes one
of the most important and valuable collections of works created in exile. Lit-
erature of “small homelands” appeared in the 1950s, and its core texts included
the following: Florian Czarnyszewicz Nadberezyricy (Berezina People) (1942),
Jozef Wittlin Méj Lwéw (My Lwéw) (1946), Czestaw Mitosz Dolina Issy (The Issa
Valley) (1955), Zygmunt Haupt Pierscien z papieru (Paper Ring) (1963), Andrzej
Chciuk Atlantyda (1969), Jerzy Stempowski Ziemia berneriska (The Bernese
Land) (1954), as well as the trilogy of Stanistaw Vincenz Na wysokiej pofoninie
(On a High Polonyna) (part 1: 1938; part 2: 1970; part 3: 1979). These works
changed the perception of the Eastern Borderlands, giving eastern areas cultural
autonomy and independence from postwar attempts at Polonization. The act
of retroactive liberation from Polish domination consisted in presenting equal
but ethnically diverse communities living in the eastern lands (Polish, Jewish,
Lithuanian, Ukrainian, German, Belarusian, Tatar, etc.). This expanded rep-
resentation led to the conclusion that the Borderlands did not belong to any
nation exclusively, and that the moment when nationalistic aspirations for
dominance appeared was the beginning of the end of that world.

Juliusz Mieroszewski’s essay, “Rosyjski kompleks polski i obszar uLB”
(The Russia’s Polish Complex and the ULB area), published in 1974, offered
a political summary of the cultural equality project, laid out earlier by the lit-
erature of “small homelands” (Mieroszewski). The author argued that, after
the Second World War, Polish claims against Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine
became “a notebook from ‘the house of the dead” (9): the imperial attitude
of Poland in the interwar period hindered the development of good relations
between neighbors and it served to legitimize Russian imperialism: “This is
a two-way process, Poles who are patiently waiting for a moment of retaliation
and restoration of the ‘bulwark’ intensively fuel Russian imperialism” (14).
As Mieroszewski wrote, such claims to the eastern lands must be abandoned;
doing so would equip Polish foreign policy with a moral mission and geopo-
litical significance and it would strengthen our roots in Europe, allowing us to
shape our relations with Russia differently. In this concept, independent and
stable democracies in the Eastern Belt were the path to a more stable Poland.?

2 “We have to look for connections and an understanding with Russians who are ready
to grant Ukraine, Lithuania, Belarus full independence, and, what is equally impor-
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After 1989, the Giedroyc’s concept gained influence. In the early 1990s,
the governments of the Third Polish Republic recognized the independence
of Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania; a decade later (2004-2005), President
Kwasniewski urged Western governments to support Ukraine and created a po-
litical alliance with Valdas Adamkus and Javier Solana to integrate the Eastern
Belt with the rest of Europe. Also, in 2005, that is, at the start of our membership
in the Union, Poland initiated the “Eastern Partnership” program, which de-
fined the Union’s eastern policy. During the 3rd National Eucharistic Congress
in Warsaw in June 2005, there was a symbolic rapprochement and a gesture
of Polish-Ukrainian reconciliation; soon thereafter presidents Kwasniewski
and Yushchenko opened the restored Cemetery of the Defenders of Lwow.
Public support for Ukrainian democratic and pro-EU aspirations also increased,
as evidenced by the various initiatives organized in Poland and by politicians
visiting Ukraine during the Orange Revolution (2004-2005) and during Eu-
romaidan (2013-2014).

But from the very beginning of the new period, Giedroyc had an old-new
opponent—Henryk Sienkiewicz. His legacy made it easier to dismantle relation-
ships rather than to forge new ones. At the end of the 1990s, Lithuania was caught
up in a dispute regarding the Polish minority population. Belarus, as evidenced
by the termination of Belsat satellite television,® which had been financed by
the Polish government and legally constituted part of Polish Television, is left
to fall deeper into Lukashenko’s power, who is trying to establish conditions for
neocolonial exploitation.* Ukraine, which is strategically the most important

tant, we must once and for all renounce all claims to Vilnius, Lviv and withdraw from
any politics or plans that would aim to establish in a more favorable conditions our
dominance over the East at the expense of the aforementioned nation... Ukraine,
Lithuania and Belarus must be granted full independence, as this is demanded by
the Polish-Russian national interest” (Mieroszewski 12).

3 The founder and director of the independent station established in 2007 was Agniesz-
ka Guzy-Romaszewska; in December 2016, the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs in-
formed her that her budget had been reduced and that the station has to switch to
the Polish language. “According to unverified information, to which Romaszewska
refers, Ministry of Foreign Affairs has cut financing for television from 17 million to
5 million zlotych” (Poczobut).

4 The PiS government is expanding its cooperation with Belarus, thereby relativizing
and legitimizing the regime in power there. This cooperation is in itself significant,
as it includes, e.g. plans for the purchase of atomic energy and land for wind power sta-
tions (something which PiS is opposing in Poland, calling it a sign of German coloni-
zation). “According to plans, the sales between Minsk and Warsaw are to increase four-
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country, is increasingly being pushed away, as relations are governed by histor-
ical politics, identity politics and Polish claims to innocence, not by pragmatic
calculations. Even in 2013, when a liberal government, Civil Platform (ro), was
in power, the Sejm adopted a political declaration about Volhynia, defining
the UPA crimes as “ethnic cleansing with signs of genocide,” which the ruling
right-wing party, Law and Justice (PiS), later changed to simply “genocide”
in 2016, marking July 11 as the Day of Remembrance of Victims of Genocide
perpetrated by Ukranian nationalists on citizens of the Second Republic of Po-
land during wwir’ Therefore, Poland expects, as if under Sienkiewicz’s dicta-
tion, that Ukraine forever accept its role as that of a criminal, that it renounce
its “cursed soldiers” and concede to Polish civilizational superiority.® To this
we might also add the scant legal and social protection offered to the million
Ukrainians working in Poland.” Such works as the film Wotyn (Volhynia; Ha-
tred), which is commonly taken as presenting evidence for Ukrainian crime and
Polish martyrdom, also strengthens reluctance and a sense of moral superiority.®
Over the past ten years, foreign policy towards Ukraine has, therefore, rad-
ically changed, and state propaganda has transformed the image of “Ukraine

fold. In October, we were able to pass an agreement regarding local border traffic, and
the pxp (Polish Railways) celebrated this fact by introducing more connections from
Krakéw-Warsaw-Grodno. Interestingly, at approximately the same time the connec-
tiosn between Wroctaw-Dresden and Wroctaw-Berlin were eliminated” (Witkowski).

5 July 11, 1943, UPA units attacked approximately 100 Polish villages in Volhynia.

“Some time ago I talked to president Poroszenko and told him directly: you won't en-
ter Europe with Banderites; you'll have to choose between integration with the West,
which means giving up uPa or the East and everything that is connected to it”
(Kaczynski).

7 Taking advantage of the economic crisis, Poland is draining Ukraine of its work
force: The majority of these immigrants are doing what Poles do in the West: pick-
ing fruit, sorting fish, construction work, serving dinner and lunch. The minority is
to fill the holes left by emigrating doctors, nurses and computer programmers, with-
out whom the workforce cannot regenerate and the economy cannot develop” (Wit-
kowski). Furthermore, the growing (and exacerbated by PiS) anti-Ukranian sentiment
prevents the development of an alliance between Polish and Ukrainian workers.

8 “Last year the Sejm passed an act concerning the Volhynia crime and almost simulta-
neously president Petro Poroshenko, kneeling before the monument of Polish victims
of Volhynia. The film Wolyn (Volhynia; Hatred), based on the simplest stereotypes
in describing the complex Polish-Ukrainian history, was called a gesture of recon-
ciliation between the nations. In Polish eastern policy is slowly being taken over by
an National Democratic, nationalistic narrative, and Giedroyc’s ideas about a Pol-
ish-Ukrainian alliance have become nothing more than a pipe-dream” (Smolenski).
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aspiring to be in Europe” into the image of “Ukraine worshiping Banderites’
Highlighting upa, the Volhynia crime and the allegedly widespread support for
Bandera in Ukraine affects Polish attitudes to Ukrainians residing in Poland:
acts of verbal aggression against individuals are multiplying, as well as physical
assaults during cultural events or even during religious processions. Empha-
sizing the “unfairness” of the Giedroyc doctrine has already entered official
political discourse,® just as it has become the norm to deny the Ukrainian
minority additional state subsidies.”

At the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the cultural depiction
of Ukraine aligned with the political discourse. Both underlined the similarities
between the two countries, societies and cultures. Analogies served to work
through the colonial heritage, that is, to understand that Poles were present
in the Ukrainian lands from the seventeenth to the twentieth century in the role
of a hegemon that impeded the developmental opportunities of the native
society and relegated Ukrainians to the position of slaves. In this context, it
seems remarkable that the Ukrainians were the ones to begin renewing Sarma-
tism—in a folk and postcolonial spirit—as a culture common to societies living
in the former areas of the noble Polish Republic (see Pollack).

As part of the narrative of similarity, the writers also highlighted the key
significance of dignity in the history of both societies and pointed out that
Poland underwent a capitalist transformation largely facilitated by the West
(this is help that in the twenty-first century Ukraine more urgently needs).
In the context of Polish literature on Ukraine, “neighborhood” began to mean
that Poles ask more than instruct, create a common language rather than use
another language of domination.

Texts that aimed to decolonize the Polish memory of the Borderlands played
a key role in this process. Examples of such roguish books are the following:
Daniel de Beauvois’s Ukrainian Triangle. The nobility, Tsarism and People

9 “Many politicians are thoughtlessly clinging to an outdated and compromised myth
of Jerzy Giedroyc. Regardless of what Giedroyc had in mind, his spiritual pupils,
e.g. Adam Michnik, Henryk Wujec, Tomasz Natecz or Pawel Kowal, interpret his ideas
thus: for the good of our relations with independent Ukraine, atrocities committed by
UPA ought to be forgotten” (Isakowicz-Zaleski).

10 Cutting funding for organizations representing minority groups in 2017 (granted on
the basis of the Act on National and Ethnic Minorities passed by the Ministry of In-
terior and Administration): Association of Ukrainians in Poland has not received any
funding for the 70" anniversary of deportations that took place as part of the “Wista”

initiative in 2017; no funding was granted for the Ukrainian language website Prostir.

pl. In all, seven projects proposed by the Association of Ukrainians in Poland were
rejected (in preceding years at most 1-3 were rejected).
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in Volhynia, Podolia and Kiev Region 1793-1914 (2005), Jozet Obrebski’s Polesie
(published in 2007, containing analyzes from the 1930s), Jan Sowa’s The King’s
Phantom Body (2010). All three authors analyzed the centuries-old colonial
conditions created by Poles in the Boderlands. Ziemowit Szczerek’s Mordor Will
Come and Eat Us (2013) provided journalistic evidence for the current relevance
of this postcolonial attitude. The author presented the Borderland language
“in action,” or Polish cultural awareness—full of stereotypes, prejudices and
a sense of superiority in relation to Ukraine, acting like a machine that brings
colonial relations to tourism. Polish tourists bring with them this border dis-
course to Ukraine: it manifests itself in words, behaviors, selected routes, visited
sites, and even in the patterns of affected behavior towards monuments and
ruins. The re-Polonized and reactivated borderland discourse is strengthened
by the Polish tourist industry: travel agencies, guidebooks and albums produce
ample evidence of the superiority of Polish culture over Ukrainian barbarism.
The world presented in the reportage is not Ukraine, but contemporary Polish
soft-colonialism, which no longer has the power to conquer foreign lands,
but can, to a limited degree, stop history. Polish tourists looking for traces
of Polishness in Ukraine are paying residents to maintain signs of their former
colonial dependence.

Other books have also crossed this decolonization threshold: Malgor-
zata Szejnert’s reportage, Raising Mountains: True Life Stories from Polesie
(Usypaé gory. Historie z Polesia) (2015) and Olga Tokarczuk’s novel, The Books
of Jakob (Ksiggi Jakubowe) (2015). They share a common feature of presenting
the Borderlands in different languages and from different perspectives: from
the point of view of a Pole and a Ukrainian (Belarusian, Lithuanian, Jew...),
from the point of view of a nobleman and a peasant, owner and owned, the free
and the enslaved. Therefore, these writers have learned to read the Borderlands
in much the same way as a sociologist would; in order to understand the ethnic
and economic relations in those lands, one must, first of all, learn to listen to
someone else’s stories.

The political discourse of the second decade of the twenty-first century
radically departs from this concept. In opposition to the narrative of similarity
and critical decolonization that have developed in literature, the language of pol-
itics primarily relies on the rhetoric of hierarchical difference. This rhetoric is
connected not only to the celebrations of tragic events in Volhynia, which are
used as the strongest argument against Giedroyc’s doctrine™ and the bloodiest

11 In 2013 activists of Poland’s fringe right-wing movement “reconstructed” the Volhy-
nia massacre in Radymno. Seven wooden houses were burned down in front of 5,000
spectators, and recordings of this “happening” were circulated on the Internet. Com-
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evidence of the victims’ moral superiority, but also to public declarations to
the effect that Poland represents civilization and Ukraine is backward, that all
permanence and value (churches, manor houses) were created by Poles, and
Ukrainians have only themselves to blame for everything that is associated
with clutter, backwardness and destruction, and finally, that Poland belongs to
Europe and Ukraine still only aspires to it.

Thus, Giedroyc’s concept is fulfilled in today’s Polish foreign policy in its
clumsiest variant: the government is separating Poland from Russia not so much
by strengthening its eastern neighbors, but by provoking symbolic wars with
them. This is done not in the name of a long-term program of international
relations, but because of the inability to overcome its own complexes. That is
why, although it is difficult to define the goal of Polish Eastern policy, it is not
difficult to point to Sienkiewicz as its source.

2. The South: Central Europe, or Isolation

The second, southern direction gained prominence in the 1980s, when, thanks to
Milan Kundera’s famous essay “The Kidnapped West, or the tragedy of Central
Europe” (Kundera), Polish culture began to rebuild its place in Central Europe.
This text, which was quickly translated into many languages and was met with
many enthusiastic comments and polemics, was intended as a challenge to Cold
War geopolitics. The writer stated that Poland, Czechoslovakia* and Hungary
became hostages of the Yalta peace treaty, as Western Europe gave Soviet Russia
three of our countries in exchange for its own security. The best evidence that
the Center did not agree with this decision were the uprisings that erupted
in the following decades against totalitarian power—in 1956 (Hungary, Poland),
in 1968 (Czechoslovakia, Poland), in 1970, 1976 and 1980 (Poland).

This rebellious attitude stemmed from the fact that Central Europe—
the wealth of nations, cultures, faiths and languages—was not familiar
(in the view of Kundera) with violent resolutions of conflicts; this area existed
according to the following rule: “maximum diversity on a minimum of space”
(Kundera 18). “How could we not be terrified of Russia which was building

menting the necessity of staging such “reconstructions,” one participant stated proudly
that it is “connected not only to preserving memory; but to rejecting “the outdated
and discredited Giedroyc myth” (qtd. in Portnov).

12 Kundera consistently uses the name “Czechoslovakia” in the text, though he is refer-
ring to the Czech Republic (since he is referring to exclusively Czech and to cities,
which are also exclusively Czech).
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its might on the opposite logic: minimum diversity on a maximum of space?”
(Kundera 18). By building this opposition and basing it on the idealized image

of Central Europe and the terrifying image of Russia, the writer accomplished

an extraordinary feat: he distinguished Central Europe from all the countries

of the Soviet bloc, making it an internally coherent creation, with its own tradi-
tions; he introduced into the pan-European debate the image of a specific area

in which culture retains its authenticity; he proposed a cultural (not political!)

narrative that became the basis for the supranational language of resistance to

the Soviet Union. He also justified the restitutionary attitude towards the West.
In this approach, Soviet Russia was recast as a colonizer of culturally alien

spaces, while Western Europe was seen as a traitor who, in exchange for security
and prosperity, abandoned her younger sister.”” Despite these simplifications

(or maybe thanks to them?), Kundera transformed geopolitics into geopoet-
ics. Throughout the post-war period, the map of Europe was held hostage by
ideology. Alliances were based on the recognition of the integrity of borders,
and thus the integrity of the narrative. The essay on Central Europe triggered

the imagination and the map came to be seen as a derivative of the story, not

of political systems.

The history of the first and second decades after 1989 saw the prognostica-
tions in Kundera’s essay come to fruition: The Visegrad Group, i.e. the alliance
formed in 1991 between Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia (since 1993, with
the Czech Republic and Slovakia) was an attempt to establish new relations
between states on the common tradition described by Kundera. certa (Cen-
tral European Free Trade Agreement), created by the same countries in 1992,
was meant to deepen the bond between these countries. This was, incidentally,
the first international alliance which used the term “Central Europe” as a full-
fledged political category. These agreements were meant to confirm the cultural
unity of Central Europe and, at the same time, to help accelerate admission
into the United Europe. That is why it is perhaps no exaggeration to claim
that Kundera’s essay can be considered a key text for the first transformation
of the map; the thinking that the Czech writer popularized allowed Central
European politicians to transform geopolitics into geopoetics, i.e. they trans-
formed the map in accordance with the narrative.

The membership application submitted in 1994 began the process of institu-
tional integration of Central Europe into United Europe, which was completed

13 This term, which appears in Kundera’s essay, refers to Jerzy Kloczowski’s monogram
Mtodsza Europa. Europa Srodkowo-Wschodnia w kregu cywilizacji chrzescijatiskiej
Sredniowiecza.
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with the signing of the accession treaty in 2003. Integration and, therefore,
disappearance. The accession of Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and
Hungary to Europe took place at the cost of the Center being dispersed into
separate, though united in a different whole, countries that weaken coopera-
tion and mutual alliances in favor of cooperating with the Union. Failure to
cultivate the narratives of the Center is what proved fatal. Polish politics still
seems to be trapped in the logic of Kundera’s essay, while reality has sided with
Andrzej Stasiuk.

In the memorable essay “Dziennik okretowy, included in the volume Moja
Europa (My Europe) (2000) and written together with Yurii Andrukhovych
(Jurij Andruchowycz), Andrzej Stasiuk extended the map of Central Europe to
include eastern and southern regions, thus annexing the areas of Ukraine, Ro-
mania, former Yugoslavia and Albania. This allowed Stasiuk to display the kind
of cultural strangeness that is incomprehensible to the West, civilizational
backwardness, poverty and a peculiar passive activity that can transform life
into intense expectation. According to the writer, the countries of the Center
perceive unification with the West, which is based on the transfer of money and
new technologies in exchange for getting rid of cultural identity, as yet another
form of colonization. Against this, Stasiuk orientalized the Center, presenting
passivity as a strategy of waiting for the next stage of history in an attempt to
preserve one’s own culture.

In subsequent books, Zima (Winter) (2001), Jadgc do Babadag (Driving to
Babadag) (2004), Fado (2006), Dojczland (2007) and Dziennik pisany pozniej
(A Diary Written Later) (2010), Stasiuk consistently upheld this depiction, turn-
ing himself into a kind of anti-Kundera of the unification discourse. Whereas
Kundera attributed Western features to Central Europe, Stasiuk gave these
areas an oriental character. For Kundera, Central Europe was an area betrayed
by the West, whereas for Stasiuk it was an area betrayed by the elegant con-
cept of Central Europe smoothly and seamlessly joining the West at the price
of forgetting the Balkans, Romania and Albania. For Kundera it was a reservoir
of beautiful monuments, whereas for Stasiuk it is a rusty warehouse of social-
ist industry and a kiosk with counterfeit Western goods. For Gyorgy Konrad,
Czestaw Milosz or Danilo Ki$, it was primarily a bourgeois area, for Stasiuk,
just like for his great predecessors Josef Kroutvor or Joseph Roth, it is plebeian
territory. Supporters of integration regarded Central Europe as an intermediate
stage, while Stasiuk treats it as an impassable stage. According to Stasiuk, Central
Europe (extended to the Balkans) is a distorted mirror of the West: the people
of the Center will never reach the civilizational level of the West, and the only gift
that the West can offer as part of the exchange is a parody of modernity. Central
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Europe mocks the West, because it unintentionally exposes the fact that these
unification myths make it possible for the West to renew its civilization mission
and that this mission is a technically advanced version of the petty bourgeoisie.

We do not have to believe Stasiuk and we do not have to regard his texts
as a reflection of the truth. It is important, however, that they made it possible
to understand how dangerous it was to recognize the narrative of unification
as the end of history. The side effects included eagerly forgetting the South,
that is, in effect there was no significant difference between Poland, Hungary
and Czechoslovakia, on the one hand, and Romania or Albania, on the other.
Selected post-communist states were admitted to the Union not because of their
past achievements, but in the name of solidarity and in order to achieve the goal
of unification. However, successive Polish governments took admission to
Europe for granted, which prevented them from thinking about solidarity
towards other participants in history. As long as no events disturbed the new
order, a sense of Poland’s permanent presence in Europe was conducive to this
forgetfulness. The rapid influx of war refugees to Europe in 2015 became a critical
test of the historiosophical and solidarity narrative represented by the Central
European nations. It then became clear that the tradition of tolerance, attach-
ment to European culture and a sense of solidarity are merely illusory values.
As a result, the first wave of migrants washed Central Europe off the map and
undermined Poland’s presence in a united Europe.

In 2015, three nations regarded by Kundera as exclusive representatives
of Central Europe agreed that they would not accept refugees. However, there
was no unity in this concerted reaction: the Czech Republic, Hungary and Po-
land were not refusing to accept migrants in the name of solidarity with each
other (which would be a perverted version of solidarity), but because they had
entered Europe as victims and wanted to remain victims deserving of constant
assistance. Closing its borders to immigrants meant that Central Europe was
made up of separate states interested in a selfish isolational policy. And because
egoists, even when alike, remain apart, so Central Europe crumbled before our
eyes. Polish foreign policy focused on an alliance with Hungary or the Czech
Republic or Romania in an effort to recreate Central Europe is a result of treating
the specter of Kundera’s essay as reality. Only a specter remains after Central
Europe. Ziemowit Szczerek traverses this land in his novel Miedzymorze (2017),
which reveals a simple mechanism that breaks down every alliance of Central
European nations; these societies feel different from Western ones; hence, their
predilection for Art Nouveau; at the same time, this feeling of separateness
in relation to other Central European nations is understood more as uniqueness
and thus contributes to further isolation.
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3. The West: Germany, or Europe

In a travel essay entitled Dojczland (2007), Andrzej Stasiuk stated that Germany
and Russia have been determining the fate of Central and Eastern Europe for
centuries. They are like two arms of a vice, which grabbed the middle regions
and, on account of their location, delivered a geopolitical innocent verdict. For
two centuries, Poland either ceased to exist due to the actions of both neighbors
or had to adapt its development to them; then, after World War 11, it was afraid
of the East, and looked to the West with toxic adoration. Germany as an object
of desire has always been too far away, Russia as a source of fear too close, so
the Polish strategy of survival was based on a civilizational shift towards the West
and a cultural shift away from the East.

To move towards Germany meant to imitate. In Dojczland, Stasiuk argued
that Poles—producers of underdeveloped and impermanent forms—imitate
Germans not because they fell in love with perfection, but because their East-
ern neighbor threatens Poland with formlessness. The opposition (between
Eastern formlessness and German perfection) can be used to formulate an-
other hypothesis: running away from Russia and imitating Germany is com-
bined in the search for onée’s own form. This form should allow one to achieve
(or at least to understand) conditions of equality in shaping one’s location on
the East-West axis. However, this requires relinquishing claims to superiority
and overcoming complexes. In other words, it is necessary to find replacements
for the kind of ideas formulated by Stasiuk.

A full discussion of this search for replacements in relation to literature
would require the inclusion of several hundred texts. The scope of this essay
requires radical shortcuts. Therefore, let us establish the beginning of the accel-
erated exchange of imagination roughly in the mid-1980s. Andrzej Szczypiorski’s
novel The Beginning (1986) was met with instant acclaim; it was extensively
reviewed and after 1989 found its way onto the high school reading list. This
novel provoked a shift in affect in that negative emotions were now focused
on Russia, leaving Germany as a potential civilizational ally. Stefan Chwin’s
novel Hanemann (1995), published almost a decade later, drew on the heritage
of melancholy and pointed to its weakness in redefining the opportunity
for Polish-German relations. The spatial protagonist of the novel, i.e. the city

14 Chwin rekindled the interest in melancholy. See Batus’s Mundus melancholicus. Melan-
choliczny swiat w zwierciadle sztuki (Mundus Melancholicus: The Melancholy World
in the Mirror of Art); BienczyKs Melancholia. O tych, co nigdy nie odnajdg straty (Mel-
ancholy: Those Who Never Recover Loss); Kuczynska’s Piekny stan melancholii. Filozofia
niedosytu i sztuka (The Beautiful State of Melancholy: The Philosophy of Insatiability
and Art),
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of Gdansk, was described by the writer as a model example of a “small home-
land”, which (like all such spaces throughout Central Europe) experienced
ethnic cleansing after 1945. However, Chwin did not write a historical novel;
he presented his story to readers who were immersed in the 9os, i.e. in a period
of re-establishing small homelands and redefining identity. It was to these read-
ers that the author addressed the only possible foundational message: the need to
stand on the side of people deprived of their homeland. Acceptance of the Other
requires the melancholic abandonment of strength and the recognition that
weakness is a necessary basis for co-existence. Polish-German relations, and
in a broader sense Europe, cannot exist without melancholy. If Szczypiorski
denazified Germans, Chwin demilitarized them; The Beginning introduced
the figure of the good German to social emotions, whereas Hanemann intro-
duced the figure of the fascinating German,; the first hero became the object
of sympathy, the second the object of longing.

Along with Hanemann came a pronounced shift of emphasis in the rep-
resentation of the war and post-war years: an increasingly important role was
attributed to the civilian population and its fate, as well as its forced displace-
ments. From this perspective, Polish literature from the turn of the twenty-first
centuries has carried out a double exchange: first of its horrors, then of its
homelands. The first exchange consisted of a gradually completing a more
comprehensive image of war and occupation: the dominant image represented
the horrific suffering of Poles persecuted by the Germans.

The subsequent texts made it clear that German civilians suffered a great
deal in the aftermath of the war. Edmund Nowak was perhaps the first to de-
scribe this suffering in his study Ciert Lambinowic (Shadow of Lambinowice)
(Nowak 1991). It dealt the labor camp in Lambinowice,” which existed 1945-1946
and which held around six to eight thousand people: they were German soldiers
and civilians, Silesians, Opole Germans, as well as people who were deemed
disagreeable by the new authorities or were accidentally arrested. The pro-
portion of victims who died of hunger, illness, torture, and rape is estimated
between 1/3 and 4/5. The first commandant of the camp, Czestaw Geborski, and
his deputy, Ignacy Szyputla, were brought to justice in 1958 and later acquitted.
An outstanding Polish prose writer, Janusz Rudnicki, got a hold of the court
files and created a fictitious confession of the deputy commandant (Rudnicki).
The sadist says dispassionately:

15 The first description of Lambinowice in German literature can be found in a book
written by a camp doctor, Heinz Esser in Die Holle von Lamsdorf (The Hell of Lams-

dorff).
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We shot people in the trees as if they were monkeys, we shot people
in the restrooms as if they were flies.... We beat and killed.... One
shoemaker from Bielce, 58, jumped on my back until he died. His
buddy from the same village, 65, had a brain, so I smashed his skull with
the butt.... We shot a woman in the ninth month of pregnancy, and then
shot her little daughter as she laid flowers on her grave.... We buried
those who only fainted. They woke up as the sand fell on them. Darla
was possessed, the gravediggers buried them at an accelerated pace.
If someone asks me today if I can hear these screams, I can’t hear them.
I do not regret my sins. (Rudnicki 290-291)

Rudnicki presented a sincere confession of a murderer who feels no guilt.
The author, testing the boundaries of communication, created a symmetrical
portrait to that of the figure of the Nazi (at one of the hearings, the commander
admitted that in the camp he used the regulations of the Nazi camps, because,
as a former prisoner of one, he did not know other regulations). Thanks to
the ghostly symmetry, the story introduced a mutual hindrance to Polish-Ger-
man relations: Poles can no longer claim that they were only innocent victims,
and the Germans must recognize that they created a pattern of persecution that
was faithfully reproduced by the victims.

At the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, Marek Luszczyna
wrote a follow-up report on Mata zbrodnia (Little Crime) about Polish post-war
concentration camps (Luszczyna). Based on the collected materials, the author
compacted the map:

Between 1945 and 1950, 206 forced labor camps and concentration
camps operated in Poland, in which Germans, Ukrainians, Lemkos
and Poles were detained. Intact Nazi infrastructure abandoned by
the retreating German crews was used to create them.... Bunks in places
where the greatest crime in the history of humanity took place, already
a few weeks or even a few days (as in the case of Auschwitz 11-Birk-
enau) after their liberation were filled with new prisoners—enemies
of the people’s power. (9)

Had the Polish authorities taken over the Nazi concentration camp infra-
structure, Poland would have become an area of nationalist retaliation repro-
ducing Nazi methods. The shocking reportage by Luszczyna argues that this
was prevented by the resettlement of Germans outside Poland.
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In this way we come to another exchange—displaced persons. In the Hane-
mann, the parents of the main narrator, Mr. and Mrs. C., came to Gdansk just
after several hundred thousand Germans fled the city. They were also displaced
persons: she escaped from burning Warsaw and he from Vilnius, which was
occupied by the Russians. This makes us aware that in the years 1945-1948
a parallel exodus continued: the displacement of Poles from the Borderlands
took place at the same time as the displacement of Germans from former East
Prussia and Silesia.’® In 2006, Jan Klata (born 1973), one of the most important
theater directors of the twenty-first century, staged the play Transfer; he invited
Polish and German displaced persons to the performance, who alternately went
on stage and talked about their lives during the war and during the resettlement.
It was a synchronic history unprecedented for Polish and German cultures,
equalizing the experience of civilians of both nationalities: Germans displaced
from Silesia and Poles expelled from the East (see Ciesiotkiewicz).

As a result of this process, the main post-war subject, i.e. the nation that
is recapturing its lands, gave way to migrants. However, the issue of migrants
brought with it problems: acquiring a (new) homeland in this case was associated
with the loss of the (former) one; continuity was replaced by a fractured history
that constantly has to start anew, and the soldier’s agency and independence
gave way to an almost disgraceful passivity and susceptibility to objectification
(civilians are a deindividualized collective body to be loaded into cattle cars,
deported, raped, forced to work, killed). What is more, thanks to the migrants,
the definition of the homeland changed: it was no longer a culturally inhabited
area, inherited from ancestors or (in the heroic version) reclaimed from ene-
mies. The homeland understood as heritage became something that could be
taken away from everyone and anyone. The new definition, which gave hope
for a future life, required an understanding that a homeland is a space that
nobody recognizes as exclusive property and which can be lent to strangers
when they arrive.

16 “Out of around 12 million Germans who fled or were expelled from Eastern Europe
after the war, the majority were from Czechoslovakia (3.5 million) and from Poland
(7.8 million). The large part of the second group lived in the areas that were taken
from the defeated Germans and given to Poland by the Allies”; “By the end of 1944, 6
million Germans fled from the Red Army; it is then when the majority of the 600,000
casualties were killed. Many of them found themselves trapped between the two op-
posing armies; some were intentionally massacred by Soviet soldiers or died in Soviet
camps. The Czechs and the Poles also committed murders. A part of the responsibility
for the deaths of these people lies at the feet of Hitler, as the Germans did not organize

the evacuation in time” (Snyder).



158 | PRZEMYSEAW CZAPLINSKI

These exchanges, related to realizing the symmetry of the tragedies experi-
enced by the civilian population, the mass resettlement and the new homeland,
resulted in another modification. It concerned ethnic identity after the borders
were abolished.”

Jarostaw Marek Rymkiewicz regarded the fear implicit in the issue as se-
rious. In his autobiographical, digressive, historiosophical essay Kinderszenen,
the writer returned to the times of the occupation and the Warsaw Uprising
(which coincided with his childhood); considerations entwined around a distinct
thesis: “The Warsaw Uprising was the greatest event in Polish history. In our
entire history there was (and probably never will be) a greater event” (Rymk-
iewicz 140). The greatness of the Uprising resulted not only from the fact that
it was incited (despite a huge disparity in strength), but also from the scale
of the victims. To describe it, the author recalled, with remarkable vividness,
the German crimes of that time. And he polemically referred to the formal
address Polish bishops gave in 1965 to German bishops, containing the epochal
sentence: “we forgive and ask for forgiveness”® Rymkiewicz writes:

It seems that we have forgiven the Germans too quickly and too easily.
There are things in history that you never forgive—never, because there
is no reason to forgive. The church and prime ministers of subsequent
Polish governments should not forget about this—to forgive, one must
have authorization; not from God, because God has nothing to do with
it, but from Poles, and no one has ever given anyone such permission.
(Rymkiewicz 156)

17 A discussion of changes in Polish identity should include literature written by Polish
writers living in Germany. However, the large scale of this output would require a sep-
arate monograph. I will limit myself to the following list: Dariusz Muszer’s Wolnos¢
pachnie wanilig (Freedom Smells Like Vanilla) (German edition 1999, Polish 2008),
Krzysztof Niewrzedas Poszukiwanie catosci (In Search of Wholeness) (1999), Jurek
Zielonek’s Tadzio (2000), Brygida Helbig’s Anioly i swinie. W Berlinie! (2005), Wo-
jciech Stamm’s Czarna Matka (Black Mother) (2008) and Krzysztof Maria Zaluski’s
Wypedzeni do raju (Expelled to Heaven) (2010). This list should also include Janusz
Rudnicki’s work, Mozna zy¢ (It’s a Living) 1993; Cholerny swiat (Damned World) 1996;
Tam i z powrotem po teczy (There and Back on the Rainbow) 1997; Meka kartoflana
(Potato Pangs) 2000; M6j Wehrmacht (My Wehrmacht) 2004; Smier¢ czeskiego psa
(Death of the Czech Dog), 2009.

18 For the historical significance of the bishops™ letter see: Pfliiger, Lipscher, Holzer,
Madajczyk, Kalicki.
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Rymbkiewicz opposes his bishops because his position is based on faith
in the national absolute (that is why “God has nothing to do with it”). However,
the nation exists not because it suffered casualties during the war, but because
it did not forgive (the bishops forgave without asking others for their opinion).
If the nation had forgiven, the only (separating) link between Poles and Germany,
i.e. war, would have disappeared. After forgiveness, the author argues, Germany
owes nothing to the Polish people; however, this moral debt that Poles are owed
is what funds the existence of a collective subject. Therefore, if the collective
subject refuses to forgive, stops the process of getting rid of identity and accept-
ing developmental patterns of others, it regains control over its own historicity
and strengthens the Polish “we.” Because in Rymkiewicz’s view Polish identity
is based on nothing else but remembering the threat of complete annihilation,
Poles can shape their history only on the basis of a refusal to forgive.

Another “we” was described by Wlodzimierz Nowak in his collection of re-
portages entitled Obwdd glowy (2007), one of the most important books for
understanding the process of revising the Polish-German map. One of the re-
portages presents the present cities of Gubin and Guben located on both sides
of the Nysa border. After 2004, Poles and Germans began to talk about one city.
At the beginning, joint trade and transport appeared, then came the first bilin-
gual school, shared sports competitions, shared holidays and games, a bridge
going to the midriver island from Poland and Germany. Each solution had its
side effects: car theft, sex tourism, drug trafficking; during a handball match,
girls from both teams threw insults at each other (Polish pigs, Nazis). But
the good results prevailed and they pointed to new possibilities: for example,
a shared sewage treatment plant.

The process of the two cities merging will never be completed, and new
problems will constantly force us to redefine “us”® However, it will already
be a postnational “us,” thinking in terms of polis. The mentioned purification
plant has symbolic significance in this process. Rymkiewicz wanted Polish
and German blood to remain unchangeable in the economy of salvation; And
Guben-Gubin is “the only place in the world where German and Polish sh ...
intermingle” (Nowak 2007: 54). Blood is a sacrifice of the body—pure and heroic;
shit is body secretion—dirty and inevitable. The example of the Polish-German

19 The mayor of Gubin, Czestaw Fiedorowicz, said: “In a few years the right and the left
shore of Eurocity will be governed by one mayor, once a Pole, once a German, elect-
ed by a shared parliament. The government headquarters does not need to be built,
because the city hall already stands on the Polish side.... One Employment Office,
integrated schools with Polish and German languages” (Nowak 2007: 49-50).
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border town proves that without ceasing to ask from whom spilt blood separates
us, we may start asking with whom our excrements connect us.

Revising the map begins with the imagination. Instead of an image of past
great events (wars, uprisings), everyday life appears; instead of permanent and
partitioned territories, we have mutability. From these two poles, Nowak’s rev-
olutionary bourgeois narrative is born: it includes the image of the Polish-Ger-
man borderland as an area of communal everyday life. Schools, kindergartens,
workplaces, means of communication, bridges, pipes, roads—this is a bourgeois
list of infrastructure for the transfer of everything (people, goods, information,
dirt), which will move both ways. Revolution is about recognizing mutability
as a challenge and opportunity. In response to a mutable history, Rymkiewicz
wants to restore the solid consistency of collective identity. The inhabitants
of Gubin are building an infrastructure for a mutable reality—a network of roads,
canals, pipes, relay stations, and mixing and treatment plants. They know that
this infrastructure that they have built will attract people looking for work and
criminals, legally bought and stolen goods, things that are necessary and threat-
ening. In the face of these threats, they make no attempt to return to the old
borders, but instead they try to incorporate control mechanism to the mutable
infrastructure. For Rymkiewicz, the differences between Poland and Germany
should never disappear, because without them Poles will lose their identity.
For inhabitants of Gubin, cultural differences are primarily communication
differences, for which an exchange network can be created.

Nowak’s report is complementary to Kinderszenen. Both authors agree that
there is no historical plan. History must be created. For Rymkiewicz, this means

“to win,” for Nowak it means “to work out” Kinderszenen depicts the history
(of a nation) as a unidimensional history, in which expressing past trauma re-
vives Polish identity, whereas Obwdd glowy suggests a multidimensional history,
in which expressing divisive Polish-German issues is a condition for the emer-
gence of a new communal identity. Rymkiewicz writes about a community that
should never change under the threat of annihilation, whereas Nowak presents
a community that should constantly change under the threat of annihilation.
Rymbkiewicz chose the more noble task: conversing with the dead, whereas
Nowak chose the more difficult task: listening to the living.

The last of these differences refers to the role of literature. According to
Rymbkiewicz, this role is to resurrect the dead, so that they could help us recreate
the old map. According to Nowak, literature exists to say everything*°—from in-

20 I am alluding here to Lipski’s Powiedzie¢ sobie wszystko: Eseje o sgsiedztwie polsko-
-niemieckim (To Tell Each Other Everything: Essays on Polish-German Relations).
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sults, which preserve borders, to ideas, which create the future. New cartography
is not a clearly defined task. However, if there is to be any real reason to revise
the Polish-German map, then it must include creating communal everyday life.

The above discussion of the most important works on Polish-German re-
lations can be summarized in the following way. On the Polish-German map
in the last thirty years, wartime cartography was the first to give way to civilian
cartography (Szczypiorski, Chwin), followed by descriptions of places where
of mass arrests of civilians (Rudnicki, Nowak, Luszczyna), then the resettlement
routes were marked (Chwin, Klata) and migration (Muszer, Helbig, Niewrzeda
and others). Today, the old cartography of displacements has taken the form
of a mutable map of communal everyday life (Nowak). From the point of view
of time, this literature was first retrospective in nature (addressing the war and
its aftermath), then it was asynchronous (emphasizing the eternal “backward-
ness” of the migrant), and finally it took the form of a reportage that considers
the social construction of a relation network.

The mutable state of the Polish-German map that emerges from literature
indicates that the western direction has lost some of its causative power.> It can
be cautiously claimed that it has opened itself up to interdependence. However,
fusing the infrastructure in such a way seems to be unacceptable to politicians.
They work to create a vision of Poland as a country with a semi-permeable
western border: EU subsidies may flow through this border, but European legal
solutions may not, and especially not EU problems.

4. The North: Scandinavia, or an Alternative to the West

A different process leads to political isolation from the North. After the collapse
of communism, Polish literature* has presented Scandinavia as an alternative

21 The increased role of mutable infrastructure means that no connections results in ex-
clusion. This is made clear by the, Northern Pipeline, which is very disadvantageous
for Poland (established in 2012), which runs from Russia to Germany (1,222 km) on
the bottom of the Baltic Sea, avoiding the obvious transit countries (Poland, Lithua-
nia, Latvia, Estonia). The Northern Pipeline, contrary to its name, weakens the North
(especially Norway as a supplier of gas) and strengthens the East-West axis. Twen-
ty-first-century history, as it follows, requires attention to mutable infrastructures, and
not only to stable identities.

22 A list of the most important titles: Zbigniew Kruszynski, Schwedenkrauter (1995);
Bronistaw Swiderski, Sfowa obcego (The Words of a Stranger) (1998) oraz Asystent
Smierci (Death Assistant) (2007); Manuela Gretkowska, Polka (Polish Woman) (2001);
Dorota Mastowska, Paw krélowej (The Queen’s Peacock) (2005); Grazyna Plebanek,
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to the West. In this alternative, the North, unlike the West, combined social
prosperity with a welfare state and freedom with equality. Literature supported
this view of the North, but added some important reservations. These narratives
undermined the naive belief that Scandinavian modernity can simply be copied,
recognizing that this was not a stable model, but a system open to continuous
correction. However, not even this system can be imported to Poland by sea,
because the modernity based on continuous correction functions on the basis
of social trust and the basic principle of equality. In order to achieve similar
effects as the Scandinavians, we would have to define the foundations of ine-
quality in Poland, introduce systemic mechanisms aimed at eliminating them,
and come up with social practices that are conducive to trust. A society that
does not trust each other, its laws and its authorities, will neither be able to join
the North, nor develop its own modernity.

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, politicians still supported
the “Scandinavian dream,” although they reduced it to the belief that social trust
will rise along with increased Gpp. However, in the second decade, right-wing
propaganda introduced into the mass media the image of the North as “mo-
dernity that has gone too far” Too far in terms of in accepting refugees, as their
excessive numbers deprive native people of their right to self-determination;
too far in terms of child protection, as a simple spanking leads to parents los-
ing custody of their children;* too far in terms of protecting women’s rights,
as “normal” groping of breasts of or buttocks can result in the offender being
fired; too far in terms of sexual equality, as it accords “perverts” the same rights
as normal people.

5. The Status of the Map

To sum up, we are isolated from the East by the specter of the Republic of No-
bles, from the South by the specter of Central Europe, from the West by sover-
eignty understood as ideological integrity, and from the North by the anxious
protection of Polish customs against equality (which includes also domestic
violence, misogyny and homophobia). This four-fold disengagement char-
acterizes the strange condition of contemporary Poland, which, as part of an

Przystupa (2007); Maciej Zaremba, Polski hydraulik i inne opowiesci ze Szwecji (Polish
Plumber and Other Stories from Sweden) (2008).

23 For a comprehensive account of the problems connected to child care and govern-
ment intervention in parenting see: Marcin Czarnecki’s Dzieci Norwegii. O paristwie
(nad)opiekuriczym (Children of Norway: An (Over)Protective Nation).
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unprecedented shift, is changing its location. Poland is entering a state of in-
tra-continental drift, or inertial tide, initiated in the name of an unknown
destination and taking place in an unknown direction.

To change this state, one would have to come up with a kind of sovereignty
that integrates, i.e. we would have to abandon nationalism separating us from
our eastern neighbors, work out a new narrative about Central Europe, look
at the mutable infrastructure in the West and follow the model of the North,
work on social trust as the basis of modernity. Four sides of the Polish world
have become the conditions of the geography of late modernity. By defining
these conditions, literature makes it clear that isolation is impossible today: it is
impossible to speak of a separate Poland, if it is to exist at all, but it cannot exist
without renewing its narrative connections. Narratives that expose Poland’s total
separateness from the East, narratives about Poland’s obvious place in Christian
Europe, about the possibility of stopping the emancipation process, or about
Polish self-sufficiency are useless. However, to draw this new map, one needs
to imagine a different future.

Translated by Marcin Tereszewski

| References

Batlus, Wojciech. Mundus melancholicus. Melancholiczny swiat w zwierciadle
sztuki. Krakow: Universitas, 1996.

Bienczyk, Marek. Melancholia. O tych, co nigdy nie odnajdg straty. Warszawa:
Sic!, 1998.

Ciesiotkiewicz, Pawel. Pamiec zbiorowa w dyskursie publicznym. Analiza pol-
skiej debaty na temat wypedzenia Niemcow po drugiej wojnie swiatowej.
Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Akademickie Sedno, 2012.

Czaplinski, Przemystaw. Poruszona mapa. Wyobraznia geograficzno-kulturowa
polskiej literatury przefomu xx i xx1 wieku. Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Lite-
rackie, 2016.

Czarnecki, Marcin. Dzieci Norwegii. O panstwie (nad)opiekuriczym. Wolowiec:
Wydawnictwo Czarne, 2016.

Esser, Heinz. Die Holle von Lamsdorf. Diilmen: Laumann-Verl.-Ges, 1969.

Isakowicz-Zaleski, Fr. Interview by Jacek Gadek. “Polityka zaklamywania historii
niczego nie daje” onet.wiadomosci from 07.20.2013, https://tinyurl.com/
ydg2vs4p. Accessed 12 October 2013.



164 | PRZEMYSEAW CZAPLINSKI

Kaczynski, Jarostaw. Interview by Katarzyna Gdjska-Hejke and Tomasz Sakie-
wicz. “Przystagpmy do obrony atomowej”. Gazeta Polska, https://tinyurl.com/
y7ud42dr. Accessed 2 August 2017.

Kalicki, Wlodzimierz. “Diugie pojednanie” Ostatni jeniec wielkiej wojny. Polacy
i Niemcy po 1945 roku. Ed. Wlodzimierz Kalicki. Warszawa: W.A.B. i Fun-
dacja im. Friedricha Eberta, Przedstawicielstwo w Polsce, 2002.

Kloczowski, Jerzy. Mlodsza Europa. Europa Srodkowo-Wschodnia w kregu cy-
wilizacji chrzescijariskiej sredniowiecza. Warszawa: PIW, 1998.

Kuczynska, Alicja. Pigkny stan melancholii. Filozofia niedosytu i sztuka.
Warszawa: Wydzial Filozofii i Socjologii Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 1999.

Kundera, Milan. “Zachéd porwany albo tragedia Europy Srodkowej.” Trans. M. L.
[Maryla Laurent?]. Zeszyty Literackie 5 (1984).

Lipski, Jan Jozef. Powiedzie¢ sobie wszystko ... Eseje o sgsiedztwie
polsko-niemieckim Ed. Georg Ziegler. Gliwice, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo
Polsko-Niemieckie, 1996.

