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Abstract
This dissertation represents the first comparative study of works by the ‘writers of
the Changes’, those Russian, Czech and Slovak writers who, in the late 1980s and
1990s, presented themselves as ‘liberators’ of literature from its traditional function in
Russian, Czech and Slovak culture as the ultimate authority on how to live. The
‘fiction of the Changes’ at once asserts the surrender of this position of authority and

contemplates its consequences.

In the introduction, the ‘fiction of the Changes’ is placed in the context of a longer
retreat from this position of authority in sanctioned fiction. Chapter 1 compares
novels by Venedikt Erofeev, Hrabal and Vilikovsky which reflect the defeat of
literature’s attempts to perfect the human being and the writer’s desire no longer to be
implicated in such attempts. In the works by Evgenii Popov, Placdk and PiStanek
discussed in Chapter 2, the writer ceases to be the voice of the collective, instead
asserting his freedom to ‘give shape to his fate’. Writing which no longer seeks to
perpetuate the accepted shape of the external world, represents for Ivanchenko,
Tolstaia and Mitana, discussed in Chapter 3, a futile but necessary escapism from
existence. However, for Ajvaz, Hodrov4, Kratochvil and Jichym Topol, discussed in
Chapter 4, it represents the energy of being as it passes. In Chapter 5, the aspiration
to meaning in writing is, for Koleni¢ and Litvék, futile, and for Sorokin, indicates a
harmful desire for power that must be thwarted. Chapter 6 argues that, while Pelevin
and Balla reject this defeat of creativity, Kahuda rejects the sentimental attachment to
writing as to being in other Czech fiction of the Changes. The conclusion divides the
writers of the Changes between those who ‘fear speaking’ and those who ‘fear
stopping speaking’, and suggests how the writers of the Changes have sought to

reconcile these positions.
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Introduction: The Fiction of the Changes

In ‘M4 lasko, Postmoderno’ (Postmoderna, my love), the title story of a 1993
collection by Jiti Kratochvil (b.1940), the narrator, a middle-aged writer, frees
Postmoderna, the little girl he loved when he was a little boy at school, from a prison
where she has been kept for forty years, and carries her out into the world on his
shoulders.! The story constitutes a mythicisation of the role of Czech writers like
Kratochvil, published for the first time following the fall of Communism in
November 1989, who, according to Kratochvil, liberated literature from its perceived
manipulation for ideological purposes during the forty-one years of Communist rule.
In the story, Kratochvil portrays literature as eternally young and innocent, despite
what human beings have tried to do to it. His use of ‘postmoderna’ is therefore ironic,
suggesting that what fashionable contemporary critics like to call ‘postmodernism’ is
simply literature, released from the ‘extra-literary’ functions imposed on it by human

beings.

Kratochvil’s story represents one expression of a trend in Russian, Czech and Slovak
literature of the late 1980s and 1990s, in which certain writers presented themselves in
their fiction or critical articles as ‘liberators’ of literature. In this dissertation, I
attempt to characterise and compare the principles, strategies and techniques
underlying their work. This dissertation by no means represents a survey of all the
Russian, Czech and Slovak fiction published in the late Communist and early post-
Communist period, most of which may be said to reflect and respond to the changing
circumstances arising in society and the literary process. Rather, the label ‘the fiction
of the Changes’ refers specifically to writing published in this period in which the
author foregrounds the attempt to change conventional perceptions about why

literature is written and how it is read.

A chronological thread runs through the six chapters, based on when works were
first published in their author’s native country, but I have not stuck rigidly to this,
given that the year of writing often differed substantially from the year of publication

in this period. Throughout, I emphasise the comparison between the three literatures.

! See Kratochvil, J., Md ldsko, Postmoderno, Brno, 1994, pp.113-15.



Chapters 1, 2 and 6 examine works by a Russian, a Czech and a Slovak writer. In
Chapters 3 and 5 I focus on Russian and Slovak writers, and in Chapter 4 on Czech
writers, reflecting not only the similar way in which the leading Czech writers of the
Changes enact their ‘liberation’, but also the contrast between their approach and that
of their Russian and Slovak counterparts. Given the limits of space, I have chosen to
concentrate on what I consider paradigmatic works, and therefore some writers may
appear under-represented. I have tried to reflect the views of some of these writers in
this introduction, in which I seek to characterise the ‘fiction of the Changes’ and its

reception in general terms and in its literary-historical context.

In early 1989, Literaturnaia gazeta published two articles reflecting on recently
published Russian fiction, prefaced by a reader’s letter, worth quoting since it typifies
the perception of the role and nature of literature challenged by the writers of the
Changes. Citing works she has just read by Valeriia Narbikova (b.1958), Viacheslav
P’etsukh (b.1946) and Tat’iana Tolstaia (b.1951), the (female) reader remarks:

It seems to me that some of the writers (and especially fémale
writers — which surprises me most!) have exploited glasnost’ in
order to display for general inspection only what is filthy and
disgusting. There you go, they say, take that!... Can there be
anything gained from such ‘truth’? Can writers have forgotten that
literature should elevate and enlighten the human being, and not
bend him to the ground?*
The very title of the second article, ‘Plokhaia proza’ (Bad fiction), by Dmitrii Urnov,
left the reader in no doubt about its author’s views.” However, the first article, by
Sergei Chuprinin, entitled ‘Drugaia proza’ (Other fiction), constituted an early attempt

to define the emerging ‘new’ writing.

Chuprinin dates the origins of ‘other fiction” back to the late 1970s, when literature
that failed to commit itself to the service either of the regime or of its opponents
‘really felt itself to be other, that is to say emphatically and provocatively alternative
in its relationship both to the reigning morality and, in fact, to all that was considered

? Chuprinin, S., ‘Drugaia proza’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 1989, 6, p.4. Hereafter Chuprinin, ‘Drugaia’.

? See Urnov, D., ‘Plokhaia proza’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 1989, 6, p.4. The transition in critical method
is reflected in the uneasy contrast between Urnov’s fierce attack on Narbikova, and his anxiety to point
out that, though he found this type of writing more or less unreadable, he was not seeking to deny its
right to exist.



literature in Russia’.* The first collective expression of this position came, according
to Chuprinin, with the abortive attempt in 1978 by Vasilii Aksenov (b.1932), Andrei
Bitov (b.1937), Viktor Erofeev (b.1947), Fazil’ Iskander (b.1929), and Evgenii Popov
(b.1946) to secure the uncensored publication of an anthology of ‘non-committed’
literature called Metropol’ (Ann Arbor, 1979). Metropol’ united writers from
different generations who had difficulty publishing in Brezhnev’s Soviet Union,
including prominent figures from the height of the Thaw, like Aksenov, Bitov and
Iskander, whose major post-Thaw works did not appear until the glasnost’ period, and
those, like Erofeev and Popov, who would be considered central to the ‘new fiction’
of the late 1980s.°

Despite this continuity, critical discussions of ‘other fiction’ - while noting
precursors - focused almost exclusively on writers whose work was not associated
with an earlier period, even though it had ofteh been written in the 1970s or early
1980s. The major anomaly was Moskva-Petushki (Paris 1973, Moscow 1989, dated as
written 1969) by Venedikt Erofeev (1938-90, no relation of Viktor), which was
widely known or known about, having already been published and reviewed abroad
and in samizdat, but became for critics a defining example of the ‘new’ aesthetic. The
core names listed by Chuprinin or other critics included both Erofeevs, Narbikova,
P’etsukh, Popov, Tolstaia, Zufar Gareev (b.1955), Aleksandr Ivanchenko (b.1945),
Liudmila Petrushevskaia (b.1938) and Vladimir Sorokin (b.1955). In the peculiar
situation of Soviet literature at the height of glasnost’, some, like Ivanchenko and
Tolstaia, had first been treated by critics as a continuation of the development of

sanctioned literature, others, like the Erofeevs, Petrushevskaia, P’etsukh and Popov,

4 Chuprinin, ‘Drugaia’, p4.

5 For a more detailed discussion of the Metropol’ episode, see Porter, R., Russia’s Alternative Prose,
Oxford, Providence, 1994, pp.26-30. Hereafter Porter, Alternative.

¢ Popov had published some short stories in journals in the early 1970s, and, like Erofeev, had been
admitted into the Writers” Union but was expelled after Metropol’. Short stories by Popov, many of
which had been published abroad earlier in the 1980s, began appearing again in journals in 1987,
culminating in the first publication of his novel Dusha patriota (The soul of a patriot, dated as
completed 1983) in early 1989. That same year, Erofeev published his first collection of stories, Telo
Anny, ili konets russkogo avangarda (Anna’s body, or the end of the Russian Avant-garde), which also
dated from the 1970s and early 1980s. Aksenov’s V poiskakh zhanra (In search of a genre) was
sanctioned for publication in 1978, but, after his emigration, Ozhog (The burn, Ann Arbor 1980) and
Ostrov Krym (The island of Crimea, Ann Arbor 1981) were both only published abroad until the
glasnost’ period. Bitov’s Pushkinskii dom (Pushkin house, Ann Arbor 1971) did not appear in the
Soviet Union in full until 1987, the same year as Iskander’s Kroliki i udavy (Rabbits and boa-
constrictors, Ann Arbor 1982). Iskander’s Sandro iz Chegema (Sandro of Chegem, Ann Arbor 1983)
was published in 1988.



were accepted as ‘delayed’ arrivals who had either not been able to publish, not
submitted their work for publication or published only rarely, and yet others, notably
Narbikova, were seen as new writing reflecting the liberalisation of literary themes

and method.

In his attempt to delineate what unites these writers and distinguishes them from
other contemporaneous writing, Chuprinin focused on their characters, ‘almost
exclusively wretched, luckless, damaged people’.” Whereas, Chuprinin argued,
similar types, when they appeared in sanctioned fiction of the 1970s and early 1980s,
represented a deviation from the norm, in ‘other fiction’ they suggested that a
‘distorted, rotten, phantasmagoric reality” had become the norm. Chuprinin
considered the ‘other fiction’ writers as the ‘artists-diagnosticians and naturalists
[estestvoispytateli]” of this reality.® Writing in 1991, Mikhail Epshtein similarly
concentrated on characterisation, contrasting the ‘eccentrics’ (‘chudiki’) depicted in
the fiction of the Thaw and early post-Thaw writer, film-actor and director, Vasilii
Shukshin (1929-74), with the ‘freaks’ (‘mudaki’) of Popov, Viktor Erofeev and
P’etsukh. For Epshtein, while the ‘chudik’ represented an ‘individual deviation from
the over-constricting norms of social life’, the ‘mudak’, the ‘worn face of social
madness’, ‘also deviates from the norms of common sense, but this is the
characteristic not of an individual, but of a collective being that has rolled off the rails

of reason and history.”®

Both Chuprinin and Epshtein focus on the ‘taboo-breaking’ in ‘other fiction’,
exemplified by Epshtein’s use of the taboo word ‘mudak’ and regarded by Robert
Porter as its ‘most salient characteristic’.'® However, the flouting of prohibitions
concerning the type of language or subject matter appropriate to literature, and the
way a human being should be portrayed, occurred in a broad range of ‘new’ Russian
writing in the period, in particular the grim social realism of writers like Sergei

Kaledin (b.1949), which more closely fits Chuprinin’s perception of ‘other fiction’ as

7 Chuprinin, ‘Drugaia’, p.4.

® Ibid. The echoes in ‘other fiction’ of Zapiski iz podpol’ia (Notes from underground, 1864) by Fedor
Dostoevskii (1821-81) are discussed further in Chapter 2.

° Epshtein, M., ‘Posle budushchego. O novom soznanii v literature’, Znamia, 1991, 1, p.220.
Hereafter Epshtein, ‘Posle budushchego’.

1 Porter, Alternative, p.19. Porter points out that mudak may also be translated as ‘prick’, ‘prat’ or
‘wanker’. (Ibid., p.13.)



a form of social criticism."' Moreover, this type of taboo-breaking is not really
relevant to writers like Tolstaia and Ivanchenko. A more effective means of
differentiation was proposed by Vladimir Potapov, who defined ‘other fiction’ as

‘literature which feels and acknowledges itself as only and nothing more than a

phenomenon of language’,'? or, in other words, breaks the convention that literature is

the source of truth about how to live. In Potapov’s view:

‘Other fiction’ is least inclined to consider itself a collective
organiser or propagandist, a mouthpiece or transmitter of ideas,
hence its refusal to commandeer in any way, hence the unusual
character of its dialogue with the reader [...] ‘Other fiction’ writers
almost never set themselves the task of creating a substantial, multi-
coloured, plastically perfect world, existing as it were independently
of the author. A ‘mediator-voice’ is always present between reader
and author, evoked to remind the reader that all that is being
communicated is merely ‘words, words, words’, merely literature. '

This point of view was expressed in a less analytical, more belligerent way by Viktor
Erofeev, in his controversial essay, ‘Pominki po sovetskoi literature’ (A funeral feast
for Soviet literature), first published in Literaturnaia gazeta in July 1990, which

announced the death of Soviet literature.'* In his essay, Erofeev asserted:

In Russia the writer was often called upon to carry out several duties
at the same time: to be a priest, a prosecutor, a sociologist, an expert
in questions of love and marriage, an economist and a mystic. He

1 Chuprinin’s account of the type of reality portrayed in ‘other fiction’ is attributed by Natal’ia
Ivanova to a much wider spectrum of fiction written in the period. Noting the ‘literary hegemony of
the catastrophe genre’, she writes: ‘Motifs associating the end of the century and the millenium with
the end of the world — fatal illness, collapse, death, madness, doom — are concentrated in the image of
the hospital and the madhouse, the place where a contemporary novel’s hero is likely to be found, since
he is characterised by a sick imagination and morbid fantasy (including historical fantasy), by the
collapse of consciousness.” (Ivanova, N., ‘On the Mound of Returned Tickets: The Newest Russian
Prose’, translated by Julian Graffy, Artes, 5, 1998, p.80. Hereafter Ivanova, ‘On the Mound’.) The
topos of the mental hospital, which appears in Russian works like Do i vo vremia (Before and during,
1993) by Vladimir Sharov (b.1952) and Chapaev i Pustota (Chapaev and Pustota, 1996) by Viktor
Pelevin (b.1962), also recurs in Czech fiction of the period, beginning with Hra na slepo (Playing
blind, 1982) by Ludvik Né¢mec (b.1957), and subsequently, for example, in Daleko od stromu (Far
from the tree, Cologne 1987, Prague 1991) and Zlodéjina (Thievilry, 1995) by Zuzana Brabcova
(b.1960).

12 potapov, V., ‘Na vykhode iz “andergraunda’™, Novyi mir, 1989, 10, p.252.

B 1bid., p.254.

* As well as evoking Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault on the passing of the author, Erofeev also
alludes to Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History?, published in Russian in Voprosy filosofii in early
1990, which, often misunderstood as a programmatic rather than speculative statement, greatly
influenced intellectuals in former Communist countries in the early Changes period. At the same time,
his notion of artistically compromised literature recalls Abram Terts’s essay ‘Chto takoe Sotsrealizm?’
(What is Socialist Realism?, Paris 1959), itself titled in imitation of Jean-Paul Sartre’s Qu’est-ce que
c’est que la littérature?, in which Terts, the pseudonym of Andrei Siniavskii (1925-97), sarcastically
condemns Socialist Realism as a ‘half-classicist half-art’. (See Terts, A., The Trial Begins and On
Socialist Realism, translated by George Dennis, Berkeley, Los Angeles, 1982, p.214.)



was so much everything that he frequently turned out to be nobody

asa w1:iter, unab]e' to sense .the geculiarities of literary language and

figurative paradoxical thinking.
Erofeev considered the focus of writing in this dominant understanding to be directed
outwards, towards shaping a notion of the human being. By contrast, the focus of the
‘new’ literature was, in his view, directed inwards, towards words. Erofeev writes:
‘In a novel it is important to create not so much a definite human image or character,
as something about which I would simply say literature’.'® Whereas Erofeev presents
this shift of focus as a new beginning, for Epshtein, however, it was symptomatic of
what he perceived to be a recurring ‘aesthetic’ stage in Russian literature, in which
literature surrenders or loses all other functions and drifts into self-contemplation. He
writes: ‘What is left for a literature that is no longer either politics, religion or
philosophy? 1t is left with language, a kind of minimum and a final bridgehead on

which to set the conditions for its capitulation.”'’

The notion that literature is suffering from a loss of purpose also formed the basis of
Pavel Janousek’s assessment of Czech literature in the early post-Communist period.
In his view, under Communism, readers and critics had judged a work above all on
the extent to which it told the truth about the reality of life in contemporary
Czechoslovak society. In the post-1989 period, however, that truth-telling function
had passed to the media, leaving literature, according to Janousek, uncertain of what
to say instead.'® This ‘pause for thought’ reflected Janouek’s earlier assertion, a year
after the fall of the Communist regime in November 1989, that Czech literature was,
in basketball parlance, taking a ‘time-out” to come to terms with its past, and not only
with the works which had not been sanctioned for publication before the Changes, but
also with the works which had."

55 Erofeev, Vik., ‘Pominki po sovetskoi literature’ in his Strashnyi sud, Moscow, 1996, p.432.
Hereafter Erofeev, ‘Pominki’.

1 1bid., p.433.

17 Epshtein, ‘Posle budushchego’, p.226.

18 See Janousek, P., ‘Dejte mi pevny bod aneb Za spoleensky roman krasnéjsi’, Tvar, 1994, 12, p.3.
JanouSek developed this notion in a later article, in which he argued that with the loss of the enemy
(Communism), Czech literature had lost the ‘need to communicate’, with the result that ‘individual
works are interpreted only as the personal plaisir of the author’. (JanouSek, P., ‘Promény literarn{
atmosféry v dobé postlistopadové’, Tvar, 1996, 18, p.10.)

19 See Janousek, P., “Time-out aneb Zhroucens tradice’ in his Time-out, Brno, 2001, pp.69-79. (This
article was first published in Tvar in 1990.) '
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In her survey of Russian literature in the period under discussion, Galina Nefagina
pinpoints 1986 as the ‘opening of the floodgates’ to previously unsanctioned literature
in the Soviet Union, following the announcement of the policies of glasnost’ and
perestroika in 1985.2° However, particularly as far as ‘new’ writing was concerned,
the liberalisation was at least initially gradual and controlled, with Soviet critics
repeatedly attempting to link newly published works with the emphasis on ‘truth-
telling’ and morality in official policy.”' 1986 also appeared to bring a change in
atmosphere in Czech literature, with the publication of works like Simulanti
(Malingerers) by Milan Pavek (b.1941), delayed since 1983, Jak potopit Austrdlii
(How to sink Australia) by Petr Sabach (b.1951) and Knizka s cervenym obalem (A
little book with a red cover) by Alexandra Berkovd (b.1949), which combined
relatively strong political satire with an inventive, comic approach to narrative. In an
article about new Czech writing published in Dotyky, the leading Slovak periodical
devoted to the work of young writers and critics, in August 1989, Ivo Sldvik
suggested that the short-story collections by Sabach and Berkov4 were more or less
the only new works worthy of note, commenting: ‘The literary vivaciousness and the
vitality of the heroes of these debuts, like the flexibility and range of expression of the
authors, form the basis for the emergence of an antithesis to the schematicism in
which part of the literary production of younger writers who entered literature in the
1970s drowned.”*

® Nefagina, G., Russkaia proza vtoroi poloviny 80-kh-nachala 90-kh godov XX veka, Minsk, 1998,
p-16.