Luszczyna, Marek. Mata zbrodnia. Polskie obozy koncentracyjne. Krakéw: Znak,
2017.

Madajczyk, Piotr. Na drodze do pojednania. Wokét oredzia do biskupéw niemiec-
kich z 1965 roku. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1994.

Mieroszewski, Juliusz, “Rosyjski ‘kompleks polski’ i obszar ULB.” Kultura
(paryska) 9 (1974): 3-14.

Nowak, Edmund. Ciert Lambinowic. Proba rekonstrukcji dziejow obozu pracy
w Lambinowicach 1945-1946. Opole: Centralne Muzeum Jeicow Wojennych
w Lambinowicach, Opole, 1991.

Nowak, Wlodzimierz. Obwdd glowy. Wotowiec: Wydawnictwo Czarne, 2007.

Pfliiger Friedbert, Lipscher Winfried and Holzer, Jerzy, eds. Od nienawisci do
przyjazni. O problemach polsko-niemieckiego sgsiedztwa. Warszawa: Instytut
Studiéw Politycznych PaN, 1994.

Poczobut, Andrzej. “Bielsat do zamkniecia?” Gazeta Wyborcza, https://tinyurl.
com/ycfpxgqz. Accessed 18 December 2016.

Pollack, Martin, ed. Sarmackie krajobrazy. Glosy z Litwy, Biatorusi, Ukrainy, Nie-
miec i Polski. Wolowiec: Czarne, 2006.

Portnov, Andriy. “Class of Victimhoods” Dziennik Opinii — Krytyka Polityczna,
https://tinyurl.com/y7aposur. Accessed 29 December 2016.

Rudnicki, Janusz. “Spowiedz mordercy Ignacego Szypuly zanim wypad! przez
balkon i zabit si¢”” Krytyka Polityczna 7.8 (2005).

Rymkiewicz, Jarostaw Marek. Kinderszenen, Warszawa: Sic!, 2008.

Smolenski, Pawel. “Zniszczono cmentarz w Hucie Pieniackiej. Gdzie dwdch sie
ki6ci, tam Rosja korzysta” Gazeta Wyborcza, https://tinyurl.com/y8gvdm24.

Accessed 1 October 2017.



LITERATURE AND GEOGRAPHY | 165

Snyder, Timothy. “Holocaust: Ignorowana rzeczywisto$¢” Res Publica Nova 7
(2009).

Witkowski, Przemystaw. “Jakie czasy, taki Pitsudski” Dziennik Opinii — Krytyka
Polityczna, https://tinyurl.com/ybxs3ax3. Accessed 1 November 2017.

| Abstrakt

PRZEMYSEAW CZAPLINSKI
Literatura i geografia

Artykul stanowi propozycje potraktowania literatury jako matrycy wyobrazni zbio-
rowej. Podstawg omdwienia jest proza polska okresu 19862016, a teza gtéwna méwi,
ze kultura polska dotarta do kraficoéw wyobrazni geograficznej. Jest to rezultatem
wyprowadzki z dotychczasowych wiekszych calosci, do ktérych Polska nalezala badz
do ktorych dazyta (ostabienie obecnosci w Unii Europejskiej, zniknigcie Europy
Srodkowej, zahamowanie procesu orientowania si¢ na skandynawski model paristwa
i kultury obywatelskiej, kryzys w stosunkach z Litwa, Bialorusig i Ukraing). Osta-
bianie badz zrywanie wigzi z panstwami sasiedzkimi prowadzi do czterostronnej
izolacji - czyli wspomnianych krancéw wyobrazni geograficznej. Wyjscie z impasu
bytoby mozliwe pod warunkiem wypracowania nowych narracji taczacych Pol-
ske z kulturami sgsiedzkimi i osadzajacych nasz kraj na europejskiej mapie.

Stowa kluczowe: krance; mapa; wyobraznia geograficzno-kulturowa;
wyobraznia polityczno-kulturowa; Europa Srodkowa;
Skandynawia

| Abstract

PRZEMYSEAW CZAPLINSKI
Literature and Geography

This article proposes to treat literature as a template of the collective imagination.
The basis for discussion is Polish prose from 1986-2016, with the main thesis
being that Polish culture has reached the limits of geographical imagination. This
is the result of Poland withdrawing from the larger structures to which it once
belonged or to which it aspired (its diminishing presence in the European Union,
the disappearance of Central Europe, delayed efforts to pursue the Scandinavian
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model of the state and civic culture, the destruction of relations with Lithuania,
Belarus and Ukraine). Weakening or breaking ties with neighboring countries has
led to isolation from all four sides. In order to get out of this impasse, it is necessary
to develop new narratives that would link Poland with the neighboring cultures
and would once again put our country back on the European map.

Keywords: borderland; map; geographical and cultural imagination; political
and cultural imagination; Central Europe; Scandinavia
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Das Bild der Polen als Heterokonstruktion
in Zwischenkriegsromanen der Region Ostravsko:
Tschechisch-deutsche imagologische Untersuchung'

1. Einleitung

Ostrau und das Umland der Stadt stellen vor allem aufgrund der Grenznéhe ein
interessantes Feld fiir die imagologische Forschung dar, ebenso jedoch aufgrund
der industriellen Entwicklung und weiterer historischer Ereignisse, auf deren
Grundlage es hier zur Vermengung zahlreicher Ethnien kam, wie zum Beispiel
der polnischen, deutschen, tschechischen, jiidischen, aber ebenso derjenigen
der Roma. Konkret riicken bei der vorliegenden vergleichenden Studie die
Heterobilder der Polen in der Romanprosa in der grofieren Region Ostravsko?
zwischen den beiden Weltkriegen ins Zentrum des Interesses. Es werden die
Romane untersucht, die wihrend dieser Zeitperiode geschrieben, modifiziert
oder herausgegeben wurden.?

1 Diese Studie wurde durch das sGs-Projekt (sGso2/FF/2020 Hranice a kulturni transfery.
Prispévky k literdarni komparatistice/ sGso2/Fr/2020 Grenzen und Kulturtransfers. Bei-
trige zur literarischen Komparatistik) an der Universitdt Ostrau unterstiitzt.

2 Mit dem Begriff ist das Gebiet der Periodenbezeichnung Moravskoostravskd Zupa ge-
meint (auf der Grundlage des sogenannten zZupniho zdkona/Gaugesetzes 1920). Das
Gebiet wurde 1927 in Moravskoslezskd zemé umbenannt und TéSinskd Zupa wurde
ebenfalls daran angegliedert. Es geht um das Gebiet von Nord- und Nordostmahren
und einen Teil des tschechischen Schlesiens. Weiterfithrend in Malif, Marek 2005:
400-402.

3 Romane von Sokol-Tama wurden schon anfangs des 20. Jahrhunderts geschrieben,
trotzdem sind sie erst in den 1920er Jahren herausgegeben und reflektiert worden, bis
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Um den Rahmen der Studie nicht zu sprengen, wurde das verwendete
Material durch einige Kriterien eingegrenzt. Zunéchst ist dies die regionale
Verankerung; es wird versucht, eine Entwicklungslinie des kiinstlerischen
Konzepts des Bildes im Rahmen der untersuchten Region herauszuarbeiten,
weshalb Autoren ausgewidhlt wurden, die direkt mit der Region im Zusammen-
hang stehen und eventuell ihr Werk in engem Kontakt mit ihr verfasst haben.

Neben der Zeitspanne wird der Forschungsgegenstand ebenso hinsichtlich
des Genres eingegrenzt. Der Fokus liegt auf Romanwerken, die als primére
Themen sozialkritische Gedanken aufnehmen und sich eventuell mit der Frage
nach Ethnie oder Rassenzugehorigkeit befassen. Die Praferenz liegt hierbei auf
den Genres des Bauern-, Sozial-, Gesellschafts- oder Grenzlandromans.

Die Studie ist ein Teil einer umfangreicheren Forschung, die sich mit
der Konstruktion von Auto- und Hetero-Bildern in den Romanen der oben
erwihnten Zeitspanne und Region befasst. Die Forschung beschiftigt sich ein-
gehend mit den Werken tschechischer Autoren (Frantisek Sokol-Téima, Vojtéch
Martinek, Ludmila Horka, Ladislav Trenecky, A.C. Nor, Karel Dvoracek, Jarmila
Glazarova) und vergleicht deren Konstruktion der Bilder mit dem Bildaufbau in
Werken deutscher Schriftsteller der gleichen Epoche (Ernst Wolfgang Freissler,
Maria Stona, Gottfried Rothacker, August Scholtis).

Die hier vorgestellte Studie stellt das Bild der Polen und seine Entwicklung
in den Mittelpunkt des Interesses, die anderen Themen wie z.B. die Rolle des
Genres, Konstruktion Auto- oder Hetero-bilder der anderen Ethnien wurden
im Rahmen vorangehender Studien bearbeitet. Aus dem ganzen Spektrum
werden nur die Autoren vorgestellt, die die Entwicklung des Polenbildes cha-
rakterisieren. Zunichst wird versucht, die komplexeste Bildkonstruktion im
Werk von Sokol-Tima und August Scholtis zu analysieren. Bei den anderen
Autoren, die kein komplexes Bild konstruieren, werden zumindest einzelne
Fragmente beschrieben.

2. Theorie und Methode der Imagologie

Alktuell ist die Imagologie eine breite und interdisziplindre Disziplin, deren
Ziel es ist, literarische Bilder und ihre Konstruktionen im literarischen Text
verstandlich zu machen. Lenka Addmkova betont, dass es erforderlich ist,

zu diesem Zeitpunkt iiberarbeitete Sokol-Tima seine Texte mehrmals. Der Roman
FrantiSek chce byt spravedlivy von Karel Dvorac¢ek wurde am Ende der 1930er Jahre
vollendet, aber wegen der Zensur erst in den 1960er Jahren herausgegeben. Es werden
also die Texte jener Zeitperiode analysiert, die von der kulturellen und sozialen Atmo-
sphiére der Tschechoslowakei in der Zwischenkriegszeit beeinflusst wurden.
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auch die Rahmenbedingungen zu untersuchen, welche die Bildkonstruktion
beeinflussen konnten:

Die personellen und institutionellen Elemente, zu denen auch politische
und kulturpolitische Rahmenbedingungen zihlen, die dem System
nicht angehdren, es aber in seiner Entstehung, Wahrnehmbarkeit und
Wahrnehmung beeinflussen, bezeichnen wir als seine transgredienten
Grundlagen. Wenn sich Imagologie als interdisziplindre Literaturwis-
senschaft versteht, muss sie ihren Blickwindel vom literarischen Text
auf diese transgredienten Grundlagen imagotyper Systeme ausweiten
(Adamkova 2011: 12).

Im Mittelpunkt der Disziplin stehen selbstverstandlich die Begriffe ,,Bild*
und ,,Image*, welche in imagologischen Studien sehr oft synonymisch* benutzt
werden. Aus sprachlichen Griinden wird in dieser Studie, mit Hinblick auf die
untersuchten Autoren sowie die Zeit, der Begriff ,,Bild“ bevorzugt, wodurch an
eine Begrifflichkeitslinie der Imagologie angekniipft wird, die von Autorinnen
und Autoren wie Hugo Dyserinck,” Michaela Voltrova, Elke Mehnert, Lenka
Adamkova,® Gabrielle Schubert” u. a. prasentiert wird.

Im Einklang mit der sogenannten Chemnitzer literarischen Schule wird

»Bild“ als ein System® verstanden. In diesem Zusammenhang benutzt Mehnert
den Terminus ,,das imagotype System":

[Das imagotype System ist] Gesamtheit der imagotypen Elemente
in ihrer jeweiligen Struktur. Das imagotype System existiert auf ver-
schiedenen Textebenen (Der Erzdhlinstanz, des Figurenensembles, der

4 ,Der Begriff Image (image) ist abgeleitet vom lateinischen Wort imago, dass in der
deutschen Sprache Bild bedeutet. So ist es nicht tiberraschend, dass (wie auf den
néchsten Seiten demonstriert wird) die Termini Image und Bild in der komparatisti-
schen Imagologie parallel angewandt werden und fast identische Phanomene bezeich-
nen.“ (Voltrova 201s: 37). Die Phinomene sind ,,fast“ identisch, der konkrete Unter-
schied wird in dieser Studie wie folgend verstanden. ,,Image® ist im Deutschen eher
der theoretische und allgemeine Begriff, bezogen auf die imaginire Vorstellungswelt;

»Bild* ist die konkrete, bildhafte Vorstellungswelt.

5 Siehe weiterfithrend Dyserinck 2002, uns 2015.

6 Siehe weiterfiihrend Adamkova 2011.

7 Siehe weiterfithrend Schubert 2003.

8 ,[System wird verstanden als] Mengen von Elementen, zwischen denen Wechselbezie-
hungen bestehen. Alles, was nicht Element des Systems ist, was nicht dazu gehort, ist
dessen Umwelt.“ (Becker in Votrovd 2015: 60).
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Motivik, Symbolik ...) [...] Imagotype Elemente konnen ihrerseits als
imagotype Subsysteme mit eigener Binnenstruktur betrachtet werden
(Mehnert in Voltrova 2015: 58).

Das imagotype System kann ikonisch wie folgt dargestellt werden:

das imagotype System

das imagotype Element
(das imagotype Subsystem
der I. Ordnung)

das imagotype Element das imagotype
(das imagotype Subsystem Grundelelement
der II. Ordnung)

das imagotype Element
(das imagotype Subsystem
der ITI. Ordnung)

das imagotype
Grundelelement

das imagotype
Grundelelement

Ab. 1: Systematische Darstellung des imagotypen Systems (Voltrova 2015: 62)
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Fiir die moderne Imagologie mit Entwicklungen zum Beispiel in den
Niederlanden ist hier einer der wesentlichen Vertreter Joep Leerssen, der in
seiner Studie Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world (2016)
betont, dass neben den allgemeinen Imagotypen noch sogenannte Ethnotypen
existieren, also Darstellungen eines ethnischen Charakters, der eine Ethnie von
einer anderen trennt. Die Ethnotypen selbst miissen laut Leerssen (Leerssen
2016: 17-18) in Abhéngigkeit von ihrer Zeit und ihrem Kontext interpretiert
werden.

Der Ethnotyp wird innerhalb des Werks aus den Positionen der sogenann-
ten ,,Auto-“ und ,,Heteroperspektive“ geformt. Die Perspektiven bestimmen
den Ursprung des Blicks auf die eigene wie die fremde Ethnie; darauf beruhen
»Autobilder” oder ,,Heterobilder®. Es handelt sich um Sichtweisen auf eine
Realitit, die mit der Wirklichkeit selbst keinesfalls iibereinstimmen miissen.
Wihrend Auto- folglich auf die Sichtweise des Einzelnen hinweist, der inner-
halb der eigenen sozialen Gruppe/Erscheinung existiert, bestimmt das Préfix
Hetero- immer den Blick von aufen auf die jeweilige andere Gruppe.?

Elke Mehnert (Vertreterin der sogenannten Chemnitzer imagologischen
Schule) nennt diesen Kontext der Entstehung von Bildern, der nicht direk-
ter Bestandteil des untersuchten Bildes ist, sondern dessen ,,Umfeld® als
die ,transgrediente Grundlage“ (Mehnert 1997: 44). Der Begriff umfasst die
biologischen, sozialen, historischen und politischen Faktoren,” die den Au-
tor wihrend der Entstehung eines kiinstlerischen Textes beeinflusst haben.
Mehnert betont, dass diese Elemente, wenn die Imagologie als interdiszipli-
nére Literaturwissenschaft verstanden werden soll, in imagologische Studien
einbezogen werden miissen.”

Es wird immer versucht, die Elemente des polnischen Bildes komplex
und umfassend zu interpretieren (in der Verbindung zum ganzen Text), um
die ,intentio operis“ und damit auch ,,intentio auctoris® ersichtlich zu machen.
Laut Jan Mukarovsky ist die Absicht die Stérke, die: ,,die einzelnen Teile und
Komponenten des Werks verbindet, und damit dem Text Sinn gibt“** Besonders
wichtig ist die Formation des polnischen Bildes im Rahmen des vereinheitlichen
Autbaus des Werkes, die durch eine Analyse der Handlung, des Themas, anhand
der Hiufigkeit des Auftretens einzelner Elemente eroffnet wird.

9 Siehe weiterfithrend Voltrova 2015: 28-29.
10 Siehe weiterfithrend Mehnert 2016
11 Siehe weiterfiihrend Mehnert 1997: 44.
12 Mukarovsky, verfiigbar [online], [zit. 2019-03-16], unter: https://tinyurl.com/y24c7oup.
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3. Textanalyse
3.1. FrantiSek Sokol-Tima

Aus chronologischer Perspektive ist es erforderlich, die Textanalyse mit dem
altesten Autor zu beginnen. Sokol-Tima wurde bereits 1855 geboren, weshalb
er den Ausgangspunkt fiir die Literatur der Zwischenkriegszeit in der Region
Ostravsko bildet. Vojtéch Martinek betont, dass die Texte Sokol-Ttimas in ihrer
Zeit nicht nur dsthetische und kiinstlerische Interessen darstellten, sondern von
den Lesern auch als Beschreibung der Gegenwart verstanden wurden. Tama
hebt die Verbindung seiner Texte mit der realen Welt in den Fufinoten selbst

hervor. Jene Anwesenheit der Fufinoten, die sich sehr oft in seinen Romanen
befinden, ist fiir ihn sehr charakteristisch. Martinek erwihnt konkret:

[texty od Sokola-Téimy vykazuji] poucujici a uvédomovaci poslani.
Nebot Frantisek Sokol-Ttima nikdy nechtél, aby jeho déje byly pouze
vymyslem a projevem tviir¢i fantazie. Zduraznoval vzdy, ze chce podati
ve svém dile odlesk skute¢nosti.'* (Martinek 1926: 15).

Cerné krdlovstvi®s stellt einen Zyklus relativ umfangreicher, engagierter

Romane dar. Die Entwiirfe der ersten zwei Teile entstanden laut Martinek
bereits zwischen 1900 und 1904 (Martinek 1926: 42-43), damit wiirden die
Texte nicht in die Zeitspanne dieser Studie fallen, aber laut Martinek arbeitete

13

14

15
16

(1855 Benesov - 1925 in Méhrisch Ostrau). Schriftsteller, Schauspieler, Rezitator, Jour-
obzor (1897-1901), Ostravan (1901-1912), Hornik (1910-1923). Seine Werke konzentrie-
ren sich auf die Walachei und die Region Ostravsko, die Figuren stammen héufig aus
dem Arbeiter- oder Bergbaumilieu. Die Texte sind stark engagiert, antideutsch. Sein
Werk ist von Schemenhaftigkeit durchzogen, beziiglich der Imagologie sind nur eini-
ge grundlegende Muster zu erkennen, die in spateren Werken weiterhin zum Tragen
kommen.

»|Die Texte Sokol-Tiimas weisen] eine belehrende und bewusstmachende Mission
auf. Denn Franti$ek Sokol-Ttima wollte nie, dass seine Werke nur Fiktion sind und
Ausdruck schopferischer Fantasie. Er betonte stets, dass er seinem Werk einen Ab-
glanz der Wirklichkeit beifiigen mochte. (Soweit nicht anders vermerkt, stammen
alle Ubersetzungen vom Verfasser)

Die Trilogie besteht aus folgenden Romanen: V zd#i milionii, Na Sachté, Pan zdvodni.
Hier muss darauf hingewiesen werden, dass der erste Teil des Romans, unter dem Titel
E’Geschidftsmann, verdftentlicht in Zeitschriften, nicht die Ankunft Chaims in Ostrau
widerspiegelte. Die Einfithrungsteile des Romans iiber das Aufwachsen Chaims verof-
fentlicht der Autor erst in der chronologischen Buchiiberarbeitung. Angaben entnom-
men aus (Borovicka, Strobach 2017). Die Zeitschriftenausgaben der Vorkriegszeit sind
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Sokol-Tima jedoch weiterhin an den Texten. Konkret wurde der erste Teil
neu iiberarbeitet und bis 1914 erweitert, dann wurde er dem Verleger Alois
Zelinek angeboten und erst 1922 verdffentlicht. Die Romane beeinflussen also
das literarische Spektrum mafigeblich vor allem in den 1920er Jahren, wo sie
ebenfalls reflektiert werden.

Als Hauptquelle imagologischer Muster wurde der Roman V zdfi milionii
ausgewdhlt, der urspriinglich den Titel E "Geschiftsmann tragen sollte. V zdri
miliénii kann auch als Text verstanden werden, der das komplexeste Spektrum
der Heterobilder darstellt. Es konnen Bilder von Juden, Deutschen und ebenfalls
das Autobild des ,slawischen Elements*” gefunden werden.

Ein charakteristischer Zug des Romans von Sokol-Tima ist die Konstruk-
tion des Bildes der Slawen. Bei keinem der Autoren, die nach ihm folgen, ist
die Bemiithung um die Darstellung eines so einheitlichen slawischen Bildes
zu finden, stattdessen zerfillt das komplexe Slawentum in Teilbilder. Das von
Sokol-Tima untersuchte Element heifst das ,,slawische Element®® das sich vor
allem aus den Tschechen (Miahrern) und Polen zusammensetzt. Sokol-Tima ist
unter den tschechischen Autoren hinsichtlich der Darstellung des polnischen
Bildes sehr spezifisch, da eben hierbei in den folgenden Generationen auf tsche-
chischer Seite ein deutlich vermindertes Interesse verzeichnet werden kann.”

Bei ndherer Betrachtung des Bildes des slawischen Elements stellen wir fest,
dass die Struktur eine bedeutende Rolle bei der engagierten Gesamtkonstruk-
tion des Werks spielt. D.h. es geht hier um den Versuch, slawische Nationen
(Tschechen und Polen) zu verbinden und Germanisierung sowohl als auch
jede Formen des Radikalismus abzulehnen, die die Position der tschechischen
Nation in jhrem eigenen Land destabilisieren kénnen.

Hinsichtlich das ganze Bild des slawischen Elements stimmt die Darstellung
von Tschechen, und Polen (aus Galizien bzw. Schlesien) in den Romanen von
Sokol-Ttima in groflem Maf3e damit iiberein, wie der gegebene Zustand durch
die moderne Geschichtsschreibung geschildert wird, insbesondere in Bezug
auf die Migrationsfrage.

nicht Gegenstand dieser Studie, das Gesamtwerk wird erst thematisiert, wenn es auf
das komplexe Bild verweist.

17 Vgl. mit der Tendenz Sokol-Tiimas zu der Verbindung von Slawen zu einem einzigen
»slawischen Element®, genauer erortert weiter unten.

18 Im Orig. ,,Slovansky Zivel“.

19 Polen wird vor allen Dingen auch auf deutscher Seite thematisiert, konkret in der
Uberlieferung von z. B. Scholtis, allerdings nimmt auch hier die Konstruktion des
polnischen Bildes keine primére Rolle ein.
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Der Erzahler verbindet den ersten Migrationsschub mit Galizien, was auch
ein realer Fakt war. Im Jahre 1900 hatte das sich rasch entwickelnde Mahrisch
Ostrau die folgenden Bevélkerungsanteile in Bezug auf die Migrationsherkunft:
41% Morawaner, 23,4% Schlesier, 4,4% Tschechen, 26,6% Immigranten aus Ga-
lizien (Gawrecka 2014: 99). Uber die Emigrationsprozesse aus dem galizischen
Gebiet gibt es relativ umfangreiche Literatur,® es zogen im 19. Jahrhundert von
dort aus etwa 8 Millionen Menschen nach Europa und Amerika (Gawrecka
2014: 101), zu den Hauptursachen dieses Prozesses werden ein unzureichendes
Maf} an fruchtbarem Boden gezéhlt, wirtschaftliche sowie soziale Riickstandig-
keit,” aggressive Auseinandersetzungen zwischen polnischen und russischen
Galiziern, der polnische Aufstand in Galizien 1846 u. i.

Hinsichtlich der imagologischen Interpretation der Beziehung zwischen
dem Bild der Polen und Tschechen ist vor allem die Darstellung der ,,slawischen
Wechselseitigkeit” bedeutend, die faktisch eine manipulative Komponente im
Aufbau des Werks darstellt, da die Bedrohung des Slawentums durch die Deut-
schen fiir alle Slawen giiltig ist. Diese miissten sich laut Erzahler verbiinden, aus
dem Schlaf erwachen und den sie umgebenden radikalen Tendenzen die Stirn
bieten, wobei hier die grofite Gefahr das Deutschtum und dessen Instrument,
die Germanisierung, darstellen. Die Herkunft der Slawen ist hier also direkt mit
dem universalen® Unrecht verkntipft. Das slawische Volk wird laut Erzéhler
herabgesetzt, bestohlen und seine Erniedrigung gerate zu oft in Vergessenheit:

Nejvétsi kletbou lidu slovanského a ptivodem vSeho nestésti je, ze
lehko zapomind a odpousti. Je to snad kiestanské, ale je to narodnim
nestéstim, ponévadz v tomto odpousténi a zapomindni je hrob nasi
politické, narodni i hospodarské samostatnosti. V tom, zZe lizeme
slinu, jiz jsme byli poplvani a neumime se rozehnat proti nepriteli tu
¢i jinde, jenz nas bije tim ¢i onim zptisobem, kotvi netspéch vsech
narodu slovanskych, netispéch nejen politicky, ale i narodni a narodo-
hospodarsky... Jen se rozehnat k obrané jako ten polsky ,chlop' a $lo

20 Z.B. Pilch Trendy migracji zarobkowej ludnosci Galicji w x1x i xx w. (do 1918 r.) oder
Bobinska Mechanizmy polskich migracji zarobkowych u. a.

21 Die Wahrnehmung der Region Ostravsko durch die Polen wird auch von Michat Prze-
perski in seiner Monographie Nieznosny cigzar braterstwa festgehalten. Aus dem Zitat
der Zeitschrift Swiat Slowianski aus dem Jahr 1910 wird ersichtlich, dass die zeitgends-
sische Presse sogar die sog. Saisonemigration in die Region Ostravsko-Karwin fiir die
Arbeit in der Schwerindustrie unterstiitzt hat (Przeperski 2016: 53).

22 Das Unrecht ist ,,universal, denn es ist fiir alle Slawen giiltig. Alle sind bedroht.
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by to. Ci nema uz lid slovansky ani odvahy, ani sily...“* (Sokol-Tiima
1935, Teil 1.-2.: 97).

Sokol-Tuma fordert also zum aktiven Kampf gegen den Unterdriicker
auf, den Deutsche und radikalisierte Juden (als manipuliertes Instrument der
Deutschen) darstellen. Es wird vermutet, dass genau in dem oben angefiithrten
Auszug die Verbindung aller genannten Subsysteme deutlich erkennbar ist,
wodurch die gesamte Intention des Werks gekennzeichnet ist.

Interessant ist auch das Subsystem, das die gemeinsamen menschlichen
Ziige darstellt. Die Tschechen verbindet Briiderlichkeit mit den Polen, wie in
dem nachfolgenden Auszug erkennbar wird, wo sich der Erzahler als Tscheche
stilisiert und den Polen als seinen Bruder bezeichnet:

Ze nebyva ,inteligence" tato, ucpdvajici piitomnosti svou u nés vzniklé
mezery, vZzdycky nejvybranéjsi, neni vinou bratti Polaky, jichz také
nikterak neobvinuji.>* (Sokol-Tima 1935, Teil 1.-2.: 135).

Hier sind allerdings evidente Unterschiede zwischen Tschechen und Po-
len zu erkennen, z.B. haben die Tschechen eine deutlich bessere Ausbildung
genossen und verfiigen tiber bessere Sprachkenntnisse (Sokol-Tama 1935,
Teil 1.-2.:182). Dies stimmt mit den Informationen iiber die damalige Situation
in der Region Ostravsko iiberein. Die aus Galizien stammenden Bewohner wa-
ren grofitenteils Analphabeten.” Es ist zu betonen, dass das Bild der Polen im
Werk zum grof3en Teil gerade durch die Migrations- bzw. Galizienkomponente
der Bevolkerung geformt wird. Es wird eine der grundlegenden Saulen fiir

23 ,,Der grofite Fluch des slawischen Volks und der Ursprung allen Ungliicks ist es, dass
leicht vergessen und verziehen wird. Es ist wohl christlich, aber ein nationales Un-
gliick, da in dieser Vergebung und diesem Vergessen das Grab unserer politischen, na-
tionalen und wirtschaftlichen Eigenstindigkeit liegt. Indem wir Speichel lecken, sind
wir bereits bespuckt worden und konnen nicht gegen den Feind hier oder anderswo
ausholen, der uns auf eben jene Art und Weise schldgt, hier ankert der Misserfolg aller
slawischer Nationen, nicht nur politischer Misserfolg, sondern auch nationaler und
national-wirtschaftlicher Misserfolg... Nur zur Verteidigung ausholen wie der polni-
sche ,Bursche’, und es ginge. Oder das slawische Volk hat weder Mut noch Kraft ...

24 ,Dass nicht ,Intelligenz’ jene zu sein pflegt, die die Gegenwart der bei uns entstande-
nen Liicken verstopft, stets in hochstem Maf3e erlesen, ist dies nicht die Schuld polni-
scher Briider, die ich auch keinesfalls beschuldige.*

25 Analphabetismus: Ménner iiber 6 Jahren zu 52% Analphabeten, Frauen tiber 6 Jahren
Zu 60%, ibernommen aus (Gawrecka 2014, S. 99).
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die Darstellung der ,,polnischen Dummbheit® geformt, die spéter von weiteren
tschechischen Autoren {ibernommen wird.

Die nationale Zerrissenheit zeigt sich in allen Subsystemen, die die mensch-
lichen Figuren umfassen. Sowohl Polen als auch Tschechen werden in eine
héhere und eine niedrigere gesellschaftliche Schicht untergliedert. Wahrend die
tschechische Intelligenz wesentliche Ziige der Modernisierung® tragt, ist dies
bei der polnischen keinesfalls auszumachen. Der Erzihler fihrt wiederholt vor
allen Dingen die Grundelemente des polnischen antisemitischen Adels an, der
sich in Bezug auf Besitz und sogar in genetischer Hinsicht im absoluten Zerfall
befindet (Sokol-Ttma 1935, Teil 4.-5.: 457). Im Laufe der Handlung wurden
der polnische Adel und seine Anhénger zu einer Gruppe von Radikalen, die
de facto eine polnische Analogie zur zweiten jiidischen Generation bildet,” da
die radikalisierten Polen dem Feind fiir Besitz alles verraten, auch den eigenen
Namen. Eben dieser Gedanke, in spdteren Texten Sokol-Tiimas genauer erortert,
spielt in der weiteren Entwicklung des Bildes der Polen eine wesentliche Rolle.?®

Ein Spezifikum des Bildes von den Slawen sind nach Auffassung von
Sokol-Téima auch Darstellungen von Frauen als Trégerinnen des Ethnischen.
Die Beschreibungen der Frauen sind stark sexualisiert, indem z.B. ihre runden
Gesichter und tippigen Kérper hervorgehoben werden. Dabei werden zugleich
typische ethnische Merkmale definiert. Voller Staunen konzentriert sich der Er-
zdhler systematisch auf die polnischen Frauen, wihrend er bei den tschechischen
Frauen weiche Ziige, Uppigkeit (Sokol-Ttima 1935, Teil 1.-2.: 171), Lebensfreude
und Schonheit (Sokol-Téima 1935, Teil 3.: 149) nur beildufig feststellt.

Als wahrhaftig schon werden im Werk vor allem die Polinnen dargestellt,
womit sich Sokol-Tima sowohl gegeniiber deutsch als auch tschechisch schrei-
benden Autoren abgrenzt. Hier sei zum Beispiel die schone Helena erwihnt,

26 Multikulturelle und tolerante Gesinnung usw.

27 Die sog. zweite jiidische Generation im Werk Sokol-Tamas ist die Generation von
Juden, die ihre eigene Religion und kollektiven Identitat verleugnete, wenn es fiir sie
von Vorteil war und sie daraus Profit schlagen konnten.

28 Die Erzahlung fokussiert auf die Wiederholung der Darstellung des polnischen Adels,
der sich selbst verkauft und verrit, dies ist ein Beleg fiir den engagierten Aufbau des
Werks, das auf das zeitgenossische Element des unbestimmten Verstdndnisses von
nationaler und regionaler Identitdt der reichen Schicht der polnischen Bevélkerung
aufmerksam machen will. Zbigniew Gren verzeichnet diese Problematik vor allem in
Grof3stadten, wie in Krakau, woher sich diese unsichere Wahrnehmung in die Region
Teschen u. 4. verbreitet. Im Orig.: ,Natomiast warstwy wyzsze byly mieszane, kosmo-
polityczne, o niejednolitej sSwiadomosci etnicznej (genetycznej, panstwowej, regional-
nej)* (Greni 2000: 19).
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eine Polin, mit der Chaim ,,gestindigt“ hat, die Heldin des ersten Teils der
Trilogie Cerné krdlovstvt:

Jedina dévucha tu byla, jeZ mu vzdorovala. Byla mlada, ale krasna. Jeji
postava neobycejné soumérnosti. Oblicej, pravy typ Cistokrevné Polky,
neporusené rasy slovanské. Plavé vlasy, modré oci - ale chuda byla.»
(Sokol-Tuma 1935, Teil 1.—2.: 62).

Der Typ der rein slawischen, schénen blonden Frauen durchzieht das ge-

samte Werk und kontrastiert sogar mit der semitischen Schénheit Deborahs
an ihrem Hochzeitstag:

Vedle ni, Polky - druzi¢ky se svymi pravidelnymi obliceji, se svoji
zvlastni zivosti obliceje, plavymi vlasy, v bilych uborech, plnych oné
jasavé zivosti, jiz nema zadny druhy slovansky narod - snad zaclanély
svoji slovanskou krasou, krasu Debotinu. Byly na pohled i krasnéjsi,
nikoliv postavou a stavbou téla, ale pravidelnosti obliceje, le¢ pravé
tou svoji nepravidelnosti byl oblicej Debofin, tak nesmirné zajimavy,
kazdého uchvacujici. Byla to nepravidelna formace orientalského typu.®
(Sokol-Tuma 1935, Teil 4.-5.: 441-442).

Die Trilogie Cerné krdlovstvi wire jedoch selbst nicht imstande, die kom-

plexe Entwicklung des Bildes der Polen im Werk Sokol-Téimas als Ganzes
zu erfassen. Das ,,Slawische Element® wird in spiteren Romanen zur sog.
schlesischen Identitdt modifiziert. Bei Tschechen, Deutschen, Juden kommt
es im Gegensatz dazu nicht zu einer grundlegenden Entwicklung des Bildes.
Sokol-Ttima geht in spiteren Werken nach den gleichen Schemata wie in der
untersuchten Pentalogie vor. Einerseits ist das Bild der Deutschen zu finden,

29 ,Esgab nur ein einziges Weib, das mir trotzte. Sie war jung, aber schon. Thre Statur war

30

von ungewohnlicher Ebenmifligkeit. Das Gesicht, das einer reinbliitigen Polin, von
ungetriibter slawischer Rasse. Blondes Haar, blaue Augen - aber sie war arm.“
»Neben ihr tiberdeckten die Polinnen - Brautjungfern mit ihren gewohnlichen Ge-
sichtern, mit ihrer besonderen Lebendigkeit des Gesichts, blondem Haar, in weiflen
Gewindern, voll von ihrer strahlenden Lebendigkeit, die keine andere slawische Na-
tion besitzt — wohl mit ihrer slawischen Schonheit die Schonheit Deborahs. Sie waren
beim Anblick auch schoner, nicht in Statur und Korperbau, aber in der Ebenméfiig-
keit des Gesichts, aufSer dass eben diese Unebenméfligkeit in Deborahs Gesicht, so
unendlich interessant, jeden fesselte. Es war eine unebenméfliige Formation des orien-
talischen Typs.“
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welches unverandert ist, getrennt und manipulativ, und dessen natiirliches
Gegengewicht eine Variation des slawischen Elements bildet, also konkret z. B.
das schlesische Bild, das sich aus zwei wesentlichen Komponenten zusammen-
setzt, der tschechischen und der polnischen. Eine solche Entwicklung kann
im fiinfteiligen Roman Na kresdch beobachtet werden, wo die Darstellung des
Bildes der Polen vollendet wird.

Die Auswahl des Werks ist nicht willkiirlich, da bereits Vojtéch Martinek die
Verbindung zwischen den Werken V zd#i milionii und Na kresdch wahrnimmt,
was auf das Vorhandensein gemeinsamer Ziele und Schnittstellen hinweist, die
im engagierten Aufbau des Werks griinden. Es geht um ein nationales Erwachen
und eine wirtschaftliche Agitation. Um diese Verbindung deutlich zu machen,
wird aus Griinden der Vollstandigkeit die folgende Beschreibung der Entwick-
lung des polnischen Bildes in der Zeit bis zu seiner Stabilisierung hinzugefiigt:

Vysoko vyzdvihl [Sokol Tama] ucitelskou buditelskou praci, mravni
hodnoty a rozvahu lidového pracovnika. Ale ukazoval jesté na jednu
véc: na potrebu hospodarského posileni, jak o tom naléhavé psal jiz
v romanu V zafi miliond. Véti, ze nova hospodarska obroda ve Slez-
sku rozviti i novy narodni ruch, rozliti pokleslé narodni uvédoméni,
napfimi nahnuté patere.” (Martinek 1957: 92).

Das Werk Na kresdch erschien tatsdchlich erst im Jahre 1922 in Ostrau,
obwohl die nicht umgesetzte Heftausgabe aus dem Jahr 1912 erwdhnt wird
(Martinek 1957: 88). Auch hier miissen die aktive Tatigkeit Sokol-Timas und
die aktualisierenden Eingriffe des Autors mit einbezogen werden, die von einer
Bearbeitung des Werks bis Anfang der 1920er Jahre zeugen (Martinek 1957: 88).
Die Situation ist also die gleiche wie beim ersten Teil der Romantrilogie Cerné
kralovstvi, mit dem der angefiihrt fiinfteilige Roman auch den Typ des Erzihlers
verbindet, der, wenn auch scheinbar im Hintergrund, mit seinen Ansichten
aktiv in die Handlung einschreitet und den Leser manipuliert.

Die Interpretation des Romans Na kresdch ist jedoch eine andere. Martinek
spricht tiber eine ausgepragte Schematisierung des Werks, die in der Verein-

31 ,Er [Sokol-Tiima] hob die lehrende erweckende Arbeit, moralische Werte und die
Uberlegung des menschlichen Arbeiters stark hervor. Aber er verwies auch auf eine
Sache: auf den Bedarf an wirtschaftlicher Starkung, wie er bereits eindringlich im
Roman V zafi miliéont beschrieben wurde. Er glaubt, dass die neue wirtschaftliche
Wiedergeburt in Schlesien auch ein neues nationales Leben entfacht, das gesunkene
nationale Bewusstsein erleuchtet, die gebeugten Riicken aufrichtet.”
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fachung der Thematik und in einfachen Gegensitzen auszumachen sei. Das
Werk werde dadurch nicht mehr als glaubwiirdig wahrgenommen (Martinek
1957: 89-91).

Hinsichtlich des Genres besteht bei Na kresdch eine deutliche Nahe zum
deutschen Grenzlandroman. Die gemeinsamen Ziige sind vor allem bei einer
der Hauptfiguren erkennbar, dem Lehrer Divoky,* der nach Teschen fuhr, um
dort mit seiner Téatigkeit aktiv zur Erweckung der Nation beizutragen, dabei
die Liebe fand und nach zahlreichen Eskapaden und verlorenen Schlachten
den Kampf gegen Klerikalismus, Vorurteile, die ,,polnische Dummbheit® sowie
Germanisierung gewann.

Tatsachlich unterscheidet sich der Roman jedoch durch die primére Bot-
schaft hinsichtlich der Imagologie keinesfalls von seinen Vorgingern. Das
grundlegende Muster ist identisch, die Deutschen bringen eine Germanisierung
mit sich und diese ist der Feind alles Slawischen. Wahrend in V zd#i milionii
die Juden ein Instrument der Germanisierung waren, sind es in Na kresdch die
Polen, die zu einféltig sind, um sich ihrer Taten bewusst zu sein. Entsprechend
dieser Feststellung werden alle Subsysteme erstellt. Weshalb plotzlich einige
Polen zum Feind werden, wird erst im zeitlichen Kontext deutlich.

Obwohl der Roman in seinen Grundziigen bereits frither existiert haben
muss, wird er in der Zeit des sogenannten tschechoslowakisch-polnischen
Konflikts um Teschen zur Veréftentlichung vorbereitet, der (mit unterschied-
licher Intensitét) zwischen 1918 und 1958 gefithrt wurde,® wobei als einer der
beiden Hohepunkte eben der Beginn der 1920er Jahre gesehen wird.>* Der

32 Der wandernde Lehrer ist eine traditionelle Figur im sog. Grenzlandroman, vgl. mit
dem Lehrer Ortwin bei Rothacker im Werk Das Dorf an der Grenze.

33 Als Ende des Konflikts wird hier das Jahr 1958 gesehen, da hier der tschechoslowa-
kisch-polnische Vertrag unterzeichnet wurde.

34 Es bestand eine Neigung zur Umsetzung des sog. ,,plebiscyt na Slasku Cieszynskim,
also dem Plebiszit in Teschen, als durch eine Form des Referendums iiber den An-
schluss des Gebiets an den entsprechenden Staat entschieden werden sollte. Ob-
wohl die Tschechoslowakei urspriinglich das Plebiszit ablehnte, ahnte man, dass ein
Grof3teil der Bevolkerung fiir einen Anschluss an Polen stimmen wiirde. Letztend-
lich wurde dieser akzeptiert, um Angriffe der ungiinstigen Tissi-Linie zu verhindern.
Am Ende kam es nicht zu dem Plebiszit. Die Situation spitzte sich erst im Jahre 1938
merklich zu, als es zu einem weiteren Referendum kommen sollte, welches aber eben-
falls nicht ausgefithrt wurde, da Polen am 21.09.1938 die Freigabe des umstrittenen
Gebiets als Ergebnis der Sudetenkrise forderte. Folglich wurde entlang der Grenze des
umstrittenen Gebiets eine Militdreinheit positioniert und ein zwanzigstiindiges Ulti-
matum ausgesprochen. Angesichts der ausweglosen Situation nahm die Tschechoslo-
wakei das Ultimatum an und das Gebiet wurde geraumt. Information ttbernommen
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Roman muss also in seiner Zeit aktuell gewirkt haben, und dies nicht nur
aufgrund des sogenannten Siebentagekriegs.® Als Ergebnis dieser politischen
Veridnderungen sieht der Erzédhler eine neue Form der Unterdriickung der
tschechischen Nation.

Der Autbau des Werks enthiillt die Idee, dass Polen durch die aktive Mani-
pulation seitens des grofiten Feindes, der Deutschen, beeinflusst werden. Somit
erhélt das Bild der Polen seine bestimmenden Ziige.

Der Erzéhler vermittelt im Schlussteil der gesamten Pentalogie Na kresdch
den wichtigsten Gedanken, als sich eine der Hauptfiguren, der Lehrer Divoky,
nach Prag begibt, um Investitionskapital fiir die Entwicklung der Region be-
reitzustellen:

Jel do Prahy. On, laik, bez jména, jel dobyvati veliké penézni ustavy, aby
ve Slezsku investovanim kapitalu posilily nejen cesky krajalid [...] Neu-
rovnané poméry mezi slovanskymi kmeny na Slezsku byly zakladem
pro dynamitové podkopy ceskych obci. Skute¢nost odpovidala, Ze za
nimi ptijdou - ba jiz jdou - na fadu obce polské. Nenavidél skorpeni
obou kmend, ¢eského i polského, poznavaje, ze ve spojeni jich k obrané
lezi spole¢ny uspéch.*® (Sokol-Téima 1929: 147).

Vom Standpunkt des Erzédhlers aus betrachtet ist klar ersichtlich, dass der
Zerfall der slawischen Stimme, und somit auch des slawischen Elements allge-
mein, nicht erstrebenswert ist und den Slawen weder Ruhe noch Entwicklung

aus (Gawrecka 2004: 89-91). Erst nach dem Krieg wurde die territoriale Situation von
der Zeit vor der Besetzung Polens wiederhergestellt.

35 Militirischer, bewaffneter Konflikt zwischen Polen und der Tschechoslowakei von
1919 wegen des Gebiets Teschen. Nach vergeblichem Protest der Tschechoslowakei ge-
gen die Nichteinhaltung des vorldufigen Abkommens, die Uberfithrung der Teschener
Bevélkerung in die polnische Armee und gegen die Durchfithrung von Wahlen im
polnischen Sejm griffen die tschechoslowakischen Einheiten an, der Angriff wurde
unmittelbar darauf durch die Macht des sog. Dreibunds eingestellt (Klimek 2000: 44).

36 ,Er fuhr nach Prag. Er, Laie, ohne Namen, fuhr, um grof3e Geldinstitute zu gewinnen,
damit sie in Schlesien durch die Investition von Kapital nicht nur die tschechische
Region und das Volk stérken [...] Ungeordnete Verhaltnisse zwischen den slawischen
Stammen in Schlesien waren der Grund, warum die tschechischen Gemeinden durch
Dynamit untergraben worden sind. Die Wirklichkeit war, dass sie kommen wiirden -
ja, bereits kamen -, in einer Reihe der polnischen Gemeinde. Er hasste das Zanken
der beiden Stimme, des tschechischen und polnischen, und erkannte, dass in ihrer
Verbindung zum Schutze der gemeinsame Erfolg lag.*
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bringt. Auch wenn die Romanhandlung etwa 1900 spielt,” so ist der Text vor-
wiegend auf die vernichtenden Bemithungen der Deutschen konzentriert, Tsche-
chen und Polen zu manipulieren (Sokol-Tima 1929: 172).** Die Entwicklung des
Bildes der Polen ist im Rahmen des Aufbaus des Werks in dieser Schaffenszeit
Sokol-Tiimas vollkommen durch die Vermittlung jener angeblich polnischen
Eigenschaften bedingt, die es den Deutschen erméglichen, die Polen gegen
die Tschechen auszuspielen. Eben aus diesen Eigenschaften werden dann die
stereotypen Figuren der radikalen, germanisierten polnischen Priester geformt,
oder anderer germanisierter Polen. Es kommt somit zu einer Festigung des
dargestellten Bildes in einer stereotypen, endgiiltigen Form.

Im Roman Na kresdch wird das Subsystem der Religion auf programma-
tische Weise entwickelt.* Die Polen, die auf dem dargestellten Gebiet leben,
sind haufig tief glaubig und gleichzeitig praktisch orientierte Menschen, in
ihrer Einfachheit zweifeln sie jedoch nie an der Autoritit der Kirche, die umso
michtiger wird und eine wesentliche Rolle spielt. Der Lehrer Divoky nimmt
dies sehr deutlich wahr:

,Tenkrat!‘ - uchopil se opét slova Divoky, Zil tento lid Zivotem vlastnim.
Byl sice sevien robotou télesnou. Dnes Zije u vétsi bidé télesné a horsi
obrancii svétovladnych snah cirkve, bojovnikt z uplatnéni osobnich
choutek, ani bojovniki kaplanti obrancti svétovladnych stran cirkve,
bojovniki za prava papezova [...], pfi ¢emz vira zpravidla pochodi
nejhife, jezto v tomto boji se o viru ani nejednd, pouze o nadvladu
bud germénskou, nebo polskou a tomu slouzi cirkev katolicka jako
evangelicka, ¢eskd jako polska.* (Sokol-Tuma 1927, Teil 3.: 18).

37 Sokol-Tima belegt dies selbst in der Fufinote im fiinften Teil der Pentalogie (So-
kol-Ttima 1929: 227).

38 Auch Przeperski widmet sich der Problematik der Germanisierung in der untersuch-
ten Region. Es ist klar, dass die von Sokol-Tima empfundene Germanisierung tat-
sichlich auf beiden Seiten zwischen Tschechen und Polen erlebt wurde (Przeperski
2016: 47). Przeperski spricht sogar tiber Sympathie von Tschechen gegeniiber den Po-
len, die die Germanisierung erleben (Przeperski 2016: 53).

39 Das Subsystem der Religion der Polen ist in der Uberlieferung Sokol-Tiimas stark ver-
einfacht. Es liegen Studien vor, die grundlegende Unterschiede zwischen Katholiken,
Protestanten und ihrer Wahrnehmung der Germanisierung u. 4. belegen. Weiterfiih-
rend siehe MORYS-TWAROWSKI 2018.

40 ,,Diesmal!‘ - begriff Divoky die Worte, lebte dieses Volk ein eigenes Leben. Es war
allerdings fest in der Umklammerung korperlicher Arbeit. Heute lebt es in groflerer
korperlicher Not und unter schlimmeren Verfechtern der Weltherrschaftsbestrebu-
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Eben die oben angefiihrten Worte verschieben die Kirche mit ihrer Macht
vom Subsystem der Religion in die Richtung des Subsystems gemeinsamer
menschlicher Ziige, denn der Erzéhler erortert de facto im Werk nicht die
Glaubensfrage, sondern weltliche Fragen der Uberlegenheit einer Nation iiber
eine andere.

Das Subsystem universaler menschlicher Ziige durchlief einen grundlegen-
den Wandel. Es ist interessant, dass es Ziige angenommen hat, die Sokol-Ttima
ansonsten ausschlieSlich mit den Juden verbindet, Polen kamen logischerweise
in die gleiche Position wie die radikale jiidische Generation.* Sie werden im
Werk als Unterdriicker alles Tschechischen dargestellt und dies zu eigenen
Nutzen und aufgrund eigener Dummbeit: ,,Obce propadaji jedna za druhou do
rukou polskych nebo némeckych. Némci pouzivaji Polaki jako berana pro ut-
loukéni ¢eskych obci, aby je potom snadnéji dostali do své moci.“+* (Sokol-Tiéima
1929: 79). Erst im Schlussteil des fiinften Teils der Pentalogie beginnen die Polen
langsam, sich ihres Fehlers und ihrer Position als blofie Vorhut der Deutschen
bewusst zu werden. Plétzlich ddmmert ihnen die Tatsache, dass auch sie im
Geiste des ,Drangs nach Osten® letztlich gleichermaflen hinweggefegt werden.
Konkret wird dieser Gedanke dann gezeigt, als der ortliche Pfarrer, der die
deutsche Sache unterstiitzt hatte, den Befehl erhalt, Deutsch als Amtssprache
einzufithren: ,Podepsany urad oznamuje, ze obecni zastupitelstvo se usneslo,

7N v

aby tfedni fe¢i zavedena byla némcéina“ (Sokol-Téima 1929: 200).%

ngen der Kirche, Streiter fiir die Geltung personlicher Geliiste, Streiter von Kapla-
nen der Verfechter von Weltherrschaftslagern der Kirche, Streiter fiir die péapstlichen
Rechte [...], wobei der Glaube meist leer ausgeht, da es in diesem Kampf nicht um
Glauben geht, nur um Herrschaft, entweder die germanische oder die polnische und
dem dient sowohl die katholische als auch die evangelische Kirche, die tschechische
wie die polnische.*

41 Juden, die ihre eigene Nation, ethnische sowie kulturelle Identitit zugunsten des

»~Mammons®, also der Macht des Geldes, verloren hatten, wobei sie dem Autobild der
Tschechen schaden.

42 ,,Die Dorfer fallen eines nach dem anderen in die Hande von Polen oder Deutschen.
Die Deutschen benutzen die Polen als Stindenbock fiir die Zerschlagen tschechischer
Gemeinden, um sie danach schneller in ihre Macht zu bringen.“

43 ,Die unterzeichnete Behorde gibt bekannt, dass die Gemeindevertretung beschlossen
hat, Deutsch als Amtssprache einzufithren® Sokol-Téima selbst zeigt den Gedanken,
dass Polen von Deutschen bedroht werden, ebenso wie die Tschechen. Aufierhalb
des Bereichs des Erzédhlers in der Fufinote ist von dem Verlust der Moglichkeit die
Rede, eine Ausbildung in der Muttersprache zu erhalten: ,,Stalo se na Slezsku, Ze v obci
zvitézili Némci a razem prohlasili na celé $kole dosud ultraquistické - jako vSechny
$koly ve Slezsku - vyucovaci jazyk némecky. (dt. ,Es geschah in Schlesien, dass in der
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In der Komposition des Werks wird die Darstellung der ,,polnischen
Dummbeit® weiterhin ausgearbeitet; sie kann bereits frither in der Trilogie
Cerné kralovstvi ausgemacht werden, jetzt jedoch erlangt sie wesentliche Aus-
mafle, da sie hinsichtlich der polnischen Verbindung mit den Deutschen und
ihrem Bild eine entscheidende Rolle spielt.

Im Spektrum der deutschen Eigenschaften ist das Element des ,,Missbrauchs
von Nationen® zu finden, dessen zentraler Inhalt die Germanisierung ist, auf
subelementarer Ebene sind dann einzelne Formen auszumachen, durch die
sich die Germanisierung zeigt. Mit dieser sind die folgenden Subelemente ver-
bunden: Kolonialisierung, Manipulation, Polonisierung, germanisierte Kirche.

Auf3er der bereits erwdhnten Verbindung mit dem deutschen Heterobild
wiederholt dann der Erzéhler, dass aus Polen allgemein fast nichts Gutes komme:
»Tam daleko, z Polska, vychazelo slunce, jasné, zlaté slunce ¢ervencové. - To je-
diné, co odtamtud ptichazi dobrého -.“# (Sokol-Tama 1927, Teil 3.: 124).

Der Gesamtaufbau des Werks beinhaltet Elemente, die Polen auf die Ebene
der radikalisierten Juden stellen, und dies vorrangig aus Sicht der Koloniali-
sierung, im Sinne der Besetzung neuer Gebiete, der eigenen Expansion. Dies
zeigt die Sprache des Lehrers Divoky:

[ziskané Gzemi] za néjz nemusil by se stydét ani Srukl Bauchbrenner
z Ostravy — neni-li jeho vlastnictvim. Pozemky zde skupuji nepozo-
rované cizi lidé. [...] A nas lid sméje se a vtipkuje po strané, Ze napalil
,cuzaka' Je i rad, Ze se podobné netrodné pudy zbavil. A tito kupujici
nejsou nic jiného, nez ztizenci zavodi uhelnych, nejcastéji Zidé nebo
Polaci. [...] Timto zptsobem je mnozstvi jiter ptidy kolem Doloplaz
dnes jiz v rukou cizich a ptivodni majitelé, nevédouci o ucelu, k jakému
se déje toto zakupovani, byli uz o tisice ptipraveni. Toto je novodobé
loupent starych loupeznych rytifa.+ (Sokol-Tima 1927, Teil 3.: 106).

Gemeinde die Deutschen siegten und sogleich in der gesamten Schule, die bis dahin
utraquistisch waren — wie alle Schulen in Schlesien —, Deutsch zur Unterrichtssprache
erklarten.“) (Sokol-Tiima 1929: 200).

44 ,Dort in der Ferne, aus Polen, ging die Sonne auf, eine helle, goldene Julisonne. - Das
einzige, was von dorther Gutes kommt-.*

45 ,|besetztes Gebiet] fiir das sich nicht einmal Srukl Bauchbrenner aus Ostrau schimen
musste — wenn es nicht sein Eigentum ist. Hier kaufen unbeobachtete fremde Leu-
te Grund und Boden. [...] Und unser Volk lacht und scherzt nebenbei, dass es den
,Zugereisten' iiberlistet hatte. Auch ist es froh, sich derlei unfruchtbaren Bodens zu
entledigen. Und diese Kéufer sind nichts anderes als Angestellte von Kohlebetrieben,
meist Juden oder Polen. [...] Somit ist ein Grofiteil des Ackerlands um Doloplazy
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Der Erzahler betont auch die Dummbheit, das Unverstindnis gegeniiber
der Tatsache, dass die Slawen nur gemeinsam den groflen deutschen Feind
bezwingen konnen. Es wird die Aufgabe von Zeitungen und Propaganda her-
vorgehoben, einfache, unkritische Leute zu beeinflussen:

Polské noviny zaujaly jakési $tvavé stanovisko proti farari, ze Polaci
v Zahlubku byli skoro vybizeni zprostit se sami farare za kazdou cenu.
Ruizni lidé sem prichdzeli, rizné feci vedli. Hospody po vyplaté obsadili
a vykladali, jak Poldci jsou utiskovani od Cecht, ze lep$i Némec ,bo Nie-
mec nieuciské Polaka, ale Cech psiakrev bestia hromska kradze dzieci
polske na Slonsku, kradzie polskie dusze i wszystko' Takové rozpravy
byly vedeny. Timto smérem a jak obecnim vyborem, tak tiskem polskym
rozdmychované, ba i hmotné podporované. (Sokol-Tiima 1929: 234).

Der Roman Na kresdch beschreibt die polnische Ethnie als Zusammen-
schluss von Einzelnen, die sich in fester Umklammerung durch die Kirche
befinden. Diese wird jedoch nicht mehr als Institution beschrieben, die sich um
das Seelenheil der Menschen sorgt, sondern als Vereinigung radikaler Priester,
die das Volk in die deutsche Hegemonie fithren. In dem Auszug ist ebenfalls
die Gegenwart des Juden in der stereotypisierten Form zu finden, eine Figur,
die fiir die abschlieflende Schaffensphase Sokol-Tamas charakteristisch ist:

Polsti knézi, at katoli¢ti nebo evangelicti, postupovali uto¢né proti
vSemu ¢eskému, hldsajice vyhlazovaci valku véude tam, kde mohli
rozdmychat pozar odporu. Polsky negramotny lid véfi svym knézim,
ze ,Slonsk ojezyzna polskd jest‘ a podporovan $tvavym tiskem polskych
novin, jakoz i knizkami a spisky, falesné d¢jiny Slezska kreslicimi, staval

heute schon in den Hinden Fremder und die urspriinglichen Besitzer, ahnungslos, zu
welchem Zwecke das Kaufen betrieben wird, wurden bereits um Tausende gebracht.
Dies ist die neuzeitliche Jagd alter Raubritter.”

46 ,Die polnische Zeitungen nahmen einen hetzerischen Standpunkt gegen Pfarrer ein,
dass die Polen in Zahlubek fast dazu aufgefordert wurden, den Pfarrer um jeden Preis
loszuwerden. Verschiedene Leute kamen hierher, sie hatten unterschiedliche Ansich-
ten. Die Wirtshduser waren voll belegt und erkldrten, wie Polen von Tschechen un-
terdriickt werden, dass der bessere Deutsche, denn der Deutsche unterdriickt keinen
Polen, aber der Tscheche ,psiakrev die Bestie stiehlt die Kinder in Schlesien, stiehlt
die polnischen Seelen und alles.” Solcherlei Debatten wurden gefithrt. Durch diese
Richtung und sowohl durch den Gemeinderat als auch durch die polnische Presse
entflammt, ja sogar massenweise unterstiitzt.
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se upornym nepritelem vSeho ceského. Stalo se, Ze ptijel do Zahlubku
kocar, v némz byli dva, tfi pani. Pili v hospodé u zZida Himelbeina nebo
Scheinduta a za chvilku tam bylo veselo. Pil, kdo prisel, Pani platili.+
(Sokol-Tuma 1927, Teil 4.: 134).

3.2. August Scholtis

August Scholtis wird als weiterer bedeutender Autor von Romanen der Zwi-
schenkriegszeit in der Region Ostravsko erachtet.** Sein Werk Das Eisenwerk
(1939), in der tschechischen Ubersetzung Zelezdrny (1940), stellt fiir diese Unter-
suchung eine einzigartige Synthese kiinstlerischer und autobiografischer Ziige
dar. Vor allem die frithen Jahre Scholtis° werden mit der Bewunderung Prusks
und dem Gefiihl der Verbundenheit mit ihm verkniipft, da er wahrend einer
Volksabstimmung 1920 fiir die dauerhafte Eingliederung Oberschlesiens in das
deutsche Land stimmte. Die Sympathie mit Prusk, zweifelsohne verbunden mit
den Erfahrungen am Adelshof Karl Max von Lichnowskys, kann somit einen
neuen Blickwinkel auf die Formung des polnischen Heterobildes wihrend der
Zwischenkriegszeit erdffnen.

Dieses wird umso bunter und facettenreicher, als Scholtis, tibrigens wegen
seiner Weigerung, wahrend des Dritten Reiches in die Reichsschrifttumskammer

47 ,Die polnischen Priester, ob katholisch oder evangelisch, gingen aggressiv gegen alles
Tschechische vor, riefen einen Krieg der Ausrottung iiberall dort aus, wo sie das Feuer
der Abneigung entfachen konnten. Das polnische Volk, das weder lesen noch schrei-
ben konnte, glaubt seinen Priestern, dass ,Schlezien immer polnisch war* Es wird zum
hartnédckigen Feind alles Tschechischen durch die hetzerische Presse der polnischen
Zeitungen, sowie durch Biicher und Schriften, die die falsche Geschichtsschreibung
Schlesiens gezeichnet haben. Es geschah, dass eine Kutsche nach Zahlubek kam, da-
rin waren zwei, drei Herren. Sie tranken im Wirtshaus beim Juden Himelbein oder
Scheindut und nach einer Weile ging es dort frohlich zu. Es trank, wer kam, die Her-
ren zahlten.“

48 August Scholtis (1901, Bolatice (Hultschiner Landchen) - 1969, Berlin) ist ein Autor,
der bereits als Kind eine enge Bindung zum Hultschiner Landchen hatte. Er beschéf-
tigte sich mit der Verdrangung der Mehrsprachigkeitskultur in der Region Ostravs-
ko sowie mit sozialen Themen. Wihrend der Zwischenkriegszeit trugen seine Werke
einen mythologisierenden Charakter, dennoch erhielt er nach Beginn des Dritten
Reiches ein Publikationsverbot. Weiterfithrend siehe Deutsche Literatur der Zwischen-
kriegszeit im tschechischen Schlesien. 1918-1938 (2002). Fiir weitere Informationen sie-
he neuere Literatur in Cesky a némecky sedldk v zrcadle krdsné literatury 1848-1948
(2014), oder Historik a literdt v provincii (2018).
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einzutreten, ein Publikationsverbot erhielt*, womit er sich von dem anderen
regionalen deutschen Schriftsteller Gottfried Rothacker unterscheidet.®

Das polnische Heterobild scheint bei Scholtis stark unstrukturiert, da das
Werk keine konkreten polnischen Figuren beinhaltet. Somit ist das Heterobild
zur ausschliefllichen Wahrnehmung ,,von auflen” verurteilt. Die Abwesenheit
polnischer Figuren verursacht ebenso die Unfihigkeit dieses Bildes mit dem
komplexen Aufbau des Werkes tiefer zu interagieren, denn es gibt hier keine
Figuren, die alle erwédhnten Stereotypen storen kénnen. Das Bild der Polen tritt
daher nur auf der Ebene sprachlicher Stereotypen und petrifizierter Fragmente
auf, iiber die im Aufbau des Werks nicht verhandelt wird.

Es handelt sich um ein duflerst deformiertes und stark manipulatives
Bild. Das einzige neutrale Element in der gesamten Struktur des Bildes ist die
Darstellung einer geheimnisvollen Region / eines Landes, die der Erzédhler
ausschliefllich zur Beschreibung eines geografischen Gebiets als ,,das polnische
Geheimnis“ nutzt (Scholtis 1939: 65).

Die iibrigen Subsysteme und Elemente sind durchgehend negativ, mit
Verweisen auf Schmutz und Niedrigkeit, wie z.B. ,,Dreck (Scholtis 1939: 100).
Referenzen gegeniiber dem namenlosen Polen werden ausschlieSlich auf der
Ebene der Ausgestaltung polnischer Dummbeit konstatiert: ,,Ein Pole quatscht
und weif3 nicht, was er quatscht“ (Scholtis 1939: 104), wobei dhnliche Auflerun-
gen von deutschen sowie tschechischen Figuren gemacht werden.

Das Bild Polens ist ebenso mit der Angst vor der Gefahr verbunden, da
die Polen laut Erzahler den industriellen Fortschritt bedrohen wiirden, den im
Roman die Deutschen reprisentieren:

Es hief3, dritben im Halizischen, im Russisch-Polnischen gére es. Die
Polen seien mit ihrem Schicksal unzufrieden und ihre Unzufriedenheit
drohe hiniiberzuspringen in den planenden, arbeitenden, industriellen
Westen. (Scholtis 1939: 352).

Die Mehrheit negativer Elemente kulminiert vor allem in den Dialogen der
Figuren sowohl deutschen als auch tschechischen Ursprungs, allerdings sind
auch im Bereich des Erzahlers auf wahrscheinlich unbewusster Ebene kompo-

49 Vgl. und weiterfithrend siehe: Deutsche Literatur der Zwischenkriegszeit im tschechi-
schen Schlesien. 1918-1938 (2002).

50 Es kann also vorausgesetzt werden, dass seine Gestaltung des polnischen Bildes von
der stark ideologischen Auffassung radikaler nationaler Sozialisten auf interessante
Weise abgegrenzt werden kann.
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nierte stereotype Parallelen zu finden. Es kann der Vergleich von Zbytkovice (es
handelt sich im Buch um eine Uberarbeitung der realen Vorlage Vitkovice) mit
einer polnischen Frau beobachtet werden. Der Autor betont die Schwiche des
urspriinglich bedeutungslosen Stadtchens, das seine anschlieflende Entwicklung
den Deutschen verdankt:

Von ihm liegt Bitkowitz, die wachsende Stadt. Sie hebt sich aus der
Ebene, eine unférmige Frau, barfuf, mit schmutzigen Fiissen von den
polnischen Bergen pilgernd zu den Deutschen, die ihr ein Kleid antun,
ein Seidenkleid. Eines Tages wird aus dieser Frau etwas geworden sein.
(Scholtis 1939: 272).

Scholtis* Werk verbindet die Konstruktion des Bildes der Polen mit dem
Bild einer schwachen Frau, die nicht ohne deutsche Hilfe auskommt. Diese Dar-
stellung von Polen ist auch anderen untersuchten Autoren eigen, weshalb hier
deutlich wird, dass es sich um ein charakteristisches Konstruktionselement des
Heterobildes der Polen in Romanwerken der entsprechenden Periode handelt.

4. Fragmentarische Darstellung

Fiir die vollstandige Abbildung des komplexen Kontexts der Periode in Bezug
auf das untersuchte Gebiet ist es ratsam, die Problematik anderer Werke auszu-
fithren, in denen das Bild Polens behandelt wird. Im Verlauf der Untersuchung
hat sich gezeigt, dass die Konstruktion dieses Bildes fiir andere Autoren nicht
programmatisch ist. Das Bild Polens taucht somit bei den folgenden Schriftstel-
lern nur auf fragmentarischer Ebene auf, nicht in einem ausgearbeiteten System,
wie dies in den oben untersuchten Werken der Fall war. Bei einigen Autoren
fehlt es ginzlich und auch diese Feststellung wird als bedeutsam angesehen,
und es wird versucht, sie aus dem Kontext heraus zu begriinden.

4.1. Tschechische Fragmente

Vojtéch Martinek™ verfasste in der Zwischenkriegszeit eines der eindrucks-
vollsten Werke seines gesamten literarischen Schaffens; es handelt sich um die

51 (1884 Bru$perku - 1960 Ostrau). Er stammte aus einer armen Familie und besuchte
das Gymnasium in Ostrau. Er veroffentlichte z.B. in der Zeitung Ostravsky denik. Den
Mittelpunkt seines Schaffens bilden Werke mit sozialer Thematik. Weiterfithrend in
Literdrni slovnik severni Moravy a Slezska (2001).
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Trilogie Cernd zemé (1932). Die einzelnen Romane dieses Zyklus heiflen Jakub
Oberva (1926), Plameny (1929) und Zemé duni (1932). Gerade durch die Auswahl
der genannten Trilogie bietet sich die einzigartige Gelegenheit, die Ausgestal-
tung des Heterobildes iiber die Zeit hinweg zu betrachten. Wenn ebenfalls die
Entstehungszeit des Romans berticksichtigt wird, wird die Entwicklung von
Anfang der 1920er Jahre bis in die frithen 1930er Jahre betrachtet.

In der Trilogie Cernd zemé befindet sich hinsichtlich der Haufigkeit des
Auftretens das umfangreichste Heterobild der Deutschen. Auflerdem ist noch ein
relativ klar strukturiertes Heterobild der Juden erkennbar. Roma und Polen sind
im Werk ausschliefllich in Form von unstrukturierten Stereotypen zu finden.>*

Die polnischen Fragmente verweisen vor allem auf Motive der ,,Unreinheit,
Hisslichkeit® Das Bild der Polen weist keine systematischen Elemente auf, es
sind zufillige Erwdhnungen tiber héssliche polnische Frauen (Martinek 1965,
Jakub Oberva: 46, 69) und méglicherweise zeitweise vorkommende, unsyste-
matische und negative Anspielungen auf Polen im Bereich der Figuren vorzu-
finden: ,[...] Ale Polaci, [...] Tuz co - p$akrev, zatracene hovada.“ (Martinek
1965 — Zemé duni: 79).

Ende der 1930er Jahre wurde das Bild der Polen noch fliichtig von Karel
Dvoracek angesprochen. Das vom Autor* mehrfach tiberarbeitete Werk Fran-
tisek chce byti spravedlivy entstand bereits ab der zweiten Hilfte der 1930er Jahre.
Die damalige Zensur und die fortwédhrende Anpassung, die das Werk im Laufe
einiger Jahre durchlief, fithrten dazu, dass der Roman zu einem Umbruchspunkt
fiir die Darstellung des Bildes bei Dvoracek wurde. Diese Verdnderung in der
Struktur jenes erwahnten Werkes spiegelt sich bereits in zeitgendssischen Kri-
tiken wider. Es ist von einer Veranderung vom sozialen Roman zur ,neutralen’,

52 Noch starker imagologisch intakte Texte stellen die Romane von Ludmila Horka dar
(geb. als Marie Sindeldtov4, 1892 Dvotisko - 1966 Troppau, Hultschiner Lindchen).
Aufgrund des Schaffens in Troppau kam die Autorin jedoch nicht mit der galizischen
Migrationswelle in Berithrung. Thr autobiografisch gefarbtes Schaffen, die Romane
Doma (1943) und Reka (1946), fallen in die untersuchte Zeit, und beinhalten aufler
dem Schmuggel (Horkd 1946: 21) keine ethnotypischen Systeme oder Fragmente.

53 »[...] Aber Polen, [...]. Stdhlt etwas — psakrev, verdammte Rindviecher.*

54 In diesem Teil wird Dvoracek als Autor ausgewidhlt, der die Tendenzwelle vertritt,
die sich gar nicht mit der Darstellung eines Heterobildes beschiftigt. Aufgrund des
Umfangs werden weiterhin weder Glazarova noch Tfenecky betrachtet, die ebenfalls
keine Bilder formen, es kann bei ihnen vielmehr von Imagotypen gesprochen wer-
den, und dies vor allem aufgrund des Charakters ihrer ausgewéhlten Prosa, die in das
ausgewihlte Material fillt (Erinnerungs- und Bilanzcharakter bei Glazarova und der
schematisch-soziale Charakter der Romane von Trenecky).
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idealisierten Erzahlung die Rede, wobei sich Dvoracek von der Erorterung im
breiteren gesellschaftlichen Kontext abwendet (Duréak 1966).

Deshalb ist im Roman vorrangig das Bild einer unbestimmten sozialen
Gemeinschaft zu finden, deren Darstellung an der konzeptuellen Grenze der
Begriffe Imagotyp / Ethnotyp schwankt.

Auf den Begrift Ethnotyp wird erst bei der Darstellung der Heteroele-
mente der unterschiedlichen Ethnien innerhalb von Dvoraceks Konzeption
der Multikulturalitdt der Region Ostravsko eingegangen. Dvoracek formt also
nicht konkret das Bild von Polen, sondern wihlt ein unstrukturiertes sekun-
déres Element. Es geht zum Beispiel um die wiederholte Darstellung eines
einfiltigen, sehr hésslichen polnischen Madchens (Dvoracek 196: 173-174).
Dvoracéeks Erzdhler betont die polnische Herkunft des Méadchens und kehrt
wiederholt zu ihr zuriick (Dvoracek 1966, S. 225), obwohl sie in der Erzdhlung
keine bedeutungstragende Rolle spielt, sie wird als Maschine beschrieben, als
Prostituierte, bezahlt mit wertlosen Eisenringen, sie steht also weit unter der
gesellschaftlichen Position der tschechischen Prostituierten. Weshalb dies so
ist, geht allerdings aus dem Werk nicht hervor.

4.2. Deutsche Fragmente

Maria Stona* ist neben Ilse Weber und Marie von Ebner-Eschenbach, deren
Werk nicht dem Genre, den territorialen oder thematischen Kriterien dieser
Studie entspricht, die bedeutendste deutsche Schriftstellerin der Zwischen-
kriegsliteratur in der grofieren Region Ostravsko.’ Thr Roman Vor dem Sturz
(1934) wurde auch ins Tschechische tibersetzt (Pred pddem 1935).

Das Thema der Untreue und des Sturzes einer Frau und ihrer Familie wird
aus der Perspektive der Hauptheldin mit autobiografischen Elementen erzahlt.
Im Hinblick auf die Imagologie ist der Text vollstandig intakt. Im Roman finden
wir nur eine Darstellung des allgemeinen Imagotyps der hohen sozialen Schicht
und der Aristokratie, zu der die Hauptfigur am Anfang auch gehort.

55 (1861 Schloss Triebitz — 1944 ebenda) wuchs seit ihrer Kindheit in einem Schloss auf.
Sie ist Autorin von Romanen und Erzihlungen mit sozialen und Gender-Themen,
ihre Gedichte konzentrierten sich auf das private Leiden des Einzelwesens in der Ge-
sellschaft.

56 Neben Maria Stona kann auch Ernst Wolfgang Freissler (1884 in Troppau - 1937 Ol-
bersdorf) erwihnt werden. Er schrieb jedoch in Troppau, wo er keine starke Migra-
tionswelle aus Galizien miterleben konnte. Sein Roman Junge Triebe (1922) ist stark
transnational orientiert. Es hat sich gezeigt, dass Freissler nur das Autobild der Deut-
schen in seinem Werk konstruiert.
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Jiinger als Maria Stona ist Gottfried Rothacker.”” Das Werk dieses Autors
wurde stark ideologisch motiviert. Sein bekanntestes Werk, Das Dorf an der
Grenze (1936), das Ende der 1930er Jahre zum Bestseller wurde, ist ein auto-
biografisch gefirbter Roman, da Rothacker selbst als Lehrer in kleinen suden-
tendeutschen Dorfern auftritt.

Das zentrale Thema des Werks ist die Darstellung des mahrisch-schlesischen
Dorfes Skopolnica / Schatzdorf, der Bewohner, ihrer national-sozialen Probleme
in Wechselwirkung mit der Ankunft des jungen Lehrers Ortwin Hartmichel.

Bei diesem konkreten Autor darf ebenfalls nicht der spezifische literarische
Kontext des auf Deutsch verfassten Schaffens iibersehen werden, das stark durch
die ,,Blut-und-Boden-Literatur sowie das Genre des Grenzlandromans*® u. a.
beeinflusst ist. Hier kann eine starke ideologische Farbung angenommen wer-
den,* da sich in der auf Deutsch verfassten Literatur der 1930er Jahre u a. ein
ideologischer Schreib- und Denkstil herausbildet, der eng mit den Studien
von Adalbert Schmidts Sudetendeutsche Dichtung der Gegenwart (1938) zu-
sammenhangt.

Die Hauptintention des Autors zeigt sich durch den Aufbau des Autobildes
von Deutschen. Es wurde die Gefahr dargestellt, der die in Grenzgebieten leben-
den Deutschen trotzen miissen. Da die Gefahr ausschliefllich von Tschechen
ausgeht, wird im Roman kein Bild der Polen konstruiert.

5. Zusammenfassung

Die vorliegende imagologische Analyse erarbeitete einige grundlegende As-
pekte, die fiir die Ausrichtung der imagologischen Forschung in manipulativen

57 Geboren als Bruno Nowak (1901 Troppau - 1940 Berlin). Er trat bereits 1926 in die
NsDAP ein. Die deutsche Autorenenzyklopidie fithrt auch eine Liste von Termini
an, die maf3geblich die Auslegung seines Werks bestimmen: ,, Auslandsdeutschtum,

»Grenzlandkampf“ und ,Heldenverehrung“ Weiterfithrend siehe Deutsche biographi-
sche Enzyklopddie & Deutscher biographischer Index 2001:568. Rothacker war in der
Zeit des sog. Dritten Reichs ein sehr beliebter und geschitzter Autor; er wurde z.B. mit
dem Hans-Schemm-Preis ausgezeichnet.

58 Der Grenzlandroman selbst kann dann nach Rinas in drei Typen unterteilt werden: a)
der Grenzlandroman aus der Perspektive des Grenzgebiets b) der Grenzlandroman als
Form, die den Konflikt zweier Sprachen auf einem Gebiet thematisiert ¢) der Grenz-
landroman als Genre mit der Thematik des nationalen Konflikts. (Rinas in Becher
2017:307-308).

59 Konkretim Zusammenhang mit dem Stil des Autors spricht Budndk von der sog. ,,sta-
tischen Erzdhlung® (Budnak 2007:18s).
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und primér ideologischen Strukturen wertvoll sind. Der Fokus lag vor allem
auf der Enthiillung grundlegender Stereotypen der Darstellung von Hetero-
bildern der Polen in ausgewahlten Werken der tschechischen und deutschen
Literatur der Zwischenkriegszeit aus der ndher definierten Region Ostravsko
derselben Periode. Es stellte sich heraus, dass die zeitliche Eingrenzung auf die
Periode von 1918 bis 1939 fiir das literarische Werk nicht ganzlich bestimmend
ist, weshalb diese Problematik naher abgesteckt wurde und es zu bestimmten
Uberlappungen kam, die weiter oben beschrieben wurden.

Das Bild der Polen ist in der Romanprosa nur duflerst sporadisch vertreten.
Auf tschechischer Seite kann zunéchst eine komplexe Darstellung des Hetero-
bildes der Polen bei Franti$ek Sokol-Tiima verzeichnet werden, die sich durch
einen persuasiven Charakter auszeichnet und die Einheit des Slawentums
propagiert, und eben diese wird im spateren Werk durch die Elemente gestort,
die auf die deutsche Manipulation mit Polen hinweisen.

Die Autoren sind in ihren Konstruktionen des polnischen Heterobildes
nicht in der Lage, sich von den Elementen der ,Dummbheit® und ,,Riickstén-
digkeit® zu losen, wie aus mehreren Quellen hervorgeht. Einerseits geht es
um den Analphabetismus der Bevolkerung der primér dargestellten Gebiete
(Immigranten aus Galizien und angrenzender Gebiete), ,Dummheit® ist ebenso
mit rassenideologisch motiviertem Antisemitismus verbunden sowie mit der
vermeintlichen polnischen Rolle hinsichtlich der Germanisierungsfrage. Die
Polen werden somit, insbesondere im Werk von Sokol-Tiima, zu aktiven Hel-
fern der Deutschen in der Unterdriickung der Nationen. Dieser Gedanke
findet auch im zeitgendssischen lyrischen Schaffen der Region seine Resonanz,
z.B. bei Petr Bezru¢, auf den Sokol-Téima sich im Werk Na Kresdch sogar beruft.
In der deutschen Literatur sind die Furcht vor polnischen Vorurteilen sowie
die Bemiithungen zu finden, den industriellen Fortschritt umzukehren, den die
Deutschen in die Region Schlesiens bringen.

Die Darstellung der ,,polnischen Schwiche® ist ein weiteres grundlegendes
Phénomen, verbunden mit der Metapher der sexualisierten Darstellung des
weiblichen Geschlechts, das unter den Autoren miannlichen Geschlechts ste-
reotyp genau mit der geschwéchten Position der Polen verbunden wird. Diese
Metapher hat diesen Untersuchungen zufolge auf tschechischer Seite ihren
Ursprung in historischen Umstanden, wéihrend sie auf deutscher Seite von
der Vorstellung einer industriellen Uberlegenheit vor allem der urspriinglich
preuflischen Bevolkerung herriihrt (im Werk von A. Scholtis).

Die komplexe Strukturiertheit des Polenbildes geht in den folgenden Jahren
zugunsten einer fragmentarischen, stereotypen Darstellung von Unreinheit,
Dummbheit und Hésslichkeit in den Werken weiterer tschechischer Autoren
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zuriick (K. Dvoracek, V. Martinek). Sofern tschechisch schreibende Autoren
das Bild der Polen tiberhaupt reflektierten, so geht es lediglich um eine verengte
Darstellung, die sich auf galizische Polen konzentriert. Weitere deutsch schrei-
bende Autoren formen in den untersuchten Werken das Polenbild nicht einmal
auf fragmentarischer Ebene. Bei dlteren Autoren (M. Stona, E.W. Freissler) liegt
der Grund in der supranationalen Motivation der Werke sowie der primaren
Darstellung sozialer und geschlechterbezogener Imagotypen, wahrend bei
dem jlingeren Autor Rothacker das Desinteresse am Bild der Polen durch die
ideologische Struktur des Werks zu begriinden ist, das vor allem zum Kampf
gegen alles Tschechische auffordert.

Maf3geblich scheint ebenso die konkrete territoriale Zugehorigkeit des Au-
tors / der Autorin, also die regionale Grundlage seines / ihres Schaffens. Somit
kann geschlussfolgert werden, dass die weitere Region Ostravsko hinsichtlich
der Ausformung des Polenbildes in zwei eigenstindige Bereiche unterteilt
werden muss. Zunidchst geht es um Ostrau und die angrenzenden 6stlichen
Gebiete (z. B. Teschen), wo sich die galizische Migration in vollem Umfang
bemerkbar machte, wodurch die oben beschriebenen Stereotypen aktiviert
wurden. An zweiter Stelle wird zwischen Galizien und Troppau unterschie-
den, wo sich vor allem die deutschen Autoren konzentrierten, die das Bild der
Polen aus den oben angefithrten Griinden nicht thematisieren, aber auch, da
die Migrationswelle dieses Gebiet nicht betraf. Die einzige Ausnahme bildet
August Scholtis, der allerdings notwendigerweise eine petrifizierte Form des
Bildes prisentiert.
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| Abstract

LukAS PECHULA
Das Bild der Polen als Heterokonstruktion in Zwischenkriegsromanen der
Region Ostravsko: Tschechisch-deutsche imagologische Untersuchung

Die vorliegende Studie zielt darauf ab, die Strukturen des Heterobildes der Polen
in den Romanen der grofieren Region Ostravsko zwischen zwei Weltkriegen zu
entschliisseln. Es geht um eine komparative Analyse, die polnische Ethnotypen in
den Werken deutscher und tschechischer Autoren dieser Zeit darstellt. Die Region
Ostravsko war in der Vergangenheit ein Ziel der polnischen Einwanderung, aber
besonders Ostrau war ein multikultureller Ort, an dem die polnische, tschechische,
deutsche und jiidische Bevolkerung nebeneinander lebte. Vor allem diese Beson-
derheiten bilden eine interessante Grundlage fiir die vorliegende Untersuchung.

Schliisselworter: Polen; Bild; Heterobild; Imago; Ethnotyp

| Abstract

LuxAS PEcHULA
Constructing Polish Heteroimage in the Interwar Novels of the Wider Ostrava
Region: A Comparative Czech-German Study

This analysis aims to examine the construction of the Polish heteroimages in novels
written between two World wars in the broader region Ostravsko. It is a compara-
tive study which reflects Polish ethnotypes in a wide range of Czech and German
authors. Broader Moravian-Silesian region was the target of Polish immigration,
but especially Ostrava was also a multicultural center where Polish, Czech, Ger-
man and Jewish People lived side by side. It is these specifics that create space for
the interesting development of all ethnotypes which are the basis of this research.
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1. Introduction

There are motifs in art history that represent such an integral part of a certain
art movement or epoch that they co-define it. Since antiquity, European culture
has known the motif of a beautiful drowned young woman. Having been trans-
formed throughout centuries, this motif has fulfilled various functions based
on the period aesthetic canon and the general cultural perception of women
and womanhood.’ The nineteenth century saw a major escalation of the motif
of the drowned beauty* and its substantial re-interpretation in connection with
the arrival of modern art movements. It could even be seen as a cult of the young
drowned woman which found one of its climaxes in German Expressionist
poetry in the early twentieth century. Another possible peak of the use of this
motif can be seen in the frequency and diversity of the appearance of the fig-
ure of the “Unknown Woman of the Seine” (UInconnue de la Seine in French)
in literature (including the Czech one).?

1 For more detail, see Bronfen 2004.

2 This would be the English equivalent of the German term “schone Wasserleiche”

3 A young woman who drowned in the Seine in the late 1880s, who has not been identi-
fied to this day and whose death mask inspired many twentieth-century artworks. For
more detail, see Maly 2007.
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In the context of European art, the motif of the drowned beauty was re-
discovered by Symbolism, including the artistic rendering of the character
of Ophelia from William Shakespeare’s drama Hamlet. In the play, Ophelia is
a young woman who loses her sanity after her beloved Hamlet, who rejects
her, unknowingly kills her father. She then drowns, rather by mischance than
of her own will. Her figure became a clear projection of the motif outlined
above.* Symbolist painters reveled in the figure of drowned Ophelia. While
early on, it was rendered rather as an illustration to Shakespeare’s drama, later
the motif emancipated itself into images with a broad range of possible inter-
pretations, with the most renowned visual renditions including Ophelia by
British Pre-Raphaelite John Everett Millais from 1891 and Ophelia by Czech
painter Jan Kontpek from 1906.5

In the field of literature, one of the renditions that is most remarkable for its
modern and initiatory character is the poem “Ophélie” (Ophelia) written in 1870
by Jean Arthur Rimbaud. With its nine four-verse stanzas, the poem is a typical
representative of Rimbaud’s early stage (it even has a textual precursor in Latin)
written in a strict metrical form in the spirit of Symbolism. Some researchers
even point out that the poem is partially derived from some of the poems written
by Parnassianist Théodore de Banville (1823-1891), a conventional romanticizing
poet, who is considered the discoverer of Rimbaud’s talent (Bayer 218).

Nevertheless, the poem shows clear signs of Rimbaud’s idiosyncratic style:
it develops motifs of the aesthetics of ugliness, known since Charles Baudelaire,
while other symptomatic aspects include a radical use of the poetic image
leaning towards an absolute metaphor, and a striking, often surreal colourful-
ness transcending to synaesthesia. While the poem contains elements from
the play Hamlet (the name of the female figure in the poemss title, an allusion
to a “handsome pale knight” —i.e. Hamlet—in the seventh stanza, some scen-
ery, and the mention of the “great mountains of Norway” in the fifth stanza),
the figure of Ophelia is rid of all other individual features. In the first stanza,
the figure is embedded in the setting of idyllic nature, with the comparison
to a white lily reappearing in the last stanza and thus constituting a certain

4 In his study UEau et les réves. Essai sur I'imagination de la matiére published in 1942,
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard describes water as an exclusively melancholic
element related exclusively to female death and coins the term of the “Ophelia com-
plex” in this context.

5 The rendition of the biblical figure of Salome received similar attention; however, un-
like the dead, and thus “harmless” Ophelia, Salome represents the prototype of dan-
gerous female seductiveness.
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framework of the poem. The second stanza relocates the figure into a certain
mythical timelessness. In the second part of the poem, Ophelia is addressed
by the poetic subject that becomes the object of the poem in the last stanza
which constitutes the separate third part of the poem. Let me quote the first
two stanzas and the last stanza from the original poem:*

Sur l'onde calme et noire ott dorment les étoiles
La blanche Ophélia flotte comme un grand lys,
Flotte tres lentement, couchée en ses longs voiles ...
-- On entend dans les bois lointains des hallalis.
Voici plus de mille ans que la triste Ophélie
Passe, fantdme blanc, sur le long fleuve noir;
Voici plus de mille ans que sa douce folie
Murmure sa romance a la brise du soir.
-- Et le poete dit qu'aux rayons des étoiles
Tu viens chercher, la nuit, les fleurs que tu cueillis,
Et qu’il a vu sur leau, couchée en ses longs voiles,
La blanche Ophélia flotter, comme un grand lys. (Rimbaud 188)

In English translation:

On the calm black water where the stars are sleeping
White Ophelia floats like a great lily;
Floats very slowly, lying in her long veils ...
— In the far-oft woods you can hear them sound the mort.
For more than a thousand years sad Ophelia
Has passed, a white phantom, down the long black river.
For more than a thousand years her sweet madness
Has murmured its ballad to the evening breeze.
- And the poet says that by starlight
You come seeking, in the night, the flowers that you picked
And that he has seen on the water, lying in her long veils
White Ophelia floating, like a great lily. (Rimbaud, Poetry Nook)

6 Due to the extensive length of most of the poems discussed, only excerpts from
the original versions and their English translations will be stated here.
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Rimbaud’s Ophelia is a dreaming visionary, one that is similar to Rimbaud’s
description of the poet and his newly defined poetics in the renowned “letters
of the seer” However, the burden of this utopian vision kills the figure; she
does not have the power to carry it. She becomes a general type of a beautiful
drowned young woman who is at the same time the poet’s muse in between
worlds; she is the connection between our world and the other world. She is
worth the poet’s attention for she escapes the ever less graspable reality in two
ways: by insanity and by death.

However, returning back to reality from this journey is impossible, and so
is rendering it in words. The contrast between Ophelia’s silence and its poetic
reflection is voiced in the first verse of the third part, i.e. in the last stanza:
Et le poéte dit (And the poet speaks (says)). As if Rimbaud alluded to his later
silence: at the age of nineteen, the poet fell silent in a way that represents an
essential gesture of modern poetry from today’s perspective. Here already, he
anticipates the deep crisis of modern poetry as later formulated by Hugo von
Hofmannsthal in his famous fictional Brief des Lord Chandos (The Letter of Lord
Chandos) due to his scepticism concerning the possibility of capturing the world
through the language of poetry.

2. German Expressionism

Rimbaud’s poem “Ophelia” as well as the perception of his complete work and
life had a significant impact on the poetry of German Expressionism. What
was in the beginning of this relationship was the German translation of Rim-
baud’s poems by Karl Klammer (1879-1959), a Vienna native who was a colonel
of the Austrian army in his civilian life. The key year of 1907 saw the publication
entitled Arthur Rimbaud. Leben und Dichtung (Arthur Rimbaud. Life and Work),
an anthology of the work of Arthur Rimbaud including approximately a half of his
works and prefaced by an extensive biographical study by Stefan Zweig. The book
was published under the translator’s transparent pseudonym K.L. Ammer.
Through his distinctive Rimbaud translations, K.L. Ammer initiated a re-
markable offshoot of the entire literary epoch—that of German Expressionism.
This offshoot drew on Symbolism, which was practically reduced to the specific
work of Stefan George and Rainer Maria Rilke in the field of German poetry,
as well as on the sentiments stemming from the Decadents. Klammer’s book
of Arthur Rimbaud’s translations gave rise to the poetics of several German
poets. Three of them, previously often perceived as pre-Expressionists by literary
history, are now rightly interpreted as fundamental figures of modern German
poetry: Germans Georg Heym and Gottfried Benn and Austrian Georg Trakl.
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For all three, the turning point in the formation or transformation of their po-
etics came approximately in the year 1910, which is now seen as the beginning
of the Expressionist decade. All three of them, yet not only them, addressed
the motif of a drowned young woman in their work in some way.

Especially to Georg Heym (1887-1912), a poet of the turbulently developing
city of Berlin, water was a fundamental element, often appearing as the cool,
eternal, clear blue in his poetry. The influence of Rimbaud’s “Ophelia” is most
distinct in Georg Heym’s work, assuming very particular features. Heym
addressed this topic in two of his longer poems from 1910, Tote im Wasser
(The Dead Girl in the Water) and Ophelie (Ophelia). Heym's “Ophelia” is one
of the first treatments of the motif that is based secondarily on Rimbaud’s poem
rather than Shakespeare’s drama. The twelve-stanza composition was written
in October 2010 and shows all the key features of Heym’s mature poetic style:
contrary to the broken form, which is otherwise very common in Expressionism,
it is written in a strict metrical form with iambic metre and enclosed rhyme
(alternate rhyme in two stanzas), consisting of two parts of different length
(four and eight stanzas).

Unlike Rimbaud’s text, Heym’s “Ophelia” underwent the experience
of the Decadence on which Expressionism partly draws to paradoxically im-
bue it with new life; in Expressionism, the aesthetics of ugliness is taken to
the extreme, as shown by Gottfried Benn (see below). The motif of death is
intensified and the passages capturing the transition from beauty to ugliness
are accentuated. What is characteristic in this respect is the contrast between
the title, raising certain expectations and the first verse which goes: “Im Haar
ein Nest von jungen Wasserratten” (In Her Hair a Nest of Young Water Rats).
This unexpected sharp cut is so intense that the following stanzas, rather static
and descriptive, still carry on in the spirit of its imagery and paradoxical vitality.
While in Rimbaud’s “Ophelia,” the nest resounds with the flapping of birds’ wings,
in Heym’s “
baud’s Ophelia is kissed by the wind, a long white eel creeps across the breast
of Heym’s Ophelia. Remarkably, the space of the poem is brought to life by
many particular animals (rats, eel, a firefly, bats, swans) and plants (jungles, fern,

Ophelia,” water rats live in Ophelia’s hair. While the bosom of Rim-

reeds, willow, rye). As if these living organisms were to create a counterbalance
to the expectable process decomposition, pointing out the new life of the dead
body. This process of animalization corresponds with the fact that the name
of Ophelia only appears in the title of Heym’s poem, while in Rimbaud’s poem,
Ophelia is also addressed in the text.