*! The increasing tenuousness of this linkage culminated in 1988 with the publication, during the period
of prohibition, of a censored version of Erofeev’s Moskva-Petushki, an intertextual stream-of-
consciousness delivered by a drunk on a train, in the journal Trezvost’ i kul’tura (Sobriety and culture),
accompanied by an article presenting the work as a cautionary tale about the psychological effects of
alcohol.

2 Sl4vik, 1., ‘“Naért sadasnej situacie mladej &eskej prézy druhej polovice 80. rokov’, Dotyky, I, 1989,
8, p.22. His remarks reflect the altogether more liberal situation in Slovakia, to which I shall shortly
return. The ironic, playful, female perspective of Berkov4’s collection in particular appeared
refreshingly unusual in the context of Czech sanctioned fiction in which humour was frequently limited
to adolescent sarcasm, reflecting the age of its central characters. (For a discussion of the prominence
of the adolescent in Czech fiction of this period, see Pynsent, R.B., ‘Adolescence, Ideology and
Society: The Young Hero in Contemporary Czech Fiction’ in Wallace, 1. (ed.), The Adolescent Hero,
Dundee, 1984, pp.65-86. Hereafter Pynsent, ‘Adolescence’.) In the second edition, published in 1988,
Berkova supplied a typically quirky account of her method which looked back to the 1960s as much as
forward to the fiction of the Changes: ‘Working with television has taught me (oh if has, yes, it has)
above all to build a whole through the association of situations according to their internal homogeneity,
without explanation, without justification and without the hopelessly boring strings of monotonous
informative narration which I don’t like reading and which manage to ruin even the liveliest subject.
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The impact of glasnost’, however, only began to be felt in Czech literature in late
1988, when the Union of Czech Writers began in earnest to seek a way of ‘reuniting’
sanctioned, samizdat and tamizdat literature. Representatives of the regime hoped to
achieve this reunification in the manner of their Soviet counterparts a few years
earlier, as JanouS$ek indicates in his discussion of this process:

though they admitted the necessity of coming to terms in some way

with the disowned, they imagined it as a gradual and painless

integration of ‘minor’ branches into the ‘main’ branch, as an

‘opening of doors’ to books which were not entirely in

conflict...let’s say, with Communist ideals (more precisely, with the

definition ordained by their higher organs at the time).>
This Party-led liberalisation of literature, ultimately overtaken by the events of
November 1989, was highly unpredictable. On the one hand, Literdrni mésicnik, the
mouthpiece of official literature in the 1970s and 1980s, made a great virtue of its
serialisation in the summer of 1989 of Rozhovory s utékem (Conversations with
escape, 1990) by the superficially non-conformist rock singer Bira Basikova
(b.1963), which described a lesbian affair. On the other, the same year, Daniela
Hodrova (b.1946), a leading literary theorist and novelist in the post-Changes period,
could publish her theory of the novel, Hleddni romdnu (In search of the novel), only
in censored form. She did, however, secure agreement for the publication of her
novels Podoboji (In both kinds) and Kukly (Pupae), completed in the early 1980s,
which were then paradoxically delayed by the fall of the regime until 1991. The most
significant event of this period was the sanctioned publication in early 1989 of two
novels by Bohumil Hrabal (1914-97) - Obsluhoval jsem anglického krdle (I waited on
the King of England, Cologne 1980) and P#ilis hluc¢na samota (Too loud a solitude,
Cologne 1980) - both completed in the early 1970s and previously published abroad
and in samizdat. Associated with the liberalisation of literary method in the 1960s,
when he first came to prominence, Hrabal was not permitted to publish following the
collapse of the reforms process until 1975, when he gave a ‘self-critical’ interview to

the Party cultural weekly, Tvorba, declaring his support for Socialism.>* Even after

Fear and humour belong together’. (Berkovd, A., KniZka s cervenym obalem, Prague, 1988, back
cover.)

3 JanouSek, P., ‘Ceska literatura v bod& nula aneb Literatura bez dvefi’ in his Time-out, Brno, 2001,
p.60. (This article was originally published in Kmen in early 1990.)

* Susanne Roth argues in her monograph on Hrabal that the text of the Tvorba interview, which she
reproduces, was amended before publication. (See Rothova, S., Hlucnd samota a horké stésti
Bohumila Hrabala, translated by Michael Spirit, Prague, 1993, pp.163-65. Hereafter Rothov4,
Hluénd.) At the time, the interview provoked dismay, prompting students to burn Hrabal’s books in
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that, however, those works sanctioned for publication were stylistically and
thematically his least challenging. As Vladimir Novotny pointed out in his survey of
Czech literature since 1989, Hrabal, as the most popular writer in each branch,

effectively embodied the unity of Czech literature on his own.”

The first attempt to end the ‘time-out’ following the ‘opening of the floodgates’ in
Czech literature after November 1989 came with Jiii Kratochvil’s ‘Obnoveni chaosu
v &eské literatufe’ (The renewal of chaos in Czech literature), published in Literdrni
noviny in November 1992, which in its provocative assertions closely resembled
Erofeev’s earlier ‘Pominki po sovetskoi literature’.”® Like Erofeev, Kratochvil
emphasised that, in his view, the Marxist-Leninist understanding of literature is
merely an example of the conventional understanding of literature in Czech culture as
a collectivising tool, demonstrated also by the use of literature by the dissidents in the
1970s and 1980s:

After a long time Czech literature is not only once again free and rid
of all social ties and national expectations, but also has its
‘generation’, which is turning its back on both the literature of the
1960s and the official and unofficial literature of the twenty years of
occupation. It is a literature which with relish scorns all ideologies,
missions and services to the people or to anyone.27

As far as fiction is concerned, the writers of the literature to which Kratochvil refers
came essentially from two distinct groups, who together make up the Czech
counterpart to what Soviet critics in the late 1980s called ‘other fiction’. The first was

drawn from Kratochvil’s own generation, and consisted of writers born during or
shortly after the Second World War, for whom the Thaw had ended before they could

public. However, whereas in the West, the most widely discussed and admired Czech writer of the
post-war period is Milan Kundera (b.1929), who emigrated to France in 1975, for Czechs it is
undoubtedly Hrabal. The shadow he casts is reflected, for example, in a 2002 interview with Viclav
Kahuda (b.1965), a writer often compared to Hrabal, in which Ondtej Horak asks if the present period
could be described as ‘post-Hrabalian’. (Hordk, O., ‘Spokojenost s prazdnotou’, Tvar, 2002, 14, p.14.)
The production of Hrabal’s collected works constituted one of the most successful publishing projects
of the early 1990s; in contrast, a similar attempt to publish Kundera’s works faltered because of lack of
reader interest, the publisher’s financial problems and Kundera’s own refusal either to allow the re-
publication of flawed émigré editions, or to make time to revise them. (Parallels may be drawn
between the reception of Kundera and the lukewarm reception given by Russian readers in 1991 to the
collected works of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn [b.1918].)

® Novotny, V., ‘Nova &eska literature (1990-1995)’, Tvar, 1995, 15, p.24.

% In his response to Kratochvil’s essay, Milan Jungmann notes the similarity of its concerns to those of
Erofeev, whose essay was published in Czech in the periodical Svétovd literatura in 1992. (See
Jungmann, M., ‘Kudy kam z chaosu’, Literdrni noviny, IV, 1993, 4, p.7.)

7 Kratochvil, J., “Obnoveni chaosu v &eské literatufe’ in his PFibéhy pFibéhii, Brno, 1995, pp.83-84.
(Hereafter Kratochvil, ‘Obnoven{’.)
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make a substantial impact. They included Hodrovd and Michal Ajvaz kb.1949), to
whom Novotny added, amongst others, Berkovd4, Vladimir Macura (1945-99), Ivan
Matousek (b.1948) and Viclav Vokolek (b.1947).%® Of these, only Berkovd and
Macura had had fiction sanctioned for publication before November 1989. Some,
like Hodrové4 and Macura, had pursued careers in literary studies during the 1970s and
1980s, but most had been not only completely excluded from the sanctioned literary
process, but also, while publishing in samizdat and tamizdat, peripheral to major
dissident activities. The second group was made up of underground writers who
emerged in the 1980s, particularly those, like Vit Kremli¢ka (b.1962), Petr Placik
(b.1964) and Jachym Topol (b.1962), associated with the samizdat journal Revolver
Revue,”® to whom Zuzana Brabcov4 (b.1960), though not strictly ‘underground’, was
frequently added because of close stylistic similarities.*

In his brief survey of Czech fiction of the early 1990s, first published in Literdrni
noviny in 1995, Ale§ Haman identified two main tendencies:

[...] one aimed for authenticity, the instant expression of bare,
existential transience, the demystification of all illusions and
demythicisation of all ideals which could provide something to hold
on to in the flow of time; the other tendency was formed of fiction
which bet on the destruction of histoire by means of a refined game
of imaginary associations and the merging of fantastic visions and
realistic ideas.

Haman’s division of writers into one or other tendency is over-simplified, since in
practice they were not necessarily mutually exclusive. However, Czech literature in

the 1990s, to a greater extent than either Russian or Slovak, was dominated by

explicitly or implicitly autobiographical works seeking to give an ‘eye-witness’

% See Novotny, V., ‘Nova &eska literature (1990-1995)°, Tvar, 1995, 16, p.24. Novotny reveals the
influence of Soviet literary categories, referring to this grouping as ctyFicdinici (‘forty-somethings’ or
‘those born in the 1940s’) in imitation of Soviet critics who, in the late 1970s, began to refer to certain
writers as the sorokaletnie (see below).

% Like Berkov4’s Knizka s éervenym obalem, Macura’s short story collection Néznymi drdpky (With
tender claws), published in 1983, scarcely conformed to ideological expectations.

* Revolver Revue, founded in 1985 as Jednou nohou, but re-named after five issues, became legal after
the Changes, and remains one of the most respected Czech literary periodicals.

3! In his study of the Czech literary underground in the post-war period, Martin PilaF describes Martin
C. Putna’s account of the four ‘steps’ which make a writer ‘underground’: ‘1) hostility to the official
world and its culture; 2) departure from it; 3) forming a group with like-minded people; 4) creating
another, parallel world with another culture and other values.” (Pilaf, M, Underground: Kapitoly o
Ceském literdrnim undergroundu, Brmo, 1999, p.14.) In the context of Russian literature in the period,
this definition would apply most to the Conceptualists like Prigov and Sorokin. Pilai’s book draws
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account of the experience of the 1970s and 1980s, and at the same time to assert the
writer’s own anti-Communist credentials. These works were often either written by
formerly controversial sanctioned writers like Zden¢k Zapletal (b.1951), or had been
published previously in samizdat or tamizdat, like, for example, the novels of émigré
writers like Iva Pekarkova (b.1963) or Jan Pelc (b.1957). This tendency may therefore
be seen to represent a continuation of what JanouSek describes as the ‘truth-telling’
approach called for by both official and dissident establishments — for diametrically
opposed ideological reasons — in the preceding period. What Kratochvil presents as
the ‘new’ Czech writing, though it rarely dissented from the characterisation of the
1970s and 1980s as a ‘traumatic’ period, nevertheless represented an attempt to break
with this approach, to cease the perpetuation of shared versions of reality and
foreground instead their constant disintegration and recreation. For this reason,
Kratochvil describes this writing as the ‘literature of chaos, that is, of the beginning’,
the writers of which

are not only consciously and systematically returning to artistic and
‘artificial’ literature (and logically at the same time to its opposite,
Gellnerian literature and aesthetic brutalism), but, above all, aim to
create some kind of individual myths, replacing the collective myths
which have thus far dominated in Czech literature from the time of
the Revival through the left-wing avant-garde to ideologized
literature and literature of the “political opposition’ of the 1960s.%

The assertion of Erofeev and Kratochvil that what they consider the ‘new writing’
represents a complete break with the principles and techniques underpinning in
particular sanctioned fiction in the preceding period is reflected, albeit less
programmatically, throughout the Russian and Czech fiction of the Changes. This
emphasis arose essentially from a sense among these writers that they and their way
of thinking had been egregiously excluded both from mainstream sanctioned and from
unsanctioned literature during the 1970s and 1980s. In his critique of Kratochvil’s
theoretical writing, Haman comments:

In Kratochvil’s opinions, the experience of the time of
Normalisation, which shut creative personalities (of his type) in
‘internal emigration’ on islands of loneliness far from the madding
crowd, is mixed with euphoria at the freedom after November 1989.

attention to the continuity in Czech underground writing from the late 1940s to the 1980s, which could
trace its roots back through the wartime underground to the pre-war Poetist and Surrealist avant-garde.
32 Kratochvil, ‘Obnovent’, p.84. By ‘artistic’ and “artificial’, Kratochvil appears to mean literature
which focuses on the processes of its own creation. FrantiSek Gellner (1881-1914), uncle of Ernest
Gellner, was an early twentieth-century anarchist poet.
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The confinement of non-conformist isolation was transposed into a

notion of the absolute autonomy of artistic creation rid of all

secondary functions.*
In a conference panel discussion in Tampere in July 2000 on the work of the
sanctioned but hardly conformist Russian writer Vladimir Makanin (b.1937), Natal’ia
Ivanova described the late 1980s in Russian literature as the ‘revenge of the
underground’, during which writers like Makanin were swept aside by the ‘new’
writers and often could not or chose not to publish. Ivanova further noted that while
the ‘new’ writers were soon generally perceived by critics and readers to have run out
of ideas, writers like Makanin had returned to prominence. Perhaps, then, more than
it heralded the future of Russian, Czech and Slovak literature, the Russian and Czech
fiction of the Changes represented the culmination of a period of disinformation and
misrepresentation, when not only writers, but also critics served ‘extra-literary’
purposes, the ‘final’ caricaturing of the recent and distant literary past necessary to

liberate writer and critic from this service.

Nowhere is this caricature more apparent than in Erofeev and Kratochvil’s accounts
of the recent literary past, which provoked the greatest criticism at the time. Both
writers’ characterisations of that period curiously reflect a total acceptance of the
official presentation of literature, in which, on the one hand, the canon of
acknowledged literary classics was absorbed into ‘official culture’, while writers who
could not be ‘assimilated” were quietly excluded, and on the other, as the mainstream
dissidents also contended, all new writing was understood to serve the cause of either

the regime or its enemies, depending on where it was published.

Kratochvil’s use of the phrase ‘official literature’ implicitly to refer to everything
sanctioned for publication in the 1970s and 1980s reflects the prevalent Czech
dissident view that all sanctioned literature was artistically compromised and,
moreover, complicit in the maintenance of the autocratic regime. Milan Jungmann,
the editor-in-chief of Literdmi noviny from 1964 to 1967, at the height of the Czech
Thaw, argued in an article published soon after the Changes that the policy of

Normalisation, as it applied to literature, constituted the regime’s ‘revenge’ on writers

» Haman, A., ‘“Vyzn4ni s puncem genera¢niho programu’, Tvar, 2001, 9, p.4.
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- for the prominent role they had played in calls for reform.>* In a later article,
Jungmann drew attention to the infamous 1972 speech by Jan Kozdk (1921-95), the
chairman of the Union of Czech Writers, in which he named all the writers whose
work was no longer acceptable to the regime, including those, like Véra Linhartova
(b.1938) and Josef Skvorecky (b.1924), who had already emigrated, Milan Kundera
(b.1929), who emigrated in 1975, and mainstays of the emerging dissident
establishment like Véclav Havel (b.1936), Eva Kantirkova (b.1930) and Ludvik
Vaculik (b.1926).%° In the aftermath, those few writers most closely associated with
the literary experimentation of the Thaw who continued to publish, like Vladimir
Paral (b.1932) and Ladislav Fuks (1923-94), or later returned to sanctioned
publication, like Alena Vostrd (1938-92) were perceived by Jungmann and others to
have irretrievably compromised their techniques and reputal:ions.36 As for attempts to
establish a new generation of writers to replace that which had been discredited,
Jungmann commented:

With each book, signs of the creative uncertainty of these [...]
writers began to appear. Their lyricism became increasingly rigid,
their generational confessions got bogged down in intricate
description, and their minor verbal and narrative abilities were
obscured by inhibited expression and obfuscating details which
were supposed to suggest to the naive reader the challenging
complexity of “modernity” [...] The vehemently asserted new wave
thus broke up in the face of hard reality; the realisation that the will
to create may, in artificially formed conditions, arouse the
impression of an extraordinary talent, but is no substitute for it.”’

The only sanctioned writers about whom Jungmann wrote positively were Vladimir
Korner (b.1939), who continued to publish his historical fiction after the Thaw, and

writers of essentially one controversial sanctioned book like Pévek or Jana

* See Jungmann, M., ‘Ceska proza v normalizaéni tisni’, Ceskd literatura, 39, 1990, 2, p.145.
(Hereafter Jungmann, ‘Ceska’.)

* See Jungmann, M., ‘Obnoveni pofadku v &eské literatufe’ in his V obkliceni pFibéhu, Prague 1997,
pp.112-19. The article first appeared in Literdrni noviny in 1992.

3 Of P4ral and Fuks, Jungmann writes: ‘it was evident that the writer no longer vouched for his work,
that he had failed in that most fundamental thing; literature for him was no longer a struggle for a
deeper knowledge of the human being and society, it was a means to the end of profitable self-
realisation’. (Jungmann, ‘Ceska’, p-148.) (For similar remarks on Vostr4 and further evidence of
Jungmann’s rejection of sanctioned fiction, see Jungmann, M, ‘Hromadka ¢eskych romand’ in his
Cesty a rozcesti, Purley, 1988, pp.299-310.) The key exception to this rule was Hrabal, though his
works sanctioned for publication were considered inferior to those published in samizdat and abroad.
37 Jungmann, ‘Cesk4’, p.146. This same characterisation of artistic weakness may be found in
ostensibly more analytical surveys. See, for example, Bock, 1., ‘Jedna &eska literatura? K n&€kterym
tendencim “oficidlni”, samizdatové a exilové prézy’, Ceskd literatura, 40, 1992, pp.67-84. (Bock at
least puts ‘official’ in quotation marks.)
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Cervenkova (b.1939), to whom many other names could be added.*® In his response to
the blanket rejection of sanctioned literature in Kratochvil’s essay, Véroslav Mertl
(b.1929), however, defended writers like himself, whom sanctioned critics described
as the ‘grey zone’ because their work, though sanctioned for publication, lacked the
overt optimism and commitment which Party ideologues demanded. These included,
for Mertl, the older generation of poets like Ludvik Kundera (b.1920), Oldiich
MikulaSek (1910-85) and Jan Skicel (1922-89), as well as writers of historical fiction
like Korer and Jifi Sotola (1924-89).% To this so-called ‘grey zone’ might be added,
using labels derived from Soviet literary categories which Czech sanctioned critics
sought to impose on Czech literature, writers of ‘rural fiction’ like Zeno Dostél
(b.1934) and Jifi Navratil (b.1939), writers of ‘urban fiction’ like Viclav Dusek
(b.1944) and comic writers like Miroslav Skéla (1924-89).% Perhaps, however, it is
sufficient to quote Janousek, who, in an article surveying the literary situation nearly a
year after the fall of the Communist regime, commented:

The consequences which the subjugation of official literature to
politics had on its quality are undeniable. I strongly object,
however, to the blind partiality of apostles of the new faith casting
judgements without reading books, or having read books, but
through ‘aprioristic’ glasses. I am convinced that worthwhile works
emer%ed in all branches of Czech literature, as well as trash and
junk.