In the second part, the ductus of the poem changes significantly. The dy-
namic character is reinforced, especially by accentuating the movement down
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the river and the repetition of the adverb vorbei, vorbei (passing, passing) at
the beginning of the seventh and eleventh stanza. Moreover, there is a typical
Heymian scenery of a demonically anthropomorphized metropolis from which
Ophelia is moving away: the cry of machines and primarily a giant crane com-
pletely dominating the ninth stanza:

Mit schwarzer Stirn, ein méchtiger Tyrann,

Ein Moloch, drum die schwarzen Knechte knien.

Last schwerer Briicken, die dariiber ziehn

Wie Ketten auf dem Strom, und harter Bann. (Heym 161)

in English translation:

A mighty tyrant, black, perverse,

A moloch worshipped by his dour knaves.

The weight of bridges resting on the waves

Like heavy chains, and everlasting curse. (Heym, Steinmann)

Heym’s Ophelia, put in a completely contemporary setting, distances
herself from the city not only in space but also in time: for the adverb “vorbei”
encompasses the temporal meaning as well. This temporal tendency towards
eternity, to Rimbaudian “timelessness,” dominates the final stanza with an
apocalyptic tone:

Der Strom tragt weit sie fort, die untertaucht,
Durch manchen Winters trauervollen Port.

Die Zeit hinab. Durch Ewigkeiten fort,

Davon der Horizont wie Feuer raucht. (Heym 162)

In English translation:

The waters carry her, as she sinks down,

Through mournful ports of many winter nights.

Through time, and through eternity, that lights

The vast horizon like a burning crown. (Heym, Steinmann)

What is also remarkable is a certain sacralization of the space inhabited by
Ophelia: the second stanza includes the noun “Schrein” (a shrine), the twelfth
stanza includes the verb “weihen” (to consecrate, sacred day). This corresponds
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to the earlier depictions of the drowned young woman in fine arts where she is
portrayed as Mary or as a saint.

Georg Trakl (1887-1914) is traditionally labelled as Heym’s Austrian contem-
porary and lyrical doppelganger. However, if we take a closer look at this poet,
who is traditionally acclaimed as a distinctive representative of Expressionism
with an original poetic spirit who significantly influenced Austrian as well
as Czech poetry, we will be surprised to find out that Klammer’s translations
of Rimbaud’s poems not only initiate the originality of Trakl’s talent but even
enter brand new, unexpected contexts through dozens of literal as well as loose
quotations within Trakl’s poetic work, thus taking further effect. It is only due
to Trakl’s poetic genius that he managed to transform the influence of other
poets on his poetry into a unique synthesis of original interpretations of de-
rived inspirations—which were in no way hidden by the poet yet unsuspected
by his contemporary readers—thus introducing the denial of the traditional
requirement of poetic originality into modern poetry for the first time in such
a compact form, while relativizing this requirement to the maximum degree
possible.

Rimbaud’s influence on Trakl was noted already in 1925, i.e. rather soon, by
Adolf Meschendorfer, who found primarily literal quotations from Klammer’s
translations in Georg Trakl’s work; the list is exhaustive (Menschendoérfer 93).
The deeper connections between Rimbaud and Trakl, or rather Klammer’s
Rimbaud translations and Trakl, were noticed by Reinhold Grimm, who was
also the first to point out the significance of Klammer’s translations in German
poetry (Grimm 1959: 288-315 and Grimm 1982: 124-145). Ophelia even makes
a fleeting appearance in Georg Trakl’s poetry—in the first version of the poem

“Wind, weifle Stimme ...” (Wind, white voice ...) which was probably written
in late 1912 and remained unpublished during Trakl’s lifetime. Let me quote
the first stanza and the poem’s ending.

Wind, weifle Stimme, die an des Schlafers Schlife fliistert

In morschem Geist hockt das Dunkle in seinem purpurnen Haar

Lange Abendglocke, versunken im Schlamm des Teichs

Und dariiber neigen sich die gelben Blumen des Sommers.

Konzert von Hummeln und blauen Fliegen in Wildgras und
[Einsamkeit,

Wo mit rithrenden Schritten ehdem Ophelia ging

Sanftes Gehaben des Wahnsinns. Angstlich wogt das Griin im Rohr

Und die gelben Blatter der Wasserrosen, zerfillt ein Aas in heiflen
[Nesseln
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Erwachend umflattern den Schléfer kindliche Sonnenblumen.

O Tod! Der kranken Seele verfallener Bogen Schweigen und
[Kindheit.

Aufflattern mit irren Gesichtern die Fledermause. (Trakl 180)

In English translation:

Wind, white voice that whispers near the temple of the sleeper

In rotten branches the darkness crouches in his purple hair

Long evening bell, sunk in the mud of the pond

And over it the yellow flowers of the summer bend.

Concert of bumblebees and blue flies in wild grass and loneliness,

Where once Ophelia went with stirring steps

Soft behavior of insanity. Anxiously the green surges in the reeds

And the yellow leaves of the water lilies, a carcass molders in hot
[nettles

Awaking childish sunflowers flutter around the sleeper.

O death! The ill soul’s decayed arch silence and childhood.

With mad faces the bats flutter up. (Trakl, Literaturnische)

The poem, written in free verse, anticipates the later stage of Trakl’s work and
is characteristic in many respects: the verses are arranged without any significant
syntactic connections, making the impression of isolated images; while these
images are mostly known from Trakl’s other texts, the only thing that changes
is the context into which they are embedded. The separation of the last verse
into an individual stanza is typical as well.

Images of idyllic nature abounding in summer flowers and buzzing insects
are disturbed by negative visions of darkness in rotten branches (verse two),
a carcass (verse eight) and finally an ill soul and death (verse seventeen). These
images of destruction and decay are associated with the figure of Ophelia who
is again connoted with the phrase of “soft madness” analysed above. In Trakl’s
poems, too, Ophelia constitutes a link—though its contours are rather blurred—
between our world and the “other” world, rather than a mere representation
of a literary figure. However, remarkably, Ophelia does not appear in the second
preserved version of this poem.

The most radical treatment of the theme of a drowned young woman
(though she is not named Ophelia) can be found in the poetry of Berlin poet
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(and doctor) Gottfried Benn (1886-1956). His literary debut, a notebook with
nine poems entitled Morgue und andere Gedichte (Morgue and Other Poems)
7 was published in March 1912, two months after Heym’s drowning, in Berlin
in 500 copies. Against the author’s will, this thin collection caused a literary
and social scandal, securing him a leading position among the Expressionists.
Gottfried Benn recollects the circumstances of the origin of this cycle in his
memoir Lebensweg eines Intellektualisten (The Way of an Intellectualist) from
1934:

Als ich “Morgue” schrieb, mit der ich begann und die spéter in so viele
Sprachen tbersetzt wurde, war es abends, ich wohnte im Nordwesten
von Berlin und hatte im Moabiter Krankenhaus einen Sektionskurs
gehabt. Es war ein Zyklus von sechs Gedichten, die alle in der gleichen
Stunde aufstiegen, sich herauswarfen, da waren, vorher war nichts von
ihnen da; als der Ddmmerzustand endete, war ich leer, hungernd, tau-
melnd und stieg schwierig hervor aus dem groflen Verfall. (Benn 1v: 177)

When I wrote “Morgue,” with which I began and which was later trans-
lated into so many languages, it was evening, I was living in the north-
west of Berlin and attending a dissection course at Moabit Hospital.
It was a cycle of six poems, which all came to me in the same hour, flung

themselves up from below, where previously nothing had been. When

my semiconscious state ended, I was empty, hungry, dizzy and climbed

with difficulty out of the great decay. (Huyssen 84-117)

The Morgue® cycle includes a brief poem entitled “Schone Jugend” (Beau-
tiful Youth):
Der Mund eines Médchens, das lange im Schilf gelegen hatte
sah so angeknabbert aus.
Als man die Brust aufbrach
war die Speiserohre so l6cherig.
Schliefflich, in einer Laube unter dem Zwerchfell

7 'The inspiring character of this morbid theme is proved by the fact that Georg Heym
and Rainer Maria Rilke each wrote a poem with an identical title in the same time
period.

8 The term originally designated the Paris morgue which displayed dead bodies for
the purpose of their identification. Later on, the term was broadened to similar insti-
tutions in other big cities including Berlin.
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fand man ein Nest von jungen Ratten.

Ein kleines Schwesterchen lag tot.

Die anderen lebten von Leber und Niere,

tranken das kalte Blut und hatten

hier eine schone Jugend verlebt.

Und schon und schnell kam auch ihr Tod:

Man warf sie allesamt ins Wasser.

Ach, wie die kleinen Schnauzen quietschen! (Benn I: 24)

The mouth of the girl who had lain long in the rushes
looked so nibbled.

When they opened her chest, her esophagus was so holey.
Finally in a bower under the diaphragm

they found a nest of young rats.

One little thing lay dead.

The others were living off kidneys and liver

drinking the cold blood and had

had themselves a beautiful youth.

And just as beautiful and quick was their death:

the lot of them were thrown into the water.

Ah, will you hearken at the little muzzles’ oinks! (Benn, Hofmann)

In the context of the author’s biography, it is obvious that Benn was familiar
with the figure of a drowned young woman in the particular form of a com-
mon working day rather than a literary symbol of its time. However, already
in the 19508, researcher Bernhard Blume termed this poem as a “waste product
of Rimbaud’s Ophelia” (Blume 113); interestingly though, Gottfried Benn claims
to only have delved into Rimbaud’s poetry much later.® Nevertheless, leaving
aside the pioneering matter-of-factness, which is still shocking today, and
the thorough treatment of the topic in its macabreness, one can find very con-
vincing links between this poem and the poetic style of Heym and Trakl. Benn’s
poem, too, addresses the general Expressionist theme of decay, and similarly
to Heym’s poem, it portrays the drowned young woman as disfigured by water
rats. However, the depiction is substantially different from the one of Heym,
as Benn's poem dehumanizes the figure of the drowned young woman, depriving
it of all aesthetic features and turning it into a vessel in which water rats survive.

9 This was Benn’s sceptical response to the attempts of literary historians to categorize
his poem as one of the poems directly inspired by Rimbaud’s “Ophelia” (Benn 1v: 380).



THE FIGURE OF OPHELIA IN EXPRESSIONIST POETRY... | 207

Benn commits a total destruction of what is traditionally perceived as aes-
thetic. This is one of the reasons to be cautious when considering an ironical
reading, which would only ridicule something that is, something that exists.
While the effect of shocking the bourgeois cannot be denied (this aspect is gen-
erally strong especially in early Berlin Expressionism), what is more prominent
here is an extreme reaction of the lyrical subject to the complete disillusion
of the modern world which cannot be comprehended and grasped by words.

3. Expressive Depiction of the Drowned Young Woman in Czech Poetry

Czech poetry, too, abounds in powerful images that are inspired by the vision
of the tragic death of a beautiful young woman in connection with the water
element; there is a whole range of such texts. However, we will focus on how
this motif is represented in selected poems whose expression is the closest to
the intensity of depiction in German Expressionism.

In Czech poetry, this motif is most often treated as a balladic narrative
of women who commit suicide with various motivations for their act, which
already appeared in Czech and Moravian folklore. This is also the case with one
of the most renowned poems by Petr Bezru¢ (1867-1958)—the ballad Marycka
Magdénova (Marycka Magdonova). The expressive depiction of Marycka’s suicide
in the mountain creek explicitly mentions the girl’s hair, although this time it
is not floating on the surface but caught on the rocks:

Marycko, po strané ostré jsou skaly,
podle nich kypi a utika k Frydku
$umiva, divoka Ostravice.

Slysis ji, rozumis, dévucho z hor?

Jeden skok nalevo, po vSem je, po v§em.

Cerné tvé vlasy se na skéle chytly,

bilé tvé ruce se zbarvily krvi,

sbohem bud, Maryc¢ko Magddnova! (Bezruc 74)

In English translation:

Steep, Marycka, steep the rocks rise
Where the Ostravice wild and foaming
hurls its torrents down to Frydek.

Do you hear, do you see, lass of the hills?
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One leap to the left and all is over.

Your black hair caught on the rocks below.

red with blood are your white hands,

God be with you, Marycka Magdonova! (Bezru¢, Milner)

In the epic line of the poetry of Vladimir Holan (1905-1980), there is a pas-
sage which, without explicitly mentioning Ophelia as a literary figure, precisely
represents the Ophelia complex as defined by Bachelard. The passage comes
from the poem Ndvrat (Homecoming) first published in 1948:

A opravdu, tady je jina mrtva,

jako ptislibeni jediné jistoty,

jenomZe jistoty ne v mife rovné ani vrsité,

ale prekypujici, a tedy padajici ... kam?

Vzhiru ¢i dolti? Ptej se véeho, co nebylo ti souzeno,

ale neptej se tohoto dévcete na vdaj,

rozvolaného chasniky az do podruéi sebevrazdy ... (Holan 2002: 120)

In English translation:

And indeed, here is a different dead woman:

like the promise of a single certainty,

a certainty not limited to a level or to a stacked measure,

but one that is abundant and therefore descending ... Whereto?

Upward or downward? Question everything that hasn’t been
[adjudged to you,

but don’t ask anything of this marriageable girl

whod been deranged by country lads as far as suicide’s servitude ...
(Holan, Narrative Poems)

The micro story of a figure named Anezka is one of three suicide stories
in the cycle. The young woman goes insane as a result of the interest of her
suitors and chooses voluntary death in the water element. Thus, the figure
directly corresponds to Gaston Bachelard’s characteristic of the Ophelia com-
plex: “Water is the element of young and beautiful death, of flowery death, and
in the dramas both of life and literature, the element of a death with neither
pride nor vengeance—of masochistic suicide” (Bachelard 108).

It is perhaps due to this connection to a cultural archetype, enabling its
general validity, that Anezka’s tragedy makes the most intensive impression on
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the readers out of all the three suicide stories in Homecoming. Holan’s allusion
to the motif of a beautiful drowned woman meets the balladic element known
from folklore, forming a massive stream of associations linked to tragic female
death. In Vladimir Holan’s poetry, the motivic affinity to Bachelard’s Ophelia
complex, combined with the folklore tradition, contributes to the constitution
of the broader meaning of the poem, confirming the essence of the archetype
consisting in its position beyond individual consciousness.

Holan’s work from the second half of the 1940s includes a poem whose
expressivity and systematically employed aesthetics of ugliness can compete
both with French Decadents and German Expressionists:

But Never Doubt I Love

Vodni krysa u prsu utonulé Ofélie,

rozzelend jeho modfinou a predpletovou viini,
knicivé sopti, vzdychd, podupavd, mluvi nosem
a spousti tkliva v¢ichnuti

po kulovitych zkratkach slin

do kruceni zarlivého na proud reky,

kdyz nahle spatfi na bfise utopenky masarku.
Thned tam prebihd a za¢ina trhat

jeho potuchlou, snadno se vzdavajici kuzi,
hryze a rve a saje, kousa, loupi a polyka,
ochutnava ponorné privany,

drasa a vyskubava jemnéjsi zakriknuté zily,
prohlodéva se kiizem krazem

a zapiji to crkavé z tinék,

které tam zatajily stonavé cary, krhavé vrapy

a drzé mraky mazder a blan,

zaricich jako jeji mlaskani,

cpe maso zpredu do vSech koncti védomi

a celd houstne a tézkne pri svém vysedlém olysani ...
Ale jak urazené znedaveéri

a ¢ihavé zaskliva své levé oko,

kdyz se ji v tom rozryvném vysklebeni zivota
ukaze détské tilko ... (Holan 2000: 102)

In English translation:
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A water rat, at the breast of drowned Opbhelia,

grieving over the bruises and the scent void of any
complexion,

squeals, sighs, kicks up its heels, talks through its nose,
and drops down its touching snuffles

along the globular acronyms of spit

to its rumble, jealous of the stream of the river,

when, suddenly, it sees a bluebottle at the belly of the
drowned.

Immediately, it runs there, and begins to tear

the musty skin, which gives up easily;

it gnaws and tears and sucks; it bites, robs and gobbles;
it tastes the submersible draughts;

it mauls and plucks up some

finer sheepish veins;

it eats through, criss-cross,

and, dribbling, it rinses down from little pools
concealed there by sickly rags, scrubby wraps

and shameless clouds of tissues and membranes,
aglow as its smacking;

it crams the flesh from the front into all the ends

of consciousness,

and it thickens all around and turns heavy in its bulbous
baldness ...

But, look, how it turns offensively distrustful,

and, watchful, glazes its left eye,

as, in that dissected maw of life,

a little body of a baby appears ... (Holan, Yet There Is Music)

The poem “But Never Doubt I Love” was only published in book form
in Holan’s poetry collection Na postupu (On the Advance) in 1964; however,
prior to that, it had been published in magazine form in the second edition
of the Blok revue in early 1947; which rather modifies the observation made
by literary critic and Holan's editor Michael Spirit who claimed that Holan was
only strongly fascinated by Shakespeare later (Spirit 153). The poem’s title is
a quotation from Shakespeare’s Hamlet; in particular, of the fourth verse from
the rhymed poem in Hamlet’s letter to Ophelia in which he declares his love
for her and which is read by Polonius to Gertrude:
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Doubt thou the stars are fire,

Doubt that the sun doth move,

Doubt truth to be a liar,

But never doubt I love. (Shakespeare 74)

In his study examining multilinguality in Vladimir Holan’s poetry, Petr
Mare$ formulates a thesis concerning this poem, which I can only agree with,
saying that by using this element, Holan evokes the figure of Ophelia, who is
the theme of the poem, on the one hand, while “creating an ironic contrast
between an excerpt from Hamlet’s love letter and the drastic images of a dead
body” (Firber 2006: 121) on the other hand. The graphic images in the depiction
of a dead body will undoubtedly stir an essential impression in the readers. They
are images of an intense, expressive poetic based on an almost baroque orna-
mentality and evocation of contradictions as well as on the aesthetic of ugliness
in which German Expressionism reveled.

These two connections were also noticed by Italian Bohemist Mario
Ripellino (1923-1978), who translated Holan’s poetry and who mentioned

“But Never Doubt I Love” in his introduction to the collection of Vladimir
Holan’s poetry in Italian: “In Holan’s work, the Baroque often merges with
the stylistic methods of Expressionism.... The lyrical poem “But Never Doubt
I Love,” with its repulsive description of a rat gnawing and tearing at the skin
of drowned Ophelia, is close to two compositions by German Expressionists:
Georg Heym’s “Ophelia,” where the drowned woman has “a nest of young rats
in her hair,” and the poem Schéne Jugend where Gottfried Benn describes how
a dissection reveals a nest of “young mice” feeding on the girl’s liver and kidneys”
(Ripellino 1968: 33).

Holan himself was rather sceptical about looking for connections between
his work and European poetry, as proved by his ironic remark in an interview
with Jaroslav Deweter from 1959: “Italian Slavist A.M. Ripellino, who once
translated some of my handwritten poems, dedicated a very interesting study to
me, according to which my poetry was influenced by two authors: Khlebnikov
and Elizabethan poet John Donne. What a pity that I don’t speak English. I be-
lieve that looking for influences is always very problematic” (Holan 2006: 501).
However, the affinity between his poem and the poetics of early Expressionists
is surprising and requires a more detailed insight than that of Ripellino’s fleeting
observation.

The degree of alienation is absolute both in the case of Holan and Benn:
the anonymous drowned young woman has nothing in common with Ophelia
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as the poet’s muse. Any transcendence is brutally negated and the boundary
between the outside world and the lyrical subject is definitively determined
as one that cannot be crossed: words can no longer express reality, which is why
Benn reaches for such extreme means. The seemingly indifferent perspective
of the lyrical subjects contains a latent disgust at the world without a spiritual
dimension. Holan, however, employs different means: an ornamental Baroque
style, the use of phonic configuration and a refined vocabulary. Unlike Benn,
who deliberately deaestheticizes the text (with minor exceptions), Vladimir
Holan employs means that are perceived as traditionally aesthetic in poetry.
Yet the effect is shocking in a similar manner.

In the work of Jifi Orten (1919-1941), the poet of tragic love, the mo-
tif of a drowned young woman appears repeatedly, which is not surprising.
In the poem “Utonuld” (The Drowned One) from the collection Citanka jaro
(Reader of Spring) published in 1939, the motif had an emblematic form:

Za lic své néhy

plula jsi na potocich
mezi ztracenymi brehy
do krajin noci

za lic své n¢hy

Nespatfena a bludna

zachytila ses krajii

potopenych u dna

v zaplavé tmy v zaplavé bez okrajii
nespatfena a bludna

Milenky konci za zabradlim
tam nezname tam néhy lic
je roztfisténa tim co kradly
ubohé viny krase smrtelnic

Ale ty pry ses dala
jedinym rozevienim klina
vodnikiim kterym bylo zima

Almuzna lasky tfeba mala
ti ke smrti pomahala (Orten 32)



THE FIGURE OF OPHELIA IN EXPRESSIONIST POETRY... | 213

In English translation:

For the face of your warmth
you flew along every brook
between banks you have lost
to dark lands you mistook
for the face of your warmth

Unseen and troublesome

you've been grasping the ground
at the bottom with awesome
darkness floating around
unseen and troublesome

Lovers hide behind parapets

where unknown is the face of grace
smashed by

what

they took by stealth

from mortal beauty of poor waves

But one hears you gave it all
to shivering water-sprites
just by opening your thighs

Love’s pittance even so small
assists you to bear death’s toll (Orten, Selected Poems)

The drowned young woman floating on the flowing water definitely evokes
Opbhelia. Moreover, what is thematized here is not the process of drowning (as it
would in a folk ballad for instance) but only its aestheticized result. Eroticism
(“opening your thighs”) combined with tragedy in the form of a prematurely
ended life is more or less typical for Orten; however, what stands out here is
the connection of these two aspects and the water element.

4. Conclusion

The Expressionist poems show that the role of Ophelia as the successor
of the muse was only temporary and instrumental. It actually represents a sim-
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ilarly mysterious type of a figure as that of Trakl’s sister or Rilke’s angel: a delib-
erately built bridge to transcendence. Thus, Ophelia was destined to first lose
her name and later become the object of irony, which is a certain reaction to
Nietzschean nihilism. The development of this motif represents a very illustrative
example of the disintegration of a world which could be described by words.
The figure of Ophelia, or the drowned young woman in the space of Czech
poetry by Petr Bezru¢, Vladimir Holan and Jifi Orten equals the international
renderings in its degree of expressivity.
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Figura Ofelii w poezji ekspresjonistycznej. Niemiecko-czeskie poréwnanie

Artykut dotyczy interpretacji postaci Ofelii w czeskiej poezji wspoltczesnej w porow-
naniu z poezjg europejskiego ekspresjonizmu. Estetyka obrazu $mierci Ofelii
z dramatu Hamlet Szekspira wplynela na literature tego okresu i jg zainspirowata.
Wplyw ten wyraziscie odzwierciedlil sie¢ w poezji ekspresjonizmu niemieckiego,
szczegblnie w tworczosci Georga Heyma, Gottfrieda Benna i Georga Trakla. Cze-
scy poeci, ktorzy prezentowali to zjawisko w duchu ekspresjonizmu, to Jan Skacel,
Vladimir Holan i Jifi Orten. Studium rozpatruje t¢ twdrczos$¢ z punktu widzenia
kompleksu Ofelii zdefiniowanego przez Gastona Bachelarda.

Stowa kluczowe: Ofelia; tongca piekno$¢; ekspresjonizm czeskis
ekspresjonizm niemiecki
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The study deals with the rendition of the figure of Ophelia in Czech modern
poetry in comparison with the poetry of European Expressionism. The image
of Ophelia’s aesthetic death from Shakespeare’s drama Hamlet has influenced and
inspired a whole range of artworks. It strongly reverberated in German Expressionist
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The Networks of Consecration: The Journey of Magda
Szab6 and Laszlo Krasznahorkai’s International
Reputation

One of the supposedly unquestionable verities in studies that address the rep-
utation of contemporary Hungarian literature abroad is that they are created
in two different language environments: aesthetic reputations are created by
the German literary environment, while commercial success is initiated and
maintained by publishing in English. Most recently, it was suggested by Adam
Levy that “[m]any of the writers still active—Nadas, Esterhazy, Krasznahorkai,
Kertész and Konrad—have close ties to Germany, the region’s seat of literary
consecration, which has given momentum to their popular rise in English”
(Levy 19). This brief description presents a rather convincing model, but does it
have general applicability to all kinds of literature irrespective of genre, and does
it still reflect the current state of affairs? And what contributes to the rise of rep-
utations? Generalisations of this nature often simplify our perception of Hun-
garian literature’s circulation, in the company of complaints that Hungarian
literature is largely unknown on the international circuit, and if it is, it is simply
due the emergence of new, post-2000 understandings of “world literature” This
chapter sets out to investigate the avenues and methods of literary consecration
through the examination of the literary reputations of two very different writers:
the immensely popular, widely translated and prizewinning Magda Szabé and
the cultic, féted author Laszl6 Krasznahorkai. Whilst examining the methods
of consecration—the award of acclaimed literary prizes and favourable reviews
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of the works in good translations published by reputed publishers—this chapter
will suggest that chance encounters and carefully nurtured personal networks
play an important and perceptible role in shaping the authors” presence and
reputation in the international book market.

1. Magda Szabo: The Journey of the Domestic Novelist

Magda Szabd’s (1917-2007) career spanned 60 years, and she continues to be
the best-known Hungarian author abroad, whose work has been more frequently
translated into foreign languages than any other Hungarian writer. Her first novel,
Fresko (Fresco) appeared in 1958, in the company of another novel Mondjdk meg
Zséfikanak (Tell Sally), while the third one Az 6z (The Fawn) came out in 1959,
and she continued to publish well into her eighties. Her three early novels were
written during the cultural Stalinism of the Rakosi years, when Szabd was effec-
tively banned from publication. During the early years of the post-1956 Kadar
consolidation, her work was beginning to be classified as “tolerated,” thus be-
longing to a middling territory between works expressly “banned” (outspokenly
hostile to the communist cause), or “supported” (espousing communist ideals).
Though with some unease, the nomenclature of the Kadar regime now allowed
the representation of the lost world of the cultured Central European middle
class, which Szabd’s strongly autobiographical fiction depicted. After Katalin
utca (Katalin Street, 1969), Abigél (Abigail, 1970), and A szemlél6k (Observers,
1973), Szabd's work was increasingly deemed to be worthy of “support”; a move
that was more a reflection of the regime’s changing literary preferences rather
than a shift in Szabd’s thematic choices. Szabé herself, although never denying
her Western outlook and essentially bourgeois values, made sure that she
maintained amicable ties with the cultural nomenclature of the regime, thus—
in a bid to guarantee her own participation and success in the state socialist
world of publishing—undertaking the role of the “adjusting [or adapting] writer’
(Kiss 25). The success of this complex manoeuvring is best shown by the events
of 1977-78: in 1977, she published the multigenerational family novel Régimddi
torténet (Old-Fashioned Story), which monumentalised the late nineteenth early
twentieth cultured provincial middle class, and in 1978, she was awarded the most
prominent Hungarian state award, the Kossuth Prize, for her lifetime achieve-
ment (Osztovits). In the eighties, she was already largely written oft as dated and
repetitive, when, in 1987, she unexpectedly published Az ajté (The Door), whose
success proved that readers were still hungry for psychologically motivated real-
istic novels. At the age of 85, she published her final family novel under the title
Fiir Elise (2002) (Osztovits). For her most appreciative critics, the two earliest

]
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novels, An Old-Fashioned Story, and her late fiction The Door and A pillanat
(The Moment) count as the best of her oeuvre (Kabdebd).

The travels of Szabd's work started with the publication of her novels in Ger-
many, in which her personal connections played a significant role. Her entry
was tinged with a degree of political subversion, if not radicalism. Fresco,
already translated into German by the noted translator Mirza von Schiiching
(1896-1967), who lived in Budapest and was married to the prominent translator
Géza Engl (1894-1988), was smuggled out of Kadar’s Hungary for the attention
of the Nobel Prize winning German author Hermann Hesse (Morgenstern).
Hesse knew nothing about Szab¢ but he knew Schiiching, and wasted no time
alerting his publisher the Fischer Verlag to the value of his new discovery
of the unknown novelist. As he put it, “I have caught a goldfish for you, don’t
let it escape”” (Rérolle) Schiiching’s translation (1960) paved the way for Szabd's
German reception and several of Szabd’s works came out in German in quick
succession: Das Fresko (The Fresco) in 1960 by the Wiirttemberg-based Insel
Verlag (10 editions between 1960 and 1964), Die Danaida (A danaida) (6 edi-
tions between 1963 and 1965) Die andere Ester (Az 0z, 5 editions between 1961
and 1963) and others. The balancing act behind Szabd's presence in the Ger-
man language area was similar to the manoeuvres described above: her work
was actively championed abroad by the Hungarian government’s Copyright
Protection Office (Szerz6i Jogvédd Hivatal, 1953-1996, also known as Artisjus),
whose remit covered promoting the international career of favoured Hungarian
writers, but it was also the beneficiary of the patronage offered by the émigré
Swiss-Hungarian literary critic and translator Eva Haldimann, with whom she
started a correspondence in 1970 (Kiss 26). Haldimann, through her reviews
in the Neue Ziircher Zeitung, set the tone for the responses to the Hungarian
work: in 1977, she had already reported about Imre Kertész, and she had also
translated Katalin Street into German (1971). She reviewed each of Szabd’s works
in the periodical, and the story of the affectionate ties between the two women
is is now available in the volume Drdga Kumacs! (Kiss 26). In the late 1980s,
Henning Paetzke continued the Schiichings’ work by rendering An Old-Fash-
ioned Story (Eine altmodische Geschichte, 1987) and The Door (Hinter der Tiir,
1992, 2010) into German. Though Szabo received no prestigious literary prizes
in Germany, the continued translation of her oeuvre, the regular reviews
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and in the Neue Ziircher Zeitung, and
the frequent republishing of her work under West German market conditions
suggests an unbroken popularity with the readers.

In contrast with the German journey, the early French reception of her
work followed a model rather characteristic of the general export of Hungar-



222 | ZSUZSANNA VARGA

ian letters: the earliest translations were supplied by Hungarian émigré literati,
often with the assistance of a target language native speaker. Ladislas Gara
(Le faon/The Fawn, 1962) and Georges Kassai (Fresque/Fresco, 1963) provided
decent translations for the Parisian Editions Seuil, a highly regarded house with
a reputation for publishing radical works of the “literature of commitment” such
as Franz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952), but also bringing out foreign
work yet to become global classics such as Giinther Grass’s Tin Drum (1959)
and Ingeborg Bachmann’s La trentiene année (1963). Szabd’s work fell under
the latter category, though there is no obvious trace of any reception in the 1960s.
The critical indifference was continued after the regime change in 1989 when
her realist fiction seemed too dated and traditional for the suddenly curious
Western reader, expecting aesthetic innovation or political subversion in beyond
Iron-Curtain literature.

The efforts of a tireless émigré academic played an important role in ground-
ing Szabos’s work in the French literary world, when the French-born Germanist
Chantal Philippe picked up the torch in the 1990s. Attracted to Hungarian for
its sonorous sounds and intriguing grammar, Philippe began to study with
the Hungarian-born professor of linguistics Tamds Szende at the Parisian
INALCO (Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales), who en-
couraged her to try her hand at translating Laszl6 Németh’s short novel Gydsz
(Mourning). She came to translating Szabd's The Door (La porte) out of personal
interest, but Editions Seuil rejected her submission. The text lay in her drawer
for several years until the moment when Viviane Hamy, a publisher with an
established history of introducing Frigyes Karinthy’s and Dezs6 Kosztolanyi’s
work in the early 1990s, approached her with a tentative enquiry about working
on Szabo. To Hamy’s surprise, the translation was already complete, and this
coincidence cemented their relationship and also marked out Chantal Philippe
as the chief translator of Szab¢ into French (Grebot).

The award of the prestigious French “Prix Femina Etranger” for The Door
in 2003 only affirmed Hamy’s faith in Szabd’s exceptional qualities (Balassi).
The prize, which is awarded by an exclusively female jury to male or female
foreign writers of fiction, was not only the first international prize awarded to
Szabd, but Szabd's work is the only Hungarian book to receive this honour to
date. In 2007, Philippe’s translation of another Szabé novel Katalin Street was
awarded the “Prix Cévennes” for the best European novel published in that year
in French translation, honoured for its outstanding contribution to the cultural
diversity of Europe.

Szabd’s reputation in the English-speaking world started with her work being
noticed in international journals of book reviews, which was, just as in the case



THE NETWORKS OF CONSECRATION... | 223

of Gara and Kassai, the labour of love for mid-twentieth century Hungarian
émigrés, searching for the treasures of Hungarian literature. Her work was
occasionally mentioned in Books Abroad (1927-1977) and its successor World
Literature Today (1977-2019), where George Gomori and Clara Gyorgyey con-
scientiously reported on works yet untranslated. These reports are framed by
theme and politics: Gomori praises Mozes 1, 22 (Gomori 1967: 294-295) for re-
flecting on generational conflict and reporting on social malaise; Old-Fashioned
Story (GOmOri 1978: 499) is praised for its sharp-eyed realism in the dissection
of family drama. Gyorgyey, in 2003, commends the strongly autobiographical
Fiir Elise for its psychological realism (Gyorgyey 103-104). This recognition,
though doing little to increase readership directly, contributed much to the gen-
eral awareness of Hungarian fiction’s existence and merits.

The Anglophone publishing scene was similar to the French in the sense that
it showed interest in translations only after the 1989 political changes. Earlier
publications went practically unnoticed, no matter whether they were published
by the Budapest-based Corvina Publishing House, tasked with publishing
Hungarian work in foreign languages by state socialist cultural authorities, or by
international publishers such Cape of London. The first full work to be brought
out after 1989 was Stefan Draughon’s translation of The Door (1995), followed by
Agnes Farkas Smith’s rendering of Katalin Street (2008), while the prize-winning
versatile translator and poet George Szirtes contributed Iza’s Ballad (Pildtus,
2012). It was the Rhodesian-born, England-based Len Rix’s passionate commit-
ment to translating Szabd’s work into English that secured its critical reputation
in the English-speaking world. In 2006, his version of The Door (2005), published
by the Harvill Secker Press, was awarded the Oxford Weidenfeld Translation
Prize, which also paved the way for the New York Times Best Book Prize in 2015.
Rix’s translation of Katalin Street was awarded the PEN Translation Prize in 2018,
and his translation of Abigail is due to be published by Penguin in 2020. An anal-
ysis of the film version of The Door 2012 (dir. Istvan Szabo) and the public appeal
of such a transmedial reworking is beyond my scope in the present, but suffice
to say that the very existence of the film—the international cooperation led
by the Oscar-winning Hungarian director, starring the Oscar winning Helen
Mirren—attests to the prestigious status of Szabd’s fiction in Britain.

Literary reportage and analysis are often devoted to translated works only
when these books attain a headline-worthy award, but the reviews of Szabd’s
work largely reacted to the publication of Rix’s translations, and some early
reviews focus on the incorporation of East Central European history into a do-
mestic drama (Kurdi 94-95). Already in 2005, Liam Mcllvanney’s long review
in The London Review of Books suggested that The Door was “a superbly con-
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trolled and involving work of art... One of Szabd’s triumphs is to have written
a profound political novel that is rooted in the domestic.... Ultimately, the text
is a tranquil memento, a piece of irrefutable poetry, a bizarre counterpart to our
universal betrayal—out of love” (Mcllvanney 7-8). Reviews, appearing in great
numbers after the reissue of Rix’s text by New York Books Classics in 2016, cap-
tured the thematic dimension and the psychological dynamics of the novel: this
dark domestic tale is “subtle, intellectual, and if not exactly unflinching then
certainly told with bone-scraping honesty” (Temple). Deborah Eisenberg’s refers
to the “white-knuckled experience” when describing the effects of the book’s
psychological precision (Eisenberg). Other reviews go beyond the domestic
dimension of the novel, and point at the underlying mythological narrative
of “Fates” in the story (Messud), while Cynthia Zarin sees a “parable” in the book,
understanding its conflict not in terms of psychology, but as a human infringe-
ment upon the moral order set by the (Greek) gods (Zarin).

Indeed, Szabo frequently expressed her surprise about her international
reputation, as she saw her work as firmly embedded in Hungarian past and
presence. But these perceptive reviews suggest that the local/political and
the universal are dialectical (rather than dichotomous) categories, and the os-
tensibly domestic plotline is just the most apparent layer of fiction whose use
of the universals does have a significant appeal to the global audience.

2. Laszlo Krasznahorkai: The Journey of the Cult Writer

While the Calvinist Presbyter Szabé used the patterns of Greek mythology to
understand human action, the universe of Laszlé Krasznahorkai has been in-
terpreted by eschatological categories such as apocalypse, doom and revelation
ever since its appearance. The author of puzzling, postmodern fiction of a dysto-
pian human condition is separated from Szabé not only by an entirely different
aesthetic but also by a generation; a difference that shapes and structures his
relationship to the processes of mediation in reaching international audiences.
Krasznahorkai, born in 1954 and bursting into the high-intensity Hungarian lit-
erary scene in 1985, published Sdtdntangé (Satantango, 198s), Kegyelmi viszonyok
(Relations of Grace, short stories, 1986) and Ellendllds melancholidja (Melancholy
of Resistance, 1989) in quick succession. He quickly established the reputation
as a writer of fiction that is intellectually stimulating and intensively demanding,
but also immensely depressing for its depiction of a world beyond salvation,
and his cult-like status began to form in the mid-1980s.

The international circulation of Krasznahorkai’s work was started off by
the award of the German Academic Exchange (DAAD) Berlin Writer Fellowship
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in 1987. Introduced in a bid to break down the intellectual isolation of West

Berlin, these fellowships were designed to attract an international body of au-
thors, but it was only Poland and Hungary in the communist bloc that allowed

their citizens to participate (Dalos). By the mid-1980s, several Hungarian

contributors to samizdats or authors associated with the emerging democratic

opposition were the recipients of the fellowship. Krasznahorkai’s stay in West

Berlin resulted in Hans Skirecki’s brave attempt at translating Relations of grace/
Gnadenverhiltnisse in 1988. With the sudden and fast collapse of communism,
apocalyptic and trauma narratives from East Central Europe suddenly met with

an avid interest, and Krasznahorkai, aided by Skirecki’s dedication to rendering

his oeuvre into German, became firmly established in the German literary scene.
Satantango came out in 1990, and after the 1992 publication of Melancholy of Re-
sistance/ Melancholie des Widerstands, the latter volume was awarded the Best

Book of the Year award (Bestenliste-Preis, 1993). Perhaps inevitably, critics were

initially inclined to read political allegories into the works, though most reviews

were much more universal in scope (Zsadanyi 210). After Skirecki’s death, his

work was continued by the Swiss-Hungarian Christina Viragh, providing a flow

of translations in German. Reception and response to Krasznahorkai’s work is

thus continued by the next generation of translators. Satantango has also had

an almost separate life as an arthouse “slow film” based on the novel directed

by the Hungarian director Béla Tarr (1994), with a circulation in a very specific

segment of the international market, making Krasznahorkai’s name interna-
tionally known before his books were translated (1MDB).

A very deliberate and planned effort on the émigré scholar Tamds Szende’s
part led to the translation of Krasznahorkai’s work into French, after Szende en-
couraged his student Joélle Dufeuilly to explore Krasznahorkai’s work. Dufeuilly
was still a “traductrice débutante” when she approached a number of publishers
with her finished Tango de Satan by the writer unknown in France. She was
rather surprised to be accepted by Gallimard (Grelle). We can only speculate
about the editors’ familiarity with the German or English presence of the novel,
or the effect of the arthouse movie. In any case, Gallimard brought out Satan-
tango in 2000, followed by another six titles. A self-reflexive writer, Dufeuilly
stresses, “the immense responsibility of the translator ... especially when it
comes to French, which is the second most commonly used target language
of translation. Many authors would never be read if they were not translated
into French” Her working relationship with Krasznahorkai, which she describes
as that of an “old couple,” resulted in the appearance of all his major novels
and attracted several major translation prizes, including the “Grand Prix de la
Société des gens de lettres” for Guerre et guerre in 2014 (Dufeully).
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Similarly to the presence of Szab6 and other Hungarian writers, World Liter-
ature Today was immensely useful in familiarising the Anglophone reader with
Krasznahorkai’s name. When George Gomori commented on the recently pub-
lished and yet untranslated Satantango in 1986, he already called Krasznahorkai
a “talent to watch” and praised his work for its psychopathological characters,
the post-avant-garde Kafkaesque world, and the instability of an interpretive
mode, by which he meant that the novel is “too concrete for a parable and too
abstract for a critically observed slice” (Gomori 1986: 341). Though the connec-
tion between these reviews and later market presence is rather tenuous, short
reviews of this nature should be acknowledged for keeping the international
world aware of the existence of literature still behind the Iron Curtain.

Krasznahorkai’s unchallenged international status is inextricably linked
to George Szirtes’s versatile and established rendering of his work into Eng-
lish. It was Krasznahorkai himself who requested hiring Szirtes to translate
The Melancholy of Resistance, Krasznahorkai’s first novel in English, which
eventually came out ten years after the German translation (1998). The Melan-
choly of Resistance has enjoyed another four editions in London and New York,
followed by War and War in 2006 and, in 2012, Satantango, the novel most
commonly associated with Krasznahorkai’s name, also appeared after a long
gestation period (Krasznahorkai). It was on Szirtes’s recommendation that Ot-
tilie Mulzet was commissioned to translate Seiobo there below (2013). Szirtes’s
assessment of Mulzet’s abilities proved correct when his own Satantango (2013)
and Mulzet’s Seiobo (2014) won the University of Rochester’s Three Percent Best
Translated Book Award (University of Rochester). Thus, Krasznahorkai’s work
was awarded this prize two years in a row. The Man Booker International Prize
in 2015 was thus based on four existing titles in English, and it rewarded one
author’s “continued creativity, development and overall contribution to fiction
on the world stage,” rather than one particular title. Though not a translation
prize per se, the nature of the prize is that it is shared by the author and his two
translators, George Szirtes and Ottilie Mulzet (Flood).

In the early reviews, references to the associations with Katka, Faulkner,
Dostoyevsky dominate, accompanied by the description of obvious formal
elements; George Szirtes refers to his prose as “a slow lava-flow of narrative,
avast black river of type,” and the terms like “visionary;” “manic” and “obsessive”
frequently appear. A more incisive analysis in term of postmodernism did not
come until around 2012, when Anglophone critics began their systematic in-
terrogations. Jacob Silverman, in a long essay, suggests that in Krasznahorkai’s
work, the attainability of knowledge is questioned as allegories promising
interpretation are demolished, and “[i]t is often hard to know exactly what
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Krasznahorkai’s characters are thinking, because his fictional world teeters
on the edge of a revelation that never quite comes.” Krasznahorkai returns to
this idea in The Melancholy of Resistance, where he speaks of “the realization
that knowledge led either to wholesale illusion or to irrational depression’
(Silverman). Auerbach, trained in postmodernist theory, in a similar tone
suggests that Krasznahorkai’s major concern is the process of making meaning
in a world where psychology and rationality are no longer serviceable tools
of interpretation. The abundance of incisive reviews suggests that critics, now
able to consult much of Krasznahorkai’s work in high quality translation, are
able to begin building a critical vocabulary to address the work. While aspiring
to a mass readership would be futile, this notoriously difficult writer now has
a faithful cult of followers.

>

3. Conclusions

Having surveyed the international careers of two of the very small group of Hun-
garian writers of fiction to be noted on the international circuit, the critic is left
with some important and perhaps unexpected conclusions. It is indeed notable
that the loosely understood term “international circulation” still depends on
the judgement “French, German or English-speaking arbiters of literary taste”
(Chitnis 3) and currently we have no significant knowledge of the processes
of at work in popularising Hungarian literature in other large reader groups
(e.g. Russian, Spanish or Chinese), nor do we know much about those informal
channels between the different editorial houses in charge of commissioning
translations. But the dichotomy between the “aesthetic” and the “popular” suc-
cess (and the “momentum” the former gives to the latter) could be given a more
nuanced understanding if “stages of circulation” stood in the focus. In this
process, Germany plays a particularly important role as the entry point—the
first language area with an international publishing industry—to a work’ in-
ternational journey, and this role applies even when critics are not raving and
prizes are not forthcoming. Indeed, both Szab6 and Krasznahorkai received
more prestigious prizes elsewhere; hence, prize-based consecration is not
directly associated with Germany. Presence in the French-language textual
universe and the award of French prizes should, on the other hand, be more
vocally acknowledged: as Szabd’s example illustrates, gender, genre, and a sense
of building a European collective textual self are highly prized and passionately
sought qualities amongst French critics. British publications play a third type
of important role in the reception of these texts, partly for the transatlantic
publishing potential. Literary consecration, therefore, is not specifically re-
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lated to favourable reviews or prestigious prizes, but can easily be understood
as the complex work of transmitting information and influences between
important actors in the international language arenas in conjunction with
the writers and other Hungarian agents. The influence and impact of adapting
fiction to the screen—which happened both in the case of Szab6 and Kraszna-
horkai, and which arguably contributed significantly to the circulation of their
names—and cinematic impact on sales figures of the texts should be pursued
in a separate study.

But what is not to be forgotten in the discussions of these influences is
the human agency behind enabling, creating, and reproducing these influences.
The role of the literati from the Hungarian language community (frequently,
though not necessarily émigré) appears to play an indispensable and hitherto
unacknowledged role in literary transmission. These manifold roles—reporting
in trade journals, training translators or encouraging the wider acknowledge-
ment of Hungarian writing in translation—have shown to be indispensable for
establishing the reputation of Hungarian work abroad.
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| Abstrakt

ZSUZSANNA VARGA
Sieci swigcenia — droga Magdy Szabé i Laszlé Krasznahorkaiego
do miedzynarodowej popularnosci

Artykul porusza temat miedzynarodowej popularnosci dwojga wegierskich powie-
$ciopisarzy konca xx i poczatku xx1 w., recepcji powiesci Magdy Szab¢ i Laszlo
Kraszahorkaiego w niemieckim, francuskim i angielskim kregu literackim. Pomimo
ze s3 to autorzy rézniacy sie podejéciem do samego gatunku i estetyki powiesci,
naleza oni do niewielkiej grupy pisarzy, ktorych twoérczos¢ wzbudzita zaintereso-
wanie za granicami ich ojczyzny. Artykul dowodzi, ze zaistnienie tych autoréw na
polu miedzynarodowym, recepcja i popularno$¢ sg wyraznie zwigzane z intensywna
dziatalno$cia tlumaczy i innych posrednikéw kulturowych, dziatajgcych na mie-
dzynarodowym rynku literatury.