In contrast to Kratochvil, Erofeev provides a more detailed survey of the main trends
which emerged in Russian literature during the Thaw, criticising on the one hand the

chauvinism and extreme conservatism of ‘official’ and ‘Village’ literature, which in

38 Cervenkova’s Semestr Zivota (A term in life, 1982) described the gradual destruction of the idealism
of a young pro-Communist teacher who takes up her first post in the ideological ‘virgin lands’ of the
south-western Czech border. The work, set in the early 1960s, was actually completed in the early
1970s, and therefore provided a link between the novels of disillusion by formerly committed
Communists in the 1960s and the increasingly dominant theme of disillusion in sanctioned fiction of
the 1970s and 1980s.

% Mertl, V., ‘Obnoveni tadu v &eské literatute’, Literdmi noviny, IV, 1993, 1, p.7.

“0 For a sanctioned attempt to articulate the concerns and strategies of writers like Dusek which
provoked considerable controversy on publication, see Jan Luke3’s collection of articles, Prozaickd
skutecnost (1982). For a similar survey in English, which earned a highly critical samizdat review
from Jungmann for a perceived lack of discrimination between major (‘grey’) and minor (‘official’)
writers, see Pynsent, R.B., ‘Social Criticism in Czech Literature of 1970s and 1980s Czechoslovakia’,
Bohemia, 27, 1986, 1, pp.1-36.

41 perhaps aware of the dullness of being ‘sensible’, Janousek enlivens his article with a reading of a
classic of genuine official literature, Kozadk’s Adam a Eva (Adam and Eve, 1982), as a work of
opposition. By the 1980s, Czech sanctioned literature was criticising the incumbent regime not only
from a liberal, but also from a hard-line Marxist-Leninist implied authorial perspective, with the
distinction in perspectives often blurred.
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his view enjoyed its heyday serving the ideological positions of the Brezhnev period,
and on the other, the ‘hyper-moralising’ of ‘liberal’ literature, which took centre-stage
with the officially approved ‘truth-telling” of the glasnost’ period. This greater detail,
and in particular his differentiation between ‘official’ and ‘liberal’ trends reflects the
fact that, to a far greater extent than in Czech sanctioned literature of a comparable
period, literary scholars in both East and West were able to find enough continuity
from the artistic approaches of the Thaw in sanctioned Soviet literature of the 1970s
and 1980s for it not to be completely discredited.** By ‘official literature’, Erofeev
means only that sometimes called ‘secretarial’ literature, since its most prominent
exponents were members of the Secretariat of the Writers” Union. By ‘liberal’
literature, at least until the glasnost’ period, Erofeev appears to mean sanctioned
urban realist writing — so-called bytovaia proza — epitomised in the 1960s and 1970s
by Trifonov, and subsequently by the so-called sorokaletnie (the ‘forty-year-olds’), a
loose category invented by critics to take in disparate writers like Makanin, Anatolii
Kim (b.1939), Ruslan Kireev (b.1941) and Anatolii Kurchatkin (b.1944).* Deming
Brown comments of their fiction: ‘About all of these writers there is an absence of
dogmatism, an ideological tentativeness and lack of doctrinal certainty. They do not
fear ambiguity and ambivalence, and in some cases they in fact cultivate such
attitudes. To a great extent they seem to feel that as artists their task is investigative

and cognitive, not didactic.”**

This type of writing, which may be said to correspond to the so-called ‘grey zone’
of Czech sanctioned fiction, only irritates Erofeev, who mocks what he perceives as
its ‘obtrusive reliance on allusions’, commenting: ‘readers grew addicted to a
“treasure hunt” for hints, to seeking out places where the writer had his tongue in his
cheek. The result was that writers got carried away with all this tongue-in-cheek

parody and forgot how to think’.*> As in Czech reactions to Kratochvil’s essay,

“2 Since the qualities of writers like Chingiz Aitmatov (b.1928), Valentin Rasputin (b.1937), Vasilii
Shukshin (1929-1974), Iurii Trifonov (1925-81) and others have already been well-documented in
Russian and Western criticism, I shall not go into as much detail in my description of Soviet literature
in this period as in my preceding account of the Czech situation.

“® In the period before glasnost’, Erofeev may also have in mind those writers of rural fiction who
emphasised the plight of the individual (conventionally the concern of urban fiction) more than the
plight of the traditional Russian collective. In the glasnost’ period, his category of ‘liberal literature’
expands to include works, mainly written but unpublished during the Thaw, and subsequently
published abroad.

“ Brown, D., The Last Years of Soviet Russian Literature, Cambridge, 1993, p.101.

“ Erofeev, ‘Pominki’, p.433.
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Russian commentators responding to Erofeev’s essay were most exercised by his
treatment of these writers, whom readers and critics perceived to have striven in
difficult circumstances to resist what Igor’ Dedkov terms the ‘degradation of reality’
in ideologised literature.® Dedkov, who cites Trifonov and the Village fiction writer
Viktor Astaf’ev (1924-2002) as examples, closely resembles JanouSek in his
approach, and displays a weariness with the trendy apocalyptic view of the literary

situation expressed by commentators like Erofeev and Epshtein.*’

Following the implication of both Erofeev and Kratochvil that official and dissident
writers, in their shared perception that the function of literature is to serve political
aims, are two sides of the same coin, one might also argue that writers employing
strategies like the sorokaletnie belong to the same currency as the writers of the
Changes. In Barthes’s account of the ‘death of the author’, understood as a figure
imparting a ‘single “theological” meaning (the message of the Author-God)’,*® that
death is accompanied by the ‘birth of the reader’, which may be said to be reflected in
the explicit appeals to the reader and the heavy use of allusiveness, irony and parody
found in the fiction discussed in this dissertation, including Erofeev’s own. However,
the origins of this ‘birth of the reader’ may be also be sought in the withdrawal of
implied authorial judgement and the ‘obtrusive reliance on allusions’ found in
sanctioned fiction of the 1970s and 1980s. Indeed, as I shall describe throughout this
dissertation, the fiction of the Changes is far more overtly didactic about - or
confident in its understanding of - the nature not only of art, but also of human

existence than much ‘liberal’ literature of the preceding period.

In contrast to the prevailing Russian and Czech view of their literary histories since
the death of Stalin as a series of ruptures, of which the “fiction of the Changes’ is, for
now, the last, Slovak writers and commentators emphasise the continuity in their

literary development in the same period, which a brief ‘freeze’ in the early 1970s

“ Dedkov, I., ‘Mezhdu proshlym i budushchim’, Znamia, 1991, 1, p.236.

“7 In fairness to Erofeev, the anthology of ‘new’ literature which he edited, Russkie tsvety zla (Russian
flowers of evil, 1997), included Astaf’ev and a broad range of unsanctioned writers from the 1970s,
including Sergei Dovlatov (1941-90), Iurii Mamleev (b.1931) and Varlam Shalamov (1907-82).

8 Barthes, R., “The Death of the Author’ in his Image-Music-Text, translated by Stephen Heath,
London, 1977, p.146.
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could not disrupt.® As a result, the Slovak fiction of the Changes produced no
comparable statement to those of Erofeev and Kratochvil, seeking to dissociate post-
1989 Slovak literature from that of the preceding period. The concerns of the Russian
and Czech fiction of the Changes are presented in a Slovak context from the outset as
the expression of the sense of the ‘exhaustion of literature’ consuming Western
culture as a whole. For example, the short story collection Chliev a hry (A pig-sty
and games, 1990) by Pavel Hriz (b.1941), his first publication since 1968, included
a note from the author reflecting on how the writer should respond to the long-drawn-
out decline in the importance of literature as the bearer of absolute truth. Hriz writes:

With each generation the human being is wiser and has learnt his
lesson better, his descendants no longer burden themselves with
thoughts about the inflation of words, knowing all too well about the
growing disorder of informatics, in which for them belles-lettres is
an inferior, indeed negligible part. What should the incorrigible
man of letters do with himself now? [...] From the bottom of my
heart I think that the poor old writer (though clearly now no more
than a graphomaniac) should not give up his gift of negative
entropy. He should give up only his omniscience and didacticism,
he should mask all fictions and give the reader the greatest possible
chance of co-creation. (And deeply conceal the insistent feeling that
he is striking up a dialogue with a blank face.)>

In the early 1970s, as in Czech literature, many of the most prominent Slovak writers
from the generation which had emerged in the mid-1960s, including Hriz, J4n
Johanides (b.1934), Vincent Sikula (b.1936-2001) and Pavel Vilikovsky (b.1941)
were similarly not permitted to publish. During this period, however, works by two
other members of this generation, Peter Jaro$ (b.1940) and Rudolf Sloboda (1938-95),
continued to appear, alongside the first publications of DuSan DuSek (b.1946) and
Dusan Mitana (b.1946), who continued in the spirit of the literary experiment of the
Thaw. In their discussion of contemporary Slovak literature, Eva Jen¢ikova and Peter
Zajac perceived the turning-point to be the return of Sikula with Majstri (The master
carpenters) in 1976, followed by the widely admired Pomocnik (The butcher’s
assistant, 1977) by Ladislav Ballek (b.1941), a rising functionary in the literary
establishment, and Jaro§’s Tisicrocnd véela (The thousand-year-old bee, 1979).!

4% This perspective may be found, for example, in Jentikova, E. and Zajac, P., ‘Situdcia sidasnej
slovenskej literattiry’, Slovenské pohlady, 105, 1989, 2, pp.45-71. Hereafter Jencikova, Zajac,
‘Situdcia’.

* Hrdz, P., Chliev a hry, Bratislava, 1990, back cover.

51 Jen&ikova, Zajac, ‘Situacia’, p.62.
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Johanides published for the first time in twelve years in 1978, and in 1983 came
perhaps his most complex and ambitious work, the historical novel Marek koniar a
pdpeZ uhorsky (Marek the Master of Horse and the Hungarian Pope), the same year as
Vilikovsky’s only publication between 1965 and 1989, the detective novel Prvd veta
spanku (The first movement of sleep, 1983).% Though all these writers at times
encountered difficulties — for example, distribution of Sloboda’s novel Rozum
(Reason, 1982) was temporarily halted in 1982, while Mitana had to alter the ending
of his novel Koniec hry (The end of the game, 1984) — they undoubtedly enjoyed
greater artistic freedom than their Czech counterparts. Consequently, though writers
like Ivan Kadletik (b.1938), Martin Sime¢ka (b.1957), and Dominik Tatarka (1913-
89) were closely associated with the leading Czech dissidents, Slovak samizdat and
tamizdat, unlike its Russian and Czech counterparts, could never claim either in

quantity or significance to represent the ‘real” Slovak literature in this period.

Nevertheless, writing in early 1989, Jen€ikova and Zajac pointed to an ‘urgent need
to release the human creativity blocked up by the stigma of the previous decades’,
noting that the ‘detabooisation’ of certain subjects, a central element of glasnost’, was
one way of achieving this.> By linking their article back to a discussion in 1965 in
the same journal, Slovenské pohlady, about a perceived ‘crisis’ in Slovak literature,
they perhaps deliberately suggest that, as at that time, new works had already
appeared indicating the direction Slovak literature would take. The emergence of a
new generation of writers began with the publication of collections of verse by Jozef
Urban (1964-99) in 1985 and Ivan Koleni¢ (b.1965) in 1986, together with the
appearance in periodicals of verse by poets including Tatjana Lehenovéa (b.1961), Jan
Litvdk (b.1965), Andrijan Turan (b.1962) and Kamil Zbruz (b.1964).>* This
liberalisation may be said to have culminated in the publication in 1988 in Doryky of
Lehenovd’s poem ‘Mald no¢nd mora’ (A little nightmare), parodically describing
female penis fascination, which begins: ‘S neutichajicim wGzasom / doveréivo
pozorujem, ako rastieS. / Chcem to. / Chcem, aby si bol vel'ky a mocny, / chcem, aby

si bol kral'.’ (With unquietening amazement / I intimately observe how you grow / [

52 Vilikovsky was, however, a prominent translator and editor, and in 1976 joined the editorial board of
the leading sanctioned periodical Romboid, ensuring its increasingly liberal direction in the 1980s.
%3 Jentikova, Zajac, ‘Situicia’, p.71.
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want it. / I want you to be big and powerful / I want you to be king.)>> The poem
provoked enormous debate, with some critics condemning it as ‘no longer literature’,
rather as Urnov condemned Narbikova in his ‘Plokhaia proza’, but its appearance, and
that of Lehenovd’s first collection the following year, suggested that meaningful

literary censorship in Slovakia was at an end.*

Sanctioned poets in all three literatures in the 1980s were the first to explore — or be
permitted to explore — the themes and techniques which would later typify the “fiction
of the Changes’, but their impact was greatest in the Slovak context, not least because
several of the new generation, in particular Urban, were also prominent critics.”” In
their reviews, published, for example, in the literary supplement to the daily
newspaper Smena, the journal Romboid and its supplement for young writers, Dotyky,
which was established in 1987 and became a separate periodical in 1989, Urban and
others attacked manifestations of what they perceived as unthinking literary
conformism, provoking often unmeasured reactions from establishment critics.”® The
launch of Literdrny tyZdennik in September 1988, explicitly to support the Slovak

literary establishment’s ‘own programme of perestroika’ > merely cemented the

54 In the 1990s, these last three, with the writer and painter, Robert Bielik (b.1963) and, initially,
Koleni¢, formed the self-styled ‘Barbarian Generation’, but their collective contribution, though
grovocative, was ultimately slight.

> Lehenovd, T., Pre vybrami spolocnost, Bratislava, 1989, p.38.
% For a range of reactions, see Literdrny tyZdennik, 11, 1989, 4, p.5. Urban pointed out that Lehenové’s
work was not unprecedented in the context of recent Czech and Slovak poetry, recalling the earlier
controversy in Czech literature caused by the collection Rikaji mi poezie (They call me poetry, 1987)
by Svatava AntoSova (b.1957). (See Urban, J., ‘O psoch a karavane’, Literdrny tyZdennik, 11, 1989, 12,
p4.) The polarised reactions to Antofov4 and Lehenovi4, as indeed to Narbikova, reflect the extent to
which their portrayals of sexually aware women challenged the contemporaneous stereotype of the
female.
7 For a discussion of Czech sanctioned poetry in the 1970s and 1980s, see Bilek, P.A., ‘Generace’
osamélych bézci, Prague, 1991; for its Russian counterpart, see Epshtein, M., ‘Pokolenie, nashedshee
sebia’, Voprosy literatury, 1986, 5, pp.40-72; and Postnikova, T.V., ‘Esli ty nosish’ nachalo vremen v
ushakh’ (Avangardnaia poeziia 80-kh-90-kh gg.), Moscow, 1995. Postnikova begins her study by
describing how, in the early 1980s, young poets working in the traditions of poetry in the 1920s and
1930s broke into sanctioned publication, and noting the ‘unconventionality and boldness of artistic
imagination, open épatage with regard to embedded literary tastes, the complexity of their poetic vision
of the world, and the incorporation into poetry of the clash of different cultural and historical layers.’
(Ibid., p.5.)
> In the first issue of Literdrny tyzdennik, Urban wrote a short piece pointing out how often his mental
state had been questioned and asking for the views of psychiatrists. (See Urban, J., ‘Co na to
psychiatri?’, Literdrny tyZdennik, 1, 1988, 1, p.4.)
> Solovig, J., ‘Nezostat' v zdvetri®, Literdrny tyZdennik, 1, 1988, 1, p.1. (Jan Solovi& was the head of
the Slovak Writers’ Union during the Normalisation.) Readers perceived Literdrny tyZdennik as the
symbolic revival in all but name of Kultirny Zivot, one of the most widely read pro-reform cultural
weeklies of the 1960s, which ceased publication in the autumn of 1968, but briefly returned between
1990 and 1993, as Literdrny tyZdennik came increasingly to reflect the agenda of the conservative/
nationalist camp in post-1989 Slovak literature.
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process of liberalisation which had been taking place. As far as fiction was
concerned, the decisive moment was the publication in the spring of 1989 of
Vilikovsky’s satire Vecne je zeleny... (Forever green is..., 1989) and two other

volumes of his fiction, all dating from the early 1970s.%°

In the 1990s, formerly sanctioned writers like DuSan Dusek, Johanides, Mitana and
Vilikovsky remained central to new Slovak fiction, alongside new writers like
Koleni¢, Pistanek, who had published stories in Slovenské pohlady since 1988, Jana
Bodndrova (b.1950), the feminist Jana Juraiova (b.1957) and Toma§ Horvath
(b.1971), the first to emerge of the writers whom Robert Pynsent later labelled the
Genitalists. These writers, who also included Vlado Balla (b.1967), Tom von Kamin
(b.1971) and Marek Vadas (b.1971), had studied Slovak literature and aesthetics at
Bratislava University and, like the slightly older Urban/Barbarian ‘generation’, were

often critics t00.%!

Pynsent notes that their writing is marked by an ‘ironisation of
male genitalia and an explicit concern in their fiction with modern Theory, especially
French varieties’.%* This ironising of the phallus, as a symbol of the Slovak stereotype
of male potency, already present in Lehenova’s verse, may be seen as a unifying motif
in the Slovak fiction of the Changes, with male sexual impotence reflecting the
impotence of the writer in works by Johanides and Koleni¢, as well as the
Genitalists.* Though Juréariova does not explicitly refer to the phallus in her fiction,
she repeatedly sets an explicitly Slovak coarse masculinity, often expressed as a latent
threat of violence, against a wise, playful, somewhat melancholy femininity
reminiscent of Berkova’s Knizka s cervenym obalem. In Juranova’s work, the

‘victories” of that masculinity, achieved through verbal or physical violence, are

illusory compared to the resilient independence of that female perspective.

% Parts of Vecne je zeleny... had appeared in Vilikovsky’s first collection Citovd vychova v marci (A
sentimental education in March, 1965), while an excerpt from the finished novel was published in
Literdrny tyZdennik in November 1988.

¢! The respect and interest accorded to the earlier generation by the new generation is reflected, for
example, in Horvath’s study of Mitana, published in 2000.

%2 Pynsent, R.B., “What about the Slovaks?” in Kollar, M., (ed.), Scepticism and Hope: Sixteen
Contemporary Slovak Essays, Bratislava, 1999, p.22.

% Johanides’s Trestajiici zlocin (Crime that punishes, 1995) takes the form of a monologue by a former
police archivist to a young man who has come to discover the fate of his parents during the 1950s. It
transpires that the archivist himself had been tortured in that period and castrated. The empty scrotum
in the novel symbolises not only his submission to the regime, but also the writer’s inability ever to tell
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The Slovak emphasis on the continuity between the writers of different generations
reflects the emergence of a more urgent confrontation in Slovak literature between
those writers who had a liberal, pluralist understanding of culture, and those who
propagated a conservative nationalist view.** This confrontation was scarcely evident
in mainstream Czech culture, which was dominated by a ‘politically correct’, anti-
Communist, pro-Western perspective, but certainly manifested itself in Russian
culture of the period, though in literature less fiercely than in Slovakia because the
‘liberals’ were in power rather than in opposition.”” Under the premiership of
Vladimir Meciar, who took Slovakia to independence and remained in power for
much of the 1990s, the nationalists forcefully promoted a very specific, chauvinist
understanding of Slovak culture and history, creating or re-creating publications,
publishing houses and cultural institutions in their image. The major periodicals, with
the crucial exceptions of Romboid and Dotyky (augmented by Vina and the newly
established RAK in 1996) and the daily newspaper SME, simply excluded all writers
who failed to fit this understanding, while their books sometimes carried warnings to
the reader from the Ministry of Culture, indicating that they had been deemed ‘not
suitable for Slovak readers’. In Russia in the 1990s, periodicals merely divided along
liberal (Druzhba narodov, Iunost’, Novyi mir, Znamia and the newly established
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie) and conservative lines (Nash sovremennik, Molodaia
gvardiia), with each set, but particularly the latter, by turns ignoring or attacking the

work of writers and critics associated with the other.

Though, like their Czech counterparts, the Russian and Slovak writers of the
Changes frequently satirised the West and the process of economic and political
‘westernisation’ in their countries, their commitment above all to creative freedom
meant that they could not but be associated with the liberal camp. Writing
preoccupied with the examination of its own limitations, understood as a metaphor for

the limitations of the human being, was, moreover, plainly at odds with the nationalist

a truth uncompromised by allegiance to one perspective or another, a theme in Johanides’s writing
since the 1960s. ,

% In the 1990s, Dotyky, though notionally a forum for the work of young writers and critics to present
their work, in an implicit gesture of solidarity between like-minded writers of different generations,
often included interviews, reviews and articles by or about writers like Dusek and Mitana.

% The attempted coup by Communist hard-liners in August 1991, and Boris El’tsin’s subsequent
conflicts with the Communist/Nationalist-dominated Russian Parliament in 1993 and 1995 indicate the
seriousness of the confrontation, which was perceived to have been won with El’tsin’s re-election in
1996, but has re-surfaced in the arts since Vladimir Putin’s election.
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view of culture as a shaping, collectivising force. In an essay comparing the
perception of literature in Russian and in Western European culture, translated in an
early issue of Literdrny tyZdennik, Lotman argues: ‘In Western European culture, no
bridge connects how a human being writes and how he lives. In Russian culture,

*%  The comments of Hniz, Kratochvil and others

however, this link is very close.
quoted above indicate that this link was also perceived to be very close in Slovak and
Czech culture. The attempt by the writers of the Changes to sever this link and focus
on what Lotman calls the ‘problem of the relativity of the word’®’ thus represented for

both its advocates and its opponents an attempt to ‘westernise’ literature.

Writers and critics reflected their ‘westernising’ allegiances most demonstratively
through their interest in Western post-Structuralist and postmodernist theory, which is
much more overt in Russian and Slovak literature and criticism than in its Czech
counterpart. In his book surveying new Czech fiction in the 1990s, Lubomir Machala
comments:

The high frequency with which the term [postmodernism] occurs in
texts of the most varied provenance indicates that postmodernism
became very fashionable in Czech circles in the first half of the
1990s, but a retrospective glance also reveals that still today Czech
literature lacks a systematic reflection of the problems of
postmodernism comparable to that found even in neighbouring
Slovakia.®®

Timothy Beasley-Murray argues of writers overtly engaging with post-Structuralist
theory in Meciar’s Slovakia:

The import of theory is the passport to the cosmopolitan zone of
pan-European culture. Put in specific terms: using literary theory
means not being a nationally-oriented writer such as Andrej Ferko
[b.1955], Stefan Moravéik [b.1943] or Rudolf Cizmérik [b.1949],
but rather putting oneself in the same arena as, say, Salman
Rushdie.”

:’Lotman, L, ‘Myslenie kritiky’, Literdmy tyZdennik, I, 1988, 9, p.9. Hereafter Lotman, ‘Myslenie’.
Ibid.
® Machala, L., Literdrni bludisté: Bilance polistopadové prézy, Prague, 2001, p.20. The chapter in
Machala’s book devoted to postmodernism in Czech literature constitutes the first serious Czech
account of such a trend. Though Machala presents the lack of much serious engagement with
postmodernist theory in contemporary Czech literary studies as a shortcoming, one might equally argue
that Czech ‘post-Structuralists’ like, for example, Hodrova and Macura, simply found the term
impossible to use meaningfully.
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Discussion of postmodernist theory in sanctioned periodicals in this period began
earliest in Slovakia, with Peter Zajac asserting in Romboid in the spring of 1989 the
relevance of postmodernism to Slovak culture as an aesthetic associated with times of
transition, thereby seeking to return Slovak literature to the currents of Western
culture where, in his view, it belonged.”® Later the same year, Tibor Zilka published
an article in which he traced postmodernism in Slovak literature back to writers of the
1960s like Hrdz, Jaro$, Johanides, Vilikovsky and Sloboda.”* Similar efforts in the
early 1990s to ‘reconstruct’ a canon of Russian postmodernism by Russian critics
including Epshtein, Mark Lipovetskii and Viacheslav Kuritsyn culminated in
Lipovetskii’s Russkii postmodernizm, published in 1997, and Irina Skoropanova’s
Russkaia postmodernistskaia literatura, published in 1999. Both dated
postmodernist fiction back to works written but unsanctioned for publication in the
1960s by Bitov, Venedikt Erofeev and Terts, through émigré writers like Iosif
Brodskii (1940-96) and Sasha Sokolov (b.1943) to the ‘other fiction’ writers of the
late 1980s.”

On the one hand, as Lipovetskii argued in his contribution to a discussion of
postmodernism in Russia published in Voprosy literatury in late 1991, commentators
found in Western postmodernist theory a new critical framework in which to explore

recent writing.”* On the other, however, by tracing postmodernism in Russian or

% Beasley-Murray, T., ‘Contemporary Slovak Literature, the Devilish Pact with Theory, and the
Genitalists’ in Williams, K. (ed.), Slovakia after Communism and Meciarism, London, 2000, p.81.
Hereafter Beasley-Murray, ‘Contemporary’.

" Zajac, P., ‘Postmodernizmus’, Romboid, XXIV, 1989, 6, p.102. Zajac’s comments come in a
foreword to an essay introducing the term ‘postmodernism’ by the German theorist Wolfgang Welsch,
whose work greatly influenced Slovak and also Czech writers and critics in the subsequent period.

"' See Zilka, T., ‘Postmodernizmus v préze’, Romboid, XXIV, 1989, 9, pp.18-24. The extent of the
liberalisation in Slovakia by this time is evident in Zilka’s reference to Kundera’s Nesnesitelnd lehkost
byti (The unbearable lightness of being, Toronto 1985). In the 1990s, Zilka became the most prolific
analyst of postmodernist theory in literature not only in Slovak, but also in Czech periodicals.

72 The ‘westernising’ inclinations of both Epshtein and Lipovetskii are reflected in the fact that both are
now based at universities in the United States.

7 Lipovetskii’s book also includes a chapter on Vladimir Nabokov as an ‘ancestor’ of Russian
postmodernism, which was omitted in the abridged English translation of the volume, entitled Russian
Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos, published in 1999.

" See Lipovetskii, M., ‘Zakon krutizny’, Voprosy literatury, 1991, 11-12, p.4. A more sceptical slant
on this assertion in the context of Slovak culture is provided by Beasley-Murray, who points out that
conformist Slovak intellectuals espoused either nationalism or Western theory apparently in an attempt
to fill the ideological vacuum left by discredited Marxist-Leninist theory. Beasley-Murray cites an
example of the Genitalists’ parody of this phenomenon from the novel Univerzita (University, 1996) by
Eman Erdélyi (b.1972) and Marek Vadas (b.1971), in which a female lecturer decides in the lift one
evening after work that she will give up being a Marxist and become a phenomenologist, radically
transforming her whole demeanour. (See Beasley-Murray, ‘Contemporary’, p.80.)
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Slovak literature back to the 1960s, when it supposedly appeared in Western
literature, critics implicitly sought to demonstrate that Russian or Slovak literature had
not, as suspected, fallen behind the dominant currents in Western literary culture.
Other commentators from Russia or former Soviet Bloc countries, indeed, went as far
as to suggest that the ‘postmodern condition’, which comes about, according to Jean-
Frangois Lyotard, as a result of the ‘decline of the unifying and legitimating power of
the grand narratives’,” found a unique expression in those cultures which had

experienced the disintegration of Marxism-Leninism.

The accounts of Russian postmodernism by Lipovetskii, Skoropanova and others,
while overcoming the ‘extra-literary’ division between unsanctioned literature written
inside or outside Russia, do not include a single work sanctioned for publication in the
Soviet Union before 1986. In his Early Soviet Postmodernism, Raoul Eshelman
rejects this perspective as a perpetuation of what he calls the ‘deformation model’,
which ‘assumes that Soviet [i.e. sanctioned] literature was twisted and turned by
political pressures to such an extent that it set out on a history of its own, independent
of Western epochal development.’76 Eshelman continues:

There are, of course numerous differences between Western and

Soviet literature. These differences arise not because Soviet

literature functioned in an essentially different way from Western

literature, but because Soviet writers were not allowed to

experiment with style or express their political opinions openly.

These restrictions did not, however, prevent Soviet writers from

taking recourse to the same postmodern figures of thought as their

Western counterparts.77
Eshelman suggests that mainstream sanctioned fiction, by failing in its attempts to
repair or reconstitute the Marxist-Leninist ‘grand narrative’, constitutes the first stage
in the development of a peculiarly Russian ‘postmodernism’. These writers’ concern
for the integrity of units like the individual or the collective in later stages gives way
to authorial self-irony about the attempt to repair these notions and culminates in the
foregrounding of their fictionality. By describing how the principles and techniques
claimed as their own by the writers who came to prominence in the late 1980s can be

traced in their development in sanctioned fiction since the Thaw, Eshelman not only

7 Lyotard, J-F., The Postmodem Condition: A Report on Knowledge, translated by Geoff Bennington
and Brian Massumi, Manchester, 1984, p.38.
6 Eshelman, R., Early Soviet Postmodernism, Frankfurt on Main, 1997, p.30.
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undermines conventional accounts of ‘Russian postmodernism’, but in effect reveals

the sheer arbitrariness of the term ‘postmodernism’.78

The term ‘postmodernist’, whether it is used to refer to the contemporary period itself

or to the dominant artistic approach of that period, implies a linear chronology in
which ‘postmodernism’ represents a new stage, despite the frequent, serious objection
to the term that its defining features may be identified in literature of many other
periods. For example, Lipovetskii asserts that postmodernism marks a new stage in
culture, in which art enters into a ‘dialogue with chaos’. He writes:

Postmodernism demonstrates a major artistic and philosophical
attempt to overcome the binary opposition of chaos and cosmos,
which is fundamental for classical and modernist types of culture,
and to redirect the creative impulse toward a compromise between
these universals [...] Rather than resolving contradictions,
[postmodernist compromises] lead to a new intellectual space for
the constant interaction of binary oppositions. Of course, such a
space cannot help but be the source of new conflicts and new
contradictions; yet such constant interaction is also the inexhaustible
source of new artistic and philosophical meaning.79

In ...na okraji chaosu..., her poetics of the twentieth century literary work, however,
Hodrov4, in effect seeking to overcome problematic terminological distinctions like
‘modernism’ and ‘postmodernism’, coincidentally argues that the quintessential
twentieth-century work, which need not necessarily be the most numerous type, is
based throughout the century on this ‘dialogue’. She writes: ‘[the work is a] creation
and manifestation of chaos. It is a construct that sometimes appears to succumb to
chaos; however, at the same time, by finding elements of its hidden other order, the

work shapes and overcomes chaos’.*

By opening itself up to chaos and change, rather than reaffirming and perpetuating

the existing notion of the cosmos, the twentieth-century work, in Hodrova’s view,

7 Ibid.

78 Eshelman’s approach — without the reference to postmodernist theory — finds an echo in the Czech
context in an article by Vladimir Macura on Zeno Dostél, who began publishing his cycle of novels
describing life in the central Moravian countryside in 1981. All the novels in the cycle were to be
named after a sign of the zodiac, but three titles had to be changed before publication. Macura argues
that these difficulties arose because of Dostdl’s implicit rejection of the ‘binding image of the
movement of history’ in favour of a mythological — in this case, astrological - structure. (Macura, V.,
‘Ptipad Zena Dostala aneb Roman ve zvérokruhw’, Tvar, 1995, 14, p.10.)

" Lipovetskii, M., Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos, Armonk, N.Y., London,
pp.30-31. Hereafter Lipovetskii, Russian Postmodernist.
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epitomises what she terms an ‘aesthetics of otherness’. This notion is derived from
Lotman’s contrast between an ‘aesthetics of identity’, which Lotman associates with
Classicism, and an ‘aesthetics of confrontation’, emerging with Romanticism.
According to Hodrov4, whereas in the ‘aesthetics of identity’, ‘the most highly valued
features in a work were those held in common with paradigmatic works, “identity”
was a pre-requisite of value and whether a work could be considered ideal’,® in the
‘aesthetics of otherness’:

the source of aesthetic value is declared to be variability, deviation,
the foregrounding [akrualizace] and deformation [of methods], and
defamiliarisation, which are in fact different terms for more or less
the same phenomenon and principle. The value of a work, if it is
mentioned at all, is connected above all with the features which run
counter to the norm and emphasise its uniqueness, newness and
. . . 2
originality [...]%

The attraction of the model advanced by Hodrov4 on the basis of Lotman’s theory is
that it posits in place of the notion of a linear movement forward, implied by
‘postmodernism’, a notion of literature ‘swinging’ between two extremes. This
movement is, however, accompanied by a notion of movement forward in which what
went before is not really supplanted, but remains preserved. In her theory as in her
fiction, Hodrov4 resists the notion that, as time passes, concepts are replaced by other
concepts, instead presenting words as masks through which the patient and careful
observer may perceive its previous guises. In her poetics of the twentieth century, she
writes: ‘development is never the mere substitution of types; in the new stage, the
preceding state remains preserved as a possibility, so that the variety of possibilities
(types) in fact grows constantly and in a relatively unlimited way, because little in

literature perishes entirely and forever.”*®

The fiction of the Changes exemplifies this simultaneously cyclical and
accumulatory understanding of literary development, displaying a heightened

awareness on the one hand of the ‘preceding state’, understood as an apparently alien

¥ Hodrov4, D., ...na okraji chaosu..., Prague, 2001, p.134. Hereafter Hodrov4, ...na okraji.

& Ibid., p.115.

& Ibid., p-116. Hodrov4 refers in the passage quoted to concepts advanced by theorists like Viktor
Shklovskii and Jan Mukafovsky, whose approaches strongly influence her study.

¥ Hodrov4, ...na okraji, p.243. The twin notions of masking and of the preservation of early stages in
later stages of development are encapsulated in the title of Hodrova’s second novel, Kukly (1992),
which may be translated as both ‘masks’ and ‘pupae’. The semantics of the title and the novel are
discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.
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aesthetics which the writer seeks to subvert in the text, and on the other of previous
manifestations of the ‘aesthetics of otherness’, recalled, for example, through
intertextual references. As precursors to the Russian fiction of the Changes, Sergei
Chuprinin lists the philosopher Vasilii Rozanov (1856-1919), and twentieth-century
non-conformist writers like Andrei Belyi (1880-1934), Vladimir Nabokov (1899-
1977), Konstantin Vaginov (1899-1934), and Evgenii Zamiatin (1884-1937),84 to
whom other critics added other Symbolists, other members of the Oberiu avant-garde
movement, particularly Daniil Kharms (1905-42), and so-called ‘fellow-travellers’ of
the Revolution, particularly Iurii Olesha (1899-1960). The Czech writers of the
Changes owe much to the Decadents, while the Czech and Slovak writers of the
Changes exhibit the influence of the early twentieth-century philosopher and fiction
writer Ladislav Klima (1878-1928), the Poetist Avant-garde, and experimental fiction
writers of the late 1930s and 1940s like Milada Sou¢kova (1899-1983). Though
writers in all three literatures seek to associate themselves with an international
‘canon’ including, for example, the Comte de Lautréamont, Franz Kafka, Jorge Luis
Borges, Samuel Beckett, and French ‘nouveau roman’ and ‘nouveau nouveau roman’
writers, this appeal to a supranational culture is most evident in the Slovak fiction of
the Changes. This may be attributed not only to the contemporary political situation
already described, but also to a certain sense of a lack of what Beasley-Murray calls

an ‘Urbanist’ tradition to counter the ‘Ruralist’ ‘aesthetic of idem:ity’.35

For Hodrov4, the exceptional periods in twentieth-century literature have been those
when the work has closed itself off to chaos and become preoccupied with the
‘reinforcement of composition and everything connected with it (reinforcement of
genre, a return to histoire and to a single Meaning)’. As far as Czech literature is
concerned, this occurred before and during the Second World War, when, in
Hodrovd’s view, it reflected an attempt to withstand the ‘total destruction of values’,

then in the 1950s and again in the Normalisation period, when it was fundamentally

¥ See Chuprinin, ‘Drugaia’, p.5.

% See Beasley-Murray, ‘Contemporary’, p.81. As Peter Darovec indicates in his comparative study of
Vilikovsky’s Vecne je zeleny..., the Slovak writers of the Changes do allude to earlier Slovak writing.
(See Darovec, P., Ndsmesné rogmlinvanie, Levice, 1996. Hereafter Darovec, Ndsmesné.) However,
this allusivenss is most evident in the new generation of writers in the 1990s, notably Balla and
Juraiiova, engaging with the works of the generation which emerged in the 1960s but remained
prominent in the Changes period.
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motivated by political expectations.86 Despite her insistence that her poetics make no
value judgements about different approaches to the creation of literature, by asserting
the ‘aesthetics of otherness’ as the ‘natural’ aesthetics of the century, and the
‘aesthetics of identity’ as ‘unnatural’, she, like Erofeev and Kratochvil, ultimately
reveals the bias of those sidelined in the 1970s and 1980s.*” Perhaps, however, rather
than the triumph of one aesthetics over the other, literature is constantly seeking not a
compromise, but an equilibrium between them. The swing perceived by the writers of
the Changes in Russian, Czech and Slovak literature towards an extremely fixed
model of the world and an extremely self-confident view of the capabilities of the
human being results in a comparable swing to the opposite extreme. That swing

forms the subject of this dissertation.

% Hodrov4, ...na okraji, p.103. Like Erofeev and Kratochvil, Hodrova suggests that the so-called
‘literature of dissent’ in the 1970s and 1980s mirrors its sanctioned counterpart, since it too was
founded on an ‘aesthetic of identity’, in her view connected ‘not only with its latent inclination towards
ideologisation, but also with its emphasis on the importance of the reader, for whom the “aesthetic of
otherness” sets greater obstacles to understanding the text than the “aesthetic of identity””’. (Hodrov4,
...na okraji, p.116.)

¥ Hodrov4 associates the ‘aesthetics of identity’ with utopian writing, ‘doctrines of totalitarian regimes
and times of stability’, and perceives the ‘aesthetics of otherness’ to be ‘thriving and reflected in works
arising from and considered outside “official” art, being born on the joins between eras, in unsettled
times’. (Hodrova, ...na okraji, p.116.) The ‘aesthetics of otherness’ may be associated with the figure
whom Lotman describes in the essay mentioned earlier, who ‘stands on the margins, talks nonsense,
says unexpected things or speaks in paradoxes, who likes the things that no one likes’. Lotman
associates this figure with the author of paradoxes, the jester, and, echoing Zamiatin, the heretic and the

martyr. (Lotman, ‘Myslenie’, p.9.)
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Chapter 1

Deaths of Authors: Venedikt Erofeev, Bohumil Hrabal, Pavel Vilikovsky

In the early months of 1989, three novels written in the early post-Thaw period -
Venedikt Erofeev’s Moskva-Petushki, Hrabal’s PFilis hlucnd samota and Vilikovsky’s
Vecne je zeleny... - were sanctioned for publication in full for the first time in the
country of their writers” birth.! In the case of Moskva-Petushki and PFilis hlucnd
samota, the significance of their publication rested on the fact that they were well-
known to critics, having already been published and reviewed abroad and in samizdat.
Similarly, although Vecne je zeleny... itself was known to a far narrower circle,’
Vilikovsky’s failure to publish more than one book of fiction during the
Normalisation period constituted a particular reminder of the restrictions facing

Slovak writers.’