Stowa kluczowe: Magda Szabo; Laszl6 Krasznahorkai; literatura wegierska;
popularno$¢ miedzynarodowa

| Abstract

ZSUZSANNA VARGA
The Networks of Consecration: The Journey of Magda Szabo and Laszl6
Krasznahorkai’s International Reputation

This chapter focuses on the international reputation of the work of two Hungarian
novelists the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: the reception of the nov-
els of Magda Szabé and Laszlé Kraszahorkai in German, French and English lit-
erary cultures. Though different in novelistic approach, genre and aesthetics, they
belong to a small group of Hungarian writers whose work found resonance with
the international readership. The chapter argues that their international circula-
tion, reception and popularity are much entwined with very tangible processes
of mediation through networks of translators and other cultural agents active
in the international economy of letters.

Keywords: Magda Szabo; Laszlé Krasznahorkai; Hungarian literature;
international reputation
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Contemporary Hungarian Women’s Writing
and Cosmopolitanism

1. Feminism and Women’s Writing in Hungary

Although more and more female writers have appeared on the Hungarian lit-
erary scene, scholarly writing about contemporary Hungarian women’s fiction
is rather scarce, especially in English. Compared to the enthusiastic critical
response to Anglophone women’s writings, the novels of Zadie Smith, Monica
Ali, and Bernardine Evaristo,’ for instance, the difference is rather stunning, and
it cannot be explained by the relatively small size of the Hungarian literary es-
tablishment alone. After the publication of Night Time Zoo (2005), an outspoken
anthology that explores female sexuality,> a number of writers complained that
their work is not taken seriously in Hungary,’ and feminist critics repeatedly
called attention to the structural inequalities that characterise the institutions

1 Salman Rushdie called Zadie Smith’s White Teeth an “astonishingly assured debut”
(Jackson), while Bernardine Evaristo was the first black woman who won the Booker
Prize in 2019. Both White Teeth and Monica Ali’s Brick Lane were hailed as exemplary
novels that illustrate “why postcolonial frameworks continue to be relevant when dis-
cussing ‘black British literature™ (Upstone 333).

2 Out of the 33 pieces the volume includes, 30 are written by contemporary writers.

3 For a detailed analysis of feminist criticism in Hungary see, for instance, Séllei (2007),

Varnagyi (2011), Horvath (2014) (in Hungarian).
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of the Hungarian academic world and publishing industry.* This is partly due to
the fact that feminist literary and cultural criticism appeared in the country after
the regime change in 1989 (Séllei 148), which was already the threshold of third
wave feminism in Western Europe and the United States. Hungarian feminism
has been called “belated” for this reason (Varnagyi 24-25, 29; Séllei 140), along
with many other approaches such as cultural studies and postcolonial theory.

It is not only the institutional inequalities that hinder the emergence
of a strong tradition of women’s writing in East-Central Europe, however, but
the interiorized stigma of the very category:

many women writers resisted being labelled as ‘female writers’ be-
cause of the generally derogatory connotations in most of these cul-
tures: the stereotypical view of Czech women’s writing as low-brow;
or Polish critics’ dismissal of its ‘sentimental and mawkish, are typical
of the whole region (Hawkesworth 200).

In Hungary, too, some critics do not acknowledge women’s writing as a distinct
literary category: in his review of Noémi Kiss’s Trans, for instance, a volume
I explore later in this article, Péter Racz claimed that, though the book is an
interesting and genuine contribution to contemporary literature, it is burdened

by the constant repetition of the assertion: “I am a woman”;
writer” (Racz 2007).

] am a woman

In other words, the lack of enthusiasm concerning women’s writing in Hun-
gary cannot be understood without being aware of the stigmatization of feminism
in the region. This is partly due to the fact that feminist literary criticism does
not solely evaluate the significance of literary works on the basis of aesthetic
categories, similarly to postcolonial criticism, cultural studies, and many other

4 Andrea Petd, however, argues that all main book distribution network companies
were headed by women in the 1990s: “Of some 25 publishing companies concerned
with literature, five are owned by women (Liget, Széphalom, Seneca, Nap, Kortars)”
(Pet6 250).

5 The belatedness model, however, cannot adequately map the situation of women’s
writing in the region, as it is unable to explain the specific genealogy of feminism
in Central and Eastern Europe. As Petd points out, “[a]fter 1989, with the democrati-
zation of the country, space for women writers opened up. But then, as the subsidised
publishing system collapsed, women writers lost their advantage of positive discrimi-
nation. The decline of subsidized publishing also meant that edition sizes—usually be-
tween 30,000 and 100,000 before 1989—shrank to the 2,000 copies which is the norm
today” (Pet6 250).
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approaches foreground the role cultural and social contexts plays in interpre-
tation.® The insistence on a supposedly pure aesthetic judgement is no doubt
a response to the crudely ideological readings produced under state socialism
in this region: after the Second World War, advocating the Stalinist dogma offered
new opportunities for writers regardless of artistic quality. On the other hand,
feminist criticism is often regarded as an instance of “positive discrimination,” an
assumption which, apart from being a crude simplification, is also burdened by
the communist legacy: references to the ways in which positive discrimination
was used under communism is often enough to dismiss the need to redefine
this principle after the regime change. Due to this stigmatization, Hungarian
women writers often do not identify as feminist publicly or refuse to put their
work into the (derogatory) category of “women’s writing.” Though Zsuzsa Bruria
Forgacs, the main editor of the Night Time Zoo anthologies was very clear about
the purpose of the series,” which was to represent women’s perspectives in Hun-
garian literature (Lennert; Szilva 2), Agata Gordon, her co-editor contended
that “[w]e do not mention that we are feminist not because we are ashamed
of being feminists, but because we do not want to have a stigma which hinders
us in achieving our aim.... We are of course feminists, but we do not use this
word in Hungary” (Szilva 25).® Noémi Szécsi, whose work I discuss later in this
essay, even protested against the category of women’s writing in a 2010 interview:

I don’t know why establishing the notion of “womens literature” is good
for feminism. It is a disadvantage for me, as I feel excluded from “the
great tradition.” It is important for women writers to gain more space—
this is needed by the overwhelmingly female readerships as well—but
it would be silly to divide readers into two groups. (Farkas 2010, qtd.
in Varnagyi 28-29)

6 For an excellent summary in Hungarian see Gyorgyi Horvath's Utazé elméletek (Trav-
elling Theories) (2014).

7 The anthology was followed by three other volumes that transformed this publica-
tion into a major feminist series called Uncovered Psyché. All latter volumes of the se-
ries address topics relevant for female writers and readers such as the female body
(Thirsty Oasis: Anthology on the Female Body, mother-daughter relationship (Jungle
in the Heart: Daughters’ and Mothers” Anthology), and father-daughter relationship
(The Dog of the Heart: Daughters’ and Fathers’ Anthology).

8 As Katalin Fabian points out, women’s groups in Hungary often refuse to label them-
selves in political terms, mainly due to the confines conventional definitions of pol-
itics relies on (17-18). Nora Séllei has also explored the resistance against feminism
in the country, which she compared to the fear of wolves (Séllei 11, in Hungarian).
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Nevertheless, Szécsi still located her work in a transnational female literary
tradition two years later:

I used to read mainly Hungarian literature up until the age of 18, but
as soon as I could read in English and in Finnish I was mesmerised by
British and Scandinavian women writers. So as a “conscious reader”
I looked for different attitudes from our very political, masculine,
“heavy” literary tradition. (Orzdy)

Perhaps this changing attitude suggests that despite the apparent risk of exclu-
sion, women writers are becoming more vocal about their position and voice?®
Though it would be overly ambitious to offer an in-depth analysis of the cur-
rent literary scene in Hungary in this short essay, my paper aims to map some
of the key themes contemporary women’s writers engage with. I would claim,
not unlike Marta Varnagyi, that although not all women’s writings are feminist
by definition, the analysis of these texts nevertheless foregrounds issues sig-
nificant for feminist criticism in its different local contexts. The literary works
I touch upon in the next section are Noémi Szécsi’s The Finno-Ugrian Vampire,
Noémi Kiss’s Trans and Virdg Erdés’s Luminous Bodies: 100 Little Budapest,'”
which I read as examples of cosmopolitan feminist engagement with city life.

2. Cosmopolitan Feminist Visions: Noémi Szécsi, Noémi Kiss
and Virag Erdés

Cosmopolitan feminism is characterised by the twofold desire to cross conven-
tional borders and limits yet locate the phenomena explored in a “grounded”
urban environment. Some of these issues are not entirely new, of course; the idea
of women going beyond their designated space is perhaps one of the most signif-
icant themes women writers have dealt with ever since the first wave of feminism,
aiming to counteract “the fundamental kinetopia” that characterizes traditional
constructions of femininity (Shands 3). The focus on the particular and the em-
bodied also has a long tradition in feminist discourse: as Adrienne Rich has

9 Another very self-conscious feminist intervention in the past few years has been
the launching of the online blog called Literary Centrifuge (Irodalmi centrifuga),
founded in 2008, which aims to advocate women’s perspectives and values https://
centrifuga.blog.hu/

10 Other examples would include Andrea Tompa, Edina Szvoren, Krisztina T6th, among
other female writers.
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famously put it, mapping our place in the world begins “not with a continent or
a country or a house, but with the geography closest in—the body” (Rich 212).
A cosmopolitan feminist approach, then, cannot be anything but subversive
and grounded. As opposed to the Kantian concept of cosmopolitanism, which
has been critiqued for failing to take the experiences of particular social groups
and geographical regions into account (Vieten 3; Fitzgerald 80), cosmopolitan
feminism focuses on the local and the embodied, offering insights into “the
ways in which ideas of the domestic, familial and intimate can configure [cos-
mopolitan] spaces” (Fitzgerald 81). As I hope to show in this essay, the texts
I discuss explore various crossings both on the level of form and content, while
they engage with the mundane, affective aspects of everyday life in an emphati-
cally urban environment. Apart from foregrounding women'’s experience, these
narratives challenge “heavy” national literary traditions and point towards
a distinct feminist aesthetics in contemporary Hungarian literature.”
Published in 2002, The Finno-Ugrian Vampire problematizes received
national traditions, offering a view of East-Central Europe as an unbarred,
culturally hybrid space.® As Tibor Fischer argues, since vampirism is associ-
ated with Hungary and Transylvania in the Anglo-Saxon world, Szécsi’s novel
is “a clever satire on the whole notion of Hungarian-ness, nationalism and
the stereotypes of Eastern Europe” (Fischer 2012). The Finno-Ugrian Vampire is,
however, by no means a conventional vampire story: instead of bloodletting and

11 Szécsi refuses both Hungarian and cosmopolitan identities, claiming that “I don't like
getting involved in causes, communities and movements, I don’t like building Hungar-
ian and cosmopolitan identities for myself, because I insist on moving freely between
categories, on keeping every door and window open. This is my “notion of freedom
as a writer” (Orzdy 2012). The idea of cosmopolitan feminism, however, is based on
the refusal to identify both with heavy-handed national traditions and Westocentric
cosmopolitanism: the position this approach delineates is akin to her notion of artistic
freedom.

12 The novel was published in English in 2012 by Stork Press, a small publishing house
founded in 2011 and active till 2016.

13 According to David Szollath, contemporary Hungarian novels that depict the histor-
ical past of Central Europe tend to portray the country as a borderland of cultural
hybridity (461). His analysis is based on the works of four male authors, Addm Bodor,
Laszlé Darvasi, Zsolt Lang and Miklos Mészoly, which demonstrate that the specific
Central European experience is often narrated in a magic realistic framework, just like
Latin American stories. Central Europe appears as a peripheral transit zone in these
writings, which is “characterized by cultural hybridity and ethnical and religious
heterogeneity” (Szollath 462) and is expressed through the portrayal of places such
as Transdanubia (Pannonia) and the historical Transylvania.
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scary scenes, the Bildung of the narrator is in the centre of attention, as Szécsi
herself points out (Orzdy 2012). The novel depicts two very different vampires:
grandma, the mighty Finno-Ugrian predator allegorizes a cultural heritage
based on stereotypes, while Jerne, the narrator of the novel, resists this very
tradition. The difference between the two vampires is clear from the very begin-
ning of the novel: while grandma is a femme fatale, for instance, it never turns
out whether Jerne is male or female in the original text (though in the English
translation she is clearly gendered as a woman).** The narrative destabilizes
readers in their beliefs concerning established traditions and gender norms:
The Finno-Ugrian Vampire depicts East-Central Europe as a heterogeneous
and cosmopolitan space, while it also offers a critique of national stereotypes.
The very first sentence of the novel reveals an interest in cosmopolitanism:

“I could call my grandmother cosmopolitan, since she has visited virtually
every corner of the globe and everywhere felt immediately at home” (Szécsi 1).
Furthermore, grandma is not simply a Hungarian vampire, but a worldly
Finno-Ugrian predator, as she is not satisfied with the parochial national label
(Finno-Ugrian refers to the group of languages in the Uralic language family
including Hungarian, Finnish and Estonian, among others). Her resistance to
being called a Hungarian vampire is very telling: “What a vulgar notion! Just
think how some arrogant Anglo-Saxon vampire would react if I presented myself
as a Hungarian vampire.... But Finno-Ugrian: that arouses instant respect and
lends me an aura of the exotic” (Szécsi 23). However, it quickly turns out that
grandma is a nationalist at heart: unlike her, “not every citizen of the world is
likely to use a china tooth mug decorated with a map of Great Hungary and
the irredentist slogan “Transylvania is Ours!”
depicts Hungary at the time of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, suggesting that
she is nostalgic of national greatness and her cosmopolitan identity is only for
show. Jerne’s intellectual and subversive cosmopolitanism, however, critiques

(Szécsi 1). The map on her mug

this very tradition: due to the education she receives in England, she learns
to swear in French, and often repeats the names of prominent intellectuals to
express her disdain: “what a load of Lacan’; ‘a positive pack of Derrida’ [and]

14 Szécsi employed this trick since she considered it “fun” “I remember reading a short
story by Rosa Liksom, a Finnish writer where the gender of the narrator wasn’t clear
until the very end, and I remember thinking, ‘well, it’s fun. I's much more difficult to
create a novel based on this idea, but with the help of our language you can at least play
with it” (Orzdy 2012). In the translation, this ambiguity is inevitable lost, she is female:
she was already a woman in the 2005 Polish translation, Peter Sherwood only followed
this in the English text (Orzdy 2012).
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[ked

‘Foucault!”” (Szécsi 14). Her “repertoire” is based on a very Western intellectual
tradition, whereas grandma often dreams of the classical Hungarian writer, Mor
Jokai (Szécsi 21), which, taken out of context, is immediately subverted in her
ironical tale. While grandma’s nationalist cosmopolitanism is grandiose yet
empty, then, Jerne’s “vampirism” and the very narrative she tells offer a more
subversive and “grounded” cosmopolitan tale, which I read as example of cos-
mopolitan feminism.

The Finno-Ugrian Vampire showcases the myriad details of everyday life
in contemporary Budapest. Instead of a Gothic castle, which is the proper
location of vampires, Jerne and her grandma live in a mundane two-roomed

flat in the city:

So, giving the lie to those vaunted vampire legends, we don’t live in some
ruined castle.... The house where we have a top floor flat has every
modern convenience and is in excellent condition, thanks to the house
representative’s contacts and string-pulling. (Szécsi 6)

Far from evoking a Gothic world populated by stereotypical characters, Jerne’s
narrative engages with the mundane aspects of everyday life. Urban places are
depicted in the novel at different scales, ranging from domestic interiors (the
bathroom, a small attic room, the stairwell, etc.) to mainstream sights of Buda-
pest such as City Park, where grandma lives, and Old Buda Castle, where a night-
club reminds her of “unforgettable blood sucking memories” (Szécsi 6). Jerne’s
tale offers a glimpse into contemporary public issues such as the dominance
of the informal “old boys’ networks” in the country, among many others. Her
hesitant “vampirism” literally triumphs over grandiosity at the end of the novel:
grandma is murdered in a small hotel room in Tallin, Estonia, by Jerne’s gay
friend, Uncle Oscar. This triumph might also be read as the victory of a more
timid yet subversive cosmopolitanism over grandiose national stereotypes.
Noémi Kiss’s collection of short stories, Trans, published in 2006, also ex-
plores the mundane aspects of everyday life, yet most of the stories in the volume
are set outside the borders of Hungary. Trans thematises all kinds of border
crossings including geographical, emotional and sexual: it shows the psycho-
logical drama of everyday interactions, offering sensitive visions of female
subjectivity. The most memorable story in the collection is perhaps the first one
entitled “Trans: Passage to a Detour,” which has been published in English by
Hungarian Literature Online.” The short story is set in Berlin, where the narra-

15 See https://tinyurl.com/ysrrwaws.



242 | AGNES GYORKE

tor, in transit, ends up witnessing a murder committed in a gay bar. “Trans” is
the story of initiation and loneliness, while the city, as if it were another character
we get to know for a short while, witnesses the suffering of the flesh and blood
characters; this is a central theme in Kiss’s novel, Ikeranya (Mother of Twins),
as well. The focus on the embodied visions and experiences of women, as well
as the obstacles and barriers to these visions, reveals a cosmopolitan feminist
interest. As the narrator walks to the bar along the inert roads in “Trans,” she
registers the desolate cityscapes as a flaneuse'® par excellence:

The sidewalk along which we proceeded was a long strip into infin-
ity. There was no point looking to the right or life, all you could see
were tubes and barrels, iron girders and two high walls. No, this road
doesn’t lead to infinity, for our glance always bumps into one wall or
another. I had never seen a street so emblematic of solitude as that
one. (Kiss 2008)

This is a vision of radical openness framed and constrained, not unlike the very
text itself (the narrator struggles to register the events she witnesses), which
is a theme that recurs in many other stories as well, following close behind
the transgressions characters perform in the volume.

The city has also inspired contemporary Hungarian poetry and the arts,
as Erd6s Virag’s recent volume Illuminated Bodies: 100 Little Budapest (2016)
shows.” Erdds is a truly versatile artist who illuminated her own volume with
minimalistic photographs of Budapest and set some of her poems to music.*
As the very title suggests, the volume offers apparently insignificant (“little”) and
embodied visions of the metropolis in a truly cosmopolitan feminist fashion,
which is both a thematic and a formal feature of this collection. The photographs
in this volume do not simply illustrate the poems: the association between
text and image is often latent, the only thing that seems to be certain is that
both comment on various aspects of city life. The collection, on the one hand,
reveals the impossibility to “capture” the capital except in such incomplete and

16 For gendered readings of flanerie see Debora Parson’s Streetwalking the Metropolis
(2000) and Elizabeth Wilson’s The Sphinx in the City (1992) and Contradictions of Cul-
ture (2001), among many others.

17 Other well-known female poets include Anna Szab6 T, Krisztina Téth and Orsolya
Karafiath, among others.

18 For instance, “Szuvenir” (Souvenir) https://tinyurl.com/y3kspsal; “Az én vétkem”
(Mea culpa) https://tinyurl.com/y6swor8;.
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often contradictory snapshots, while, on the other, it nonetheless undermines
conventional ways of reading and expands the concept of literary and artistic
genres. The speaker of the poems is a flineuse who registers sense impression
from an emphatically peripheral angle, similar to the photographer, yet her
gaze never controls the spectacles described. Images of red, white and green
plastic cans illuminate a poem titled “the purity of our revolution,” for instance,
which portrays a tram stop near Corvin Alley, an important location of the
1956 Revolution, and ends with the image of a woman greeting passengers and
asking for money. Found objects abound in the volume (a shoe on top of a pillar,
torn advertisements, ashtrays full of stubs, etc.) as well as bricks, leaves, plants
framed and constrained by bricks. These glimpses into everyday life framed
by the city, not unlike the camera frames the photographs, reveal colourful,
creative, and socially responsible views of the capital.

3. Conclusion

As I have argued in this essay, Szécsi’s, Kiss's and Erdés’s writings do not only
explore the idea that women need to go beyond their designated space, but
also engage with the mundane, affective aspects of everyday life. This interest
in the embodied, hesitant and peripheral facets of city life is a feature of cos-
mopolitan feminism, which is characterised by the twofold desire to cross
conventional limits, yet locate this experience in a “grounded” urban envi-
ronment. Furthermore, as Jerne’s narrative reveals, cosmopolitan feminism
might offer an alternative to masculine and “heavy” national literary traditions
in the East-Central European region. Far from only exposing all-too-intimate
insights into women’s experience, then, these texts point towards a distinct
feminist aesthetics.
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AGNES GYORKE
Wspolczesne wegierskie pisarstwo kobiece i kosmopolityzm

Artykul bada wspdlczesne wegierskie pisarstwo kobiece w kontekscie kosmopo-
litycznego feminizmu. Analizie poddano trzy utwory: Finnugor vampire Noémi
Szécsi, Trans Noémi Kiss oraz Vildgito testek: 100 kis Budapest Erdés Virag. Utwory
te czytam jako przyklady zaangazowania kosmopolitycznego feminizmu w prze-
strzen miejska. W przeciwienstwie do kantowskiej koncepcji kosmopolityzmu,
krytykowanej za nieuwzglednianie doswiadczen poszczegélnych grup spotecznych
i regiondéw geograficznych, kosmopolityczny feminizm koncentruje sie na tym,
co lokalne i ucielesnione. Omawiane dziela dotycza przekraczania granic pod
wzgledem zaréwno formy, jak i treéci, a jednocze$nie angazujg si¢ w powszednie,
afektywne aspekty codziennego Zycia w przestrzeni miejskiej. Ow kosmopolityczny
feminizm kwestionuje za$ciankowe, ciezkie, narodowe tradycje literackie i wskazuje
na wyrazna linie estetyki feministycznej we wspolczesnej literaturze wegierskiej.

Stowa kluczowe: Wegry; literatura wspdlczesna; pisarstwo kobiece;
kosmopolityczny feminizm; przestrzen miejska
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Contemporary Hungarian Women’s Writing and Cosmopolitanism

This article investigates contemporary Hungarian women’s writing in the context
of cosmopolitan feminism. The literary works explored are Noémi Szécsi’s The Finno-
-Ugrian Vampire, Noémi Kiss’s Trans and Virdg Erd6s’s Luminous Bodies: 100 Little
Budapest, which I read as examples of a cosmopolitan feminist engagement with
urban space. As opposed to the Kantian concept of cosmopolitanism, which has
been critiqued for failing to take the experiences of particular social groups and
geographical regions into account, cosmopolitan feminism focuses on the local
and the embodied. The discussed texts thematise border crossing both on the level
of form and content, while they engage with the mundane, affective aspects of every-
day life in an emphatically urban setting. This cosmopolitan feminism challenges
parochial, heavy, national literary traditions and points towards a distinct feminist
aesthetics in contemporary Hungarian literature.
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On Fields of Bones, Headsmen and Madonnas:
The Symbols and Figures of Central Europe in the Past
25 Years of Jachym Topol's Writing'

The term Central Europe in the very title of this article calls for a preliminary
explanation. The definition ought to be a simple and unambiguous one, and
it should correspond with the topographical space fictively featured in Topol’s
work. I believe that one of the simple and useful ways of defining Central Eu-
rope for this purpose is to derive its existence from the 1335 Visegrad alliance.
The complex and often difficult history of the Visegrad area from 1335 up to 1991
confirmed the precognition of the medieval parties of the alliance. Throughout
the centuries, mutual relationships have been dependent on the actions and
gestures which promoted (or unfortunately opposed), mutual respect and
shared values in the area. After 1991, some radical voices denounced the newly
formed Visegrad alliance as “a posthumous child” of the former strong bonds
between the dissent circles of the member countries. The aphorism about those
bonds being swept away by the first wave of pragmatic capitalism (Dolejsi) were
precocious, but clearly, the term Central Europe required redefining, because

1 This study has resulted from the Academic Prize awarded to Pavel Janousek by
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and from long-term support for con-
ceptual development of a research institution; registration number 68378068.

This work required usage of Czech Literary Bibliography research infrastructure
resources (http://clb.ucl.cas.cz).
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its character was rapidly changing. The authors of the monograph on Central
Europe, V klestich déjin (2009) came with the following proposition: “If Cen-
tral Europe is to be redeemed, it has to be translated into the cultural mode;
because in this form it made its intellectual career.” (Travnicek 300; translation
mine) Some of the literary activities of writers in Central-European countries
contribute to such a career in a substantial way. They translate the conflicting
interpretations of Central-European-ness into literary images which have
the capacity to facilitate a deeper, spiritual and imaginative understanding
of the ontology of the area. The following study examines three such images
related to the theme of Central Europe in works of Jachym Topol.

1. Forming a Perspective: Brief Biography of Jachym Topol

While in the case of some writers, the personal history of the writer and his or
her work are relatively independent of each other, in the case of Jachym Topol,
the work and life are deeply correlated. In the early 1980s, Jachym Topol (*1962)
joined Prague underground circles, became active in the Ceské déti (Czech
Children) group. He started publishing in samizdat editions and magazines
(Violit and from 1985 the review Revolver Revue, originally named Jednou no-
hou). For the members of Czech and Slovak underground, Poland and Hungary
were substantial political and cultural partners: this was true especially about
Poland, which was fascinating for the Czechoslovaks both due to its stout an-
ti-communist resistance and due to the relatively low limitations on the cultural
scene. Also, the cultural censorship in Hungary was much more liberal than
the one in Czechoslovakia, and young intellectuals often travelled to Budapest
in order to see films or to buy recordings of rock bands not available in their
home country. The dissent and underground circles in the Central European
countries were not only active in various ways of cultural exchange, but also
put significant effort into activities leading to the reconstruction of twentieth
century history of the region which the official communist and socialist inter-
pretations tried to suppress and obliterate.

Part of the samizdat editions which Jachym Topol and his circle co-produced
in 1980s were thus memoirs and interviews dealing with the theme of the Holo-
caust in Europe (e.g. Marek Edelman’s interview with Hanna Krall about

2 In 1986 Topol’s political activity intensified; he signed Charter 77 and developed
stronger contacts to the Polish underground, and he was caught smuggling printed
material into Poland. Due to this activity, he was shortly imprisoned (per chance, am-
nesty celebrating 70 years of Czechoslovakia took place briefly afterwards).
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the Warsaw Ghetto uprising). Due to the anti-Semitic elements of the commu-
nist doctrine, the officials tried to suppress even such testimonies. Other themes
which the members of dissent were trying to bring forth were the true picture
of the political and military events of the Second World War and the history
of resistance against the Nazi and Soviet political expansiveness.?

In 1990s, Jachym Topol capitalised on his knowledge of these themes as a re-
portage journalist. Alongside his journalistic activities, he also became one
of the most recognised Czech novelists as well as a cultural and political cam-
paigner. Not only Topol’s journalism, but also his prose and drama of the past
25 years are truly obsessed with the history and character of Central Europe.
Of course, literary reflection of politics and history does not re-construct it, but
by creating a fictional world* it facilitates an intuitive, symbolic or even spiritual
understanding of it and enhances the personal perspective. In the following
part of the article, several of the symbolic keys employed in Topol's writing
in relation to Central-European themes are examined.

2. The Holocaust Arc in Topol’s Novels and the Incorporation of the Theme
of Soviet Gulags

When rummaging through Topol’s works written and published around the turn
of the millennium, the sense of thematic continuity is really striking. Some
of the themes, motifs and figures which reappear in Topol’s writing relate to
the sphere of the private (such as the absent, alcoholic mother and the crippled
brother), some express the author’s fascination with particular literary phe-
nomena, such as myths of North American aborigines, the writings of Jaroslav
Hasek, or the work of Czestaw Milosz.

In the meantime, a significant number of recurrent motifs and themes are
related to Central-European history and to its present reality.

The matrix of those themes can actually be found already in Topol’s first
novel, Sestra (City Sister Silver) (1994). In retrospect, the work reflects the dismal
atmosphere of the 1980s in Prague, and then pictures an impressive, fantastic
and frantic “outburst” of business, political, social and religious activities which
followed the fall of the communist regime in 1989. The structure of the novel
is extremely complex, and it was justly labelled “a puzzle, a kaleidoscope ... an

3 Events such as the defeat of the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, Budapest Uprising in 1956,
Warsaw June in 1956 and Prague Spring in 1968.

4 To be more precise, in the case of Topol’s literary appropriation of history, it is more
accurate to introduce the term counterfactual historical fiction. (Dolezel)
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encyclopaedia of post-communist life, written in a very unconventional epic
manner” (Kaptayn 267). Within this kaleidoscopic structure, a surprisingly
compatible and monothematic section appears, the 25-page-long chapter on
Auschwitz (Topol 2000: 95).

Substantial attention has been paid to the chapter itself, to its dichoto-
mic structure and intertextual bonds, and to the way it presents the theme
of the Holocaust (Holy 2007; Holy 20131; Jiirgensova, Marszatkova; Ibler; Chew).
In the following paragraphs, I would, however, like to prove that—on a particular
level—the Auschwitz chapter is not related only to the catastrophe of the Hol-
ocaust, but to all of the (Central) European history.

The striking symbol employed throughout the “Auschwitz chapter;” and
recurring in later Topol's writing, is the symbol of the field or pile of bones.
The protagonist of City Sister Silver and a group of his friends are transported
to a vast field of bones covering the area of extermination camp and they wil-
ly-nilly take part in a tour guided by a skeleton. The image of the field of bones
is intertextually bonded with the Old Testament book of prophet Ezekiel and his
vision in chapter 37. Here, the bones are later joined together, covered with meat
and brought back to life. In City Sister Silver, the bones and skulls seem to be
talking to the protagonist and his friends. As Jiti Holy underlines, the “hundreds
of thousands of skulls on the field of death” shout at the protagonists purposely
misquoting the text from Matthew 27, 25: “Our blood on you and your children!”
(Holy 2011: 60). Holy interprets this part as underlining the co-responsibility
of the Czechs for the genocide of Jews. It is possible to further this observation.
Jewish victims in Topol’s Auschwitz come “from Pest ... or from Kosice,” but
the Nazi officers and their helpers come—ironically—from the same cities.
The members of the group of friends who are (in a dream) taken on this tour
through Auschwitz, represent the various strata of contemporary European
society as well as its religions, Judaism and Christianity, and none of them,
significantly, are able to walk on the bones. All are drowning in the bones.
Thus, the novel indicates that both the open collaboration and the structural,
“blind” collaboration with the Nazi extermination of the Jews is the problem
of all of (Central) Europe, including even some of the members of the Jewish
community itself.

The field of bones image returns yet in another dream in City Sister Silver.
This time it is related to the character of the French symbolist poet Rimbaud,
in the novel misspelled as Rimbow. In a dream, Rimbow escapes Europe so
as to “walk on the firm rock” and to get a chance of writing. He escapes not
only because of his dread of superficial life (he wants to “turn his back to
the carnival”), but because of his desire to write: his deepest reason is the fact
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that “Earth hurt his feet.... Sharp bones jutted out all over the Earth, lacerating
him.... Deserting to Ceylon, he made his way through the rain forests and up
to the mountains so he could get firm rock underfoot instead of a mass grave”
(Topol 2000: 213). In this single image, Europe is presented as a society walking
on the past graves, on former military attacks, murders and individual crimes.
The symbol of the sharp bones relates fictionally to the previous centuries of Eu-
ropean history and presents the Holocaust as its tragic culmination. In the fic-
tional realm of Topol’s work, it is clearly implied that the will to exterminate
certain religious groups, political communities or even nations is deeply set
in the genetic code of Europe and that it still lingers in present-day Europe.

3. Mass Graves as a Thematic Arc in Topol’s Novels and Dramas

In a 2013 interview with Alex Zucker in The Quarterly Conversation (Zucker),
Topol suggests that the theme of mass graves actually forms a thematic “arc”
in his writing. He speaks about his “journey around the scars of Central or
Eastern Europe,” about “dozens, hundreds of trips around the ruins of Soviet
empire, with prolonged stays in Slovakia, Poland, and Ukraine, a fifteen-year
journey that led ..., ultimately, to the graves of Belarus.” This “arc” begins in City
Sister Silver, and finishes in Chladnou zemi (The Devil's Workshop) (2009).
The image of walking on or amongst piles or fields of bones returns again
in Topol’s post-apocalyptic drama Cesta do Bugulmy (2006) (Journey to Bugul-
ma).’ In it, Europe is devastated by the Third World War. Its last inhabitants flee
to the Soviet town of Bugulma hoping to find a rescue there. The only witness
of Bugulmass past is “comrade Jerochymovd” (the name alluding to “Comrade
Jerochymov” in Hasek’s renowned prose Velitelem mésta Bugulmy (Commanding
officer, Town of Bugulma) (1921), and she finally reveals the real purpose this
(fictitious) Soviet working camp has had. The formerly arctic conditions are
changing, snow is melting and what previously seemed to be hills and mountains
covered by snow, gradually turn out to be hills and hills of frozen dead bodies
of Soviet prisoners. The present refugees were—unknowingly—walking on them.
The image of the piles of bones returns again in the fictional world
of the “Theresien-Khatyn” novel Chladnou zemi (The Devil’s Workshop) (2009).
The novel often refers to historical events, but merges these references with
contra-factual narration. In the opening, the novel depicts the moment when
Terezin concentration camp is being freed from the Nazis at the end of World
War 11. The I-narrator’s father serves as a drummer and while his troop is freeing

5 The the text has not been translated into English so far.
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Terezin, he finds a young girl still alive in a pile of corpses. The naked Jewess
rising from a pile of corpses may be seen as a symbol of the partial resurrection
of European Jews after the war.

In parallel to the actual history of the fortress town of Terezin (which be-
gan to disintegrate after the departure of soldiers in the 1990s), the now adult
I-narrator and his uncle Lebo are portrayed trying to preserve the Terezin
ghetto by starting a commune. In the counter-factual narration about the com-
mune, the novel portrays particular types of people attracted by former ghettos
and mass graves. The narrator’s lover in the commune, Séra, is one of those

“bunk seekers,” those European (or American) young who go “digging through
the damp ruins of Poland, Lithuania, Russia—in short, everywhere mass graves
were common” (Topol 2013: 32) and who are actually trying to deal in this way
with their own hurt or loss of direction. Sara and the I-narrator narrowly escape
amodern “pogrom” in Prague, led by an armed group of youth and clearly sup-
ported by the present-day inhabitants of the city (this pogrom being primarily
directed against the Romas, but it is obvious that Jews and other groups are
also potentiality in danger).

Soon after this incident, the novel, in its wild narrative manner, shifts to
the Belarusian sites of mass killings, to Minsk and later to Khatyn or Chatyn.
Especially here, the image of piles of bones is semantically furthered. The bones
dug out by a sectarian group in Minsk represent the individual “layers of crimes”
of the twentieth century in Central and Eastern Europe. The impression of uni-
versal culpability and general onus is immensely strong in those passages. This
applies even more in the retrospective narration about Oktyabrsk. In it, German
scientists, despite all the scientific methods available to them, remain clueless
as to the identity of hundreds and hundreds of dead bodies found in the mass
graves they examine.

Was it Soviets killing Soviets, or Germans murdering Soviets and Jews,
or Germans and Soviets killing other Soviets? Then on top of that,
consider that here they were divided into Belarusians and Russians

6 Belarusian Khatyn near Minsk was a one of the hundreds of Belarusian villages which
were burned to the ground, including all of their inhabitants. The perpetrators here
were the soldiers of the Schutzmannschaft Battalion 118, a battalion formed in 1942
in Kiev, mostly of Soviet prisoner-of-war volunteers, Ukrainian collaborators and
deserters. (Not to be mistaken with the Katyn near Smolensk and the Katyn Forrest
massacre which took place in 1940; here, thousands of Polish officers were murdered
by the Soviet secret police, the NKVD.)
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and Ukrainians and Ruthenians, and then of course there were also
Poles and Balts ... (Topol 2013: 154).

Both in the fictional Terezin and in Minsk and Khatyn, the attempts to dig
up—literally and metaphorically—the bones, and to preserve them, are por-
trayed not only as an appropriate search for the historical truth about Central
and Eastern Europe, but also as an activity which can be abused in many ways.
Ironically, both the Belarusian president (a dictator) and his political antagonists
are supporting the creation of a new museum of mass graves, both seeking
the propagandist potential of such findings.” The Belarusian commune gathered
around the museum named “the Devil's Workshop” in Khatyn are socially and
morally perverted people, and the narration gradually turns into a horror story.
While the fictional pogrom in present-day Prague presents a relatively minor
event, in Minsk, the [-narrator witnesses a police-provoked anti-Semitic riot
which resembles the prelude to the Kristallnacht in November 1938. The terrible
experiences of the past decades (and centuries) were not enough, the threat
of aggression is present in present-day society. In the closing of the novel,
a German scientist sums up: “the time to uncover the fields of bones still has
not come yet. ‘And you know why? Because the devil’s still active as hell here!”
(Topol 2013: 157).

4. The Good-Hearted Headmen: Topol’s Typical Czechs

While the symbol of the fields of bones represents both the history of crimes
committed in Europe and the present-day attitudes which might lead to their
repetition, the Auschwitz chapter in City Sister Silver introduces yet another
figure developed in Topols later works and related to the treatment of Central
European themes as such.

It is a particular character which—in allusion to the renown literary charac-
ter authored by Jaroslav Hasek—may be named “the good headsman?” Hagek’s
iconic “good soldier” Josef Svejk is often perceived as a typical Czech under
the Habsburg monarchy: meticulously obedient and seemingly naive, lacking
ambitions, capable of ignoring the cruelty of war and subverting many situations
against his superiors, he represents the stereotypes of Czechness.

7 “The president has an interest in utilizing the burial sites and developing tourism,
as do the opposition leaders... Khatyn will be home to the Devil's Workshop, a muse-
um for Europe, for the world” (Topol 2013: 114)
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In City Sister Silver, Topol introduces a character in many aspects resembling
Josef Svejk, but situated further on into the fictionalised twentieth century. It is
his “Josef Novak from Zizkov.” While Josef Svejk willingly enters the service
in the Austrian army, Josef Novék decides to pretend to be a Jew and ends up
in Auschwitz. In parallel to SvejK’s faithful service to Lieutenant Lukas, Novak
faithfully serves the pervert Nazi torturer, Oberst Prochaska, becoming thus
a “good headsman? Ironically, the narration indicates again and again that he
is a typical Czech.® It is not just due to his speaking name (equivalent to John
Doe in English), but also due to his patriotic love for the “little mother” (maticka,
the city of Prague) and his die-hard conviction that Czechs always get along with
each other. Alongside those qualities, Josef Novak displays an amazing capacity
to demean himself for the sake of survival,’ and to kowtow to the Nazis. He is
happy with his superior and good-heartedly speaks of assisting his atrocities

... he even admits taking part in the torment of children.” On one occasion,
however, the appalling good-heartedness takes on the likeness of mercy, over-
coming the New Testament parable of the Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16,
19-31). After death, Novak visits Oberst Prochaska in hell. Unlike Lazarus who
would not go and give water to the rich man in hell, Novak does go and does
give drink of water to “that ole swine Oberst a mine.”

In the mixture of mercy and cruelty displayed in this scene one may find
the prelude to some of the scenes from Topol's “loveless” drama, published
ten years after Sestra. The text of Uvareno (Cooked and Ready) was published
in the Czech literary magazine A2 in 2005, and has not been translated into
English yet. The protagonists of the drama are three murderers, Sona (Sonia,
Czech feminine given name), Starik (Old Man) and Omyl (Mistake), all of them
incarcerated in prison and pondering their previous lives.

Starik is a completely numb man; he only feels pity when remembering his
childhood in the Soviet concentration camp in Perm, where he eventually learnt
the “art of hanging” After this, wwir took Starik eastwards (perhaps suggesting

8 The fact that this “anti-hero,” is a typical representative of Czech nation is underlined
also by references to other Czech prisoners and their capacity to “adapt to” the hor-
rific situations in concentration camp. Novék recounts for example the collaboration
of the famous Czech writer Karel Pold¢ek with the prison system in Theresienstadt.

9 “An so I raise my right hand an go: Heil Hitler, meine offizieren und docktoren an
scholars. Ich bin eine kleine tschechische schweine, geboren aus Zizkov, howdy do,
Novak from Prague here. Greetins, everyone, and long live the Fithrer and the Thou-
sand-Year Reich! Hip hip hooray!” (Topol 2000: 103).

10 The description of Novak’s treatment of the children (“nippers”) in “Prochaska’s kin-
dergarten” (Topol 2000: 112-113).
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that he was one of the “sons of the regiment”), to Prague. In Prague, Staiik
worked as a headsman under all of the regimes which ruled the country. After
Havel abolished capital punishment, Statik lost his job. Jobless and frustrated,
one day he exterminated all of the people in gardeners’ colony in Podbaba. In his
monologue, Stafik feels no remorse for this event, but he keeps returning to
“Mrs. Milada,™ a convict he had executed. The figure of this old man headsman
in Cooked and Ready resembles in many ways the character of Josef Novak
in Sestra. Executing or killing other people becomes a matter-of-fact issue for
him; he is sentimental only when remembering his childhood. While Novak
dies some time before the end of wwir in Auschwitz, StafiKs life of a good
headsman “represents” the story of the Czech nation under the political estab-
lishments of the second half of the twentieth century. Starik recalls executing
members of Vlasov’s Russian Liberation Army, executing the Germans, exe-
cuting the Czech collaborators of Nazis, and executing the “civilians” sentenced
to death under Czechoslovak socialist regime. Similarly to Josef Novak, he is
incapable of discerning the difference between the political and human context
of those various deaths. To him, there are no victims and no heroes, with one
exception: Mrs. Milada (allusion to the famous Czech victim of communism,
Milada Horakova). In Stafik’s perception, she was a heroine, not humbled by
death, not afraid of it. The mad headsman wants to follow her example, and
ironically does so by committing suicide in the prison.

In 2007, the Torst publishing house issued a collection of Topol’s shorter
prose and theatre texts named Supermarket sovétskych hrdinii.”> Besides
the re-publication of Cooked and Ready, the book contained also a new drama,
Journey to Bugulma. The character of a good-hearted headsman is present
in this dramatic text, too. The “journey to Bugulma” is a journey of a family
of three Czech headsmen (grandfather, father, and son), who want to reunite
with the mother sent to Bugulma with a specialised NaTO troop. The grandfather
dies, but the father and the young son of the family, Jenik, do reach Bugulma.
In retrospect, the drama recounts the story of the family. The father lost his job
as a headsman under Havel and he takes a forced parental leave with his son,
caring for him with surprising tenderness. Presently, the only thing the father

11 Historically, Dr. Milada Horakovéa was a lawyer, a member of anti-Nazis resistance,
and later one of the most renowned Czech opponents of communism, a strong believ-
er, mother to a teenage daughter. She was executed in a fabricated process in 1950 at
the age of 48 years.

12 The collection was published in Polish prior to the first Czech publication (Topol, Ja-
chym. Supermarket bohateréw radzieckich. Wolowiec: Czarne 2005).
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is afraid of is the emasculation brought by democracy, tolerance, free market
and by the loss of tradition and values in the eu. He desires his son to become
a warrior, a fighter against the unidentified terrorists who started the Third
World War. The son, an urban type of a young man addicted to drugs, is however
obviously incapable of such heroism.

In Topol’s next novel, The Devil’s Workshop (2009), presented in this article
in relation to the symbolic fields of bones, the figure of a good-hearted, or polite
headsman also plays two minor roles. The I-narrator of the novel is imprisoned
for more or less accidentally killing his father. In prison, he comes to know
a sensitive, well-educated headsman, Mr. Mara. Mr. Mdra was incarcerated
after a fabricated process with “cyberneticists, traitors of the people,” though he
was innocent. The prison administration, however, recognized his skills and he
ended up as the executioner. In his own words, even in prison, “socialist cyber-
netics remained his passion” (Topol 2013: 12). Mr. Mara chooses the I-narrator
to be his assistant: the I-narrator is preparing the convicts for executions and
walks them down to the execution chamber. He has an outstanding capacity
to calm the convicts down and to help them accept their fate, thus becoming
a good-hearted headsman himself. After the fall of communism, Mr. Méara
moves to the United States of America and earns a fortune for a computer game
which he programmed while in prison. The breed of the good-hearted heads-
men, these “typical Czechs” of Topol’s works, enters the new millennium here,
and—ironically—their fate now follows the American dream. The ironic image
of a cyberneticist socialist headsman who later successfully works in the us is
underscored by the reference to Wernher von Braun (Topol 2013: 131) in the book.
It is not just “the typical Czechs” who are thus identified as being turncoats.

5. The Images of Madonna in Topol’s Fictional Worlds

The strategies of fictionalising Central Europe in Topol’s works could be illus-
trated by a set of other character types, for example the “son of the regiment”
type, “false relative” or “false Russian relative” type, “the tankist” and many
others. All of these, however, belong to the same fictional realm as the character
of the good-hearted headsman.

There is, nevertheless, one more level on which the search for symbols and
figures of Central Europe in Jachym Topol’s writing can be carried out. It is
the level which Jan Assmann denotes as “Gegenwelten.”

In his study on the counterworlds in the Greek and Roman cultures “Gegen-
welten zu den Kulturen Griechenlands und Roms in der Antike” (2000), As-
smann argues that human beings lead a triple life: one taking place in their
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physical environment, “Umwelt,” one in the comprehensible world, “Welt” and
one related to a counterworld, “Gegenwelt” Assmann claims that counterworlds,
composed with regard to the concept of the “other side” (Jenseit), communicate
various “pictures of the ideal” (Feinbildern) and therefore relate to the questions
of purpose and meaning in life and death. Counterworlds are therefore chief
sources of human identity, and—as Assmann shows—literature participates
in their transmission.

The search for depictions of counterworlds in Topol’s writing should, once
again, start with his novelistic debut, City Sister Silver. Here, the quest for “the
sister” is not aimed at finding just a lover or soul-mate. This quest incorporates
the transcendental dimension, too. The sisters from a religious order, though
possibly just delusions of ill Jicha, represent this dimension. Moreover, “the sister’
who the narrator looks for definitely alludes to the Black Madonna. Though
the character of the Black Madonna is at moments open to ambivalence, its
prevalent meaning is related to the counterworld of Christianity. While the novel
is chiefly set in fictional Prague, the Black Madonna is not the Prague Black
Madonna. As Leszek Engelking shows in his study “V mladi jsem ob¢as chtél byt
Polak...,” the metal image of patron saint which Jicha touches on his breast, is
the image of the Black Madonna of Czestochowa.” It is out of the metallic image
of this Black Madonna that Jicha makes a bullet with which he (possibly) shoots
the Devil in the novel. While the Black Madonna in City Sister Silver grants
protection, God is depicted as “the Face” and his message to the protagonist is
the appalling vision of Messiah killed among the Jewish children in Auschwitz.
The death of the child means loss of salvation for humankind and also the death
of time, and God/the Face immerses in deep silence.