The enthusiastic reception which critics accorded Vecne je zeleny... reflected a sense
that, with the work’s publication, the authority of these restrictions had essentially
gone. Milan Resutik, noting the work’s exceptional popularity among critics, wrote:
‘against the background of our good old, calm and to some extent stagnant fiction, I
would say that we could speak of a break-through book.”* In terms similar to those
used didactically, rather than analytically, by Viktor Erofeev and Kratochvil in their
articles declaring the liberation of Russian and Czech literature respectively, Darovec

takes Resutik’s comment to mean that

! The text of Vecne je zeleny... is undated, but according to Darovec, in his book devoted to
Vilikovsky’s novel and its relationship to three works of nineteenth-century Slovak comic literature, it
was written in 1972. (See Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.10.) Excerpts from PFili§ hiu¢nd samota were
sanctioned for publication in a ‘collage’ with excerpts from another unsanctioned work, Nézny barbar
(The gentle barbarian, Cologne 1981 [as NéZni barbaii}, Prague 1990) called Kiub poezie in 1981.
Earlier variants, one in verse, were published alongside the final prose version (which forms the basis
of discussion here) in the ninth volume of Hrabal's collected works in 1994. (For comparisons of the
three versions see Rothov4, Hlucnd, pp.117-22; and Jankovi€, M., ‘Cas PFilis hlucné samoty’ in his
NesamozFejmost smyslu, Prague, 1991, pp.171-89. (Hereafter Jankovi¢, ‘Cas’.))

% In his review of the novel, Péter Zajac claims to have read it in the early 1970s. (See Zajac, P.,
‘Incognito, ergo sum’, Literdrny tyZdennik, 1L, 1989, 26, p.4. Hereafter Zajac, ‘Incognito’.)

> Milan Siitovec’s suggestion that Vilikovsky’s failure to publish more regularly may be blamed on
writer’s block smacks of political pragmatism. (See Sttovec, M., ‘Umenie nosit’ bremen4’ in
Vilikovsky, P., Eskaldcia citu, Bratislava, 1989, p.258.) The more common view, expressed by
Darovec, is that Vilikovsky was not prepared to tailor his work to prevailing political expectations in
order to be published. (Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.31.)

* Resutik, M., ‘Ex libris’, Romboid, XXV, 1990, 3, p.124.
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[Vecne je zeleny...] plays with the very essence of the understanding

of literature rooted in the broad mass of the Slovak reading public,

brought up on texts which were always dominated by a clear ethical

or moral objective. That purpose may have changed according to

socio-political requirements (texts of national awakening, texts

building the nation or Socialism), but the principle of “using”

literature for an extra-literary purpose remained.
From the earliest reviews, Vecne je zeleny... was presented by Slovak critics as a
defining example of postmodernism in Slovak literature.® Similarly, Moskva-Petushki
was initially presented by critics as a defining example of the emerging category of
‘other fiction’, in time becoming conventionally considered one of the first works of
Russian postmodernist fiction. In contrast, Czech critics placed Prilis hlucna samota
in the context of Hrabal’s own literary development, which was perceived not only to
culminate, but also to be questioned in PFilis hlucnd samota. Jiti Holy, however,
notes the proximity of the novel’s themes and motifs to the works of writers from the

1980s underground.7

Moskva-Petushki and PFilis hlucna samota have both been associated by critics with
the mood of despair among intellectuals following the Warsaw Pact intervention in
Czechoslovakia in August 1968, which Mark Lipovetskii and Konstantin
Kustanovich, following a general tendency, suggest marked the symbolic end of hope
not only in Czechoslovakia, but also in the Soviet Union.® For example, Andrei Zorin
writes: ‘if we are interested in the social state of mind following the collapse of the
illusions of the Sixties, Moskva-Petushki is an invaluable source’,” while Radko Pytlik

comments: ‘PFili§ hlucna samota is one of the most convincing expressions of the

> Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.34.

¢ See, for example, Halvonik, A., ‘Figovy list vyrenosti’, Literdrny tyZdennik, II, 1989, 26, p.4 and
Zajac, ‘Incognito’. The novel is extensively used by the leading Slovak postmodernist theorist Tibor
Zilka in, for example, ‘Recepéné relacie sti¢asnej prézy’, Romboid, XXV, 1990, 1, pp.83-91

(Hereafter Zilka, ‘Recepcné’.) For a discussion of the novel in English in the context of postmodernist
theory, see Beasley-Murray, T., ‘Postmodernism of Resistance in Central Europe: Pavel Vilikovsky’s
Vecne je zeleny...’, Slavonic & East European Review, 76, 1998, 2, pp.266-78. (Hereafter Beasley-
Murray, ‘Postmodernism’.) In contrast to all the above, however, Darovec uses the term
‘postmodernist’ sparingly in his study, on the contrary indicating the similarity between Vilikovsky’s
techniques and those, in particular, of the nineteenth-century satirist Jona$ Zdborsky (1812-1876) in his
comic novel Faustidda (excerpt published in 1864, abridged version in 1912, in full 1953).

7 Lehdr, J., Alexandr Stich, Jaroslava Janackova and Jit Holy, Ceskd literatura od pocatkii k dnesku,
Prague, 1998, p.860.

® See Kustanovich, K., ‘“Venichka Erofeev’s Grief and Solitude: Existentialist Motifs in the Poerma’ in
Ryan-Hayes, K. (ed.), Venedikt Erofeev’s Moskva-Petushki. Critical Perspectives, New York, 1997,
p.132, and Lipovetskii, Russian Postmodernist, p.5.

° Zorin, A., ‘Prigorodnyi poezd dal’nego sledovaniia’, Novyi mir, 1989, 5, p.256.
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situation at the time of the entry of the Soviet occupation forces and subsequent

events’.'?

In Moskva-Petushki, Erofeev suggests that August 1968 marks the end of history,
understood as linear progress towards an ideal world. In the novel, which, like PFilis
hlucnd samota and Vecne je zeleny..., takes the form of a monologue, the narrator,
Venichka, is making what appears to be a regular journey on a suburban train from
Moscow to Petushki, where both the woman he loves and his young son live. Each
week he avoids paying for his ticket by recounting part of the history of the world to
the conductor, but this week he has reached the last part of his account: ‘vsiakaia
istoriia imeet konets, i mirovaia istoriia — tozhe... V proshluiu piatnitsu ia doshel do
Indiry Gandi, Moshe Daiana i Dubcheka. Dal’she etogo idti bylo nekuda...” (every
story has an end, and world history too... Last Friday I got as far as Indira Gandhi,
Moshe Dayan and Dubcek. There was nowhere to go beyond this.. ) Since the text
of Moskva-Petushki is dated 1969, Venichka’s remark is factually true, but in the
context of the work it acquires apocalyptic significance. At the end of Moskva-
Petushki, Venichka is murdered by four thugs who, according to Svetlana Gaiser-
Shnitman, simultaneously represent the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and Marx,
Engels, Lenin and Stalin,'* thus equating the failure of the Communist ideal with the
final defeat of human attempts to perfect themselves. The conductor’s reference to
Venichka as Sheherezade strengthens the implication that the intellectual has sought
to ward off the inevitability of death with a fairy-tale about the teleology of human

history which can no longer be sustained.

0 pytlik, R., ...a neuvéFitelné se stalo skutkem: O Bohumilu Hrabalovi, Prague, 1998, p.93. From a
purely literary perspective, linking the ending of the Thaw with the events of August 1968 is
inaccurate. In the Soviet Union, the liberalisation of literary method and the literary process begun
following the death of Stalin in 1953 had, with intermittent ‘re-freezes’, reached its peak in 1962.
Media attacks on liberal writing were renewed in 1963, and led to the imprisonment of Brodskii in
1964 and Siniavskii and Iulii Daniel (b.1925) in 1966. In the 1950s, the gradual liberalisation of
Slovak literature, comparable to that in the Soviet Union in the same period, contrasted with a much
more hesitant process in Czech literature. The warmest, most prolonged period of Thaw in Czech
literature began in 1963, coinciding with the emergence of the most experimental generation in Slovak
literature of the period. Though conditions steadily worsened for liberal-minded writers after August
1968, lingering hopes of reform were finally ended only with the Soviet-imposed change of Party
leadership and the formal institution of the policy of Consolidation, later labelled Normalisation, in
April 1969.

W Erofeev, V., ‘Moskva-Petushki’ in Ostav’te moiu dushu v pokoe, Moscow, 1995, p.103. Hereafter
Erofeev, Ostav’te.
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The linear perception of history is also disrupted in PFili§ hlucnd samota, reflecting
the fact that the narrator, Harit'a, has retreated from the ‘outside world, the world of
history’'? into a cellar where he has spent the past thirty-five years pulping books. The
reader infers that the action of the work takes place in the period following the events
of 1968 from references to university teachers and others who have been expelled
from their jobs, but the dating is never made explicit. The resulting uncertainty draws
attention to the fact that, after 1939, 1945 and 1948, this is the fourth time since
Harita has been in his cellar that people in Czechoslovakia have been forcibly
removed from their jobs. In this way, not only are the particular socio-political
circumstances shown to be irrelevant, but also the notion of linear time as an indicator
of progress is exposed as illusory, since in the pursuit of a perfect world, human
beings simply repeat themselves. At the end of the novel, Haiita indulges in an
apocalyptic fantasy in which he pulps the whole of Prague, which is, like Moscow in
Moskva-Petushki, a metaphor for history, before dreaming of pushing himself through

his press.

In the novels under discussion, Erofeev, Hrabal and also Vilikovsky seek
simultaneously to express sympathy with and to question the desire of the intellectual
to retreat from the external world of everyday mortal existence into a private paradise
of ideas. As Gaiser-Shnitman points out in her analysis of Moskva-Petushki, Moscow,
represented by the Kremlin, is ‘the symbol of secular reality and history’, while
Petushki is an ‘Eden on earth’,'* of which Venichka says: ‘Petushki - eto mesto, gde
ne umolkaiut ptitsy ni dnem ni noch’iu, gde ni zimoi ni letom ne ottsvetaet zhasmin.
Pervorodnyi grekh — mozhet i byl — tam nikogo ne tiagotit.” (Petushki is a place where
day or night the birds never fall silent, where winter or summer the jasmine never
ceases blossoming. Original Sin may have existed, but it does not weigh heavily on
anyone there.)15 In PFilis hluénd samota, Harit'a’s cellar, his ‘too loud a solitude’, is
similarly described in terms of Eden:

[...] mij vedouci se n€kdy hdkem probofuje starym papirem a
otvorem vola na mne dold obli¢ejem brunatnym zlosti: Harit'o, kde
Jsi? Proboha ne¢um do kniZek a dé€lej! Dvur je zasypanej a ty si tam

12 Gaiser-Shnitman, S., Venedikt Erofeev ‘Moskva-Petushki’ ili ‘The rest is silence’, Berne, Frankfurt-
on-Main, New York, Paris, 1989, p.229. Hereafter Gaiser-Shnitman, Venedikt Erofeev.

3 Rothov4, Hlucénd, p.151.

14 Gaiser-Shnitman, Venedikt Erofeev, p.45.

15 Erofeev, Ostav’te, p.56.
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dole sni§ a blbne$ na kvadrat! A ja se na upati hory papiru kréim
jak Adam v kiovi, s kniZkou v prstech otevirdm ustra§ené o¢i do
jiného svéta, nez jsem v ném praveé byl, protoze ja, kdyZ se zactu,
tak jsem docela jinde, jsem v textu, sdm se tomu divim a musim
provinile uznat, Ze jsem opravdu byl ve snu, v krasnéjSim svéte, ze
jsem byl v samotném srdci pravdy.

([...] my boss sometimes cuts through the old paper with a hook and

calls down to me through the opening, his face purple with rage:

Harnit’a, where are you? For goodness’ sake, stop gawping at books

and get on with it! The yard is full and you’re down there mucking

about in dreamland! Meanwhile I'm crouching at the foot of a

mountain of paper like Adam amongst the trees of the garden, with

a book in my fingers I open anxious eyes into a different world from

the one in which I have just been, because, you see, when I get

absorbed in a book, I'm somewhere completely different, I'm in the

text, I'm surprised at this myself and I must guiltily admit that I

really was in a dream, in a more beautiful world, that I was at the

very heart of truth.)'®
Hanta feels guilty not because he has been caught shirking, but because he is
reminded of his enduring existence in the terrestrial world. Reading, for him, has the
status of transgression, since what he seeks in books is forbidden knowledge, a
‘message from the heavens’ about the meaning of existence. In Moskva-Petushki,
Venichka stubbornly ignores the entreaties of angels who warn him that Petushki is

not open to him or them, indicating that his journey is also an act of transgression.

Mark Al’tshuller describes Moskva-Petushki as the ‘symbolic journey of the soul
from darkness to light, along which Gogol’ wanted to lead Chichikov, and which
Dante completed’.” As Gaiser-Shnitman shows, from the beginning of Venichka’s
journey Erofeev’s text contains references to Christ’s Passion, suggesting that his
journey through torment may end in resurrection in Petushki. In contrast, Haiita’s
retreat into his cellar signifies his movement away from physical existence towards
re-absorption in the universe. The contrast between Venichka and Haita is
encapsulated in the scene in Prili§ hlucna samota in which Hait'a dreams that he is
visited by Christ and Lao T’se. While the old man, Haiit'a, identifies with the passive
resignation of Lao T’se, Christ, like Venichka, is the embodiment of hope for the
future:

' Hrabal, B., Hlu¢nd samota, Prague, 1994, p.13. Hereafter Hrabal, Samota.
17 Al'tshuller, M., ‘Moskva-Petushki Venedikta Erofeeva i traditsii klassicheskoi poemy’, Novyi
zhurnal, 146, 1982, p.82. Hereafter Al tshuller, ‘Moskva-Petushki’.
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vidél jsem krvavou télesnost vSech JeZiSovych Sifer a symboli,
zatimco Lao-c’ stal v rubasi a ukazoval na fo$nu neotesaného dieva
[...] vid¢l jsem, jak Jezi§ je romantik, zatimco Lao-c’ je klasik.
Jezi§ jako pfiliv, Lao-c’ jako odliv, JeZi§ jako jaro, Lao-¢’ jako
zima, Jezi§ jako u¢innd laska k bliznimu, Lao-c’ jako vrchol
prazdnoty, Jezi$ jako progressus ad futurum, Lao-¢’ jako regressus
ad originem.

(I saw the bloody corporeality of all Jesus’s ciphers and symbols,
while Lao T’se was standing in a shroud and pointing to a beam of
uncarved wood [...] I saw how romantic Jesus is, while Lao T se is
classicist. Jesus as the high tide, Lao T’se as the low tide, Jesus as
spring, Lao T’se as winter, Jesus as effective love for one’s
neighbour, Lao Tse as the peak of emptiness, Jesus as progressus
ad futurum, Lao T’se as regressus ad originem)'®
As Haiit’a later indicates when he muddles up the two Latin phrases, the outcome of
human hope and human resignation is the same, all that differs is the philosophical

approach (and perhaps the age of the human being).

Venichka and Hait'a may be seen, in the context of several commentators’
discussion of Venichka’s similarity to the ‘holy fool’ (iurodivyi) of Russian medieval
society,19 to represent, respectively, the active and passive aspects of the holy fool’s
behaviour. Both Venichka’s drunken antics in the railway carriage, and Erofeev’s
text itself in the context of late 1960s Soviet literature and society recall the holy
fool’s attempts to shock people from their absorption in the ‘vanity’ (sueta)®® of the
terrestrial world and think of the salvation of their souls. Early in the work, Venichka
rejects society’s fixation with heroic concepts and terminology in language which
parodies exhortative Soviet rhetoric, but calls instead for human beings to consider
their weakness:

O, ecnu 6B Becb MHp, €CIH Obl KaXKIObIii B MHMpe ObLT ObI, Kak s
ceifyac, THX U 00s31MB, U ObUI OBI TaK k€ HU B YEM HE YBEpEH: HH B
cebe, HU B CEphE3HOCTH CBOEr0 MecTa Moj HeOOM — KaK XOpOIIo
O6b1! Hukakux SHTY3HACTOB, HMKAaKHX [IOJBUIOB, HHKaKOM
oaepxumocTH!- BceoOmee Manonymue. S cornacuics OBl XKATH Ha
3eMJIE HEIYI0 BEYHOCTh, €CNU OBl IIPeXIe MHE II0Ka3ald YroJoK,
TZie He BCerja ectb MecTo nmojasury. «Bceobimee Manomyuine» — na

18 Hrabal, Samota, p.36.

1% See Gaiser-Shnitman, Venedikt Erofeev, pp.116-20; Epshtein, M., ‘Posle karnevala, ili Vechnyi
Venichka’ in Erofeev, Ostav’te, pp.9-10; Lipovetskii, Russian Postmodernist, pp.70-75.
 Gaiser-Shnitman draws attention to the semantics of sueta, which means both ‘hustle-and-bustle” and
‘vanity’ in a Biblical sense. See Gaiser-Shnitman, Venedikt Erofeev, p.46.



38

BCIb 3TO CIACCHHE OT BCEX 6611, 9TO IIaHalCsd, J3TO MNPCIUKAT
BEJIHYANUIIETO COBCPIICHCTRBA.

(Oh, if only the whole world, if only everyone in the world were
quiet and anxious, as I am now, and just as unsure of everything - of
themselves, of the seriousness of their place beneath the heavens —
how good it would be! There would be no enthusiasts, no heroic
deeds, no conviction, just a universal faint-heartedness. I would
agree to live on earth for the whole of eternity if beforehand
someone showed me a little corner where there was not always
room for an heroic deed. "Universal faint-heartedness” is, after all,
salvation from all troubles, a panacea, the pre-requisite of the
greatest perfection.)21

Venichka’s advocacy of ‘universal faint-heartedness’ is matched by Haiit'a’s affection
for the Tao Te Ching. In the Tao, things are understood to be in a constant state of
imperceptible growth and change, and human beings are discouraged from acting
since this may interfere in the spontaneous development of things and hasten their
return to nothingness. The human being should rather sit in contemplation, constantly
making peace with the universe for the harm his existence inevitably causes. Haiit’a is
troubled by the fact that he inadvertently crushes mice in his press when he pulps
packages of paper. Another of Haiita’s favourite works is In Praise of Folly, in
which Erasmus argues for the Christian way of life, though it may seem madness to
those absorbed in the values of earthly life. In contrast to Venichka, Harit'a represents
the passive aspect of the holy fool, remaining awake in contemplation of the

wretchedness of humankind.*

In calling for humility, both Venichka and Harit'a express their anxiety that concern
for the soul is being effaced in contemporary life, as manifested for both of them by
the drinking habits of young people. Venichka declares that because they do not
know how to drink alcohol, they do not care about anything. Throughout the work,
alcohol and the ability to grieve at the state of the world are intimately linked with the
soul. At the beginning, Venichka comments that everyone knows the burden which
he carried up the steps of the entrance hallway where he spent the night. In the context

he is referring to his hangover, but later the grief he feels at the state of the world is

%! Erofeev, Ostav’te, p.41. Venichka here quotes from ‘Starukha Izergil>’ (The old woman Izergil’,
1895) by Maksim Gor’kii (1868-1936) — ‘v zhizni [...] vsegda est” mesto podvigam’ — which became a
Soviet slogan. (Gor’kii, M., ‘Starukha Izergil”’ in his Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, Moscow, 1968,
Voll, p.87.)
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also described as a burden. Moreover, Viacheslav Kuritsyn notes that the forty steps
of the staircase correspond to the forty days before the soul leaves the body in the
Orthodox tradition,” giving credence to Al’tshuller’s suggestion that the whole text
takes place inside Venichka’s head as he staggers up the staircase from the moment of
his stabbing to his death, thus representing the passage of his soul from his body.>*
The inability to drink, indicating an inability to feel sorrow, thus represents an
absence of soul, reflected in the empty, expressionless eyes of Venichka’s fellow
passengers on the train. Towards the end of the work he rails against those responsible
for this loss of soul, implicitly those who imposed Marxist-Leninist ideology on
Russia: ‘O pozorniki! Prevratili moiu zemliu v samyi der'movyi ad — i slezy
zastavliaiut skryvat’ ot liudei, a smekh vystavliat’ napokaz! O nizkie svolochi! Ne
ostavili liudiam nichego krome ‘skorbi’ i ‘strakha’, i posle etogo smekh u nikh
publichen, a sleza pod zapretom!” (Oh the shameful people! They’ve turned my earth
into the shittiest hell — they even force us to hide our tears from people and show off
our laughter! Oh the vile bastards! They’ve left people with nothing except ‘sorrow’

and ‘fear’, and then after this, laughter for them is public, and tears are banned!)25

In Prilis hlucnd samota, the young workers who operate the enormous new
hydraulic press which will put Haiit'a out of work drink milk, not beer, reflecting the
fact that the process of modernisation in the novel is the pursuit of whiteness, the
eradication of stains. The epigraph to Hrabal’s novel is taken from Goethe, ‘Only the
sun has a right to its spots.” Stains in the work indicate the inherent imperfection of
human beings, symbolising the sin which caused them to be cast from Paradise. On
two occasions Hailt'a’s sweetheart discovers that she has excrement on her clothes,
first at a village dance and secondly at a fashionable ski resort, reminding them both
in a moment of happiness and personal pride of the wretchedness of the human
condition. Harit’a refers ironically to Nietzsche, ‘to, co se ji stalo, bylo lidské, ptili$
lidské’ (what happened to her was human, all too human), and suggests that while
Goethe, Schelling and Holderlin would have forgiven their lovers this revelation of

their humanity, Leibnitz, who suggested human beings lived in the ‘best of all

*2 See Likhachev, D. (ed.), Smekh v drevnei Rusi, Leningrad, 1984, p.81.
3 Kuritsyn, V., ‘My poedem s toboiu na “A” i na “Iu””’, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 1, 1993, p.298.
# Ar'tshuller, ‘Moskva-Petushki’, p.85.
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possible worlds” would not.*® The removal of stains, the pursuit of perfection through
rational progress, is the eradication of humanity. The huge new hydraulic press can
transform huge numbers of books into blank paper. The blank paper equates with the
blank faces of the new generation of workers, unlike Haiit’a uninterested in those who
worked to produce the books they are destroying. The erasure of the print in the
books is the erasure of their human element. The effacement of the spiritual
dimension to existence is reflected in the treatment of Harit’a, who, with the advent of
the new machine, is sacked from his job in the cellar and given the task of packing the
blank paper. The process of modernisation invades and destroys his ‘too loud a

solitude’, leaving him to contemplate suicide.

Vilikovsky’s fiction is also marked by what Pynsent calls ‘despair at the
contemporary lack of spirituality’.27 Vilikovsky’s treatment of the theme in Vecne je
zeleny..., however, differs from that of Erofeev and Hrabal in Moskva-Petushki and
Prilis hluénd samota in that this lack of spirituality is not opposed, but rather
embodied by the narrator, an old man recounting his adventures as a spy in Central
Europe before and after the First World War. Peter Zajac, whose early review of the
novel expresses the most overt disgust of any towards the narrator, suggests that
Vilikovsky’s narrator bears witness to the fact that the ‘human being is definitively
becoming an animal’.*®

The title of the novel is taken from the scene in Goethe’s Faust in which
Mephistopheles is asked for academic advice by an especially earnest student,
consumed by a thirst for knowledge. The bored Mephistopheles tells the student: ‘My
friend, all theory is grey, and green the golden tree of life’.®* By only quoting the line
partially, Vilikovsky in effect defines the implied reader as an intellectual for whom
familiarity with the quotation has perhaps bred contempt for its meaning. Vecne je

zeleny... may be read as a parody of the encounter in Faust, not only at the level of

the narrator and his listener, who, never given his own voice, is characterised by the

® Erofeev, Ostav’te, p.124. The passage somewhat recalls the pleasure Haiit’a takes in pulping the
cheering faces on Nazi propaganda after the war. His Gipsy sweetheart dies in Auschwitz. The
implied reader may infer a link between these cheering faces and those on Communist propaganda.
%6 Hrabal, Samota, p.27.

?7 pynsent, R.B., ‘Ballek a Vilikovsky’, Romboid, XXV, 1990, 12, p.126.

2 Zajac, ‘Incognito’, p.5.
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narrator as an earnest, naive young man who has come in search of knowledge, but
also at the level of author and reader.”® In his discussion of the novel as a literary
game between author and reader, Darovec writes: ‘Vilikovsky’s Vecne je zeleny... is
not a game in which the reader is given many opportunities to co-operate with the
author. Rather, he is constantly surprised by him and mercilessly mocked for his
clumsiness and slowness, thanks to which the text, directed by the author, is always
one step ahead of him>.*' In this respect, the text represents the human experience of
reality, which, according to the narrator, is ‘often harsh, implacable and takes little
care of us”.>> At the beginning of the work, the narrator, apparently referring to his
attempted seduction by — or of — an Austrian Colonel, but at the same time reflecting
the human response to this ineffable reality, comments: ‘v tejto hre, ktorej pravidla
som nepoznal, ba €o viac, ktorej pravidlA mi zamerne mali aZ do konca zostat
zahadou, rozhodol som sa vytvorit’ si pravidla vlastné.” (In this game whose rules I
did not know, and which, moreover, were deliberately to remain a mystery to me until
the end, I decided to invent my own rules.)’®> To survive, Vilikovsky suggests in the
novel, the human being may either learn to adapt endlessly to the rules of others, or,
as Beasley-Murray argues, constantly strive in vain to ‘create individual, provisional
rules’ of his or her own>® The narrator embodies the former approach, while

Vilikovsky advocates the latter as the only authentic way of being.

In an implied authorial parody of the spy persona, the narrator presents himsélf as
the essence of life, a devastatingly handsome and potent lover of danger, women and,
if necessary, men; at one point, he comments, implicitly referring to himself in
contrast to his listener: ‘Clovek, ktory vie vychutnavat' Zivot vo vietkych jeho
podobach, mozno sice neZije dlh$ie, ale rozhodne intenzivnejSie.” (The man who

knows how to taste life in all its forms, though he may not live longer, undoubtedly

% Goethe, J.W. von, Faust: Part One, translated by David Luke, Oxford, New York, p.61. Hereafter
Goethe, Faust.

% This encounter between the Devil and the intellectual is made explicit in Mitana’s Hladanie
strateného autora: Rozhovory s Luciferom (In search of a lost author: Conversations with Lucifer,
1991) (See Chapter 3).

3! Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.41. In Faust, the student says to Mephistopheles: ‘I’'m so confused by all
you’ve said / It’s like a millwheel going round in my head’ (Goethe, Faust, p.59.)

*2 Vilikovsky, P., Vecne je zeleny..., Bratislava, 1989, p.39. Hereafter Vilikovsky, Vecne.

3 Ibid., p.10

* Beasley-Murray, ‘Postmodernism’, p.276.
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lives more intensively.)35 On the one hand, throughout his monologue, he asserts the
superiority of his life experience over what his listener may have read in books. For
example, after apparently citing the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s account
of the dominant role of women in sexual intercourse in Oceania, he comments: ‘Ja,
ktory som v spominanom odbore pdsobil skor prakticky nez teoreticky, mdZem na
zaklade svojich skusenosti jeho pozorovanie iba potvrdit’.” (I, who have worked in the
aforementioned field more practically than theoretically, on the basis of my own
experiences can but confirm his observations.)’® On the other, however, his ability to
escape from the most precarious situations appears to rest not so much on heroic
actions, as on his own mastery of language, specifically his ability to tell stories:

Zakladné pravidlo cloveka, ktory vstupuje do formy [Pudskej
interkomunikédcie zvanej vysluch v tlohe vypocdvaného, znie:
vySetrovatel' si musi prist’ na svoje. Musi sa rozptylit, pobavit’,
musi si obohatit’ poznatky, citovo sa vyZzit. Ba najdu sa i
jednotlivci, nazval by som ich géniami vypocuvania, ktori dokazi v
priebehu vysluchu vysetrovatel'a vychovavat'.

(The basic rule for the person who enters that form of human
intercommunication called an interrogation in the role of the
interrogated is: the interrogator must get what he’s after. He must
be amused and entertained, he must enrich himself with new
information, and he must enjoy himself sensually. Indeed, there are
even individuals — I'd call them geniuses of interrogation — who
manage in the course of an interrogation to educate the
interrogator.)37

Vecne je zeleny... does not, however, simply constitute a reiteration of Hrabal’s

technique in works like 7anecni hodiny pro starsi a pokrocilé (Dancing lessons for

% Vilikovsky, Vecne, p.41. In effect, in Vecne je zeleny..., Vilikovsky identifies the two literary types
which will dominate Slovak fiction in the 1990s. On the one hand, the narrator represents the amoral,
self-seeking potentate epitomised by Racz in Pistanek’s Rivers of Babyion trilogy (see Chapter 2) and
also the narrator of Kniha o cintorine (A book about the cemetery, 1998) by Samko Tale (the
pseudonym of Daniela Kapitaiiova), which might be considered a Vecne je zeleny... for the post-Me¢iar
period. On the other, his listener represents the sexually and scriptorially impotent intellectual
portrayed by Koleni¢ and the Barbarians (see Chapter 5) or the Genitalists (see Chapter 6). Indeed, the
contrast is expressed phallically in Vecne je zeleny..., in which the narrator, before referring to his own
resplendent erection, comments: ‘neskoro za¢inajici intelektual — ale to nebude v4% pripad — pri prvom
neuspesnom pokuse o koitus byva psychicky otraseny. Precitlivenost’ dne$nych muZov nadobida
hrozivé rozmery.” (The late-starter intellectual — but this won’t be your case — after his first,
unsuccessful attempt at coitus is often psychologically traumatised. The over-sensitivity of today’s
men is acquiring terrifying proportions.) (Vilikovsky, Vecne, p.51.)

* Ibid., p.33.

37 Ibid., p.44. Vilikovsky perhaps alludes playfully here to the Czech pre-war journalist and literary
critic and post-war Communist hero, Julius Fu¢ik, who, imprisoned by the Germans in occupied
Prague, sabotaged their pursuit of the Communist resistance and delayed his own execution by feeding
his interrogators false information.
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the older and more advanced, 1964), where the stream of language pouring from the
narrator’s mind represents life and resistance to the positivist use of language which
seeks to restrict that life. In Tanecni hodiny, where the narrator is also an old man
reminiscing about the period before and after 1918, Hrabal constructs the narrator’s
monologue from what Susanne Roth calls a ‘literary montage’ of quotations and
allusions,”® outside of which the narrator has no existence.> This strategy is replicated
by Vilikovsky in Vecne je zeleny..., in which the narrator’s monologue is a patchwork
of quotations not only from works of ‘high literature’, but also from political and
advertising slogans, psychoanalytical and political texts, ‘manuals, travelogues, recipe
books, popular science and even rhetorical declamations, in which our hero so clearly
delights’.** However, in Tanecni hodiny, the use of the montage technique does not
express the loss or impossibility of originality or authenticity, but rather constitutes an
attempt to locate that originality and authenticity not in the meaning of what is said,
but how it is put together. The narrator, rambling to a certain Kamila as she picks
cherries, conveys his individuality through the fleeting uniqueness of composition,
just as the sound and rhythms of his narration convey being itself.*' His wholly
innocent objective is, according to Hrabal, to gain Kamila’s ‘acknowledgement and
respect and admiration’, and he is rewarded at the end when she takes her clothes off

and washes in front of him.*?

*® According to Roth, in contrast to ‘literary collage’, exploited by Hrabal in his earlier and also later
work, in literary montage the ‘selected elements are used more as preparatory building material [which]
is often changed according to the structural characteristics of the emerging composition. [...] The
montage is more a loan than a quotation: “A loan differs from a quotation in that it does not have the
character of a reference; it is not intended to be placed in relation to its original source, and that is
good, because although a return to the source has a philosophical explanation, it does not enrich
semantically and does not provide any aesthetic surplus value.”” (Rothové, Hlucnd, p.81. The
quotation at the end of the passage cited comes from Meyer, H., Das Zitat in der Erzdhlkunst. Zur
Geschichte und Poetik des europdischen Romans, Stuttgart, 1971, pp.13-14.) See also Zilka,
‘Recepéné’, especially pp.87-91.

% Richterov4 writes: ‘The characters in Hrabal’s stories live to speak, because they speak, to the extent
that they speak and thanks to the fact that they are spoken about.” (Richterov4, S., “TotoZnost ¢loveka
ve sv&té znakil’ in her Slova a ticho, Prague, 1991, p.76. Hereafter Richterov4, ‘Totoznost’.)

0 Zajac, ‘Incognito’, p.5.

! In her poetics of the twentieth-century literary work, Hodrov4 suggests, with particular reference to
Hrabal, that this ‘stream’ type of composition constitutes a ‘means of expressing the maximum
interconnectedness of speech and the world, pulsating in the same rhythm.” (Hodrov4, ...na okraji
p-37.) Of the writers discussed in this dissertation, this type of composition is practised above all by
Jachym Topol in his novel Sestra (Sister, 1994), the narrator of which, who is a dancer by profession,
is called Potok, meaning ‘stream’. (See Chapter 4.)

** Quoted in Rothové, Hlucnd, p.152. The ending may be seen as a parodic return to Eden, granted to
the old man in reward for a lifetime in the shade of the tree of life, reflected by his narration.



In contrast, Vilikovsky’s narrator is a comic Frankenstein’s monster, a ‘dummy put
together from language which signifies nothing but is none the less a real force’.*?
Early in his monologue, explaining his motivation for being a spy, he declares:
‘naozaj jedinou odmenou je vedomie, Ze ste pomahali otacat’ koleso dejin; ¢i uz sem
alebo tam, to je dplne jedno, hlavnd vec, aby sa hybalo.” (The only reward really is the
awareness that you helped to turn the wheel of history; whether here or there, it
doesn’t matter, the main thing was to make sure it moved.)* Like Erofeev and
Hrabal, Vilikovsky thus rejects the notion of history as an inexorable process towards
an ideal, positing instead an ‘understanding of historical development as an
irrationally connected sequence of events which unwind from a multitude of
coincidences working against each other’.** In practice, the narrator has not moved
the wheel, but has moved with it, endlessly adapting to the prevailing doctrine, adding
it, in effect, to his repertoire, in order to survive. Through the consequent mixture of
nationalist, anti-nationalist, Fascist and Marxist-Leninist rhetoric in his monologue, he
becomes, in Zajac’s view, the embodiment of ‘central European consciousness’.
Zajac writes: ‘The adoration of “the best of all possible worlds” at every instant of its
existence no longer has the appearance of masochism [as in Candide], but has become
total, generally acceptable and accepted opportunism’.*® In this respect, Vilikovsky’s
narrator resembles the amoral, chameleon-like Dit&, the central character of Hrabal’s

Obsluhoval jsem anglického krdle, which was being written at a similar time to Vecne

. .47
je zeleny...

Whereas so much sanctioned and unsanctioned fiction not only of the Thaw, but also

of the 1970s and 1980s, reflected on the failure of people to live up to ideas and the

“* Mikula, F., ‘Krajnostou k miernosti, obscénnost’'ou za lepsiu budticnost”, Slovenské pohlady, 105,
1989, 8, p.45.

* vilikovsky, Vecne, p.10. Though Vilikovsky makes no explicit reference to the narrator’s
collaboration with the Communist regime, apart from incorporating into his monologue quotations
from standard works of Marxism-Leninism, the reference to the ‘wheel of history’ recalls the passage
in Milan Kundera’s Zert (The joke, 1967), in which the central character, Ludvik, explains his
motivation for becoming Communist: ‘to, co mne na hnuti nejvic okouzlovalo, ba omamovalo, byl
volant déjin, v jehoZ blizkosti (at’ uZ opravdu nebo zdanlivé) jsem se octl.” (what enchanted, or rather
stupefied, me most about the movement was the steering-wheel of history, in whose proximity
(whether really or apparently) I found myself.) (Kundera, M, Zert, Brno, 1996, p.75.) Vilikovsky’s
implicit suggestion that the Communist period constitutes only an instance in a longer process of
ideologisation is typical of the fiction of the Changes, which seeks to avoid becoming part of the
narrow political opposition of much dissident writing.

> Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.39.

46 Zajac, ‘Incognito’, p.5.

47 Roth suggests that Hrabal wrote the novel in 1971. (See Rothov4, Hlucnd, p.22.)
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failure of ideas to live up to people, in all the three novels under discussion the notion
that ideas and people should ever be expected to live up to one another is presented as
a grotesque confusion, embodied by Vilikovsky’s narrator. A product of the attempt
to impose theory on life, he represents not the spirit of life, but the soullessness of
ideologised life, as empty as what Valér Mikula calls the ‘desemanticised’ quotations
of which it is compiled. His monologue constitutes, in effect, the revenge of that
ideologised life on the minds which created it. At the end of the novel, the narrator,
ostensibly demonstrating a series of knots, ties his listener up, the literal
representation of what has happened metaphorically through the work, before
sarcastically remarking: ‘teraz vidite, kam vas priviedla bezhlava tiZba po poznani.’

(Now you can see where your reckless desire for knowledge has brought you.)48

The same remark might have been uttered to Venichka by the thugs who murder
him. Through Venichka, Erofeev parodies himself as the epitome of the sentimental
Russian intellectual, moved by sorrow at the condition of the world to drink and to
dream. Liviia Zvonnikova suggests that in Moskva-Petushki, Erofeev satirises the
Russian intelligentsia’s ‘revolt against God’, whom they blamed for the plight of the
human being,49 The repeated identification of Venichka with Christ, culminating in
his late, despairing cries of ‘Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani’, reflects how this revolt
ultimately resulted in the intellectual taking the salvation of humanity upon himself.
Like the listener-intellectual in Vecne je zeleny..., however, his quest fails. Instead of
reaching Petushki, Venichka falls into a drunken stupor, and when he awakes,
apparently on the way back to Moscow, his journey is plunged into chaos. The
chapter titles, which throughout the novel break into Venichka’s monologue to
indicate stations on the train’s route, start to merge Moscow and Petushki.
Venichka’s return to Moscow not only indicates the impossibility of perfecting human
existence, but also suggests that the result of the attempt to create heaven on earth is

1960s Communist Moscow.

“ vilikovsky, Vecne, p.85. The position of the listener at the end of the work might be compared to the
nouveau roman-influenced portrayal of the writer in Johanides’s Nie (No, 1962) as a helpless observer,
unable to supply causality to what he sees.