In the following novel, Andél (Angel Station) (1995), set again in fictional
Prague, the character of the counterworld is derived from the triangle of women
who symbolically represent three cardinal virtues of Christianity (Véra—
Faith, Nada—Hope, and Ljuba—Love). The fates and characters of the ladies
in the novel are to a degree contradicting their Christian names. The brave,
loving and understanding Ljuba (Love) may be seen as a representation or in-
carnation of a Czech Madonna. She is almost a martyr of femininity, she loses
her child, and almost dies in maternity hospital. A typical Czech Madonna
of the 1990s, she is a Madonna stripped of the traditional faith.

The image of Madonna in European culture is usually the image of a guard-
ian or of patron saint to the individual nations and cities. In the novel Kloktat

>

13 Possible reference to the uniform of Polish officers who wore the plaquete with the
Black Madonna.
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dehet (Gargling with Tar) (2005), such an image is distantly evoked in the pic-
ture of Cechie, a legendary patroness of Bohemia, a fraud character made-up
by Czech writers of the nineteenth century. Cechie is not a historical figure
or historical saint, and Czechs in the novel, therefore, seem to be uneducated
people who follow a cluster of fraud stories rather than a substantial creed.

After the completion of the “Holocaust arc,” Topol sets up a cluster of new
motifs and images in his long-awaited novel Citlivy clovék (2017)."* Here, con-
temporary Bohemia and Europe are once again reflected fictionally, this time
from a beat and bastardized, yet visionary, point of view.

The burlesque, unpolished novel depicts, among other significant themes
(such as the danger of Russian political interference), the potential abuse
of (Christian, or any other) faith. In the opening part of the novel, the narrator
visits a sectarian monastery in fictional Ajvaristan. He is told that it is the mon-
astery of “Madonna of War, mother of the native country” (Topol 2017: 60) and
that alongside with the countrymen, the monks here formed a (fictional) Russian
Orthodox Army. The abuse of religious symbols and feelings which occurred
so many times in European history is represented by the terrible oxymoronic
image of “Madonna of War”

While in the first part of Citlivy clovek, it is this horrific Madonna of War
who protects the Russian Orthodox monastery, in the second part of the novel
(taking part in the surroundings of Czech river Sazava), a new image of Ma-
donna is introduced, the image of Czech Madonna of Pori¢i. Her picture
has—tellingly—long been lost, but the river brought it to a fisherman. It is
a (fictional) Madonna of a small town, guardian of the bastardized Czechs living
on the outskirts of the European and Czech society. Her picture escapes not only
water but also fire in the fisherman’s hut, and eventually saves the fisherman’s
life. The introduction of this “active” and “protective” Czech Madonna into
the fictional Bohemia is symptomatic of the new dimension which the fictional
world in the novel accommodates. Alongside the presence of this miraculous
picture, it is also the pregnancy and maternity of some of the key female
characters in the closing scene that signals a turn in the symbolic depiction
of present-day Bohemia and Central Europe. Even though the Czechs in it are
a nation of outcasts, prostitutes, alcoholics, frauds and homeless, the atmos-
phere of the novel is no more a doomed one. The counterworld of Christian
faith has once again been conquered and made their own. The long-lost Czech
Madonna creates a connection to the positive aspects of European history

14 At the moment of writing this study, Alex Zucker was preparing the English transla-
tion of Citlivy ¢lovék for the Yale University Press tentatively titled A Sensitive Person.
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and brings—as a guardian to the primitive village people—glimpse of hope to
the present and the future.

6. Conclusion

The three symbols or figures of Jachym Topol’s chosen for closer observation
in this paper relate to Central European history, to its human character and to
its spiritual code or, in Jan Assmann’s words, to its counterworld dimension.
The image of the field of bones is related to the catastrophe of Holocaust and
beyond it to all of the layers of crimes in (Central) European history, but also
to the present European situation and the dangers hidden in it.

The figure of a good-hearted headsman embodies the ambivalent charac-
ter which both Czechs and other Central European nations displayed under
historical pressure. It is not a flattering image. By employing it, Topol tries to
confront the tragic failures and weaknesses of human character in an artistic
manner. The drastic humour and the hyperbolic depiction related to this charac-
ter nevertheless also indicate that the often-repeated phrase about the Svejkian
character of our nation is no longer plausible. In the context of the twentieth
century history, the good soldier would have to become a good headsman.
Eventually, Josef Novak needs to be redeemed from his unacceptable position,
and Topol’s novels and dramas present an artistic search for such redemption.

As shown in the third part of the study, the counterworld dimensions
of Topol’s works which are related to feminine sensitivity and to feminine aspects
of the spiritual seem to offer such redemption. The line of various Madonnas
in Topol’s novels depict the gradual development towards a new and deeper
acceptance of spiritual, fruitful and positive aspects of European history.
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| Abstrakt

KrARA KupLOVA
Kosci, kaci i madonny. Symbole i figury Europy Srodkowej w tworczosci
Jachyma Topola ostatnich 25 lat

Na czeskiej scenie literackiej Jachym Topol uchodzi za autora najbardziej zainte-
resowanego Europa Srodkowa, nieustannie rozszyfrowujacego przekaz zapisany
w jej bliznach i zmarszczkach. Jego stosunek do tematéw $rodkowoeuropejskich

w tekstach fikcyjnych jest zawsze oparty na poglebionym zapoznaniu sie z historia
i wspolczesnoscia tego obszaru. Topol nie jest jednak historykiem: tworzac fikcje,
wykorzystuje zlozona, poetycka perspektywe i osiaga autorski typ ekspresji arty-
stycznej. Okreslone, powracajace symbole i figury zdajg si¢ w zagadkowy sposob

odpowiada¢ na wspdlczesne pytania Europy Srodkowej. Pierwszy z tych symboli to

biblijny obraz doliny suchych koéci. Reprezentuje on zaréwno metodyczna przemoc

w historii srodkowoeuropejskiej, jak i uniwersalng odpowiedzialno$¢. Drugi to typ

postaci wystepujacej w wielu utworach Topola: dobry kat. Uosabia on ambiwalencje

czeskiego charakteru narodowego, ale réwniez jego strategie przetrwania. Posta¢

dobrego kata intertekstualnie faczy si¢ z twdrczoscig Jaroslava Haska — przyjete

powszechnie przekonanie, ze ,Czesi sg narodem Szwejkoéw’, zostaje doprowadzone

do absurdu. Trzecim symbolem pojawiajacym sie w tworczosci Topola jest postaé

Madonny, reprezentujacej duchowy wymiar srodkowoeuropejskiej tradycji zwiaza-
nej z chrzedcijanstwem. Madonny - polska Matka Boska Czestochowska, wojenna

Madonna w fikcyjnej wspdlczesnej Rosji, czeska Madonna z Potici — tworza chrze-
$cijanskie ,,przeciw-$wiaty”. Madonny sygnalizuja niezastgpiong role duchowosci

w Europie Srodkowej, jej rozwdéj i stala obecno$é. W ostatniej powiesci Topola,
Citlivy clovék (wyd. polskie Wrazliwy czlowiek, 2019), dzieki postaci Madonny
dyskurs uzyskuje nowa perspektywe.

Stowa kluczowe: Jachym Topol (1962); Europa Srodkowa w literaturze;
Visegrad; Sestra (1994); dolina suchych kos$ci; Holokaust
w literaturze; Chladnou zemi (2009); Cesta do Bugulmy
(2006); Velitelem mésta Bugulmy (1921); Uvareno (2005);
postaé dobrego kata; Jaroslav Hasek; Jan Assmann; Gegenwelt;
Madonna w literaturze; kulturowy wymiar; duchowy wymiar
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| Abstract

KrARA KuDLOVA
On Fields of Bones, Headsmen and Madonnas: The Symbols and Figures
of Central Europe in the Past 25 Years of Jachym Topol’s Writing

In the Czech literary scene, it is Jachym Topol who may justly be labelled the author
most consumed with Central Europe, one who is constantly attempting to decrypt
the message encoded in its scars and wrinkles. His fictional treatment of Central-Eu-
ropean themes is preceded by thorough knowledge of both the history and present
state of the region. However, Topol is not merely a historian; in his fictionalising he
uses a poetic, complex perspective, and arrives thus at a unique expression. Particu-
lar recurring figures in his literary work seem to answer in a riddle the questions
of present-day Central Europe. First one of those is the biblical image of the field
or of the pile of bones. In Topol’s writing, it represents both the systematic violence
in Central-European history, and universal onus. The second recurring figure
is the figure of a good-hearted headsman. In Topol’s prosaic and dramatic texts,
the headsman embodies the ambivalence of the Czech national character, but also
its survival strategies. It is intertextually linked to the works of Jaroslav Hasek,
and brings the notion “Czechs are a Svejk-like nation” to its absurd, augmented
consequences. The third figure which keeps returning in Topol’s work combines
the features of a character and of a symbol. It is the figure of Madonna, represent-
ing the spiritual dimension of Central European tradition, bound to Christianity.
The various Madonnas—the Polish Madonna of Czestochowa, the War Madonna
in fictionalised modern-day Russia and eventually the Czech Madonna of Porici
create the Christian counterworld in Topol’s novels, and signalize the persistent role
and presence of spirituality in the region. In Topol’s novel Citlivy ¢lovék it is actually
thanks to this Madonna that the whole discourse opens to a new type of perspective.

Keywords: Jachym Topol (1962); Central Europe in literature; Visegrad; City
Sister Silver (2000); the field of bones; the Holocaust in literature;
The Devil's Workshop (2013); Cesta do Bugulmy (2006); the figure
of good headsman; Jaroslav Hasek; Commanding officer; Town
of Bugulma (2012); Uvareno (2005); Jan Assmann; Gegenwelt;
Madonna in literature; cultural mode; spiritual mode
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Czech Literary Culture in the Post-Digital Era’

The first decade of the new millennium has not started with a revolutionary turn
for the Czech society and literature like the decade before. Thus, the year 2000
(or 2001) is not such a milestone—it does not mean the end or the beginning
of anything within Czech literature. Nevertheless, the first years of the new mil-
lennium did represent a change within Czech literature, which can be compared
to the post-Velvet Revolution transformation of Czech literature. This change
was not revolutionary but rather evolutionary; it was less striking, and for that
reason perhaps more significant. An important (although not the only) aspect
of this change was the gradual increase in the use of the Internet in public com-
munication and the subsequent restructuring of discourse within the media,
including literary discourse. Since the digital revolution of the turn of the 1990s,
literary culture has subsumed the principles of the so-called post-digital culture,

1 This study was written as a result of “Czech Literary Bibliography—Czech Literary
Internet: data, analyses, research” project implementation (Nr. €z.02.1.01/0.0/0.0/16_
013/0001743), which is financed by the European Union through European Structural
and Investment Funds within the Research, Development and Education Operational
Programme.

This work required the use of Czech Literary Bibliography research infrastructure
resources (http://clb.ucl.cas.cz).
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where digital media are no longer treated as something novel and curious but
as an everyday “humanised” part of this culture (Cramer 2014). Which areas
of literature does this remediation process affect and how is it reflected in those
areas? Which other processes have changed Czech literature since the beginning
of the millennium? Are there similarities or differences between the way Czech
literature evolved compared to other neighbouring Central European cultures?
These are the key questions posed by this study, which mainly concern the basic
aspects of the literary system, and thus this study refers to one of the theoretical
systemic literary models—a model proposed by Siegfried J. Schmidt. This is
a model that has paid attention to the mediated nature of the literary process
and the change of media discourse and is the main initiator of the investigated
changes. The term literary system used here essentially means “social literary
system” proposed by Siegfried J. Schmidt to label a systemic structure formed
by four roles of action: production, mediation, reception and processing phe-
nomena regarded as literary (Schmidt 2008). The interpretation that follows
is structured according to these roles of action.

1. Production

Production (if understood in a narrow sense as a genesis of literary texts) is
a component of the literary system, which was marginally affected by the exam-
ined changes within Czech literature. This is the first feature unique to Czech
literary culture in the post-digital era, as other Central European literatures
have undergone transformations, be it partial, even in production, thanks to
some literary figures or groups working in the field of electronic literature (e-lit).
Slovak literature has contributed significantly to developing the genre of digital
poetry thanks to the work of Zuzana Husarova. Electronic literature in Poland
has developed to an even greater extent thanks to writers (such as Romana
Brombosz, Stawomir Shuty, Leszek Onak and Lukasz Podgdrni) or groups
(such as Perfokarta and Rozdzielczo$¢ Chleba). Austrian literature has some
excellent examples, such as Jorg Piringer; and there are examples of hypertexts
written by Hungarian authors, such as Péter Farkas.

As far as the writing technology is concerned, the post millennium period
does not differ much from the preceding period—the shift from manual or
type-writer writing to text-editor assisted writing has occurred in the preced-
ing decade. However, the fact that, in the new millennium, computers stop
being “better type-writers” and become boundaries of network-shared data
and interactions even in the writers’ offices, did have an impact on the genesis
of literary texts. The Internet has created relatively high expectations among
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literary publicists, not primarily among writers. In 2001, Czech literary journals
have carried out several questionnaires among writers, asking them about their
views on the Internet and what prospects this medium held for contemporary
literature. The topic of “Internet literature” was in the air, and it was com-
ing from abroad. The questionnaires nevertheless showed that the majority
of the surveyed writers were largely unaware of this trend. When asked by Lit-
erarni noviny monthly, “What do you think of the Internet literature?”, Daniela
Hodrova answered saying “I am not familiar with the Internet literature; not
that I am avoiding it but I do not have the Internet at home and do not intend
to get it” The only one who found this question a bit easier was Ondrej Neff,
an Internet enthusiast and editor of an electronic paper entitled Neviditelny
pes (The Invisible Dog). He said that he: “discovered an intimate human space
instead of something technically cold ... I find a continuous stream of a kind
of anonymous folk storytelling” (Hodrova et al. 2001: 10).

The current reception of the Internet ranged in views widely—between scep-
ticism and fear around the fading interest in books and reading to enthusiastic
visionary perspectives of the future, new literary world. The Internet has not
been utilised in the Czech context in terms of some of the genres of electronic
literature (apart from a few attempts at the end of 1990s). The only area where
there was a partial shift in production mechanisms was in popular literature
where the net medium motivated authors to increase interactions with their
reader communities and engage them in producing literary texts. This happened
particularly within the genre of novel series, which was revitalised thanks to
freely available online blogging utilities. Readers were engaged in the pro-
cess of writing through questionnaires regarding their preferred development
of the stories, through debates related to individual episodes of the novels or
direct involvement in the emerging text where readers could create the following
episodes. Michal Viewegh used the last form in his project Blogovy romdn (Blog
novel), which ran on the Internet pages of the Czech daily Mladd fronta Dnes
(http://blogovyroman.idnes.cz/, accessed 10 April 2019) between August and
December 2009 and Viewegh invited the readers join him in writing a novel to
be continued. He wrote the first chapter, outlined the nature of his characters
and invited readers to join in writing the following chapters of the novel. This
prose of ten chapters was written via competition where an established author
shares the authorship with his readers. This way, Viewegh formed an illusion
of eliminating the distance between the author and readers and created seeming
intimacy (referring to his promise of personal emails to participants of the com-
petition). This is a clear example of shifting boundaries between the author
and reader, which were brought into literary communication by the Internet.
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This is also a clear example of the digital medium being used for marketing
purposes (for the benefit of the commercial author, sponsor of the competition
and newspaper website which published the Blog novel).

There were similar projects in other Central European countries, for instance
Slovensko pise romdn (Slovakia Writes a Novel) project which took place between
May and October 2009. It was edited by a commercially successful prose writer
Evita Urbanikova, who wrote the introductory and final chapters and selected
chapters sent in by readers, which eventually became part of the published
novel. The competition was sponsored by an online book store Martinus.sk.

Such collective production activities were further instigated by social
networks. The marketing aspect is fairly insignificant here, as this is a form
of entertainment within communities interested in creative writing. Since
December 2014, a Facebook group called Povidky ze zdi (spolecné tviiréi psani)
(Short Stories from the Wall (Collective Creative Writing)) has been operat-
ing, the aim of which is also a collective, resp. community creation of shorter
narratives. Here the competitive aspect of collaborative writing is eliminated,
and it is dominated by a community principle of collaboration and communi-
cation. Compared to similar Twitter projects, such as Twitteropsani s Jaroslavem
Rudisem (Twitter Writing with Jaroslav Rudi$) or PiSeme romdn (We are Writing
a Novel) found on www.twitter.com/piseme_roman, setting a word limit does
not play much of a role—writers are only advised that their piece be between
one to three standard pages. The community’s (group’s) founder and admin-
istrator, Zuzana Dostalova, plays a key role. It is the group administrator who
sets the topic and writes the introduction to each short story. The administrator
also publishes weekly schedules with group member name for every day, and
each day the given member publishes their section through the comment box.
The next day a selected co-author adds their episode. The comment box thus
holds a mixture of individual episodes and comments by other co-authors
and readers or other group members. The text without comments is pub-
lished in the Collection section. Despite its relatively short period of existence,
the group is fairly large—on 15 March 2019, it had 777 members. What is also
unique about this group is that unestablished authors take part in it alongside
established writers and personalities from other fields of culture (journalist
Renata Kalenskd, Romanist Alena Scheinostova, prose writer Katetina Tuckova,
radio editor Pavla Hordkova, prose writer Bianca Bellova, poet Olga Stehlikova
and others).

Apart from collective creative works, social networks bring other global
literary trends into Czech literary culture. These are situated in between pro-
duction and mediation and have a unique intermedia character. Instagram
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poetry (instapoetry) has become the phenomenon of the past few years—this
is a form of amateur literary production which is a natural fit with social media.
Compared to the contributions to amateur literary fora, with instapoetry, the text
component plays only a partial role in the final form, as a distinct visual com-
ponent—whether this is typography (with frequent imitations of type-writing
or photographs of type-writing, e.g. receipt@type_written), a key connection
between a drawing and text (e.g. Poem 29 cycle on a receipt mxre_cxtu) or
spatial installation of text through a camera (e.g. on receipt poezievmestezije
[poetryisaliveinthecity], where receipts with poems are photographed in Prague
streets). Textual poetry production is de facto transformed into production
of a painting distributed via a visually-focused social network, and the final
form is a multimedia combination of textual and visual components, where
the visual aspect frequently dominates disproportionately.

There is a smaller, however from an artistic and critical angle, more signifi-
cant field of literary text production, where particularly the creation of a poem
is automated using artificial networks of neurons. A rapid expansion of arti-
ficial intelligence (A1) brought automated generation of poems virtually to all
developed literary cultures, including the Central European (the Czech cul-
ture is not an exception). A Czech example of successful use of A1 is a project
of an automated poet carried out by a programmer, maths linguist and former
head of development department for the seznam.cz server, Jiti Materna. This
approach to literary text production is unique through its significantly dimin-
ishing role of a human actor in the genesis of the text—a human plays more
of a role of an operator and organiser of the creative process, but not a subject,
as creation of a text of a poem is automated through statistical generation in-
side a network of neurons trained on a large corpus of poems. Materna trained
his network of neurons using 80,000 poems drawn from an amateur literary
forum Pismdk.cz. His project resulted in a collection entitled Poezie umélého
svéta (Poetry of an Artificial World) (2016, can be downloaded for free at kos-
mas.cz; Materna 2016). The quality of these poems very closely resembles their
online prototypes. Materna’s collection not only documents the functionality
of the applied algorithm but is also (inadvertent but compelling) critique
of the standard of the poems published at Pismdk: the poems are typically
structured in primitive stanzas, fleeting reflections of current feelings, banality
of thought or romantic confessions.

The factors which influenced the production of early millennial literary
texts were given by the general characteristics of open online platforms: these
are (a) unrestricted publishing space which motivates production of texts
through openness and accessibility and (b) a radically democratised concept
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of authorship, where there are no barriers traditionally caused by actors oper-
ating between the production and mediation of texts (such as publisher, editor
or proof-reader etc.). The fact that this change is paradigmatic and might be
reflected not only in online production can be statistically proven using data
showing an increase in literary production among Czech population. Czech
literary bibliography data (https://clb.ucl.cas.cz/) show that literary active peo-
ple share per population over the past twenty years has virtually increased by
nearly 50%. In the 1990s, the proportion of literary active individuals per 10,000
people was slightly above 10%; over the past decade, the number increased to
nearly 15% (see Figure 1 below). By “literary active” we mean individuals who
published at least one text (an article, study or book) recorded in Czech liter-
ary bibliography in the past year with known biographic data, that means it is
proven that given identity is not a pseudonym.>

Proportion of literary active individuals
per population of 10,000 in a year

16%
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12%
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8%
6%
4%
2%
0%

Figure 1
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2 The input data originate from August 2018 and cover the 1961 to 2015 period, and
were processed according to the uniform excerpting norm as secondary bibliography
(excerpts record texts concerning Czech literature, not imprints of fiction—these are
recorded only for currently processed bibliographies of Czech literary samizdat and
Czech online literature). Due to changes in the scope of excerpts and limited available
biographical data on the latest authors and potential related misrepresentation, data
after 2016 are not included. The data also roughly reflect only the part of the excerpted
material for the ongoing Czech online literature project; when it is completed (2021),
the data can be analysed in a greater detail. In general, a shift in absolute numbers not
so much in trends can be anticipated.
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A similar increase is observed in absolute numbers. While in the 199o0s,
Czech literary bibliography recorded on average around 1100 individuals who
published at least one article per year, after 2010 this increased to around 1600
(see Figure 2 below).

Number of literary active per population
(at least one publication recorded in Czech
literary bibliography in current year)
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Figure 2

This change in the production paradigm clearly must have fairly significantly
impacted on mediation of literature including the book market.

2. Mediation

Free, open publishing platforms available on the Internet: blogs and in the Czech
context very popular literary fora (known slightly confusingly as “literary serv-
ers”) brought a significant change in mediation of literary texts. Established and
novice Czech writers started using these platforms already in the second half
of the 1990s. The first literary server was launched in 1997; however, the boom
in their use came in the first decade of the 2000s (thanks to the improvement
in Internet accessibility even for households). After 2000, there were more than
twenty websites of this kind (some of them still exist) available on the Czech
Internet.

Pismak, launched in 1997, is one the oldest and most frequently used
literary servers; in 1999, the literary server Totem was launched; and
in the following years, many other servers appeared (e.g. LiTerra, Liter.
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cz, Blue World and Epika). The growth in interest in literary servers
can be documented by the growth in visits of the www.pismak.cz web-
site—in 2000, 400 people visited the site daily and then it has grown
sharply to 2,800 per day in 2011.

Publishing platforms of this kind have appeared and do appear globally, but
there is a uniquely Czech aspect to this. It is the number of users and contribu-
tors. For instance, in January 2009, 35,675 users were registered on the Pismdk
forum, and according to the owner of the website, Roman Plojhar, 8,000 were
active contributors (see Kosinska, 2009: 26). In 2011, 2,800 users logged into
the site daily. In 2009, the Totem forum had around 30,000 registered users and
offered 265,000 contributions. The only other literary site which has more users
than Czech literary fora is poetry.com website, which counts seven million users.

It is the numbers that distinguish the Czech literary fora as unique and
atypical in an international context. For instance, the German literary forum
Leselupe.de with 4,744 registered users presents itself as a large or one of the larg-
est German literary fora. Its numbers are only a fraction of the user numbers for
the Czech Pismdk or Totem fora, and yet Leselupe users come from a significantly
larger language population. Not even the Anglophone deepundergroundpoetry.
com site with 16,071 registered users can match the numbers for the Czech
literary fora. Even the number of contributions is significantly higher—in
2009, Toterm had 265,000 contributions, while Leselupe had around 70,000
in the same year. What is interesting about the German site are the numbers
who visit the site—the number of visits per month is around 150,000 (2009
data), which is around 5,000 visits a day, and this is significantly higher than
the number of registered users in that year (around 4,000). Pismdk reached
its peak in the number of visits in 2011 with 2,800 visits per day. Therefore,
one of the differences between the Czech websites and Leselupe is possibly
in the presence of readers (“lurkers”) among the website users, who only read
on the website. Such a group is almost non-existent on the Czech literary fora,
certainly not in such numbers (it is 1,000 “pure” readers a day). This is possibly
one of the unique features of the Czech literary fora. Another unique feature
of the Czech literary internet is the language component of its content—there
is not an insignificant number of contributions in the Slovak language, for
the largest fora, the proportion of Slovak contributions is around 20% (21% for
Pismak, 16% for the second largest Totem forum).? Thus, literary fora also me-
diate Czech-Slovak literary relations which develop a lot more broadly within

3 Data was collected for the Corpus of current poetry project.
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this open space than, e.g. in the traditional print media, journals and book
production (where there is not as much space and Slovak texts also tend to be
translated into Czech).

This type of media eliminates institutional actors from the mediation pro-
cess and publishing becomes the matter of purely the author’s personal choice.
The author’s role is strengthened in such a communication process and the imag-
inary line between production and mediation of literary texts becomes blurred
(the author has control over his/her text even after it is published, can edit it,
expand it or delete it later). The authorship itself has been transformed, radically
democratised. Publishing is perceived as a right, not just as an opportunity.
Such opinions are not confined within the space of online publishing but have
expanded into the sphere of book culture.

Publishers based on the print on demand (Pop) principle have developed
direct links with open publishing platforms (literary fora). There is such a link
between, e.g. Epika literary forum which is also a publisher holding the same
name; or Liter.cz connected with the pop publisher Novd forma. Contributors
to literary fora are economically advantaged in such cases compared to other
clients (contributors receive discounts) or they are rewarded for publishing
a book (e.g. get access to comments and assessment of contributions). These
business projects are based on a premise that publishing a book and entering
the sphere of print media is the aim and reward for the contributors to literary
fora. Combining the pop publisher with a literary forum is aimed to secure
a large enough customer base for publishing services. Knihovnicka.cz is one
of the most popular providers of such services, and towards the end of 2000s,
Dokoran or Knihy pro radost also offered such services. In 2008, the A2 weekly
stated that: “Thanks to the services offered by the poDps, everybody has the op-
portunity to fulfil their writer’s dream” (Razicka 2008: 26). It is therefore not
difficult to guess what were the consequences of such radically democratic
processes of mediating the book market, which were enabled by changes
in mediation but also by pure economics. Book publishing has become tech-
nologically very easy. It is therefore no surprise that the numbers of published
books coming on the Czech book market has grown year on year to such an
extent that the amount of books has started to paralyse the market and it made
knowing the current book production complicated for the readers.* This had

4 There was no consensus around the negative impact of the growing number of books
being published—an expert on readership, Jifi Travnicek, has repeatedly claimed that
the country is over-filled with books and that readers are unable to make choices
among such a wide range of books. Vladimir Pistorius, on the other hand, noted that
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a negative consequence in that new books quickly became old and their sale
stagnated just a few weeks after they first came on the market.’

The number of registered publishing businesses has grown rapidly, too.
In 2001, there were 3,136 (their number grew by 238 every year), however, only
1,196 of them were active (published at least one book in that year). By the year
2017, the number of registered publishers has grown to 6,986, with 2,151 active
businesses; but only fewer than 100 published 30 or more books a year. Since
2001, the number of published books in the Czech Republic started rising
sharply—the National Library recorded 14,321 in that year (and 12,557 of those
were published for the first time), which was 2,356 more than in the previous
year. Czech book production reached its peak in 2008, with 18,520 books pub-
lished (and 16,386 of those published for the first time). Currently (in 2017),
the number of published books per year stands at around 15,300. The propor-
tion of fiction in the overall book production after 2000 is around 20%, and
its share has steadily declined—in the first half of the 1990s, fiction made up
a third of the entire volume of published books. In 2001, there were 3,426 books
of fiction published; its production reached its peak in 2016, when 5,559 books
were published. There were 575 books of children’s fiction published in 2001,
and by 2016 their number increased to 2,157.

It is likely that other Central European countries have experienced a similar
boom. Jaroslav Srank analysed Slovakian literary culture after 1989 and found
that from 400 publishers in 1990, their number has grown to 1,155 in 2006 and
went on increasing further year on year. In 2010, there were 1,500 registered pub-
lishing businesses in Slovakia. The trend in the published books in Slovakia has
followed the Czech trend: in the second half of the 1990s, Slovakian publishers
published around 4,500 books a year; in 2008, it was 9,171 and in 2014, 12,734
(see Srank 2019: 59). Contrary to expectations, there was no significant share
of e-books playing a part in the book market. They came on the Czech book
market gradually, at the end of the 2000s, later than was the case in Western
Europe and the Usa.

the Czech book market is not unique in this respect in the international context and
saw this trend of a larger book production as positive, stating that: “A larger number
of published books only increases the supply. And which reader could possibly mind
this?” (Travnicek, 2008: 42).

5 Jaroslav Cisaf interpreted the increase in published books as an attempt of the Czech
publishers to capitalise on decreasing average expenses on publishing a book and
holding their turn over at the same level. See Cisaf, https://tinyurl.com/y3q7zwem.
The current information on the Czech book market is found in a report by the Feder-
ation of Czech Booksellers and Publishers: https://tinyurl.com/yxgnrswy
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The democratic ethos which was brought by web 2.0 not only satisfied au-
thoring but also publishing ambitions. Apart from the expansion in the number
of publishers, the number of literary journals has also expanded. In 2000, several
new periodicals appeared, which adopted only a digital format as a sufficient
form of existence and no longer appeared in a printed format (the oldest Czech
online literary journal Texty (Texts) has been published since 1995). In 2000,
a monthly entitled Dobrd adresa started being published in a pdf format and
every number looked like a base for a print journal; however, its full colour
printed version would have been very expensive. The journal was comparable
to printed literary periodicals, including the staffing of its editorial office (its
staff included editors from established literary journals, such as Radim Kopac,
Vladimir Novotny, Katefina Rud¢enkova and Jakub Sofar).

The iLiteratura.cz journal, which was also established in 2000, on the other
hand, adopted a format of a webpage. The journal dropped the traditional peri-
odicity principle and is constantly updated at article level. The journal focuses
on reviewing current Czech and translated book production. Compared to
the majority of Czech literary journals, iLiteratura monitors current literature
in its broadest scope of covering language regions including marginal areas
(such as Bosnian, Persian or Icelandic literature), and reviews even books which
were not yet published in Czech translation.

Apart from professionally conceived and edited journals, there were a num-
ber of journals which were conceived on an amateur basis after 2000, established
through enthusiasm and with lower ambitions than Dobrd adresa or iLiteratura,
and a number of them are no longer published now (these were e.g. Tramvaj
nacerno, Obstastnik, Poetikon and Wagon). Some printed periodicals also
followed the example of the online journals for financial reasons in that they
moved purely online (e.g. Clinamen and Aluze). Some publishers have taken
the opportunity of the relative ease and low cost of publishing online and have
re-introduced several old journals, not published for many years (e.g. Divoké
vino, re-introduced in 2002, and is one of the publishing platforms for au-
thors compromised by their writing during the so-called normalisation period
of the communist era).

3. Reception

The remediation process is manifested particularly strongly in reception. Initial
concerns about the future of reading and traditional habits of book readers have
not eventuated. Statistical research of readership in the Czech Republic (which
is conducted by Jiti Travnicek since 2007) has shown that in the Czech literary
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culture (similar to other literary cultures), the Internet has not become the rival
of reading that would take readers away from books and literature, but rather
a supporter that opened up other spheres of reception where readers could
share their opinions, suggestions and discussions, and made the distribution
of literary texts easier. Czech research statistics (but also Polish) show that
readers (who read at least one book a year) are also frequent Internet users,
while non-readers spend less time reading books but also using the Internet
(this varies according to age groups, for more detail see Travnicek 2011: 83).
However, it cannot be argued that the arrival of the Internet has not impacted
the reading culture and habits. Jiti Travnicek is of the view that the Internet
has impacted readers’ capabilities to absorb more extensive texts; however, he
adds that this trend has not appeared with the Internet but the Internet has
accelerated it. The interactive nature of the new medium was an aspect which
impacted a change in reception more significantly. It made boundaries between
roles (in behaviour) more relative in terms of reception—production and
reception—mediation. Firstly, reception ceased to be “invisible” and started
leaving more traces behind.

The reader takes on a greater and more active role thanks to the interactive
nature of the digital media. The reader has the opportunity to directly comment
on texts which s/he has just read (through comments via e.g. blogs where the lit-
erary text was published or they can choose some other place on the Internet).
The reader can participate in collective production of a piece or can contribute
to decisions made concerning its future development (e.g. online novels to be
continued, such as Rencina cervend knihovna (Renata’s Chick-Flicks). In hy-
pertexts, the reader shapes the text through selecting one of the given alter-
natives. The reader can also fairly easily strike a conversation with an author
of a literary text.

However, remediation is not the only instigator of new developments
in reception. The book market situation, its boom, has accelerated the devel-
opments in reception. Literary awards are an example of an institutionalised
reception phenomenon of its kind, which apart from indicating prestige, also
aids the reader’s choice in an extensive range of new books on offer. The trend
of an expansion within the literary system and of literary phenomena has af-
fected even literary awards. In the 2000s, 74 literary awards (including prizes
for literary competitions) were given out in the Czech Republic, 28 new awards
were introduced and only two were abolished.® Only some of these awards more

6 The data was drawn from the Literdrni ceny (Literary Awards) database maintained
by the Institute of Czech Literature of the Czech Academy of Sciences (online: http://
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substantially impacted the Czech literary culture. The impact can be “measured”
by the professional kudos of the award, through its ability to capture the interest
of the mass media and also promote current fiction to wide audiences. There
were essentially two awards which had this potential: Statni cena za literaturu
(The State Award for Literature) and Magnesia Litera.

The reception processes have not only undergone a quantitative but also
a qualitative change. Compared to the last decade of the twentieth century,
after 2000, the reception of Czech literature abroad has improved significantly.
Literary festivals were a key medium,” which played a significant part in this.
The change in the way events organised by Martin Pluhacek were arranged are
an important example—in the 1990s, he organised closed meetings of poets at
the Bitov castle, and in the new millennium he organised international festivals

“Poetry without Borders.” He no longer gathered poets at castles, making them
more accessible to the general public in the university town of Olomouc. The first
year was organised in October 2001, and apart from Czech poets, poets from
France, Hungary, Germany, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, the usa and
Great Britain took part in the festival.

The Prague Writers’ Festival has developed into an event of a European
significance; its reputation was built on attendance of international authors
awarded one of the prestigious literary awards (such as, Nadine Gordimer,
Gao Xingjian, Margaret Atwood and William Styron). The literary festival
Meésic autorského ¢teni (The Month of Author Reading) has also grown into an
event of international proportion—it was first organised by the Vétrné mlyny
publisher in Brno in 2000 and has gradually expanded into other cities (such
as Kogice, Ostrava, Wroclaw and Lviv). Apart from the organising countries
(Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland), one of the world literatures takes part
in the festival and has a status of a Czech guest (e.g. Canadian, French, Bela-
rusian or Austrian).

The expansion of the reception horizon overseas has caused another wave
of reception events. Some of the literary community compared the state and

www.ucl.cas.cz/ceny/). The increase in the number of literary awards is not an iso-
lated phenomenon, it corresponds with a long-term international trend described by
James E. English in his 2011 book entitled The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and
the Circulation of Cultural Value.

7 'The Literary festival is a part of mediation; however, here the concern is not so much
about its existence as a form of literary communication but more about the change
in contextualising national literature (i.e. about the reception consequences of this
form of mediation), which has not undergone a significant change (compared to other
media).
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standard of current Czech and international literature and judged the Czech
literary production as being in a critical and unsatisfactory state. This opinion
started an extensive literary debate triggered by an article written by Stefan
Svec “Krize &eské literatury” (Czech Literature in Crisis), published in March
2008 in the A2 journal. The main focus of this provocative article was the lack
of interest in current Czech literary production among the general public.
Drawing on current reader opinion polls, Svec argued that the Czech general
public are relatively keen on reading and he saw the cause of the lack of interest
in new Czech fiction itself. He stated that: “The only thing that the public do
not read is current Czech “fine” fiction. And rightly so. It lives a life of its own,
it is isolated from readers almost like literary science from literature. It is una-
ble to bring in [current] topics” (Svec 2008: 1, 16-17). Svec’s critique of current
Czech literature is a comparison with other national literatures in which he
values the quality of artistic rendition of current topics (including controversial
ones, such as the Balkan war or disintegration the so-called western culture)
and the ability to draw in readers. In line with the sub-title of his article “A Bit
of Superficial Marketing Rubbish,” he called for a much more active attempt to
draw readers’ attention and was ironic about those who claimed that literature
can live in a voluntary ghetto and that books are published for the future or
even for eternity.

Svec’s provocative claims prompted many reactions and separated writers
into two groups. One group was of the view that literature should react to current
events in culture and the society and should seek suitable ways of presenting
itself in the context of current society and media. Others, on the other hand,
denied that there was a crisis and rejected the idea that they should consider
the readers and select topics reflecting current events. Some literary critics ac-
cepted Svec’s provocative claims as a challenge to return to the socio-critical role
of literature, e.g. Jakub Vani¢ek in his essay “Krize? Kritika? D¢jiny?” (Crisis?
Critique? History?). The reception phenomenon of “crisis” has smoothly moved
onto the next significant phenomenon of the end of 2010s—the articulation
of requirements and expectations of the return to politically-engaged literature,
particularly poetry. This has instigated another extensive debate in literary jour-
nals. The engaged literature in fact represented a particularly paradoxical form
of a reception process, as there was not perception of present literary phenomena
(as with the phenomenon of the “crisis”) but the absence of literature associated
with the current social and political context. Re-evaluation of deliberately being
apolitical was an important part of the process which was adopted in the liter-
ary discourse immediately following the Velvet Revolution (these autonomist
views were reflected in the views of the prose writer Jifi Kratochvil in the early
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1990s who claimed that “nothing was further apart than politics and literature”
(Kratochvil 1993: 1). The editor-in-chief of the literary journal Host, Miroslav
Balastik, referred to this view as an “aesthetics trap,” which causes contempt
for the reader and has, according to him, become the attitude of the current
literary world: “By dropping the reflection of currency and being guarded by
non-aesthetic functions, fiction lost many knowledgeable readers” (Kratochvil
1993: 1). The outlined reception process revealed also generational differences
inside the literary scene and helped define the position of the young genera-
tion (particularly poets). The older generation who have gone through most
of their literary careers in the communist era perceived the voices calling for
new engagement as a danger of bringing in simplification and ideology into
literature (e.g. Eva Kanttirkova and Petr Kral). The new generation of poets
treated the topic of engagement without this historical baggage and viewed it
in quite an open and broad sense, not just in terms of politics (e.g. Adam Bor-
zi¢, a member of the Fantasia group of poets, defined engagement as a sensual
captivation, harmony and compassion).

Czech literature was not the only one attempting to re-establish the con-
nection between literature and politics. Similar tendencies can be observed
in other Central European literatures and also elsewhere in the world. A similar
debate went on in Poland in 2007 in the Tygodnik Powszechny journal, which
was initiated by Igor Stokfiszewski in his article “Poezja a demokracja” (Poetry
and Democracy); in Hungary there was a renewed interest in engaged litera-
ture when Viktor Orban came to power in 2010, e.g. a popular anthology by
Edes Hazdm, Moje zlatd vlast (My golden country, 2012). Current information
about sales of poetry growing year on year in Britain (which is apparently
caused by an increasing interest in politics and poetry among the millennials;
Ferguson 2019) illustrates the causal link between bringing politics into poetry,
increase in readership and growing market success.

4. Processing

The last component of the Schmidt model of literary system is processing
the phenomena regarded as literary. Its change caused by the remediation pro-
cess in relation to the changes in reception was discussed earlier. In interactive
media, it is hard to separate these changes from further processing of literary
texts.® These changes are clearly reflected in the state and forms of literary

8 'This is not the only difference: the classical literary model was built on this and it
started disappearing in the post-digital era. In fan fiction (i.e. an active engagement
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criticism, which was rated particularly badly after 2000 as part of occasional
meta-critiques. The critical state of Czech literary criticism was caused not
just by the media. One of the other causes was the blurring of the distinction
between criticism and commercial promotion. A growing practice of recycling
publishing advert annotations which, in some cases, appeared on review pages
of Czech periodicals in only slightly adjusted form was regarded as a symptom
of a crisis. It was felt that the key problem of current literary criticism was to be
located in a staffing crisis. The texts by literary critics, who managed to build
their reputation and respect in the previous decade (e.g. Martin C. Putna, Jan
Luke$ or Pavel Janacek either reduced or stopped writing their literary critiques),
formed only a small part of review sections.

The discontent with the state of Czech literary criticism culminated between
the years 2008 and 2019. Many established literary critics and scientists (such
as Petr A. Bilek, Ivo Harak and others) have expressed their opinions on this and
it was on the agendas of literary institutions (e.g. the professional organisation,
the Writers’ Community organised a symposium focused on the topic). Further,
there was a public dispute between the poet and critic Petr Kral and the liter-
ary critic and theorist Jifi Travnicek; there was a clash of arguments between
them: one endorsed the exclusive nature of literature and the other promoted
openness of literature to the readers. Even the alleged “tasking” of authors by
literary criticism was discussed publicly.®

The role of literary criticism and its prestige changed through the media
of communication. Together with the evolution of the Internet from an expert
to a social medium, where the content is largely developed by its users, the com-
munication base of new literature was also changing. Alongside printed and
online literary periodicals, an ever wider public space for informing readers and
lay reviews was opening. At the turn of the investigated period, literary-focused
websites built on a social network principle (e.g. BookFan.eu where literary
criticism is fully replaced by reader recommendations based on personal
preferences) are not an exception. The space for reader reviews was not just
provided by specialised thematic social networks but also by online publishers

of readers in a popular narrative), even the distinction between production and pro-
cessing is challenged. This adaptation form of processing has developed in Czech liter-
ature (similarly to other literatures) particularly thanks to open publishing platforms
on the Internet where communities of readers can share their processing and elabo-
rate well-known stories (e.g. Harry Potter).

9 For example, Petr Kral's “Mluvime o tomtéz?” (Are We Talking About the Same
Thing?).
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(e.g. bux.cz, http://knihy.vltava.cz, http://knihy.abz.cz), and also numerous apps
and community websites via the global social network Facebook, e.g. Co cteme
group (What We Read) started being used for mutual book recommendations.
It became difficult to distinguish between a critical reflection on current liter-
ature and a virtual advert, and it can be even argued that a new (virtual) form
of literary criticism was established.

In 2010s, virtual criticism was introduced even into the audiovisual content
of social media—similarly to other national cultures, a fast expanding commu-
nity of booktubers (i.e. readers who publish their reflections on their reading
experiences particularly on youtube) started getting involved in reflecting on
the current book production also in the Czech literary culture. Gradually, a par-
ticular genre structure of these literary meta-texts is developed: such as, Book
Haul (videos informing about a purchased or otherwise acquired book), Wrap
Up (videos about books a booktuber has just read) or TBR/to be read (videos
about books a booktuber is planning to read). A discussion usually develops
among members of these communities where tagging or inviting particular
subscribers to join discussions. Similar to other areas of youtubering, here
amateur authors of video-content are interconnected with commercial subjects
operating in the particular section of the market. Booktuber contributions
are not only products of passionate readership but tend to also be a part of an
advertising campaign. This commercial aspect of booktuber contributions
may remain hidden but often is revealed, e.g. through the video being made
specifically for a publisher’s channel. The connection between a critical reflec-
tion on a literary piece with its commercial presence, which was often rejected
by the Czech press in the 2000s, is established as a legitimate approach, even
a principle. The traditional literary criticism is pushed aside to the position
of an intellectually demanding, hard to understand and an elitist reflection on
current literature. The number views of the most successful Czech booktubers
range in many thousands (e.g. the author of the Radsi knihu (Prefer a Book)
channel has regularly three to five thousand viewings of her videos). The tradi-
tional literary reviews published in literary journals, which have the circulation
of a maximum of 1,000, can never achieve such an impact. And the impact, or
its commodification, is the key feature of the new forms of processing of literary
phenomena.

Among the actors of literary communication, new actors who are referred
to as “book influences” (booktubers belong to this group too but it also covers
literary-engaged users of other media) appeared with the social media boom.
The book influencer, Lucie Zelinkova, is a good example of interconnecting
meta-literary activities with commercial interests. This influencer publishes
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reader posts on the Instagram (https://www.instagram.com/luciezel/), and
currently has 73,200 followers. She is also a product manager of one the large
online book stores, Martinus.cz. What seems to be an authentic and subjective
expression of a reader’s interest equally represents a commercial interest of an
institutional actor on the book market, which is mediated by an influential
user of social network.

5. Conclusion

The research described in this paper has shown that Czech literary culture after
2000 has gone through changes which have affected all areas (or roles of ac-
tion) forming the traditional model of literary system proposed by Siegfried J.
Schmidt. Remediation appears the strongest instigator of these changes, one
that has brought a range of new literary phenomena and has accelerated more
substantive changes in literary discourse. In production, it brought new literary
techniques requiring the interactive and algorithmic features of digital media
and particularly expanding the publishing space and democratisation of the ac-
cess to it. This caused an increase in literary production among the general
public and also an increase in the number of texts available in the public space.
A similar trend soon affected processing, particularly through the expansion
of the book market and an increase in the numbers of literary periodicals availa-
ble. A crisis in reception followed, as the book market boom found an extension
in a growing number of public and formative reception acts (e.g. number of lit-
erary awards) and their partial devaluation. A qualitative change in reception
towards internationalisation has further exacerbated this critical situation, as it
caused scepticism concerning the current state of Czech literature and its current
social role and prestige among a section of literary public. A partial solution to
this situation was, similarly to other European countries, sought in the renewal
or strengthening of the role of social criticism and engagement of literature.
The systemic change in processing literary phenomena was most clearly reflected
in the change in the literary criticism discourse. Even here the main object
of changes—the process of remediation—was reflected in the redistribution
of roles between individual and institutional actors of literary communication.
Review sections of literary journals and opinions of literary critics have started
competing with new forms of reflection on current literature, which started
happening horizontally among individual readers and within their communities,
thanks to the architecture of social networks. Literary criticism distributed via
print media could not compete with content spread virtually (supported by
commercial institutional actors) in terms of its reach and impact. On the one
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hand, the role of institutions in literary communication (e.g. publishers and
criticism) weakened, on the other hand, some institutions have returned through
the back door and joined in forming ideas about literature/literary image rep-
resented by individual amateur actors in the literary process.

Given that the process of remediation is transnational in nature, the men-
tioned processes in Czech literary culture happened in parallel with other
Central European and other literatures. In the Czech context, the tendency to
domesticate literary communication was stronger than in the neighbouring
literatures—even elite (e.g. experimental) ways of using digital media were in-
troduced. It can certainly be argued that the evolutionary change in the literary
system, which is happening in the post-digital era, is so extensive that the model
of literary system formed in the pre-digital era is becoming inadequate for
describing particular aspects. The distribution of the roles of action is much
more complex in the current times; these roles intersect and the boundaries
between them are frequently blurred.