 See Zvonnikova, L., ““Moskva-Petushki” i pr. Popytka interpretatsii’, Znamia, 1996, 8, p.220. This
revolt is reflected by Venichka’s refusal to buy a ticket on the train, which parodically evokes Ivan
Karamazov’s respectful refusal of a ticket to God’s future in Dostoevskii’s Brat’ia Karamazovy (The
Brothers Karamazov, 1880).
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Venichka’s journey represents the culmination of the Russian intellectual’s yearning
for the celestial, which Erofeev implicates in the establishment of Communism
through his use of literary montage. As Gaiser-Shnitman and other critics have
documented,™ Venichka’s monologue is, like that of Vilikovsky’s narrator, composed
of quotations and allusions, in this case to the Bible, Greek myths, slogans, popular
songs, films, fairy tales, children’s literature and scientific and political texts, but
above all the canon of world and, particularly, Russian literature. In Moskva-
Petushki, Erofeev expresses his intention to resist the temptation to follow those
writers who have gone before him by dispatching an alter-ego who bears his name in
his stead. By killing Venichka at the end, Erofeev kills off the ‘writer-visionary’ in
himself, as he makes clear through Venichka in an obliquely self-referential passage
concerning Goethe:

‘A nns gero oH (Goethe) 3actaBun Beprepa myctuts cebe myino B
1067 [loToMy 4TO — e€cTh CBHAETEIBCTBO — OH caM ObL1 Ha I'paHU
camoyOmiictBa, HO YTO0 OTAENaThCS OT MCKYIICHHS, 3aCTaBHUI
Beptepa caenats 3T0 BMecTo cebs. Brl monumaere? OH octaics
XHUTh, HO KaK ObI IOKOHYHUI ¢ c000ii. M Obu1 BNOJIHE yIOBIETBOPEH.
OTo0 maxe Xyxe MmpsMoro camoyouiictsa. B aToM Gonblne TpycocTH
M 3rOM3Ma, H TBOPYECKO HU30CTH. ..’

(‘But why did he (Goethe) make Werther put a bullet into his
forehead? Because — there's evidence — he was himself on the brink
of suicide, but in order to remove himself from the temptation, he
made Werther do it instead. Do you understand? He remained
alive, but in a sense committed suicide. And he was entirely
satisfied. It's even worse than straightforward suicide. In this there
is more cowardice and egotism, and creative baseness.. !

Erofeev’s implication of the whole of Russian culture, understood as the bearer of
ultimate authority and ideology, in the brutality of Stalinism, a notion fundamental to
Sorokin’s writing, discussed in Chapter Five, recalls the position taken by Theodor
Adorno in his essay ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’. Adorno writes:

The more total society becomes, the greater the reification of the
mind and the more paradoxical its effort to escape reification on its
own. Even the most extreme consciousness of doom threatens to
degenerate into idle chatter. Cultural criticism finds itself faced

* Gaiser-Shnitman’s monograph constituted the first thoroughgoing analysis of the intertexts in the
novel (see Gaiser-Shnitman, Venedikt Erofeev), further expanded by later critics, culminating in Eduard
Vlasov’s commentary to the 2001 Vagrius edition of the novel. (See Vlasov, E., ‘Bessmertnaia poema
Venedikta Erofeeva “Moskva-Petushki”. Sputnik pisatelia.’ in Erofeev, V., Moskva-Petushki,
Moscow, 2001, pp.121-574.

3! Erofeev, Ostavte, p.84.
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with the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism. To

write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the

knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today.

Absolute reification, which presupposed intellectual progress as one

of its elements, is now preparing to absorb the mind entirely.52

Moskva-Petushki constitutes not only, as Lipovetskii points out, a coincidental

dramatisation of Roland Barthes’s ‘death of the author’, in which the writer no longer
represents a source of truth, but a weaver of texts,>> but also a declaration of the end
of literature, which Erofeev, with nostalgic melancholy, suggests cannot now recover
its innocence.>* In P#lis hlucénd samota, in contrast, books are not implicated in the
positivist march of progress, but rather represent for Harit'a not only a refuge from it,
but a source of resistance, a constant reminder of the gap between the aspirations and
capabilities of human beings. Books in PFilis hlucnd samota embody the search for
the meaning of existence, which will always be curtailed by death. Milan Jankovi¢
links this ‘asking questions about oneself’, which he considers the over-arching theme
of the novel, back to the end of Obsluhoval jsem anglického krdle, when Dité has
abandoned his quest for social acceptance and begun, stumblingly, to show concern
for his soul:

[...] vlastné ja jsem v tom hostinci vZdycky zjistil, Ze podstata
Zivota je ve vyptavani se na smrt, [...] Ze vlastné smrt, ne, to
vyptavani se sebe sama, je hovor pod zornym uhlem nekonecna a
véEnosti, Ze uZ feSeni té smrti je pocatek mySleni v krasném a o
krasném, protoZe vychutnavat si nesmyslnost té své cesty, ktera
stejné konéi pfed¢asnym odchodem, ten poZitek a zéaZitek svého
zmaru, to napliiuje ¢lovéka hotkosti, a tedy krasou [...]

52 Adomo, T., ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’ in O’Connor, B. (ed.), The Adorno Reader, Oxford,
Malden, 2000, p.210.

% See Lipovetskii, Postmodernist Fiction, pp.81-2. Barthes writes: ‘a text is made up multiple
writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody,
contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as
was hitherto said, the author.” (Barthes, R., ‘“The death of the author’ in Image-Music-Text, translated
by Stephen Heath, London, 1977, p.148.) Barthes’s essay was first published in Paris in 1968, and
exerts great influence of Russian and Slovak writers discussed later in this dissertation. The expression
of similar ideas to Barthes by the writers discussed here appears, however, to reflect a coincidence of
viewpoints, rather than a deliberate act of reinterpretation.

> In this context, Moskva-Petushki may be compared with another patchwork text, Viktor Erofeev’s
Russkaia krasavitsa (A Russian beauty, 1990, dated as written 1980-82), which describes a high-class
prostitute, Irina Tarakanova (Irene Cockroach), who has had countless abortions, but considers herself
the saviour of Russia. (Her name alludes to the Princess Tarakanova, a pretender to Catherine’s throne
whom Catherine had thrown into prison, where she died.) Erofeev’s Tarakanova may be seen as a
metaphor for the traditional Russian understanding of literature as leading the people to salvation. Her
abortions represent the many failed ideas of how salvation might be achieved, of which Marxism-
Leninism is the last, since at the end of the novel she commits suicide.
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[...] in fact in that pub I always found that the essence of life is in
asking questions about death [...] that actually death, or rather, that
asking questions of oneself is a conversation from the perspective of
infinity and eternity, that just the examination of death is the
beginning of thinking in the sublime and about the sublime, because
to taste the meaninglessness of one’s path, which will in any case
end in premature departure, that enjoyment and experience of one’s
ruin fills the human being with bitterness, and therefore beauty [...]

From Tanecni hodiny to Prili§ hlucnd samota, the work of the imagination shifts
from being an externally to an internally directed activity. Tanecni hodiny exemplifies
Mikhail Bakhtin’s conception of the relationship between self and other in his essay
‘Avtor i geroi v esteticheskoi deiatel’nosti’, in which he argues that because the self
experiences itself as ‘unconsummated’, constantly moving forward in space and time,
it is only the other, from its privileged position outside the self, that can give the self
form and wholeness. Since the other is also a self seeking ‘consummation’, the
relationship is reciprocal.’> This ‘consummation’ does not, however, result in the
imprisonment of the self, which continues to move forward. Richterova writes: ‘All
of Hrabal’s “natterers” (pdbitelé) may be seen as people who create themselves in
speech in such a way that they cannot be contained within any known and established
system.’56 However, writing on P7ili§ hlu¢nd samota, Roth comments: ‘In the external
world, in the world of history, Harit'a would be reduced to an object, whereas in his
“loud solitude” he remains a creative subject, defending the remains of his freedom.””’
Seeking acknowledgement of the self carries too great a risk that the self will be
trapped in an externally imposed definition, in Richterovd’s terms, ‘become
transformed into a sign’. The experience of the self as dynamic, existing, must be
acquired without recourse to the external world. This implicitly endless internal self-
creation underpins key works of unsanctioned fiction in the 1980s like Brabcovd’s
Daleko od stromu, Placdk’s Medorek (Little Medor, 1990), and Kremli¢ka’s Lodni
denik (Ship’s log, 1990).

%5 See Bakhtin, M.M., ‘Author and hero in aesthetic activity’ in his Art and Answerability, translated by
Vadim Liapunov, Austin, 1990, pp.12-13.

% Richterovd, ‘Totoznost’, p.68. The word ‘pabitelé’, the title of Hrabal’s second collection of short
stories, published in 1964, has been frequently used to denote Hrabal’s narrators and other narrators
who use a similar style. For Hrabal’s own account of the origin of the word, see Jankovic, M.,
Kapitoly z poetiky Bohumila Hrabala, Prague, 1996, pp.26-27.

57 Rothov4, Hlucnd, p.151.



49

In PFilis hlucna samota, however, this attempt at self-preservation results in another
form of objectification. Near the beginning of his monologue, Haiit’a declares: ‘jsem
proti své vili vzdélan, a tak vlastné ani nevim, které mySlenky jsou moje a ze mne a
které jsem vyc€etl.” (I've been educated against my will, and so I don’t really know
which ideas are mine and from inside me and which I got from something I read.)”®
Instead of secking the meaning of life in communication with the benevolent other
described by Bakhtin, Harita seeks it in books, and thus, like Venichka or
Vilikovsky’s spy, becomes an amalgam of the texts he has read, the embodiment of
their futility, identical to the packages he carefully puts together for pulping.59
Towards the end of the work Harita comments: ‘knihy proti mné spikly a nedostal
jsem ani jediné poselstvi z nebes.” (The books conspired against me and I didn’t
receive even a single message from Heaven).*® Roth places the blame for Haiit’a’s
fate on a society bent on eradicating its soul, a society which had itself come to
perceive him as a book no longer wanted. In this context, while Venichka’s death may
be seen as a form of divine punishment, Harit'a’s dream of his own death at the end of
PFilis hlucnd samota represents martyrdom. As Tanecni hodiny indicates, for Hrabal
the writer was always a humble weaver of texts, endlessly hoping, in Hodrova’s
phrase, for a ‘glimpse of being’.61 It is this type of author whom the world above
ground has declared dead. Roth writes of Hait'a: ‘His last message is not without
hope, but is bequeathed to another time, which will perhaps have more understanding
for this message.”® That time could perhaps be the Changes, when Czech writers, as
discussed in Chapter 4, sought to reassert the writer-as-seeker, precariously positioned
between solipsism and absorption in a hostile other, and between the terrestrial and
the celestial. As indicated by Jifi Kratochvil’s ‘M4 14sko, Postmoderno’, discussed in
the Introduction, unlike their Russian counterparts, these writers retain Hrabal’s
perception of the innocence of literary creation, and the guilt of human beings who

misuse it.

The tragic fates of the narrators of Moskva-Petushki and Prili§ hlucnd samota

contrast with the the absurdity of the fate of the listener at the end of Vecne je

%% Hrabal, Samota, p.9.

% This distancing of the self from life occurs in a different sense in Kremlitka’s Lodni denik, in which
the author effectively loses contact with the reader through the incomprehensibility of the text.

® Hrabal, Samota, p.63.

®' Hodrov4, ...na okraji, p.780.
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zeleny..., which reflects Vilikovsky’s altogether less melodramatic perception of the
plight of the intellectual. Like Erofeev, he suggests that the intellectual is to blame
for his own predicament. Vladimir Petrik writes: “We have got used to formulating
(literature has got used to formulating) very unequivocally what is ambiguous,
indefinite and difficult to grasp; we make absolute what is relative and has only

limited validity. The criticism of language [in Vecne je zeleny...] is a criticism of the

»63

superficial acquisition of knowledge. However, where Erofeev suggests that the

intellectual should fall silent, allowing the herd instinct to take over, as takes place in
PFili§ hlucna samota, Vilikovsky seeks in his novel to overcome this conventional
distinction between the intelligentsia and the masses in culture, by showing both
narrator and listener to be tied up in the relativity of signs and the impossibility of
absolute knowledge. As Darovec writes, this ‘understanding of the impossibility of

speaking wholly and objectively does not, however, mean scepticism and resignation,

»64

but is, paradoxically, encouraging [...]’>" The ending of Vecne je zeleny... asserts the

futility of conformity, of which both narrator and listener are guilty, opening up the
possibility that the whole of each human being’s life might be a private, unique
process of creating a version of the world.®® At the end of the novel, the narrator,
perhaps speaking in unison with the implied author, says:

Zanecham vas teraz va$mu osudu. Coskoro sa predsvedéite, e
poznavaci proces nie je elektricka, do ktorej mozZete vstupovat a
vystupovat, ako sa vam zachce. Neberte to aky vyhrazku. Cakaju
vas vzruSujuce chvile. Rozsirite si obzor o nové zazitky, rozptylite
sa, poucite... A ak sa nadhodou proces poznavania nebude uberat’
smerom, ktory ste predpokladali, nenechajte sa tym znechutit’, lebo
eSte vzdy plati [...] Ze Sediva je téoria a ve¢ne je zeleny... ‘...kon
Zivota!’ zvolal plukovnik, naSiroko roztvirajic dvierka na skrini, a
ked’ si povystieral zmeravené udy, bujaro zaerdzal.

(’11 leave you now to your fate. Soon you’ll realise that the process
of acquiring knowledge is not a tram which you can enter and exit
as you please. Don’t take this as a threat. Exciting times await you.
You’ll expand your horizons with new experiences, you’ll be
amused, you’ll learn... And if the process of acquiring knowledge
does not take the direction you supposed, don’t let yourself be
discouraged, because it still always applies [...] that theory is grey
and ever green is... ‘...the horse of life!” cried the colonel, opening

®2 Rothovi, Hlucnd, p.156.

® petrik, V., ‘K charakteru Vilikovského prézy’, Romboid, XXVI, 1991, p.16.
% Darovec, Ndsmesné, p.35.

% Beasley-Murray, ‘Postmodernism’, p.276.
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the doors of the wardrobe wide, and when he had stretched his
stiffened limbs, neighed joyfully.)®®

In this respect, Vecne je zeleny... is closer than either Moskva-Petushki or Prili§
hlucna samota to the spirit of Barthes’s declaration of the ‘death of the author’, since
Vilikovsky, like Barthes, perceives that death to be accompanied by the birth of all
human beings as reader-creators of life. In his discussion of Vilikovsky’s work,
Pynsent quotes a passage from Vilikovsky’s short novel ‘K61 na poschodi, slepec vo
Vrabl'och’ (A horse upstairs, a blind man in Vrabl'e), also published for the first time
in 1989: ‘Jedina sloboda, ktorti mame, je uchovat’ si svoju predstavu a nedovolit
nikomu, aby ndm do nej fuSoval.” (The only freedom we have is to preserve our idea
about things and not allow anyone else to interfere in it.)*” This view in different
ways may be said to inspire the works of each of the three writers discussed in the

next ¢. .ipter.

% Vilikovsky, Vecne, p.86. On the one hand, the sudden interjection of the Colonel may be read as a
device designed to distract the reader, undermining the seriousness of the preceding message to prevent
it too becoming a dogma. On the other, it reflects the travestying of high-flown notions about the
nature of human existence — like Goethe’s ‘golden tree’ - which takes place in the work.

7 Quoted in Pynsent, ‘Ballek a Vilikovsky’, p.125.



52

Chapter 2
Giving A Shape to One’s Fate: Evgenii Popov, Petr Placik, Peter Pi§t'anek

In Prili§ hlucnd samota, one of Harit'a’s favourite works is Albert Camus’s essay ‘Le
mythe de Sisyphe’, in which Camus argues that the human being, liberated from the
‘illusion of another world’, is, like Sisyphus pushing his rock up the mountain, no
longer concerned about the outcome of his efforts, but about how the efforts
themselves ‘give a shape to one’s fate’.! In the novel, Hrabal suggests that the new
society, apparently concerned only with outcomes, has no time for this perspective; in
Moskva-Petushki, Erofeev questions whether such a perspective can ever be more
than a pose concealing less modest aspirations. Only Vecne je zeleny... contains any
conception of a ‘literature’ after ‘Literature’, which, rather than seeking to give a
final, ideal shape to the world, wbuld only seek endlessly to give shape to the self.
This shift may be compared to that in sanctioned fiction of the 1970s and 1980s, in
which what Nadya Peterson terms the ‘ultimate reconciliation of the individual and
society’2 of conventional Socialist Realism, already tempered by the Thaw, becomes
instead merely a perhaps life-long quest for the right path. Describing Soviet fiction
of the late 1970s in terms which might equally be applied to Czech and Slovak
sanctioned fiction of the same period, Geoffrey Hosking writes:

[the] process of self-discovery (or failure in self-discovery) has
something in common with the quest for inner meaning traversed by
many Socialist Realist heroes: only now there is no certainty and no
social utopia at the end of the path. Modern Soviet man must be
content with fragmentary insights, must renounce any ultimate goal,
and must become accustomed to the idea that the way is more
important than the Purpose, the spirit than the result.”

Where, however, this type of fiction is preoccupied essentially with the morality of
actions, the fiction of the Changes is preoccupied with the morality of uses of

language.

In this context, the Russian work closest to the perspective of Vecne je zeleny... is

Popov’s Dusha patriota, which, like the works discussed in the first chapter, was

! Camus, A., “The Myth of Sisyphus’ in his The Myth of Sisyphus, translated by Justin O’Brien,
London, 1988, p.106.

2 Peterson, N., Subversive Imaginations: Fantastic Prose and the End of Soviet Literature 1970s-1990s,
Boulder, Colorado, Oxford, 1997, p.2.

® Hosking, G., Beyond Socialist Realism, London, 1980, p.201.
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published for the first time in 1989 and constituted a defining example of the
emerging critical category of ‘other fiction’.* Dusha patriota takes the form of a
monologue made up of individually dated missives to a certain Ferfichkin, written in
the period before and immediately after Brezhnev’s death in the autumn of 1982.° As
Porter points out, the narrator’s rambling style owes much to Laurence Sterne,’ and is
used to assert the aimlessness of life in the face of the conviction, arising from the
ideologisation of living, that life must have a purpose. Whereas, however, in Moskva-
Petushki and PFilis hlucnd samota, the quest for a meaning to life results in tragedy,
and in Vecne je zeleny... absurdity, in Dusha patriota Popov presents not only the
inevitable failure of such quests, but also the restatement of their futility in literature,

as banal.

This banality is encapsulated in the single-word epigraph, ‘...garden...” (sad), the
last word of Voltaire’s Candide. Through this epigraph, Popov seeks to bring writers
and literature down from the pedestal of authority they occupy in Soviet and
mainstream dissident culture, implying that the only wisdom which literature is
capable of imparting about the world is that asserted at the end of Candide: that
human beings, rather than pursuing the ‘best of all possible worlds’, would do better
to devote themselves, as Harit’a does, to a lifetime of self-cultivation for its own sake.
Indeed, Popov’s own version of the message lacks even this high-minded dimension,
seeking instead to demystify the spiritual wanderings of the intellectual, most
obviously in the second part of the novel, when he and the poet Dmitrii Prigov roam
around Moscow on the day of Brezhnev’s funeral, trying to get close to where the

body is lying in state.

Just as Vilikovsky quotes only half of the quotation from Goethe in the title of Vecne

je zeleny..., Popov uses only the last word of the quotation from Voltaire to indicate

4 See, for example, Potapov, V., ‘Na vykhode iz “andergraunda’, Novyi mir, 1989, 10, pp.251-57;
Shtokman, I., “Vkus podlinnosti’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 1989, 16, p.4; Lipovetskii, M., ‘Svobody
chernaia rabota’, Voprosy literatury, 1989, 9, pp.3-45.