Translated by Melvyn Clarke
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| Abstrakt

KAREL PIORECKY, VOJTECH MALINEK
Czeska kultura literacka w erze (post)cyfrowej

Studium poswiecone jest zmianom nastepujacym w czeskiej kulturze literackiej
po 2000 r. i zwigzanym z rozwojem mediéw internetowych. Metodologiczny
punkt wyjscia stanowi analiza modelu systemu literackiego o strukturze zapropo-
nowanej przez Siegfrieda J. Schmidta. Zwrécono uwage na nowe metody tworcze,
postugujace sie specyficznymi mozliwosciami interaktywnych medidw sieciowych,
oraz wplyw publicznie dostepnych portali wydawniczych na wzrost aktywnosci
literackiej czesci populacji. W teksécie analizowane sg zaréwno mozliwosci publi-
kacji w sieci internetowej, wykorzystywane gléwnie przez pisarzy amatoréw, jak
réwniez komplementarne zjawiska wystepujace w produkcji drukowanej oraz
wplyw innowacji na dynamike rynku ksigzki. Procesy recepcji rozpatrywane sg
przede wszystkim w zwiazku ze wzrostem znaczenia roli czytelnika w mediach
interaktywnych, a szczegdlng uwage poswieca sie jakosciowej zmianie ram recepcji
(ponadnarodowa i pozaliteracka kontekstualizacja). Podejscie do zjawisk literackich
jest w duzej mierze zwigzane z refleksja nad ztym stanem wspoétczesnej krytyki
literackiej i nowych, wirtualnych form oceniania literatury. Artykut zawiera kon-
kluzje, Ze zmiana ewolucyjna, ktora ze sobg niesie rozpowszechnienie si¢ mediéw
cyfrowych w komunikacji literackiej, byta tak zasadnicza, iz Schmidtowski model
systemu literackiego okazat si¢ niewystarczajacy do jej opisu.

Stowa kluczowe: kultura literacka; system literacki; rynek ksigzki; media
cyfrowe; Internet; sieci spolecznosciowe

| Abstract

KAREL PIORECKY, VOJTECH MALINEK
Czech Literary Culture in the Post-Digital Era

This study examines the changes within Czech literary culture since 2000 in relation
to the process of remediation. The starting methodological point is in examining
a structure of a literary system within a model proposed by Siegfried J. Schmidt.
The impact of new creative approaches which utilise interactive network media and
also of available publishing platforms are observed in terms of the increase in the size
of the literary active group of the population. The study further investigates pub-
lishing options via the Internet used mainly by amateur authors, complementary
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phenomena in print production, as well as the impact of these innovative forms on
the dynamics of the book market. The ways in which texts are received are examined
particularly from the point of enhancing the role of the reader within interactive
media and attention is paid to the qualitative changes within the reception frame-
works (transnational and non-literary contexts). And finally, the ways in which
literary phenomena are handled is largely related to the reflection of the critical
state of the current literary criticism and new virtual formats of critiquing liter-
ature. The study shows that the evolutionary changes which were brought about
by extending the use of digital media within literary communication have been so
extensive that the Schmidt model of analysis has proven insufficient.

Keywords: literary culture; literary system; book market; digital media;
the Internet; social networks
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Literary Internet: Online Criticism
and Literary Communication

The advent of the Internet in Poland dates back to 1991.' The past three decades
have shown that the cultural changes initiated by this new medium have affected
literary criticism more than literature. We are witnessing a spectacular decline
in the status and authority of critics, whose role and influence in the digitized
environment has been reduced to almost zero. Five years ago, Krzysztof Hoffman
reassured literary critics that they “do not have to adapt to the new digital world
(not yet), although accelerating changes in cultural circulation will oblige them
to take a position” (Hoffman 64). It seems that the moment has arrived when
critics have to consider the digital media; otherwise their voice will cease to be
heard. Hoffman rightly observes that: “The institution of literary criticism is
directly connected to the institution of literature and its ...> medium. In other
words, literary criticism as we know it belongs to print culture ..”

This is a very important observation, because each medium determines
the form communication takes. The Internet is changing its specificity in a rad-

1 A detailed history of the Internet in Poland is presented by Dariusz Baran in “Internet
w Polsce”

2 An ellipsis was used here by the author as a way to build tension. I have replaced it with
an ellipsis in parentheses to indicate that I have omitted this punctuation mark, which
greatly alters the tone of the comment.
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ical way. However, the second part of Hoffman’s statement about critical literary
blogs seems too general:

blogs in this perspective are not literary criticism, because their envi-
ronment is not printing, but digital reality. If we are witnessing the de-
thronement of paper books and the ascent of e-books..., new forms
of participation in the conversation about literature should emerge
with them.

Firstly, it is hard to agree with the author’s contention that e-books will
replace the printed book. Secondly, Hoftman incorrectly defines the essence
of media transformation. The problem is not digitized literature that is read
from the screen (i.e. the mentioned e-books), because it poses no threat to
the printed book at all. The medium from which we read literature (whether
it is a page in a book or a screen on an e-reader) does not affect the ontol-
ogy of the literary text as long as it is only a vehicle for transferring words,
although it undoubtedly transforms our perception. What is important is
the fact that the medium determines the shape of literature, affects its form
(structure) and its ontology (what a literary work is and how it exists), and
thus significantly changes the entire model of literary communication. There-
fore, though Hoffman rightly observes the need to develop new forms of crit-
ical literature dealing with online media, he incorrectly indicates the source
of this need. Literary critics have to accept the Internet not because we read
more e-books, but because the Internet has become an area in which a lit-
erary scholar finds a transformed, sometimes unrecognizable, subject of his
research. This is also were a critic will encounter completely new readers who
are still interested in literature. Therefore, it is not about deciding whether
a blog is or is not a form of literary criticism (in my opinion it may be), but
about drawing conclusions from the fact that it is a much more effective
form of contact with the reader than the columns of a literary magazine.
These are becoming a rapidly depopulating reserve of experts, visited only
occasionally by readers.

We have to accept that the new reader, brought up in multimedia cul-
ture, reads differently. This is well illustrated by the reaction to Przemystaw
Czaplinski’s one literary critique published in 2014 on lubimyczytac.pl about
Pawet Huelles Sing the Gardens. In addition to a few voices praising Czaplinski’s
interpretative mastery (obviously expressed by representatives of the older gen-
eration, as evidenced by their enthusiastic comments: “Hats oft! ... To the young
readers of this website—read and learn :)”), one can find the following com-
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» «

ments: “I can’t write like this and I wouldn’t like to be able to,” “If I were inter-
ested in reading a review of this book and if this was the only one on the whole
Internet... I wouldn’t read it. I wouldn’t have enough time. Neither would I want
to” (Czaplinski). The quoted statements illustrate the total disparity between
the expectations and needs of Internet users and readers of traditional literary
criticism. Such categories as the economy, clarity and unambiguity of the mes-
sage are also the criteria by which we can ascertain the usefulness of internet
criticism, which is not only meant to clearly present and justify the strong
points and flaws of a work of art, but to provide a clear answer to the question
of whether a book is worth reading. If typical readers (amateurs who read books
in their spare time), that is, the majority of readers, find time to read books,
they will certainly not devote any of it to reading such expert opinions. There
is no time and inclination.

The irreversibility of the changes described above is a foregone conclusion.
Cultural, social and psychological changes that have already taken place and
which will undoubtedly continue under the influence of the Internet are not
conducive to in-depth analysis and reflection. Perhaps, therefore, we have to
come to terms with the fact that literary criticism has become the metalanguage
of experts without much social significance and influence.

However the fate of traditional criticism unfolds, it is impossible not to
notice that a vibrant area of online literary active is taking shape alongside
it. Literature is developing outside the print medium, with which it is mainly
associated. If we agree that the invention of printing in the fifteenth century
revolutionized the development of literature, by making the production of books
cheap and accessible, it will not take a great leap to acknowledge that a medium
as ubiquitous as the Internet, where most of the content is free of charge, has
had an even greater influence on the shape of literature, its production, dis-
semination and reception. Today, the Internet, which is ontologically on par
with offline reality, has provided a space where new hyper-, quasi-, para- and
post-literary writing practices are rapidly developing.

When writing about literary communication on the Internet, I have in mind
very diverse and often unexpected ways of referring to the category of literar-
iness. For the purpose of these considerations, I would like to adopt a fairly
general understanding of literature as a practice of utilizing language, one that,
intentionally or not, goes beyond its purely functional use. Such a definition
inevitably invites an association with Jakobson’s category of poetic function
as an ordering principle of surplus signification. Unlike formalistic and essen-
tialist assumptions, the approach proposed here, despite superficial analogies,
is definitely closer to the relational position (neopragmatic, especially post-con-
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structivist), reflecting more adequately the situation of online literature, where
often the complex context and the reader’s attitude determine the literary status
of a given statement. Refining this definition any further would require referring
to methodological issues, which I am trying to avoid in these considerations.
Given their diversity, it is difficult to find a set of characteristics that would
encompass all the practices connected to the terms literary Internet and online
literary communication. Some of them are quite traditional narrative forms,
such as fan-fiction or Facebook stories, others are writing practices that verge
on literature, journalism and metacritical reflection (like some blogs), while
others are avant-garde experiments that are self-aware and sometimes present
very radical attempts at redefining literature. They often cross the boundaries
of literature towards hybrid and multimedia forms and are created thanks to
the advanced use of digital technology. They create a rich and diverse area of
electronic literature that is constantly developing and diversifying. However,
this does not fit into the field of my interest concerning so-called digitized
literature, i.e. electronic versions of printed works (e-books, PDEs) or of works
whose properties (ontological, epistemological, pragmatic) would not change
after printing.

All the mentioned cases are connected by the fact that they arose in a digital
medium and are realized in this altered site of communication, thus opening up
new developmental perspectives for literature. Thanks to the Internet, writing
and reading are no longer the same.

This text is largely a collection of questions and doubts that I ask myself
when thinking about online literature and online literary communication, and,
above all, about the competences and possibilities of literary criticism, which
should keep pace with the changes in culture and literature. I would like to pres-
ent an abbreviated account of them in an attempt to constructively outline a new
way to analyze the kind of literature that is developing online. It should also be
mentioned that I will not attempt to reconstruct the state of Western research,
which is much more advanced than in Poland in terms of both theoretical and
critical literary reflection as well as creative activities. I will focus instead on
the state of Polish research and on the main areas of interest of digital literary
scholars, who, of course, draw on the findings of Western researchers (e.g. Jay
David Bolter, Aspen Aeresth, Richard Grusin, Katherina Hayle, John Cayley,
Alan Sondheim, Stephanie Strickland, Rita Raley, Matthew Kirschenbaum and
many others), but adapt their research to their native realities and possibilities.
These digital literary scholars, who are incidentally also often creators and au-
thors in their own right, are dedicated to promoting electronic literature and
explaining its properties and specificity.
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Lev Manovichs® classic definition of digital media allows us to indicate
the main differences between printed literature and digital literature (electronic,
online). Manovich considered numerical representation, modularity, automa-
tion, variation and cultural transcoding to be the features of new media. What
this means is that every digital object is written in a mathematical language and
can be subjected to algorithmic processing. Digital objects are created using
programs, templates and scripts. They also propose a kind of matrix that defines
the limits of a writer’s and recipient’s freedom, as they are always dependent to
some extent on the programmer’s project. That is why digital works are more
often created as collaborative works, co-created by computer science, graphic
artists and writers. In the West, the author is usually also a programmer, and
in Poland digital authors are increasingly also specialists in digital technologies.
Because the digital object (hypertext, animated poetry, generative poetry, etc.)
gives the reader a wide range of possibilities in how it can be brought to life
(course of action) in the act of reading, the number of possible versions of such
a “concretization” is sometimes very large, which makes the digital object appear
to be fluid and infinitely variable. Of course, the reader/user only seemingly has
unlimited freedom to decide on the shape of the work; in fact, it is the author
who decides how much creative freedom to give the reader. A digital object is
a kind of musical notation, which materializes in various versions with each
interaction. It is also important that thanks to digital media the narrative, con-
sidered until recently a natural cognitive structure, has gained a rival method
of organizing information—the database. It has become an independent cultural
form, one that creates a new model of the world and human experience, while
also transforming perception. This is worth remembering, because multimedia
structures also affect literary communication. And finally, last but not least,
we are dealing with two layers with regards to digital objects: computer and
culture. The former, based on mathematical rules, influences the latter, which
under the influence of digital ontology, epistemology and pragmatics, develops
new genres, new organization of content and new content. Discrete signals
(bits of information) of no significance in themselves, decide on the proper-
ties of the cultural layer available to the user. This is an extremely important
fact for the researcher of digital literature, although they are reluctantly taken
into account by humanities scholars, mainly due to insufficient competence
in the field of information technology.

In the field of literary studies, poststructuralism questioned the essen-
tialist definitions of literariness, and in the deconstructive approach, the text

3 See Liev Manowich’s Jezyk nowych mediow.
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is viewed as an unstable network of sense-productive signs. The appearance
of the Internet, according to many, has brought about a radical blurring
of the margins of literature and other forms of non-verbal communication.
For this reason, the term “post-literature” is used to define it, a term which,
on the one hand, indicates its roots, but on the other, embeds it in the con-
text of contemporary problems of defining phenomena, arts and disciplines.
The Internet, as a hypertextual multimedium, dematerializes products which
were previously composed of various substances. Because it is digital, it can
combine objects previously belonging to different codes into one message.
In addition to verbal language, images, sounds, movement have become part
of literary communication. Also, if we consider the visual-sound component
of language to be a basic building block of literary communication, then in dig-
ital works, each such elementary signifier (phoneme, morpheme or meme)
is founded on an invisible digital substructure, numerous bites constituting
a basic unit of information, an amount so immense that it defies negotiation
and interpretation. Whatever it is we are looking at on the screen is written
in binary code. In other words, every sign on the Internet has its cultural and
technological dimension. Usually, when we look at the screen, we focus on
the external, cultural layer of the content: words, images, sounds, their connec-
tions, relationships, and references. We interpret what appears on the computer
screen in accordance with literary and critical standards, paying due attention
to every detail. As humanities scholars, we focus not on system activities but
on the semiotics of the message. What constitutes the foundation of the visible,
its hidden mechanisms, remains invisible to us.

By not addressing computer technology as the foundation of modern com-
munication, including literary communication, we are, perhaps deliberately,
evading the important problem of online literature. We are hiding from view
the uncomfortable, unknown, and incomprehensible. Omitting the program-
mable layer of content obscures our knowledge about the work, rendering it
incomplete and perhaps even false. However, accessing code requires familiarity
with programming language (such as html), which remains rare among human-
ities scholars and literary critics. Unfortunately, without knowledge of design
software, HTML, and rudimentary technical principles of the Internet, a literary
scholar finds oneself in the world of digital texts much like an early twentieth
century anthropologist in the Amazon jungle. Here, perhaps, lies the reason why
conservative lovers of literature are so suspicious of new literary developments.
Ignorance of the mechanisms responsible for the creation and existence of e-lit-
erature bars critics from going beyond the cultural layer of a communicated idea,
thus risking a superficial reading, one that is at odds with the inherent rules
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of the work and misses the essence of such developments; or it can encourage
the critics to develop their competence to include the basics of programming.

All the features of the digital work briefly discussed above redefine the role
and place of the reader. Researchers typically point to interactivity as a feature
that distinguishes electronic literature from printed literature. It seems useful to
make a distinction between interactivity (interaktywnosci) and interaction (inter-
akcyjnosci). The first is a feature of an electronic object and consists in the user
receiving information and responding to it. This is how all computer games work,
requiring the player’s activity to start and operate. A significant part of electronic
literature is interactive: without particular actions on the part of the reader
(clicking on a link, entering a command, selecting one of several possible
options) it remains unavailable. However, interactivity is a feature of a digital
object, i.e. a program, electronic equipment, and applies to human-machine
relations. To describe the interactions and reactions of people participating
in the type of communication enabled by digital devices, I would use the term
interaction. Thus, social media and the attendant writing practices are based
on interaction, that is, on the mutual, dialogical interaction of the sender and
the recipient via the medium. The sender posting a comment, meme, GIF or
tweet awaits the reactions of the recipients. The appearance of new information
is treated as an invitation to comment and exchange thoughts, often reconfig-
uring this information in a creative fashion. In this way, the model of virtual
communication based on interaction is realized.

The beginnings of electronic literature date back to the 1960s, when com-
puter-programmed poetry appeared in the United States. It was followed by
literary hypertexts, first created in special programs (StorySpace) and saved on
floppy disks, and then on cps. The next stages of the development of hyper-
textual literature, available online since the 1990s, brought with them hybrid
multimedia forms created using more advanced graphic programs, including
simple animations, voices and sounds in the narrative. In Poland, the first
hypertext appeared in 2002 (Stawomir Shute’s Block), and in the twenty-first
century came the development of other forms of e-literature that had appeared
in the West a dozen or so years ago. On the Electronic Literature Organization
website, operating since 1999, one can find a fairly comprehensive list of various
electronic literary work, such as the following:

o hypertextual fiction and poetry, available both oftline and online,

o kinetic poetry created in Flash or another program,

« computer installations that require the recipient to read or contain
other literary aspects,
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o bots, known as computer persona capable of conducting
conversations with the user,

o interactive fiction,

o literary applications,

« text, email and blog novels,

» poems and prose generated by the computer, often interactive,

o collaborative work, enabling readers to co-create the text,

o literary online performances that develop new ways of writing.

This list is constantly expanding with new genres, which are published
in subsequent volumes of online e-literature. Even now to this list we can add
code electronic literature, which combines computer code with the natural
language. E-literary genres also include e-mail novels, cell phone novels, geon-
arratives (i.e. Gps narratives assigned to places), literature for mobile devices,
which combines real space and virtual narratives, and interactive drama, also
available in the online version. Most of these genres are not known in Poland,
and some of them only appeared a few years ago, mostly thanks to Mariusz
Pisarski, a writer and promoter of e-literature in Poland. Promoting this type
of Polish creativity are poets from the Poznan group Perfokarta with Roman
Bromboszcz at the forefront, the group Cichy Nabiau and Resolution Chleb,
which included Leszek Onak, Piotr Puldzian Plucienniczak, Lukasz Podgorni
and which, after seven years of activity, ceased operations by the end of 2018.

The latest, third volume of Lo from 2016 includes for the first time four
Polish works: Zenon Fajfer’s Ars poetica, Jézef Zuk Piwkowski’s Ksigga Stéw
Wiszystkich (The Book of All Words), Katarzyna Gielzynska’s C()n du it, as well
as Tiger’s Eyes—a digital adaptation of Tytus Czyzewski’s poetry by Urszula
Pawlicka and Lukasz Podgorni. Electronic literature requires from its creators
a considerable degree of literary awareness and technological competence;
it tends to be experimental in form and many of its achievements are referred
to as cyber-avant-garde. It is impossible not to notice that this work occupies
a niche in Poland, with its low level of popularity resulting from it being diffi-
cult, demanding, and incomprehensible. Literary scholars have been reluctant
to venture into digital literature, preferring rather to cultivate their attachment
to the printed medium, thereby demonstrating that the criteria they use to
asses the value of a literary work remain unchanged; however, the reason why
digital literature today is cognitively attractive is primarily because it broadens
the field of literature by introducing a technological aspect, previously un-
known to literary scholars, and disciplinary; electronic literature is what film
was a hundred years ago, an interdisciplinary and intermedial phenomenon.
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Because these works are dynamic, impermanent and multi-variant, they require

a process-based approach. This exposes the inadequacy of classic textual theories

in approaching work that is not an object but an event. Entangled in a network
of various social and technological conditions, these works appear as a dynamic

weave of many variable factors, as a network of relations and contingencies,
rather than a ready-made text that can be critically reviewed. They gain mean-
ing in interaction, i.e. when interacting with devices, recipients, but also with

the cultural environment in which they are received.

In addition to electronic literature, many new, though still traditional,
writing practices are being developed online. They are based on building a nar-
rative, they use clear references to printed works, often imitating traditional
conventions and using proven techniques of constructing characters and plots
taken from literature.

Social media is credited with giving rise to numerous, though not easily
classifiable, genres, some of which have gaining a large (measured by the number
of likes and the number of observers) group of loyal readers, who follow and
comment on subsequent entries. These works are based on collective activities
and the interaction of users of websites and digital platforms, who influence
the shape of the work being created. Here you can find blogs that flourished
before the age of Internet 2.0, as well as Facebook literature, tweeterature,
fan-fiction; these are accompanied by a new form of literary criticism, prev-
alent in the Polish fan community, practiced by amateurs on websites called
analizatornie. The latter are developing as a new form of critical and creative
reading and writing.

While the two earlier categories can easily be identified as developing from
the literary tradition, the next one includes liminal forms derived from various
semiotic codes. This is where we can find memes, GIFs, copy-pastes, i.e. liminal
forms, referred to as logo-visual literature. These are multimedia expressions
that have developed in cyberspace, though they are very often also found
in the literary tradition. They refer to this tradition and from it they draw their
power to generate meaning and critically comment on events. What makes these
forms different from electronic literature is their immersion in cyberspace and
functional communication, much greater adaptability and no clear declaration
about the author’s literary intentions. This classification is imposed against
the intentions of the creators, who simply play with the possibilities of software,
comment on current events, and inadvertently involve in these communication
experiments language that becomes one of the means of artistic expression. For
these hybrid uses of literary language, which combine functional language and
visual messages, we should reserve the term post-literature.
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Internet literature, in its various transformations and variations, is devel-
oping independently of offline literary life, which is controlled by the market,
over which one can exercise some measure of institutional control on account
of existing publishing laws. The new media reality entails new possibilities,
a new sensitivity and new expectations with respect to the offered content and
to those who comment on it. That is why, next to writers who publish books
(more often also in the form of an e-book), a great number of amateur authors
begin writing without feeling the need to enter into the models of literary life
established during the printing era. The publication of a book, a volume, or
a collection of stories is no longer something that elevates the status of an author,
at least that is what they claim. Although the symbolic status of a printed book
still signifies that one is publishing “real” literature, there is a new tradition
of literary production that breaks with the institutions and values of the era
of print. The world of cyber-literature exists on its own terms and does not
need analog culture. Therefore, it does not depend on expert opinions; it re-
jects the authority of critics. However, let us not forget that critics repay them
with the same désintéressement. Having determined that what is digital is less
important and less valuable in artistic terms, critics choose not to venture into
the abyss of the Internet. What is striking in the statements literary scholars have
made about Internet literature is the remarkable conservatism and the inade-
quacy of their interpretive apparatus (descriptive categories, criteria of analysis)
used in relation to these new literary developments. The medium is not only
a medium that provides the recipient with text, but also technology that affects
the structure of the work and the communication situation, which literary
scholars do not always want to remember. Here the apparently conservative
attachment of literature studies to the printed book is revealed.

From the beginning, the Internet has been a medium with literary potential.
Some scholars even believe that its nature is fundamentally literary. This is
interestingly demonstrated in Sandy Baldwin’s book, The Internet Unconscious.
On the Subject of Electronic Literature. Applying a psychoanalytic lens, she shows
how electronic literature, which includes all Internet users without exception,
is conducive to the emergence of new writing practices. Due to the properties
of this medium, the communicative situation, in which we participate every time
we write an e-mail, tweet, create a status on Facebook, or even log in to a web-
site to gain access to information, has outstanding literary potential. Baldwin
defines literariness very broadly, in the spirit of deconstructionism, as open-
ness to the experience of mystery, encounters with the unknown, unexpected
and unpredictable. What is more, the desire for this encounter is inscribed
in the forms of activity we undertake, and the uncertainty as to the identity of our
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interlocutor only intensifies the creative potential of this medium. It is worth
appreciating the value of this concept, which exposes the status of a logged-in
subject actively participating in cyberspace. Psychoanalysis allows us not only
to describe the structuring of fantasy (unconsciousness) and the identity (auto)
creation games of virtual entities, but also to answer the fundamental question
of the humanities: the condition and anthropological status of an active network
user, entangled in the complex dependencies of the programmable medium,
of its recipients and of the creators behind it.

The perspective proposed by Baldwin is one of the many from which
online literary communication is today critically reviewed. There is no doubt
that the medium, which is little over a quarter century old, has created a new
environment, and not just for literary experiments. Literature has undergone
a profound transformation in the digital environment; moreover, its subject is
not identical to that of analog literature. Literary phenomena developing online
are the result of a deep ontological transformation, obviously related not only
to technological changes but also the following: cultural, anthropological and
sociological. The traditional roles of the author, reader, critic, editor have been
transformed, and sometimes destroyed. Amateurs are not only creators, but also
editors, proofreaders and publishers of their work, which for obvious reasons
affects its quality. It should also be remembered that creators and recipients
using the Internet have also been influenced by it: their perception, sensitivity,
and ability to think critically and reflectively have changed. It is worth bearing
in mind this ubiquity of these transformations. For the record, let us add that
this metamorphosis concerns not only literature, but the status of all art, to
such an extent that it seems difficult to maintain the definition of literature
as a monomedium, i.e. a message created in a verbal language. Therefore, if even
the word as an unquestionable criterion for recognizing literature has ceased
to be its determinant, is it still possible to distinguish literary works from, on
the one hand, net art and, on the other, ephemeral functional texts? And are
the distinctions and categories (also genological) used in the world of analogue
texts applicable to online literature?

The above remarks lead to the separation of two separate but related phe-
nomena. We are observing changes in the condition of literary criticism that
are taking place as a result of cultural changes, with the Internet being the main
impulse. However, at the same time, changes have taken place in the nature
of literature itself, which has expanded to include various e-literary projects
available online, as well as forms of writing activity practiced on social networks.
At the same time, its ontological clarity has weakened, because literature 2.0
should not be associated solely with words.
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In the publication announcement of The Digital Critic. Literary Culture
Online (edited by Houman Barekat, Robert Barry, David Winters*), which was
published at the end of 2017, the model of traditional literary criticism was cited
to illustrate the specificity of online literary culture. At the end of the twenti-
eth century, this traditional model was still going strong: it developed within
a paradigm characterized, according to the publishers of or Books, by several
permanent determinants: it was embedded on the foundation of knowledge,
objectivity, understood as absolute impartiality and withdrawal of the author,
who formulated opinions with due diligence. At a time when the computer
served as a typewriter, traditional literary criticism had a largely institutionalized,
professional, expert character and occupied an important place in literary life,
influencing its canon, its readership, and, indirectly, the tastes of its readers. This
brief description of these good times ends with a rather dramatic sentence about
its potential: “And then the Internet happened” The development of the Internet
rapidly transformed global communication and, as such, exerted influence on
literary communication.

It is worth adding that The Digital Critic was published less than three years
after a discussion on literary criticism in the era of literature 2.0 was held in Lon-
don in February 2015. The organizers invited everyone interested to celebrate
the “boom of online criticism,” and, through the public nature of the event,
wanted to encourage “readers to engage in the development of digital literary
culture” (“Literature 2.0”). By introducing the concept of digital criticism, they
also drew attention to the different way literary criticism approaches online
literature. The book, which summarized the history of the literary internet and
collected various points of view, both of skeptics and of the creators involved
in its development, indicated one thing: that the future will bring further
changes in the shape and status of literary criticism, including the risk of its
total collapse in the era of Facebook likes, Twitter wars for instant replies and
1,000 character reviews on Amazon.

The organizers of the London panel were well aware of something that is
only now slowly reaching the consciousness of Polish literary scholars: that
the culture of the Internet, also in its literary aspect, is the domain of cooperation,
commitment and co-creation. Readers are not passive recipients (in the sense

4 'The list of contributors and editors of the volume does not represent the academic
world; they are editors of online literary journals: “Review 31” exists since 2011, the ed-
itor-in-chief is Hoiman Barekat, and Robert Barry is the editor of the technology and
digital culture department; “3: AM Magazine” has been in existence since 2000, with
David Winters as its the editor-in-chief.
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that their activity is not limited to reading and interpreting unchanging works

of literature), but are co-authors in the sense that they interact with the author
and/or work: they read, comment, share impressions, and the authors willingly
engage in a dialogue with them. These authors are well aware of the fact that

without committed readers giving them likes, sharing their entries, often con-
ducting inspiring discussions, online work, which has a tendency to rapidly
disappear under the flood of new contributions, has no chance for a longer
life. This is simply due to the nature of social network sites, where information

appears quickly and access to it is fleeting. The popularity of Wattpad testifies to

the significance of amateur online creativity. The Polish version of the website

states that it is “the largest community in the world for readers and writers.”
You can post your work there without any restrictions and read what others

have written and posted. The popularity of this type of writing service, as well

as such social media sites as Facebook and Twitter, which are also sites of literary
creativity, shows how diverse this amateur literary creativity is in terms of gen-
res, but, at the same time, how conventional and predictable it is; nonetheless,
it is developing extremely dynamically thanks to the possibilities offered by
the Internet. This is happening without the help of experts, critics and editors.
The readers are the reviewers. This concept of new communication is clearly
visible on fan-fiction websites, where communities of specialized experts gather
to continue, reconfigure and develop their favorite works of fiction.

Genres such as blogs, fan pages are disregarded from the perspective
of printed criticism. Serious researchers do not read the opinions expressed
there, and it is also rare that a literary scholar runs a critical literary blog (ex-
ceptions include younger and middle aged critics, such as Bernardetta Darska,
Jarostaw Czechowicz, Paulina Malochleb, and Justyna Sobolewska). Digital
forms are still regarded as inferior, less valuable. A printed publication, with
its system of editorial-publishing-reviewing procedures, is a guarantee of qual-
ity. As a result, a widening gap between the two circulations can be observed:
print circulation and the world of online communication (also literary) that
is composed of numerous independent communities, located ahierarchically,
often vertically. The Internet is replete with websites dedicated to books, where
anyone can share their opinion and review the text. Institutional and technical
barriers and restrictions have disappeared. For this reason, the world of literary
criticism is increasingly moving away from the realities of online culture, which
is a culture of sharing and exchanging texts, opinions and values.

The clash of these two types of sensitivities, these two models of literature
and two incompatible ways of talking about literature can be illustrated with
the example of two statements. The first is from an article “Co stychac¢?” by
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Zofia Krdl, published in dwutygodnik.pl, a peculiar cornerstone of traditional
literature studies and academic criticism on the Internet. Zofia Krdl, its founder
and editor-in-chief, doctor of philosophy, researcher of culture and literature,
uses analytical tools taken from classical poetics and narratology to describe
new phenomena, including Facebook literature. The second is from Konrad
Janczuras op-ed, mockingly reacting to her article, published in the online
Halart as part of the satirical series Trendy srendy (Janczura). The author is
a graduate of the Literary and Art Criticism at the Jagiellonian University, but
above all he is the editor of “Popmoderna,” a blogger, and a passionate opponent
of the existing shape of literary culture.

Zofia Krol wrote an article about the new literary genres developing on
Facebook. In this article, she lists and characterizes these works, among which
are stories about everyday events that authors post on their walls—fairly reg-
ular, short, witty posts, usually ending with a surprising conclusion. The au-
thor is usually the narrator (Lukasz Najder, Adelajda Truscinska, Grzegorz
Wysocki), but the uniqueness lies in the constructed hero, who enchants with
folk wisdom, surprising both the narrator and the readers. It is not uncommon,
especially when written by professional writers, that they “build up their liter-
ariness” and dazzle with linguistic inventiveness (Agnieszka Wolny-Hamkato,
Julia Fiedorczuk). Another characteristic element of Facebook mentioned by
the researcher is the Facebook article, whose appeal is explained not by topic
or style, but by the appeal of the author, who is the main reason why readers
follow and like the posts. Krdl observes that literary columns (Piotr Czerski,
Ziemowit Szczerek) often appear first as blog entries, and only then are linked
to Facebook. In this case, the blog should be treated as the main platform
for the author’s statements, while social media provide additional informa-
tion and serve as self-promotion tools, ensuring that the published content
quickly reaches a significant number of readers. However, the opposite is also
true: the author first publishes on Facebook, and then moves to blog entries.
It also happens that the original Internet publications appear in print, like Julia
SzychowiaK’s Cate zycie z moim ojcem, published in 2016, consisting of short,
surprising dialogues with her father, known well to her followers on Facebook.
Collected in the book, they became a record of epiphanies, but not because
of the uniqueness of the dialogues, but because of the communicative situation.
Short scenes posted on the empty page of the book astound with the brilliance
of the phrases used in the dialogues, which gain depth that is easy to overlook
on the Facebook wall.

This transmediality is a characteristic feature of the Internet, which creates
spaces through which specific types of creativity can pass endlessly. Someone
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who has a blog simultaneously communicates with an audience through other
channels, and very often these take the form of supporting and promoting
traditional, printed literature, which in some circles still legitimizes the artist.
An interesting and probably the most well-known example of Facebook art
is Lukasz Podgorni’s Cichy nabiau, where the author posts his mocking com-
ments, metamems, which are understandable to a group of initiated members
familiar with his conventions. Krél mentions this page in her article, but she
does it in a way that invites Janczura’s mockery, who accuses her of failing to
understand new communication. It should be emphasized that Krél meticu-
lously notes the characteristic features of new literary practices on social media,
but does so with sincerity: the fact that character limits often affect language
inventiveness, and that they result in interesting stylistic effects. The absence
of Polish characters, punctuation and inflectional endings, irritating as they
may be to conservatives, can have poetic potential. Other features of this new
literature are that it is short-lived and transient in nature, it quickly becomes
outdated, and it focuses on events happening here and now. The author is also
aware that by describing Facebook literature in such a way, she is working
against the nature of the medium, and in spite of the expectations of the inter-
ested parties themselves:

In any case, it should be remembered that analyzing Facebook posts
as literature, arranging them into a series and trying to pick out cer-
tain regularities, we are acting against the medium itself. The medium,
however, takes its revenge by making us scroll forever to find literature
from last year. (Krdl)

A note about scrolling, i.e. perusing through posts, which Facebook arranges
in chronological order; this complicates accessing older entries, which empha-
sizes their short lifespan and is reminiscent of the nineteenth-century episodic
publications in weekly newspapers. The analogy is distant, but it allows us to
clearly make the point that each medium influences the content and the cultural
practices that it shapes. The author concludes her analysis on the interaction
of printed and Facebook literature with an important conclusion that is worth
quoting in full:

The medium eliminates the criteria for critical evaluation and the very
need for them, though these criteria already find themselves in a de-
plorable state, as well as traditional literature. At the same time, Face-
book posts do a good job at loosing the framework for thinking about
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literature, something which is much needed in public conversation;
they also lend themselves well to promoting literature. They demon-
strate that the distance between the everyday world, the status of, say,
a hard-boiled egg and sausages for breakfast, and the literary statement
depends only on the given context. “What’s up?” asks the medium, and
the answer to this question may already be literature. (Krdl)

A response to this matter-of-fact text, written from a perspective that is ex-
ternal to the world of social media, is provided by a scathing article by Janczura,
who, as he says frankly, “mocking the biweekly is in his blood” The critic
attempts, unfortunately without any substantive arguments, to prove the in-
adequacy of the researcher’s tools and how little can be said about Facebook
posts if one does not accept the users’ perspective and way of thinking. The ob-
ject of mockery is primarily the “linguistic buffoonery” used by the authors
of the online magazine, the so-called “language of discourse” The young author,
who had in the past engaged in literary criticism, mainly in the recently defunct
magazine Popmoderna, now practices op-ed criticism: subjective, personal, often
extraneous. One can, however, extract from his article several characteristic
features of the new consciousness shaped by the culture of the Internet. In his
polemic with Zofia Krdl, he assumes that the author behaves like an “uncle
at the holiday table” who “blathers on a subject about which he has no clue”
Further, the criticism is even more aggressive:

Suddenly the elite critic extends a gesture of mercy towards this lower
form of art mushrooming on Facebook. She discovered that a status
update can also be considered literature, since it is a genre cultivated
by ‘real writers, yes, the real ones, meaning those published in print.
(Janczura)

It is possible to see here the oft-repeated criticism leveled at institutionalized
literature, which depreciates the fledging on-line literature, grants awards to
authors of analogue literature, who often have a much smaller group of read-
ers than online authors. Further allegations verge on being abusive. Janczura
accuses Krol of being ignorant as to the existence of electronic literature and
the studies that have been done on it, although Krél did deal with the former,
but described a particular section of Facebook literature, which, although uses
the possibilities of the digital medium, is not the same as e-literature.
Janczura is annoyed by the traditional hierarchical literary system based
on artistic value, identifying it with elitism and thus injustice. Formal language
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and the hermetic nature of literary criticism reveal a lack of understanding
of spontaneous Internet creativity, which should be written in a “more normal,
less sophisticated, and therefore more sincere language. First of all, he empha-
sizes that Internet creators do not aspire to be published authors in the tradi-
tional sense, as they create their own alternative literary circulation, their own
communities, and a system of communication (like meme makers, which for
the initiated are a multilevel meta-conscious games).

In addition, Janczura juxtaposes Facebook creativity with the alleged pas-
sivity of readers of printed literature, whose only activity is to comment on
what others have written. On the Internet, every reader is at the same time
a creator, copying, pasting, processing, commenting, adding—and this activity
is both a way of communicating with others and a form of the most sincere
and authentic criticism of culture, one that is based on mutual understanding
and sharing. Janczura also criticizes Krol for referring to examples of authors
who had already been elevated by a book publication, and thus have the status
of “real” writers, and for describing Facebook literature in a language that is
so at odds with its spirit:

you just have to write, it's what you ought to do, because it is serious
humanities. There is no semblance of science there, but literary studies
by a capital “L,” which should in no way be associated with ass kissing.
But, Ms. Zofia, why do you respect only real writers on Facebook: Fie-
dorczuk, Wolny-Hamkalo, Najder, Szczerk or Klicka, if, for example,
Ola Radomiak from Piotrkéw Trybunalski is doing so well on Face-
book? Ola has not yet published a book, but has collected over 50,000
likes for her efforts. (Janczura)

The confrontation of these two points of view shows that the community
of Internet creators, represented here by Janczura, ostentatiously dissociates
itself from the official institutions of literary life, along with the hierarchies
and assessments they legitimate. It creates a new, ahierarchical space of com-
munication, in which the publication of a book is not a status symbol (though
Janczura’s own path from online publication to his own printed novel seems
to belie such an approach), while the voices of analog critics are treated as ev-
idence of anachronism and lack of understanding of the elementary differ-
ences between the world of the Internet (in which lively, dynamic, interactive
literature develops) and the world of print, which preserves the old model
of writing that is incompatible with the sensitivity and needs of new genera-
tions of Internet users.



306 | ELZBIETA WINIECKA

The short polemic summarized above exposes the greatest weaknesses
of online writers, who create a closed subculture that does not recognize voices
other than those from other users. Social media has brought about changes
in the mindset of readers of literature. They are now characterized by much
greater candor, spontaneity, and the belief that immediate contact between
the author and the reader is natural and desirable. In turn, the lesson for re-
searchers and critics trying to reflect on the world of digital literature is that
traditional criteria for analyzing and interpreting a work must be extended to
include knowledge of the media history and theory and mediology. It is worth
suspending judgment and approaching these new forms of literary practice
without prejudice, because the sociological and psychological dimensions
of these practices are as important as the linguistic exploits in recognizing
the new position of online literature. There is no doubt that, from the perspective
of the time-honored aesthetic canon, most of the works created online are much
less mature and artistically inferior to a standard printed book. However, this
should not be stated in the research on online literature. The cognitive dimen-
sion of these studies is important. The idea is to better understand the essence
of the changes taking place in culture, communication and literature. A thorough
and comprehensive description of these developments will yield interesting
revelations and insight: also about the condition of literature in the Internet
era. Internet literature is not, much like analogue literature, an isolated artistic
field, but part of social life. It serves to share views, emotions, and to inspire
to action. In this sense, life and literature intertwine intensely, and the classic
categories of fiction and originality cease to fulfill the function of organizing
and categorizing the different categories of writing. There are quite a few tools
to choose from: those developed by psychoanalysis, allowing you to say some-
thing about the subject, cultural studies tools, showing cultural changes through
the activities of e-literature creators. Mediology raises questions about the role
of the medium, which is not only a carrier and a transmitter, but an important
part of our communication, changing it and us. Sociology provides empirical
data about the number and specificity of online communities, although research
is quite difficult here because of the anonymity and dynamics of the Internet.
Phenomenology, semiology, anthropology, reception aesthetics; all these disci-
plines and methods can now be reflected in a new mirror and their usefulness
can be rediscovered. The sociology of science practiced by post-constructiv-
ists offers ready-made tools, among which the concept of the author-network
(ANT-theory) has already found its application in the study of networks.’

5 See Bruno Latour’s Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory.
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Digital literary projects are an answer to cultural changes. The print me-
dium— static, flat, unchanging, presuming passivity and subordination—is no
longer able to compete with the new possibilities of digital technologies. That is
why literature is not so much dying as it is adapting to the new reality. Digital
literature is emerging in much the same way as the avant-garde, which had once
tested the limits of expression and communication; today digital literature tests
the endurance and competence of readers.

Many of the comments made here are regarded as obvious in the world
of digital humanities, but, nonetheless, still merit repeating. With the devel-
opment of e-literature, there is a noticeably widening division between literary
scholars into analog literature researchers and those who recognize the In-
ternet as a new medium of literary practice, one that is significant, inspiring
and brimming with important innovations for literary scholarship. Engaging
in digital literature requires a literary scholar to abandon many fundamental
assumptions about literary research, such as the stability and material perma-
nence of the subject of this research, which has been replaced by the dynamism
of digital objects; copyright protection from outside interference, which has
largely been annulled by interactivity and a readers’ interference into the work
as a condition for its existence; perception and understanding of information
technology, text-forming mechanisms functioning behind the literary work,
which repeatedly exclude a hermeneutic focus on the semantic layer of the mes-
sage and interpretation as the main cognitive goal; structural continuity, which
has been replaced by modularity, etc.

Furthermore, when researching these new phenomena, it is difficult to
clearly draw the boundary between a historical and critical literary perspective.
The online literary communication that we are interested in is little more than
twenty years old in Poland, and as such it is part of modern day life. It is, how-
ever, worth remembering that digital literature, on account of its dependence
on rapidly developing technologies (new software entail new possibilities),
makes it more susceptible to obsolescence than is the case with analog literature.
In addition, but also in connection with this, most critics following these new
literary developments preserve and recall the historical perspective as a nec-
essary means to explain the specificity of e-literature. This means that we are
still approaching these developments from a dual perspective: as those that
design the future of literature, culture and civilization (although it is difficult
to say that it is the future of literature—contrary to skeptics, it cannot be said
that analog literature will be replaced by digital literature), while, at the same
time, they talk a lot about the tradition they come from, which they often ne-
gate, transform, but never ignore, because the innovations presented as literary
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necessarily evoke the context of printed literature. Each digital work exists for
a literary scholar by reference to a model of analogue culture and literature.
This position of the commentator, which is external to the literary Internet
as it exists for its users, is obviously a major flaw. Unlike clearly defined and
separated roles in the analog world, an e-literature researcher and critic is very
often also its co-creator and culture animator.

Mariusz Pisarski, a researcher, creator, commentator, and digital humanist,
is an excellent example of a critic who has followed the transformation of e-lit-
erature. Another researcher from the youngest generation, Urszula Pawlicka,
has adopted a very similar strategy of managing literary life. We should also
add Piotr Marecki to this list, the most experienced animator of digital literary
culture, editor-in-chief of “HalArt” Literature scholars who approach these
new developments from a perspective of cultural and literature history are also
precursors of electronic literature research: Maryla Hopfinger and Ewa Szczesna,
Malgorzata Janusiewicz, Agnieszka Karpowicz, Agnieszka Przybyszewska,
Dorota Sikora, Monika Goérska-Olesiniska, and Anna Gumkowska. These re-
searchers do not have critical literary aspirations. It is not difficult to notice that
cultural studies play a dominant role in the research on media transformations:
Ryszard Kluszczynski, Wiestaw Godzic, Mirostaw Filiciak, Marek Krajewski,
Piotr Celinski, and Tadeusz Miczko. This is explained by the extraordinary
popularity of culture sciences, which is largely due to the transdisciplinary or
even post-disciplinary nature of contemporary humanities. Cultural experts,
as opposed to literary scholars, tend to be much more open to new digital
developments in the world of culture.

That is why one of the more known and respected American critics and
researchers of electronic literature, Katherine Hayles,® believes that there is
a need to establish research teams that will critically explore the cognitive,
aesthetic, ontological, functional, communicative, sociological, anthropologi-
cal, perceptive, economic, cultural and all other consequences resulting from
the emergence and development of programmable hybrid literary practices
in the digital medium. Entering the posthumanist space of cooperation between
people and machines still remains in Poland a future perspective.

Translated by Marcin Tereszewski

6 See Katherine Hayles’ How we Became Posthuman. Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Liter-
ature and Informatics.
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| Abstrakt

ELzBIETA WINIECKA
Literacki Internet. Uwagi o krytyce i komunikacji literackiej w Sieci

Artykut poswiecony jest przemianom komunikacji literackiej w Internecie. Autorka
opisuje, jak zmienia si¢ krytyka literacka i jej rola w medium wirtualnym, wskazuje
na glebokie zmiany kulturowe bedace efektem rozwoju form komunikacji w mediach
spotecznos$ciowych. Charakteryzuje rowniez przeksztalcenia literatury, ktorym
podlega ona w Internecie. Za sprawa nowych mediéw narodzily si¢ i rozwijaja nowe
gatunki literackie, ale rdwniez sama literatura zmienia swdj status, przybierajac
czesto charakter hybrydyczny, lokujac sie na pograniczu sztuki stowa i mediow
audiowizualnych. Zachodzace przemiany nie stanowig przy tym zagrozenia dla
literatury drukowanej, sa natomiast wyrazem sily oddzialywania Internetu na
komunikacje literackg oraz jej uczestnikow. Niezbedne sg rezygnacja z latwego war-
to$ciowania zachodzacych proceséw i skupienie si¢ na ich rzetelnym opisie, analizie
i interpretacji jako nowej, malo znanej czesci poszerzajacego sie pola literackiego.

Stowa kluczowe: literatura elektroniczna; komunikacja literacka online;
Internet; Zycie literackie w Internecie; media literackie

| Abstract

ELZBIETA WINIECKA
Literary Internet: Online Criticism and Literary Communication

This article is devoted to the transformations that literary communication has
undergone on the Internet. The author describes how literary criticism and its role
in the digital medium has changed, indicates the deep cultural changes resulting
from the development of forms of communication in social media, and charac-
terizes how the Internet has transformed literature. New media has given rise to
new literary genres; it has also altered literature itself, recasting it in a hybrid form
on the border between the literature and audiovisual media. The ongoing changes
do not pose a threat to printed literature, but are an expression of the strength
of the Internet’s impact on literary communication and its participants. It is nec-
essary to refrain from easy evaluations of the ongoing processes and to focus on
accurately describing, analyzing and interpreting them as a new and relatively
unknown part of the expanding literary field.



LITERARY INTERNET: ONLINE CRITICISM... | 311

Keywords: Electronic literature; online literary communication; the Internet;
literary life on the Internet; literature media

| About the Author

Elzbieta Winiecka is Professor in the Institute of Polish Studies at Adam Mickiewicz

University in Poznan. Currently, her research interests involve literature in the con-
text of culture, philosophy and the media. She is interested in the relationship

between technology and literature, especially in relation to the Internet, remedi-
alization and intermediality of literature. She is the author of the following books:

Biatoszewski sylleptyczny (Poznan 2006), Z wnetrza dystansu. Lesmian - Karpowicz -
Biatoszewski — Mitobedzka (Poznan 2012). She is the editor of “Poznanskie Studia

Polonistyczne. Seria Literacka.”

E-mail: e.winiecka@wp.pl






Poréwnania 2 (27), 2020
DOL: 10.14746/por.2020.2.16

Ivana HosToVvA
PreSovska univerzita v PreSove

Temporalities—Technologies—Transgressions: Notes
On Contemporary Slovak Poetry

1. No Time Like the Present

When it comes to defining zones and mechanisms of centrality and periph-
erality, both theories of globalisation (Huebner et al., LeBel, Rosa) and models
of world literary processes (Casanova, Moretti) consider temporal differences
between locales crucial. Indeed, “being in the now” is perhaps the single most
important prerequisite for ‘going global'—not in the sense of an emergence
of a hypothetical global monoculture, but in the sense of a culture becoming
an active participant in planetary communication. For today, even an imagined
return to essentialising ideals of “roots”—which are nevertheless always already
woven from multitudes of (re)translations and (re)interpretations—is always
in one way or another a demonstration of global events.

The current situation of global interconnectedness has been theorised by
Peter Osborne as historical contemporaneity, “a coming together of different but
equally ‘present’ times” (Osborne 2013: 22). In this view, there is no alternative
to globalisation, since the developments in the world, especially the increased
geographical mobility and the travelling of information, “have rendered the twin
geopolitical imaginary of a culturalist postcolonial nationalism and a metropol-

1 This work was supported by the Slovak Research and Development Agency under
the contract No 18-0043.
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itan multiculturalism at best problematic and at worse redundant” (Osborne
2018: 33). For Osborne (2013: 27), it is art that “is a privileged cultural carrier
of contemporaneity, as it was of previous forms of modernity” and it is solely
postconceptual art that is able to have a claim on the present.

But where—in the complex relationships of contemporaneity and its artistic
(re)presentation—can the poetry I intend to speak about here be positioned?
In Casanova’s (86) view, literature, because of its deeper involvement of language
and, by extension, cultural history and the construction of identity, “remains
the most conservative of the arts, which is to say the one that is the most sub-
ject to traditional conventions and norms of representation.” It is also true that,
as Skrebowski asserts, literature, unlike art, never underwent a full conceptual
mutation and it is usually “good writing” as craft combined with a topical theme
that dominates the discussions and directs the flow of symbolic (and monetary)
capital. However, on turning to poetry, one encounters much stronger elements
dragging the field away from the gravitational pull of traditional aesthetic cri-
teria. Poetry in its visual, concrete, sound, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E and other
radically innovative varieties, including the most recent one—(post)conceptual
writing—much more readily resonates with Osborne’s outline of postconceptual
contemporaneity and the position of art(s) within it. This poetry, it seems, does
not interact with the present through the medium of what is commonly under-
stood as literature. Depending on the definition of literature with respect to its
(non)conservatism, there are basically two extreme positions to which this line
of thought can lead us: either (radically innovative) poetry is not literature and
thus approaches the status of “not literature” as poetry and its works are generic
instances of art and are not divided into visual, literary, etc.,? or such writing is
the literature in the sense of being the best representative of the art in question
as opposed to writing that adheres to conservative, conventional, traditional
norms.? It is not my aim to make any argument in favour of either view, since
both enable me to extract the poetry I would like to discuss in the following
from the restricting dependence on the sociological and aesthetics-related
aspects of (ordinary) literature and conceptualise it in terms of the globalised
present of contemporaneity. The position of this poetry—as either the best
representative of literature and an example to be followed or a generic instance
of contemporary art which, in Osborne’s view, can only be postconceptual—is

» «

2 Here I draw on Skrebowski’s understanding of conceptual art as “not music,” “not cin-
ema,” “not dance,” etc. as art.
3 Here I draw on Douglas Robinson and his discussion of literary translation.
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therefore, like art, defined by its direct relationship with contemporaneity and
the postconceptual condition:

[T]he idea of a postconceptual condition is double-coded. It is deter-
mined at once as an artistic situation and that which conditions it—pri-
marily, that interplay of communications technologies and new forms
of spatial relations that constitute the cultural and political medium
of economic processes of globalization, the experience of which (when
successful) it artistically condenses, reflects and expresses. (Osborne
2018: 21)

Postconceptual art is then determined and enabled by the interplay of
communications technologies and new forms of spatial relations and, at the same
time, it is “construed in such a way as to register the fundamental muta-
tion of the ontology of the artwork carried by [the legacy of conceptual art]”
(2018: 20) while “inter- and transnational characteristics of an art space have
become the primary markers of its contemporaneity” (Osborne 2013: 27).
While the first three aspects of postconceptual art can with no hesitation be
transplanted onto thinking on postconceptual poetry,* it is the fourth one
that needs to be addressed with greater caution, for two reasons. First, a hy-
pothetical inter- or transnational poetry space has to be differentiated from
the more traditional views of world literature (Duriin) or of the international
literary space (Casanova xii). For, if a truly inter- and transnational space ex-
ists, it has to be the primary context in which the value of the work is created,
unmediated by the constructions of national literature. Second, the barrier
created by the deeper immersion of poetry in language also has to be taken
into account. The language of a hypothetical genuine transnational poetry
space then has to be global (i.e. it has to be English), and while it is true that
the worldwide festivalisation and the strong presence of internet-based pub-
lishers, poetry magazines and other digital exhibition places and practices do
contribute to the creation of such a space, it is not as developed as in the arts
and, as a result, not all contemporary postconceptual poetry is necessarily at
home in the transnational space.

With that said, let us move to Slovak poetry’s jump into contemporaneity
in the 1990s and the subsequent consolidation and differentiation of its “now”
in the first two decades of the new century.

4 In using the term postconceptual, I draw on Osborne as well as Skrebowski.
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2. The Prequel

“Nowadays, more than ever before, time is crumbling, hand in hand with re-
ality;” noted the prominent contemporary Slovak poet Michal Habaj (Habaj,
Belkova 4) after the end of the decade that brought radical changes to all
spheres of social and individual existence.’ From Osborne’s outline (2013: 18-
22), it follows that of the three periodisations of contemporary art—art after
1945, art since the 1960s and art after 1989—the third is most relevant from
the global perspective and from the perspective of Central and Eastern Europe
specifically. However, while conceptualisations of contemporary Slovak liter-
ature, typically understood as post-1989 literature, partially address the global
tendencies that make up the contemporary as Osborne sees it, they more in-
tensely focus on local events and inflections. With respect to the first decade
after the fall of state socialism (and stepping into Osbornian contemporaneity),
narratives of literature in Slovakia mainly underscore its “hindered plurality
(Zajac 76), i.e. the internal social and cultural schizophrenia resulting from
the co-existence (most markedly from 1993 to 1998) of both the newly-re-
gained artistic freedom and discriminatory nationalist cultural politics. And
there is a good reason for focusing on the local politics in this respect—the
situation it created clouded and distorted the re-entry of the cultural space
into global relations. But as the observation made by Habaj together with
the poetry of the period confirms, some of the factors mentioned by Osborne
did make their way into poetry. The most significant of these was the massive
influx of mass media discourses as carriers of capitalism marked by quite alien
temporality. The combination of the local political situation and the global
trends resulted in peculiar forms of re-creating the autonomous literary space
recovering from the totalitarian regime and its further hybridising existence.
One of them is the fact that a central position in this process was held by
a strong current of radically innovative poetry in the modernist and avant-
garde tradition, inspired by conceptual art and labelled as the text generation
(Srank 2000). The explicit subversiveness of their poetic practices was, in part,
a result of the paradoxical political and cultural situation of the 1990s: although
one was suddenly free to found a small press and print virtually whatever one
wished, state funding was reserved for the chosen, ideologically suitable few
(Srank 2015: 30-31). The near monopolisation of the public communication
space by the newly-emergent commercial mass media affected the poetry in-
terested in participating in the present and, combined with inspirations found
in poetry, arts and post-structuralist philosophy, resulted in the specific forms

»

5 Unless stated otherwise, all translations from Slovak are mine.
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that the outlined subversiveness took. The flooding of the verbal and visual
public (and private) spaces by mediated contents brought a de-realisation
of reality that resulted in a departure from the use of “natural speech” similar
to the shift in North American poetry in the 1970s observed by Marjorie Per-
loff. As she argued, the mass media had become the main source of “natural
language,” and “common speech” had therefore come to be “always already
mediated by a third voice, the voice of the media” (47), which prompted
the advance of a poetry that “emphasizes its medium as being constructed,
rule governed” (Bernstein 40). A sudden distrust of the authentic that built
up during the 1990s in the Slovak cultural space led to a comparable use
of radically innovative practices in the poetry of the text generation. Its
prominent participation in the re-establishment of the autonomous literary
field resulted in its acquiring a substantial amount of cultural capital, which to
a great extent shaped the landscape of Slovak poetry in the first two decades
of the new millennium.

3. The Now

A look at the poetry scene in Slovakia suggests that contemporaneity, with its

new forms of spatial relationships and speed of information, people and capital
flow, was more robustly acknowledged by Slovak poetry in the first decades

of the twenty-first century. Mass computerisation and internetisation, increased

personal mobility and a growing number of Slovak speakers of English resulted

in a more intimate involvement of poetry in globally distributed news, fashions,
tastes and attitudes, which were less and less curated by local media agents (see

Srank 2015). This, combined with the increasingly festival-based promotion and

reception of poetry and the growing degree of European political integration that

systematically supports cultural exchanges via various Eu-funded programmes,
prompted the gradual appearance of Central European inter- and transcultural

poetry space(s). Thanks to the combination of local and international devel-
opments in poetry, most of the poets who in one way or another work with

temporal differences and participate in new forms of poetry production and

circulation also take into account—albeit to varying degrees—the conceptual

mutation. However, other poetries, less concerned with the contemporary, have

co-existed along with these contemporary poetic practices, in Osborne’s (2013,
2018) sense of contemporaneity. The sum of poetry that has enjoyed the great-
est amount of critical attention has been analysed in greatest complexity by

Jaroslav Srank:
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Most works from around the turn of the millennium can be delineated
along four lines of development that convey the differences and simi-
larities between the activities of poets and poetics since around the end
of the 80os. The first two, the poetry of non-conformist individualism
and the poetry of the private, were still formed under the conditions
of the Communist regime. In the 9os, another two strains were born:
first spiritual poetry, and then the experimental-deconstructive avant-
garde. (2015)

It is the last of the four tendencies that acknowledged contemporaneity.
In the following outline, I will take a look at its forms.

The reintroduction of non-traditional literary practices in the 1990s was at
first met with mixed critical reaction, but later it was widely—though by some
only reluctantly and retrospectively—acknowledged as “the only tendency that
truly was a product of the epoch” (Srank 2013: 54) and gained a substantial
amount of symbolic capital. Nevertheless, in the new century, conventional
literary forces have been continually making an effort to drag postconcep-
tual poetry back to the territory of literature and historicise it by discursively
marking all conceptual procedures—regardless of their form and innovative or
interpretive potential—as dated. An important factor in this respect was the re-
instating of state patronage (Lefevere) to virtually all writing, which effectively
meant that state cultural politics and contemporary poetry were brought much
closer together and started influencing each other. With some minor exceptions,
these partial factors led to a higher degree of referentiality and a keener inter-
est in local identity and history in that part of poetry that made sure it would
succeed in receiving book grants, or, alternatively, to a search of other sources
of funding and legitimisation in those strands of poetry that were not willing
to comply and (still) insisted on radical attacks on the defining limits and/or
the (identity-representing, population-educating) functionality of literature.®
These poetries shifted either towards stronger forms of postconceptualism with
institutional critique and an exploration of possibilities of escaping literature
as institution at their core or towards radical inter- and transmediality, fully
conversant with digital and electronic writing and concerned with the aesthetic
remainder.

The trajectories of the oeuvres of individual authors like Michal Habaj
(b. 1974) and Katarina Kucbelova (b. 1979), marked by a gradual increase in ref-
erentiality and interest in relations between social spaces endowed with different

6 This mostly, but not exclusively, concerned the younger poets.
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temporalities, are to a great extent coincident with the overall movement of post-
2000 Slovak poetry as literature. The urge to (re)present the now as a paradoxical
disjunctive unity of incongruous layers of temporalities, carrying in themselves
separate but interconnected sets of identities, values and (self)definitions, can
be glimpsed in texts like Kucbelovd’s (2016) “A Greenhouse Poem,” in which

environments on the huge screen mingle

and fill the house with tropical perfumes and flavours

the indoor vegetation rises into the heights and creeps

up the heaps of useless things

outside, the dry land blends with the grey-brown roughcast
but only for a little less than a second

The mediated tropical virtual realities—perhaps a wildlife documentary,
an advertisement using exotic imagery or, more generally, any footage bearing
alien temporalities—flow into a space marked by remnants of the socialist era,
most explicitly signified by the reference to a local type of roughcast. The real-
ities mix and hybridise in the overgrowth of indoor vegetation and the image
of the absent but fathomable viewer—the inhabitant of the house full of useless
things, a human remnant of socialism who lets himself/herself be forgotten
in the spectacle media engineered for him/her. Temporalities are unified, but at
the same time irreconcilable—blended only for a little less than a second. With
its overflow of the sensual stimuli, the poem also illustrates the way this line
of writing works with the aesthetic remainder—parodying the aestheticisation,
but at the same time using its effects. By being contemporary and respecting
literary values, this poetry also aspires to a more central position in the Cas-
anovian world literary field and attracts a plethora of emerging authors, most
of whom, however, fail to account for the conceptual mutation and fully adhere
to the model of poetry as (lyrical) literature instead (see Zelinsky).

By abandoning the restricting and conventionalising literary values,
the more strongly postconceptual poetry and the poetry exploring various
(non-)materialities often risk having to look for financing from sources other
than the government. That, however, need not be a disadvantage—the writing
that intensely engages with the digital and explores the aesthetic remainder
in inter- and transmedial projects gains a stronger motivation to abandon
the (Slovak) language and is able to more readily gain recognition in inter- and
transcultural poetry spaces. This is most notably the case with Zuzana Husarova
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(b. 1983), whose performances and (often collaborative) projects have elicited
interest not only at the European but also at the transatlantic level (Pekova).

The works that are little interested in the aesthetic remainder and conven-
tional literariness, and whose authors have not embraced the performative
and self-promoting dimension of the contemporary poetry scene either, find
themselves in a different position. Instead of negotiating for a space with
conventional literariness or finding audiences through digitally absorbing
performances, this poetry concentrates on challenging recipients interpretive
limitations and insists on its thorough perpetual self-reinvention, conceptual
exploratory nature and critical attitude. This line of poetry, represented by
authors like Peter Macsovszky (b. 1966) and Nora Ruzickova (b. 1977), pos-
sesses perhaps the greatest potential to innovate, subvert and paradigmatically
change literature and its institutions—not least by preventing poetry from
ignoring the conceptual mutation. One of the strongest recurring motives in it
is the critique of institutions.

To briefly illustrate this, I will turn to Ruzickovd’s more recent projects,
at times co-authored with Marianna Mlynér¢ikova (b. 1971). They are often
concerned with the critique of the institution of exclusion and explore me-
dia-manufactured images and naming as a demonstration of power. Ruzick-
ova and Mlynarc¢ikovas latest collaborative book project, <-abc-> (2018), in-
vestigates the relationships between the visual culture, power and logo- and
anthropocentric capitalist mechanisms of commodification, fragmentation
and objectification of the always already mediated experience of the world.
Appropriated textual fragments are montaged into a kind of de-visualised De-
bordian film—a series of lighter and darker textual synapses that make visible
the commonly invisible structural violence:

All rooms must be numbered with the number displayed on the door
from the outside. Every room must contain an inventory. Make sure
the stitches are placed evenly, the surface of the pattern has to be velvety
smooth. Ask the model to slowly open and close his or her eyes so
that you can inspect the shape of the eyelids. Weeding the winter
crop has to be done before the stalks start to sprout, the latest time to
weed the spring crop is when the stalks begin to form. (Mlynar¢ikova,
Ruzickova 2018)

In <-abc->’s dust jacket paratext, institutional critique, in its narrow sense,
merges with the critique of the institution of exclusion: the blurb, which is
usually used for promotional purposes and authored by personalities whose
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names might increase selling rates, was written by Dana Snopkova, a not very
well-known actor from the Theatre from the Passage—a theatre employing
intellectually disabled performers.

4. The Afterwards

General cultural determinants that influenced the post-2000 Slovak literary
field included such fundamental shifts in day-to-day reality as internetisation,
unprecedented general geographical mobility and the re-establishment of state
patronage for small presses.” At the same time, the changing socio-cultural
conditions made the experience of the “global” more synchronic and intense,
with world events feeling intimately connected with local ones. The peculiarities
of the social, economic and political developments of the 1990s strongly formed
the character of the literary field in the 1990s. In result, that part of currently
published Slovak poetry that has a claim on the present is inevitably postconcep-
tual. Its modulations seem to spring mainly from the constellation and hierar-
chisation of the aspects of the present it chooses to accentuate, attitudes towards
conventional understandings of literature, degrees of interest in the aesthetic
remainder and the emphasis placed on attracting readerships. The complexities
of the development of Slovak poetry after the fall of state socialism show that
globalisation forces are seldom straightforward and target locales are never
simply passive recipients of the formats and contents that are catered to them;
while there is no denying that literary devices, genres and tastes have generally
travelled in waves—to use Moretti’s imagery—flowing from the dominant cul-
tures to the peripheries, the emerging trans- and intercultural communication
spaces promise to at least partially disrupt these mechanisms. Contemporary
(Slovak) poetry gives hope for resistance.

7 By state patronage I mean financing from public funds that—although distributed
according to various sets of rules and rulings by various committees—ultimately come
from the government. As Lefevere puts it, “[p]atrons try to regulate the relationship
between the literary system and the other systems [and] operate by means of institu-
tions set up to regulate, if not the writing of literature, at least its distribution: acade-
mies, censorship bureaus, critical journals, and ... the educational establishment” (15).
While it would not be right to speak about the government’s or state’s direct political
interference in regulating literature in Slovakia in the past two decades (especially
since 2015 when the new Slovak Arts Council was established), the key according to
which committees make their decisions is necessarily derived from such things as cur-
rent notions of public interest or the reasonably wide reach of audiences.
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| Abstrakt

Ivana HosTovA
Temporalnosci - technologie - transgresje. O wspdlczesnej poezji stowackiej

W ciggu ostatnich trzech dziesigcioleci, naznaczonych w krajach Europy Srodkowej
ich naglym przemieszczeniem na mapie geopolitycznej, stowackie przestrzenie
spoteczne i kulturowe w wielkim pospiechu i chaosie weszly w uwarunkowang
lokalnie relacje z postmodernizmem i, mniej wiecej w tym samym czasie, wkroczyly
do wspolczesnosci. Przeskok do terazniejszosci wywotal nieodzownie transkultu-
rowe sposoby istnienia, w ktérych globalny obieg informacji, méd i stylow buduje
istotng cze$¢ indywidualnych tozsamosci. Na podstawie koncepcji historycznej
wspoélczesnosci autorstwa Petera Osborne’a (2013, 2018) artykul pokrétce wymie-
nia zmiany, ktdre czes¢ stowackiej poezji, charakteryzowang przez osbornianska
wspotczesnoéé, dotknely w ostatnich trzydziestu latach.

Stowa kluczowe: poezja stowacka; wspotczesno$é; poezja postkonceptualna

| Abstract

Ivana HosTovA
Temporalities—Technologies—Transgressions: On Contemporary Slovak
Poetry

In the course of the past three decades, marked in post-communist Central
European countries by their sudden repositioning on the geopolitical map,
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Slovak social and cultural spaces, in great haste and chaos, got to locale-specific
grips with postmodernism and, more or less simultaneously, entered contem-
poraneity. The leap to the present has created inherently transcultural modes
of existence, in which global news, fashions and tastes form a relevant part
of individuals’ identities. Through the prism of Peter Osborne’s (2013, 2018)
concept of historical contemporaneity, this essay briefly outlines modifications
that the segment of Slovak poetry marked by Osbornian contemporaneity has
undergone in the past three decades.

Keywords: Slovak poetry; contemporaneity; postconceptual poetry
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Changing the World Through Poetry:
Confessions, Poems and Banners of Adam Borzi¢

1. The Return of Poetry into the Public Space

In his book entitled Tvdre ve stinu (Faces in the Shadow), which outlines the lives
and works of several Czech writers of the first half of the twentieth century,
the poet and historian Zdenék Kalista reminisces about the effect of the first pub-
lic reading of Vladimir Majakovsky in the early twentieth-century Czechoslova-
kia: “The public stomped their feet with excitement over the verses of the Left
March” (Kalista 136). Although something like this is hard to imagine in the cur-
rent Czech poetry scene,” literary scientists, critics and poets themselves concur
that Czech poetry is more and more boldly breaking into the public sphere.
In a 2008 publication entitled V soufadnicich volnosti (Within the Coordinates

1 This study has resulted from the Academic Prize awarded to Pavel Janousek by
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and from long-term support for con-
ceptual development of a research institution; registration number 68378068.

This work required usage of Czech Literary Bibliography research infrastructure
resources (http://clb.ucl.cas.cz).

2 In comparison, in the Ukraine, for instance, current poets address audiences in sold-
out theatres. See an article: Pazdiorovd, Helena. “Jenom psat nestaci. Podoby soucasné
ukrajinské poezie” (Just Writing is not Enough: the Forms of Current Ukrainian Poet-
ry). A2 7 (2019): 6.



326 | MARKETA KITTLOVA

of Freedom), which maps out Czech literary production of the 1990s, Jif{ Zizler
talks about how in the post-Velvet Revolution era, Czech poets, after many
years of following the main ideology and adjusting their work accordingly, or
moving into the unofficial literary realm, “the era of the explicitly engaged
tone in poetry and its striking social pathos was over. The only certainty and
a common horizon lay in the freedom of creation” (Zizler 18).

Over the first few years of the new millennium the situation is gradually
but significantly changing. Karel Piorecky describes the key feature of lit-
erature produced during that period as follows: “The majority consensus
of literature being apolitical, which was agreed shortly after the so-called
Velvet Revolution and determined the subsequent literary discourse” (48) has
disappeared. According to him, the social function of poetry is starting to
come back and is realised particularly through a direct contact with the read-
ers. “Attempts to find attractive ways of addressing the readers have thus
become one of the characteristic features of the noughties” (47). This quest is
motivated by an endeavour to become more visible or even more successful—
poetry as though takes the criterion of success to measure the quality of life
in the current market-driven world, including marketing mechanisms which
this world is built on.

The return of poetry into the public space is realised particularly through
a significant increase in the number and popularity of author readings and
other forms of public literary events, where a poem may have a direct effect
on a larger number of audiences (including those who normally do not read
poetry), and thus influence them effortlessly. It is the effect of a poem that con-
stitutes a significant moment when poetry can open itself up to the wider society.
Making poetry more visible and effective, an attempt to have as many people
as possible hear it—these are just the first steps on a journey which T.S. Eliot
outlines in his essay “The Social Function of Poetry” as follows:

We can say that the role of a poet is to serve his nation only indirectly.
His immediate responsibility is to serve his own language: firstly, to
preserve it and secondly, to cultivate and perfect it. When he expresses
what other people feel, he also transforms feelings, as he makes them
more conscious. He makes people more aware of what they feel and so
he tells them something about themselves.... As our language is con-
stantly changing, our way of life changes under the pressures of various
material changes in our surroundings, and if we did not have several
personalities who combine exceptional sensibility with an exceptional
mastery of the word, our ability to express emotions would wither
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and our capacity to feel with it—we would be left with just the most
primitive feelings. (Eliot 78-79)

In a situation where even poets themselves proclaim that “printed poetry
is being pushed aside as a relic due to its definitive, closed nature and inti-
macy of the reader’s experience” (Stehlikova 101), author readings are probably
the most effective way poetry can make the most significant impact. Using
means borrowed from other forms of art and media, they can awaken in people
a sensitivity to poetry, and thus, by extension, to the world. The poet Adam
Borzi¢ sees the boom in author readings as a hope not only for poets, but also
for the entire society:

The fact that, at present, poetry is possibly more listened to than read
shows the direction which to take. This is clearly a sign of an era ... that
this interest in live readings corresponds with a societal question about
how to enliven, repopulate and humanise public space, corresponds
with the ability to live more communally. (Borzi¢ 2015)

2. Care for the Current World

Care for the world is intrinsic to poetry. The poet always relates to the world
sensitively, as he attempts to comprehend the world in some way and record
the outcome or process of that understanding. The end of the 2000s was a pe-
riod of searching in poetry, when poetry was finding its place in the real world.
In 2008, the Fantasia group, who articulated the relation between poetry and
the world in their anthology entitled Fantasia (which outlined their programme),
responded to this need. The three members of the group, poets Adam Borzic,
Kamil Bouska and Petr Rehék, have made several explicit and clear points pro-
nouncing a conception of poetry which allows for a poet’s active participation,
“engagement™ in the world: “The experience of poetry results in an engaged
being, engagement in the world, as a reluctance to stand up for something
compromises poetry. A poet engages in the world with the intensity of an entire

3 These poets understand engagement differently, more broadly than merely voicing po-
litical and social issues in poetry. They are more concerned with individual responsi-
bility, personal responsibility for the written word. Engaged poetry, in its more narrow
sense, such as critique of the current social situation, is relatively frequent in the cur-
rent Czech poetry, but it does not form any coherent stream or a clearly defined group.
Poets representing this type of poetry include Milan Kozelka and Jan Tésnohlidek, Jr.
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being” (Borzi¢, Bouska and Rehak 1). In the programme of the so-called “new
pathos” which is desirable precisely because it excludes itself from the indif-
ference and aims to awaken sensibility to the world and its ills through poetry,
these authors expressed their conviction that when somebody reads a poem
and understands it, s/he can understand him/herself and others a bit better.

The Russian literary theorist and philosopher, Boris Groys, who wrote a book
entitled Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin. Rozpolcend kultura v Sovétském svazu (Gesamt-
kunstwerk Stalin. The Riven Soviet Culture) where he focuses on the Russian
between-war avantgarde, characterises the avant-garde art as follows: “The
essential pathos [art of the classical avantgarde] lies in the demand to move
from description to transformation (Groys 41). In their anthology, the Fantasia
group talk about the “new pathos” which “brings poetry which advocates co-re-
sponsibility for the state of the world” (Borzi¢, Bouska and Rehak 1). Advocating
co-responsibility for the state of the world means wanting to change it, if it is not
satisfactory. Kamil Bouska explicitly expressed the need and desire to change
the world in an interview for the A2 cultural journal:

I believe that poetry will closely resemble the human voice and will
become indistinguishable from it. Poetry will blend in with behaviour
and this behaviour will come out of a certain intensification and refine-
ment of consciousness. It will not be motivated by individual gain but
will be characterised by an acute awareness of belonging in the wider
world. It will become clear that the way that one relates to the world
and his/her surroundings will have to change. And it is possible that it
will be the poets who will prove to be the best architects of the changing
society and new collective ways. (Bouska 2019: 20)

This claim is pure avant-garde through its provocative and utopian nature, as its
historical and societal context is very different from that of Groys’s. The Rus-
sian avant-garde of the 1920s aimed to hold back the overly technical world by
returning to the original, reduced, pure forms which the new world could be
based on Malevich’s Cerny ctverec, zaumny jazyk V. Chlebnikova (Black Square:
The Beyonsense Language of V. Chlebnikov). The current avant-garde wants to
revitalise the world where everything is measured by money, numbers and
success, where “the living are ruled by dead objects” through poetry which
awakens sensitivity and the sense of belonging with others. In an epilogue to

v7 oy

the yearbook entitled Nejlepsi ceské bdsné 2014 (The Best Czech Poetry of 2014),*

4 'The publisher Host started publishing the anthology entitled The Best Czech Poems
annually in 2009. It was inspired by the us annual anthology The Best American Poetry.
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the poet Olga Stehlikova talks about a conceptual line in the current Czech
poetry,* which she defines as avant-garde. In the light of Groys’s understanding
of the avant-garde art, it may be argued that the current avant-garde poetry
is not satisfied with descriptions of the current world through its own means,
as this would mean remaining within its limits, but attempts to change it. “As you
do not just evoke the demise, / decay, lean years through lean steps, / as you
will not stop the decay, you will not escape from prison, / by just describing
its walls,” as written in Adam Borzi¢’s poem entitled ,,In illo tempore” in his
collection Orfické linie (The Orphic Lines). And it is the Fantasia group who
require the move from portraying the world to transforming it in its programme.

3. Heart, Head, Hand and Mouth

Empathy with the world and personal engagement comes naturally to all
the three members of the Fantasia group; however, each of them develops this
in their work in a different way. In Kamil Bouska’s poems, there is a feeling
of being something underneath and its distinctive voice develops gradually
through twists and roundabouts. This became most apparent in his third
collection entitled Inventura (Stocktaking, 2018), where the voice was most in-
tensive and sounded at its deepest and highest levels. In Petr RehdK’s collection
Nasobit ruce (Multiplying Hands, 2014), we need to reconstruct and to get an
understanding out of a relatively complicated composition of verses. The poetry
of Adam Borzi¢ declares and manifests his passionate personal fascination with
the world through a direct, revealing and captivating form, and his poems exude
an acute desire to change the world. Borzi¢’s gesture is rather extensive than
intensive, but easily accessible, even catchy. The following sections will attempt
to capture Adam Borzi¢’s poetry through this gesture, which spans between
a conviction that the world is at a turning point, and an avant-garde desire to
change it through poetry. In Borzi¢’s four collections written so far, this gesture
takes delicately intimate, acutely physical and even gigantically all-embracing
positions, and is realised through the motives of the heart, head, hand and
mouth. The following sections will attempt to capture how this gesture changes
from one collection to another and evaluate this development in the light

5 Stehlikova refers to the works of authors contributing to the journal Psi vino which
was published since 1997 and its last print version was published in the autumn of 2018.
She refers to the works of these authors (e.g. Ondrej Buddeus, Olga Pek) as experi-
mental poetry. Among other features, this type of poetry is enriched by methods used
in other art forms (e.g. sound poetry) or inclination towards colletive authorship.
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of the above-mentioned perception of the social function of poetry by T.S. Eliot,
and in view of the avant-garde desire to change the reality through art.

4. Heart

Borzils first piece, Rozevirdni (Opening Up, 2011) already clearly shows the im-
portance of his perception that the world is at a turning point, which is depicted
as initiating and opening up of a new space. Borzi¢ delineates, measures up and
touches the poetic space with enchantment but also the space which opened
up through experiencing poetry

I touched a crack which emerged from a quiet heart’s glory,
I felt an intangible opening and everything inside me loosed up,
creaked, cracked, whimpered. / I called silence and it came.

It entered sun’s space naked.

I drank off its forehead, I drank a drop, I drank its liquid fire,

I drank a bee, I drank a mountain, a thunder and cloud.

Then it passed me a nail file and disappeared and I cut the bars -
my opening up”

(“Opening Up”)

This collection already hints, most passionately compared to his following col-
lections, at his love of the world in its two dimensions: physical and spiritual.
His poems pulsate with an intensity of the newly discovered or revealed being
of a poet, which nevertheless does not belong just to the poet himself but
is aimed to serve the world: “My heart is a spark. / An electrical mutiny. /
The continents sail through its milk. // My heart is torn up from top to bottom. /
My heart is black and white and red. / My heart is life and death and more. //
My heart is not mine.” The poem entitled “Basnikova pycha” (The Poet’s Pride),
which these verses come from, opens not only his collection Opening Up but
are an introduction to the author’s poetics, as several features, which can be
observed here, become the constants in his other poems and collections. It is
particularly the dominant and strongly accentuated presence of the lyrical sub-
ject which is the centre-point of his poems and where all that appears in a poem:
every image, association, thought or every glimpsed reality cross paths, mix
and integrate. This immodesty and authority (“the poet’s pride”) is nevertheless
always combined with the sense of responsibility and doubts (the poem starts
with a question: “Who am 1?”), and this refers to whether it is possible to cope
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with this responsibility, including in a physical sense, as the author also feels
a physical co-existence with the world: “My heart is torn up from top to bottom.
The heart is not only a metaphor for a relationship to the world but also one
of the vital organs which is painfully and intensely impacted by experiencing
the world. The world runs through the heart in the same way as blood, and only
when the heart is about to burst being completely filled with blood through
experiencing the world, can that change happen: “It requires a blow. A clap
of the heart. / A sweeping gesture of flying blood... / and then / - then- / you
flare up” (poem “Pistolnickd modlitba” (A Gunman’s Prayer)). In his poem
“Cerven: korida” (Redness: A Bullfight), where the active relation of the poetic
I to the world peaks and gets concentrated, and this connection is expressed
by the red colour, the colour of blood and life which is likened to bullfights:
“There always is a bullfight—Our life”

5. Head

Borzi¢’s gesture, which is intuitively drawn out in his first collection, is ra-
tionalised, developed and deepened in his second collection Pocasi v Evropé
(The Weather in Europe, 2013).° His initial “opening up” to poetry and the world
becomes a starting point of his poems in the second collection. The preceding
collection defined a certain space, but the question now is what to make of that
space. The question “Who am I?” from the first poem of Opening Up is replaced
by another question “What do you want to take note of?” which the lyrical sub-
ject poses itself in the first verse of a poem called “Na vybér” (Having a Choice)
in The Weather in Europe. This gesture is getting more complicated as the lyrical
subject is impacted by problems which trouble the current world. Borzic is
more specific in The Weather in Europe. He lets current world events enter his
poems (reflections of the economic crisis; the mass murder on the Norwegian
island of Uteya; demonstrations in Barcelona), which gives the collection an
almost a journalistic feel. Although he travels through specific places (e.g. Bar-
celona, Florence, Croatia or former Yugoslavia and Norway) on his journey,
this geographic placement should not be understood as an attempt to portray
these various parts of Europe from a tourist’s perspective. Borzi¢ places himself
in a role of a citizen of the world, his gesture is all-embracing and he searches
for common denominators. He does not perceive Europe in terms of the centre
and periphery. The centre for him is everywhere he sees a suffering individual

6 This collection was nominated for the Magnesia Litera prize for poetry. It is one
of the most popular literary prizes in the Czech Republic.
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with whom he empathises, and he understands Europe as a uniform territory
with the same “weather” all across.

That week a Norwegian
Killed other Norwegians
From a clear

And other side

Hatred

It rained and there was thunder
That week

Not only

In the Croatian

North. (“Weather in Europe”)

This is despite his reflecting the variety across Europe:

Just my Hungarian/melancholy is here, Slavonia
is pulling up its stockings

it is chewing a spicy sausage

and blows the Baroque clouds.

Somebody is a Hungarian, somebody a Serb
somebody even a Czech

the archbishop is a German

the Croatian plain is

hospitable

(“Slavonska samota” (The Slavonic Solitude)).

The collection is rationalised through its more refined composition, which is
achieved through two overlapping levels of poetic account. The first is the men-
tioned journalistic and documentary; the other is formed by delicately and bit-
terly lyrical accounts of the poet’s personal recollections of initiating moments
from his childhood and when he was growing up. These two levels intersect
in a metaphor of the glass head where the individual experiences mix with
the experiences of empathy with the world:

My glass internal head / revealed in Barcelona’s Jupiter mountain!
My glass head of a painful bolero!
I open its fourth eye / its sadness devours a crab
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a hungry bird / stuck in the colour nets of a cracked Tv

Europe!

Europe!

In my glass head!

I carry you in a transparent bump

heavy and broody

heavy and locked

heavy and impenetrable

your sleepy awkward sadness on the metro.

All the locked faces / all the chained-up hearts

closed up desires, tied-up dreams / by slimy ropes of adverts

(“Barcelonské vykriky z mé sklenéné hlavy” (“Barcelonian Screams
From My Glass Head”))

We see two sets of movements: a painful journey through Europe which re-
minds of: “the live broadcast of twilight / the world how we did not want to
know it,” and a journey in time, into own past, where these movements are
inseparable and undertaken with the same, devastating captivation. The glass
head is interpreted in a similar way as the motive of heart in the first poem
of the Opening Up collection, figuratively as a space where the reality is played
out, experienced and modified, but also as an actual head which may hurt acutely.
These two dimensions are inseparable in a similar manner, as it is not possible to
separate a head from thoughts and from the body that caries it. The metaphor
of the glass head integrates the physicality of experiencing, which is most intense
through the use of all the senses and the aspect of rationality which was missing
in the previous collection, as the metaphor of heart was more associated with
intuition. Compared to the unrestrained nature of the poems in Opening Up,
the poems in Weather in Europe and the whole composition of the collection
are tighter and more elaborate.

6. Hand

Borzi¢s third collection Orfické linie (The Orphic Lines, 2015) is introduced by
the question “Whose history is this?,” which is also the title of its first poem.
The space was defined in the first collection, then was enriched by the indi-
vidual time, and the third collection introduced history into it: “What you
can see are expanses of time. Spaces of beating time. / What you can hear is
clucking of hens in small colonies of the big world. / The sun constantly, coN-
STANTLY sets, even sometimes starts scramble up, yet / what you can hear is
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an explosive mixture, the lithospheric plates of history crackle again, / a cut
is coming, at this turning point everything is all over the place, / the head
can hardly stand, tossed around by gusts / of the twisted time shattered in its
own reflection” (“In illo tempore”). His already multi-layered poetic gesture
filled with a sharply emotional individuality, which internalises the reality,
expands by another dimension—mixing of historical periods with the pres-
ent or different cultural and artistic traditions and forms and an attempt to
embrace it all. The poems again accentuate the tormenting and particularly
physically experienced compassion with a human being, this time represented
by the motive of a hand: “I will persist / As these words are not detached from
my body / After all I write by hand / The same hand / Which I pass day in day
out / To the others ...” The metaphor of a hand brings in the subject’s action
into the poems, an appeal, a call to act, as a hand touches and strokes but can
also hit. The poems in The Orphic Lines primarily turn in concentric circles
and from different positions identify an awareness of the turning point where
the current twisted world is inevitable heading:

Borders expand.

Borders move.

Glass shatters.

Noise mixes with silence.
Hope with murder.
What an exciting time.

It is as though it got a bit darker and the change was about to happen, as it has
not happened yet: “There is something missing in today’s drawn-out strokes /
whirling spirals of time go down and up / the kairos [right] moment is not
coming” (“Vlna” (The Wave)).

The common feature of the poems is a reference to the godly singer, Orpheus.
Borzi¢ identifies his role as a poet as somebody who was chosen by gods to
charm the mortals and change reality, somebody who sings from darkness into
the light. Although Borzi¢’s reinterpretation rather brings light into darkness,
in which, according to him, the present is covered: “I can write / Only when
I'sing into the darkness out of the darkness” (poem “Orfické gesto” (The Orphic
Gesture)). The lyrical subject’s position is even more unstable than in the two
previous collections, as the way he looks around, we sense even deeper empathy,
more uncertainty and questions. Compared to the other collections, Borzi¢’s
third collection contains poems with more questions. At times, these are sar-
castic reflections on the declining present; at times, these are genuine questions
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of a singer asking whether he is on the right track descending from darkness
in order to bring light. Sometimes it is an exasperated scream, screams written
in blood on banners which he brings to a demonstration.

7. Mouth

In Borzi¢s last collection Zdpado-vychodni zrcadla (Westernly Eastern Mirrors,
2018), his lavishly constructed gesture calms down. His gigantic, all-embrac-
ing and deeply sensitive I, which in its various forms dominated the previ-
ous collections, takes the back-stage and virtually disappears in The Mirrors.
The poems’ expression is simpler. Instead of unrestrained, imaginative verses

carried by a fascinating and captivating whirl layering and flowing over im-
ages, we read a narrative led virtually in a prosaic rhythm. It is conceptualised

as a collection of fictitious utterances of Renaissance artists and philosophers

(e.g. Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael or Botticelli) and Islamic Sufis

(Al Ghazali, or Ibn al Arabi) and poems evoking records of humble and loving

words mediating wisdom of those who have spoken them. The world imprints

itself into the heart, head and hand, which the author dedicated to serve. These

motives are reduced to the mouth, which become just a mediator. It does not

taste the world, just speaks about it. The didactic tone of the poems derives

from the dominant, if constantly doubting, lyrical subject of the previous col-
lections. Passion for the world and awareness of hidden connections between

an individual and other people, the present and past do not form an integral

part of the poetic expression in The Mirrors, but move to the thematic level. This

collection expresses the desire to change the world through poetry in the most

extensive way among his collections. Borzi¢ accompanied it with a more than

40-page epilogue, where he clarifies the reasons for writing this collection, re-
veals the thoughts behind its poems and attempts to explain the unspoken. He is

concerned about the impression his poems make on the reader; he wants them

to be fully understood and make an impact on an individual and, subsequently,
also on the world. At the same time, this collection is one that has the least faith

in poetry itself. Poetry becomes just one of the many genres, one of the channels,
which is aimed to appeal to the reader to change the world. The poet’s gesture

of internal engagement, which peaked in Borzi¢s collections Weather in Europe

and The Orphic Lines, is flattened in Westerly Eastern Mirrors.

Borzi¢’s fourth collection symbolises the uncertainty surrounding every
public presentation, a view determined and conditioned by time, such as the ap-
pearance of the Fantasia group more than ten years ago, and was an allegiance
of avant-garde groups to the Russian Revolution. It embodies the sensitivity



336 | MARKETA KITTLOVA

of a demand for the engaged poetry itself. It also symbolises the admirable effort
of its author, which can be appreciated when it is contextualised among other
work of the author. Adam Borzic is not only a poet but also the editor-in-chief
of the fortnightly Tvar (The Form), which is one of the most established journals
on the Czech literary scene. In its editorials, which accompany every issue, he
tirelessly and enthusiastically defends the revival of the present world, which
is, according to him, ruined by the exhausting capitalism, supremacy of mar-
ket mechanisms which impact not only the everyday life of an individual but
also his/her character, cynicism and indifference of one person to another.
Although this work is not related to poetry, Borzi¢ undertakes it as a poet and
in line with his group’s programme, which he helped to formulate. If it is true
that “the experience of poetry results in a compassionate being” and “engage-
ment in the world” and a poet “engages [in the world] with an intensity of an
entire being,” Borzi¢’s work including his poetry may be referred to as cultural
work, which really does impact and changes the era, and his poems are one
of the means of this revival.

Translated by Pat Mertova
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| Abstrakt

MARKETA KiTTLOVA
Zmieni¢ $§wiat przez poezje. Wyznania, wiersze i banery Adama Borzic¢a

Artykul poswigcony zostal tworczosci Adama Borzica, jednego z najbardziej wyrazi-
stych przedstawicieli wspolczesnej poezji czeskiej. Poza usytuowaniem jego wierszy
w kontekscie wspodlczesnej poezji czeskiej autorka dazy do zaprezentowania jego
dziatalno$ci artystycznej (i nie tylko) jako sui generis dziela sztuki, majacego cechy
awangardowe. Na podstawie czterech wydanych dotad toméw poezji Borzi¢a poka-
zane zostaly zmiany widoczne w jego tworczosci, oscylujacej pomiedzy przekona-
niem, ze $wiat znajduje sie¢ w punkcie zwrotnym, a awangardowym pragnieniem
jego zmiany przez poezje. Gest ten przyjmuje w poezji Borzica posta¢ zaréwno
kruchych, intymnych, w tym fizycznych, jak i obszernych obrazéw. Materializuje
sie on w motywach serca, glowy, reki i ust.

Borzi¢ nalezy do wyrazistych osobowos$ci wspofczesnej czeskiej literatury.
Jego poezje charakteryzuje unikalny gest, jednocze$nie jednak reprezentuje on
jedna z bardziej zauwazalnych tendencji poetyckich ostatnich dziesieciu lat —
podkreslenie ,,spoteczenej funkcji poezji” (T.S. Eliot) i roli poety jako jednostki,
ktora za posrednictwem twdrczoséci powinna opiekowaé sie §wiatem, a wrecz
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zmienia¢ go. Autorka okresla Adama Borzi¢a wla$nie jako poete, dzieki ktéremu
tematy te i powigzane z nimi kwestie nabierajg aktualnosci pod koniec pierwszego
dziesigciolecia XX1 w.

Stowa kluczowe: Adam Borzi¢; czeska poezja; poezja wspdlczesna;
wspodlczesna awangarda

| Abstract

MARKETA KITTLOVA
Changing the World Through Poetry: Confessions, Poems and Banners
of Adam Borzi¢

This study focuses on Adam Borzi¢, one of the most distinctive contemporary
Czech poets. The study contextualises his work within current Czech poetry but
also examines his other work that is not strictly classified as art as though it were
cultural work with avant-garde features. It investigates four volumes of Borzi¢’s
work in terms of the changes in the author’s creative gesture, which expands from
his conviction that the world is at a turning point and the avant-garde longing to
change the world by poetry. In the four volumes of Borzis poetry (written so far),
this gesture is embodied through delicately intimate, acutely physical, or even gigan-
tically all-embracing positions, where he employs motives of the heart, head, hand
and mouth. The study attempts to evaluate the change in Borzi¢’s work in the light
of T.S. Eliot’s understanding of the social role of poetry and avant-garde longing
to change reality through art.

The Czech poet, Adam Borzi¢, is one of the most distinctive figures of the cur-
rent Czech literary scene. His poetry is distinct because of its unique gesture and
also represents a strong current in the poetry production of the past decade with
its emphasis on the social function of poetry” and the poet’s role as somebody who
should nurture the world through his/her work or even change it. This study attempts
to portray Borzi¢’s work as focused on the mentioned topics and related issues
of the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century and renew interest in them,
contextualise his work within current Czech poetry but also investigate his other
work, which is not strictly artistic but which possesses some avant-garde features.

Keywords: Adam Borzi¢; Czech poetry; contemporary poetry;
contemporary avantgarde

7 Irefer to T.S. Eliot’s essay “The Social Function of Poetry” written in 1945.
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