5 In the foreword, Popov explains that, although he and the author of the missives have the same name,
‘ia —ne on’ (I am not him). (Popov, E., Dusha patriota ili Razlichnye poslaniia k Ferfichkinu, Moscow,
1994, p.8. Hereafter Popov, Dusha.) While Popov may here be seeking to assert the distinction which
must be observed between the implied author of a text and the biographical writer, for whom the text
represents at best a past self, the remark might also be seen as a parodic reference to Erofeev’s
narrative strategy in Moskva-Petushki.

® For a brief comparison of Dusha patriota and Tristram Shandy, see Porter, Alternative, pp.114-16.
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- that the message of the novel is well-known, but adds three dots after the word
‘garden’ to reflect that people none the less still go looking for some other, more
uplifting message. For Popov, however, as for Voltaire at the end of Candide, the
only uplifting aspect of life is that the process of preserving one’s humble, private
individual existence may be conducted with a few good friends. The work contains
frequent, playfully disguised references to Popov’s friends in the Moscow
underground of the 1970s and 1980s, including Viktor Erofeev and Dmitrii Prigov,
and while Skoropanova grandly describes the novel as a ‘postmodernist hymn to the
fraternity of non-conformists (inakomysliashchikh), the creators of unofficial culture,
those wandering stars of the national underground’,’ it is as much a straightforward

celebration of friendships formed between these ‘wandering stars”.®

Throughout the novel, Popov’s narrator parodies the attempt to make existence
meaningful by repeatedly setting himself objectives which he fails to realise. In the
second part of the work, Popov satirises the Soviet planned economy as a model of
progress. The narrator commits himself to writing a certain number of pages by a set
date, adopting the rhetoric of Andropov’s ‘discipline at work’ drive, which called
upon workers to show greater enterprise and initiative and ‘fight slackness’ (borot’sia
s raskhliabannost’iu).9 The narrator panics whenever he falls behind and has to
recalculate his plan, all of which becomes part of the word count, leading the narrator
to refer to his own text as ‘self-multiplying, ever increasing nonsense’
(samorazmnozhaiushchuiu uvelichivaiushchuiusia erundu).'® Popov here implicitly
satirises those writers, frequently senior members of the Writers’ Union, who
expressed their commitment to the Soviet goal, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s,
by writing enormous works of fiction, usually on historical or Second World War
themes, which Popov playfully implies must be the result of a personal production
plan.

7 Skoropanova, 1., Russkaia postmodernistskaia literatura, Moscow, 1999, p.-235. Hereafter
Skoropanova, Russkaia postmodernistskaia.

¥ In this respect, Popov’s novel bears comparison with Ludvik Vaculik’s near-contemporaneous Cesky
sndr (A Czech dream-book, Toronto 1983, Prague 1990), a patchwork of diary entries, essays,
autobiographical and fictional writing set in the Czech dissident community following the failure of the
Charter 77 petition. The underlying mood of despair in that work is also somewhat apparent in Dusha
patriota, which contains frequent references to the collapse of attempts to secure the sanctioned
publication of the Metropol’ anthology.

® Popov, Dusha, p.147.

1bid., p.86.
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His failure to meet his target mirrors the collapse of his attempts in the first part of
the novel to preserve the memory of deceased relatives by committing his
recollections of them to paper, which founder not only because Brezhnev’s death
interrupts them, but also because he has no memories of certain relatives and therefore
cannot complete the task. In frustration he demands of his reader: ‘Nuzhno li
VOSKRESHAT’ otsov, Ferfichkin?’ (Must we resurrect our fathers, Ferﬁchkin?),11 a
reference to the philosopher Nikolai Fedorov’s ambition to resurrect the dead and
create an immortal fraternity of human beings. Fedorov’s ‘common task’, which
aimed to tame the physical world through science, serves as a metaphor for all the
‘grand plans’ devised by human beings, all of which in Popov’s view, rather like his
own attempt to deny the transience of human life by ‘resurrecting’ his ancestors in
text, go totally against the nature and capabilities of the human being. This satirisation
of the pursuit of perfection culminates in an apparent outburst of optimism prompted
by Brezhnev’s death which, according to Porter, Popov considers ‘perhaps the most
important moment in the book’.'> The passage concludes:

[...] u MmoxHO OyneTr nymaTh [...] o GeccMepTUH AyIIy, O TOM, YTO
BCE JIIOIHU, KaKk OpaThs, HAYHYT 3a00THTHCSA OpYT O Apyre, 3a0yayT
TOJIKAThCS JIOKTSAMH, U NPUAET aIMa3HbIH BEK, U IJIOTh COEAUHUTCS
C IIyXOM, U HOBBIe ()OPMBI IUTOTOXYIIH YKPENATCs, HPOUCXOXIEHHE
HOBBIX BHJIOB YKOPCHMUTCS, M 1a, /1a, BCE MBI OyJeM CHaCTJIMBEI,
CYacT1iiBbl, cyacTiauBbl. JlaBaiiTte HakoHern, Bce Mbl CTAHEM
CUACTIJIVBBI, nasaiite 3a0ymem pasgopsl u ofpatum Bce
BBICBOOOJMBIIMECSA CUIIBI B COBMECTHYIO 000poHy npotuB TEMHO,
TIPOTUB AbSBOJIA, S3HTPONUH, UCUC3HOBEHUS. A €CIIH U UCUE3HEM, TO
TaK, 4YTOObl Kak-HHOyOb BCE-TAKH OJHOBPEMEHHO H OCTAThCS.
Hagaiite, a? 51 roroB x 3ToMy. 51 roToB cTaThb OpaToM KaXIOMY,
KTO X0Ta OBl M3pelKa NOCMAaTPHUBAET B CTOPOHY CYACTbs, MHpA,
TIOKOSI.

([...] and we’ll be able to think about [...] the immortality of the
soul, about how all people, like brothers, will begin to worry about
each other and will forget how to shove with their elbows, and a
diamond age will come, and flesh will unite with spirit, and new
forms of ‘somatopsyche’ will be consolidated, the origin of new
species will take root, and yes, yes, we will all be happy, happy,
happy. Let’s all finally BECOME HAPPY, let’s forget discord and
apply all our liberated strengths to the common defence against
THE DARK, against the devil, entropy, disappearance. And if we
do disappear, then in such way that somehow we’ll also

1bid., p.44.
'2 Quoted from a letter in Porter, Alternative, p.126.
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simultaneously remain. Come on, eh? I'm ready to do it. I'm
ready to become the brother of anyone who at least occasionally
looks in the direction of happiness, peace and quiet.)"

The whole passage, quoted by Porter in full, places Popov’s own hopes, which
somewhat resemble Venichka’s call for ‘universal faint-heartedness’ in Moskva-
Petushki, at the end of a chaotic catalogue of ‘grand narratives’, including Marxism-
Leninism, Freudism, Darwinism, Pan-Slavism and Fedorov, all of which have
sustained a teleological model of history as progress towards the ideal. In this way,
Popov casts doubt on the innocence of his own optimism, suggesting that any form of

hope for the future, however banal, is ultimately a delusion of grandeur.14

In his afterword to the first publication, Sergei Chuprinin associates the narrator’s
lack of a sense of purpose with the particular relationship (or lack of relationship)
between the individual and the state in Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, arguing that Dusha
patriota ‘principally speaks about the alienation of the human being, the citizen, from
politics and ideology and from the history of his native country.’15 Chuprinin’s
interpretation suggests that life might become more meaningful under a different
system, betraying not only the tendency amongst readers and critics to regard works
of literature as social commentary, but also the social democratic aspirations of liberal
critics in the period. However, when the narrator plaintively remarks: ‘ochen’
khochetsia osushchestvit’ kakuiu-nibud’ funktsiiu na zemle, no sovershenno netu
nikakoi tochki prilozheniia’ (I really want to fulfil some sort of function on earth, but
there is absolutely no point of application),' he expresses an existential, rather than a
political problem, echoing in effect the Oblomov-type ‘superfluous man’, whom he

somewhat resembles.

The relationship between the individual and the state is exemplified for Chuprinin in
a scene in the second half of the work in which, in another example of a purposeful
venture thwarted, the narrator and Prigov are turned back with a friendly smile by a

policeman close to the place where Brezhneyv is lying in state. The narrator is amazed:

> Popov, Dusha, p.121.

' In Do i vo vremia, Sharov shows the kinship between these various grand aspirations for the human
being by suggesting that Stalin was the illegitimate child of Fedorov and Madame de Stagl.

15 Chuprinin, S., ‘Prochitannomu verit’’, Volga, 1989, 2, p.79. Hereafter Chuprinin, ‘Prochitannom’.
'S Popov, Dusha, p.71.
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‘ved’ esli by on deistvitel’'no ne puskal, to otvechal by grubo, vesomo, zrimo, rezko,
tochno, a to ved’ ne puskal, kak puskal. Kazalos’, vot-vot i pustit. A na samom dele
deistviteI’'no sovershenno ne puskal, kak puskal, to est’- vezhlivo, pochti
sniskhoditel’'no.” (after all, if he were really not letting us through, he would have
answered rudely, heavily, visibly, sharply, precisely, but in fact he wasn’t letting us
through as though he were letting us through. It seemed that at any moment he might
just let us through. But in fact he really didn’t let us through at all as though he were
letting us through, that is, politely, almost indulgently.)17 Chuprinin comments:

we would dearly love to be citizens in the full sense of the word, but
they won’t let us, they shuffle us off into side-streets, a little further
away from the activities of the state machine. They politely but
unbendingly remove us from participation — even through the right
to a consultative voice or the ‘bird-seed’ [ptich’ikh] rights of an eye-
witness — in the resolution of problems which are not without
interest to all of us.'®
On the one hand, Popov’s narrator does express a feeling of unjust exclusion for
political reasons, making frequent references to the Metropol’ affair, to editors who
have rejected Popov’s work and to theatres which will not perform his plays.
However, a contrast may be made with another essentially autobiographical satirical
work, Ivan’kiada (The Ivankiad, Ann Arbor 1976) by Vladimir Voinovich (b.1932),
in which Voinovich, who under Writers’ Union rules is entitled to a larger flat for his
growing family, loses it to another writer, Ivan’ko, who wants the larger flat as a
lavatory. At the end of the work, Voinovich reflects on the number of honest and
talented people who have been forced to emigrate from the Soviet Union because of
the system. Whereas in Voinovich’s satire the emphasis is on the absurdity of the
Soviet system and how silly people can be, especially when caught up in the system,
in Popov’s satire the emphasis is on the inevitable absurdity of structures created by
human beings.19 In Dusha patriota, as in his next novel, Prekrasnost’ zhizni (The
splendour of life, 1990), whenever state power has intervened in someone’s life,

Popov uses the phrase ‘through circumstances not dependent on anyone’ (‘po ne

" Ibid., p.193. Lipovetskii discusses this passage as an example of Soviet absurdity. (See Lipovetskii,
Russian Postmodernist, pp.192-3.)

'® Chuprinin, ‘Prochitannomu’, p.79.

'° The contrast between Popov and Voinovich is exemplified by comparing Popov’s grotesque short
stories, often set in rural Siberia, some of which were sanctioned for publication and in which the
Soviet system rarely appears, with Voinovich’s satirisation of the Soviet myth of the Second World
War in Zhizn’ i neobychainye prikliucheniia soldata Ivana Chonkina (The life and unusual adventures
of the soldier Ivan Chonkin, Paris 1975), also set in rural Russia.
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zavisiashchim ni ot kogo obstoiatel’stvam’), presenting the event as a stroke of
misfortune interrupting the normal situation, in which the two exist independently of
each other. The scene with the policeman is not portrayed as a confrontation either
between oppressor and victim or between the absurd and the reasonable, but as a
meeting of the equally absurd (or the equally reasonable); the state feigns friendliness
to the individual just as the individual feigns obedience to the state, but both are
conducting a private existence to which the other has no access. In contradiction to
Chuprinin’s statement that ‘one cannot live in a society and be free of society’ 20
Popov shows in the work how he and his acquaintances take from the state what they

need to survive and then retire to their private activity.

The understanding of literature expounded in Dusha patriota casts further doubt on
Chuprinin’s interpretation of the work as an expression of socio-political protest. In
an attempt to dissociate his novel from precisely this sort of reading, the narrator
declares:

Monu nocnanus k ®ephUUkrHy HOCAT YAaCTHBIH, MUPHBIH XapaKTep
M He IPECIICAYIOT MOJIUTHYECKHX, MICOJOTHYECKHX, PEINTHO3HBIX
WM Kakux-1ubo emé neneidi. OHU OT JIHTEpaTyphl BecbMa JaJlEKH,
3TH MOHW IIOCIAHHUS, KaK JAIEKH B CBOIO O4Yepelb W OT peanbHOH
xu3HE. OHHM BooOIIE OT BCEero Tak AalEKH, KakK U g caM.

(My missives to Ferfichkin are of a private, peaceful nature and do
not pursue political, ideological, religious or any other aims. They
are entirely distant from literature, these missives of mine, as distant
as they are, in their turn, from real life. They are in general as
distant from everything as I am myself.)*’

According to the narrator, just as the human being loses ‘something crucially and
originally human’ by becoming absorbed into a ideological model of existence, as
suggested by the novels discussed in the first chapter, so literature is damaged by
becoming the means by which such a model is propounded. Popov’s narrator
complains:

royno, ®PepdHukuH, KOTZ]a HIOEOJOTHSA JeNaeT CTaBKy Ha
JUTEpaTypy, IpuHUMas ¢€ BcephE3. Benmp nuTeparypa — Xpymnkas,
HeXHasl, OHa, He BBLOEP)KaB IIEpErpy3KH, JIOMAeTcs, YaXHET, HO
IIOTOM BCE PaBHO IPOPACTAET, 3JIOOHO YKPETMHUBIINCH CTPAUTHBIMU

* Chuprinin, ‘Prochitannomu’, p.79.
! Popov, Dusha, p.90.
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pyOllaMu M KOJIOUKAaMH, OTYETO CTAHOBUTCS ONACHOM, NEP3KOH H
AN0BUTOH. 3aueM IypHas Tpaguius Takas?

(it’s stupid, Ferfichkin, when ideology places its bets on literature,
taking it seriously. After all, literature is fragile and tender, and
unable to bear the weight, it breaks and withers, but then all the
same sprouts, having spitefully strengthened itself with terrible
weals and thorns, as a result of which it becomes dangerous,
insolent and poisonous. What do we have such a nasty tradition
for?)*
The weakness of literature corresponds to the weakness of the human being; placing

unrealistic expectations on either results in their deformation.

At one point the narrator asserts that the only purpose of writing is ‘self-
characterisation’ (avtokharakteristika).”> In Dusha patriota, the narrator’s self
becomes the plot, defined by Peter Brooks as a ‘kind of arabesque or squiggle toward
the end [...] that suggests the arbitrary, transgressive, gratuitous line of narrative, its
deviance from the straight line, the shortest distance between beginning and end,
which would be the collapse of one into the other, of life into immediate death’.?*
Brooks takes the notion of the plot as arabesque from Balzac, who took it from
Tristram Shandy. In Dusha patriota, Popov implicitly suggests that the text, instead
of attempting to move ahead of the self, ordaining its destination, should, as in
Sterne’s novel, strive to follow the self, tracing the unique twists and turns of its
passage through life, ‘giving a shape to its fate’. In this way, the text is transformed
from being a metaphor for the end of life, its final goal, to a metaphor for life in
progress, understood as constant resistance to the end. This resistance is reflected in
the narrator’s dislike of change, which recalls Harit'a’s Taoist assertion of inaction in
Prili§ hlucna samota: ‘Ia, mozhet, reshil KONSERVATOROM stat’, a mozhet, uzhe i
stal im [...] a mozhet i vsegda im byl (I have, perhaps, decided to become a
CONSERVATIVE, or perhaps I have already become one [...] or perhaps I always

was.)” By opposing change, he hopes to ‘conserve’ life.

* Ibid., p.119.

* Ibid., p.70. ,

* Brooks, P., Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative, Cambridge, London, 1984,
p.104.

s Popov, Dusha, p.158. His desire to preserve life is reflected in his attempts to sustain the memory of
his ancestors in the first part of the work.
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This notion of narration as endless self-creation, the constant assertion of the
independence of the narrating self from a final, externally imposed definition, recalls
Dostoevskii’s Zapiski iz podpol’ia, a connection suggested by the name of Popov’s
addressee, Ferfichkin, which is the same as that of the smirking social climber in the
second part of Dostoevskii’s novel, whom the Underground Man challenges to a duel.
Critics such as Porter, Skoropanova and Lipovetskii have perhaps been too hasty in
declining to read much into the link between the two works,”® which arises initially
from a pun on the word ‘underground’. Like Dostoevskii’s Underground Man,
Popov’s narrator has rejected the rationalist model of human existence dominating
society and therefore finds himself in the literary ‘underground’, rather like Haiit’a in
his cellar. Whereas, however, Haiit'a retreats further and further from the external
world until his physical existence becomes irrelevant, Popov’s narrator asserts his
independence from the external world through his meandering narrative. Mikhail
Bakhtin argues that the Underground Man uses narration to resist final definition by
what he experiences as a hostile external world, distancing his present self from any
earlier selves which his readers may have defined, hence his frequent claims that he
has just been lying or joking, or that he does not believe what he has just said.
Bakhtin writes:

There is literally nothing we can say about the hero of ‘Notes from
Underground’ that he does not already know himself: his typicality
for his time and social group, the sober psychological or even
psycho-pathological delineation of his internal profile, the category
of character to which his consciousness belongs, his comic as well
as his tragic side, all possible moral definitions of his personality,
and so on — all of this, in keeping with Dostoevsky’s design, the
hero knows perfectly well himself, and he stubbornly and
agonisingly soaks up all these definitions from within. Any point of
view from without is rendered powerless in advance and denied the
finalising word”’

Dusha patriota exemplifies the ‘struggle against a reification of man’*® which
Bakhtin perceived in Dostoevskii’s work. Popov’s narrator lacks the self-pity or

malevolence of Dostoevskii’s Underground Man, and he regards his Ferfichkin with

considerably more affection. However, he does become irritated when he suspects

% See Porter R., ‘Translator’s Introduction’ in Popov, E., The Soul of a Patriot, translated by Robert
Porter, London, 1994, p.vi; Lipovetskii, M., ‘Svobody chernaia rabota’, Voprosy literatury, 1989, 9,
p.35; Skoropanova, Russkaia postmodernistskaia, p.228.

* Bakhtin, M., Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, translated and edited by Caryl Emerson, Manchester,
1984, p.52.
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Ferfichkin of seeking aims or imposing definitions on his text: ‘ia tebia chitat’ ne
zastavliaiu, i chitatelia mne takogo sovershenno ne nuzhno, kotoryi tainstvenno
morshchitsia potomu chto — chto khochu, to i pishu, kak khochu, kak umeiu.” (I'm not
forcing you to read; the last thing I need is a reader like you, who secretly frowns
because...I write what I want to write, the way I want, the way I know how.)” For
Popov, as for Vilikovsky, all that the literary text can express is the enduring,
charming but ultimately futile freedom of the human being to create his own version

of himself and the world.

The link between the notion of self-narration as a means of resisting self-reification
and Zapiski iz popol’ia is also made in the fiction of Liudmila Petrushevskaia
(b.1938), who is mentioned in Dusha patriota. The opening of her short story ‘Svoi
krug’ (A closed circle, 1987) echoes the opening of Dostoevskii’s novel: ‘Ia -
chelovek zhestkii, zhestokii, vsegda s ulybkoi na polnykh, rumianykh gubakh, vsegda
ko vsem s nasmeshkoi.” (I am a hard, cruel person, always with a smile on my full
red lips, always approaching everyone with ridicule.)’® Her short novel Vremia-noch’
(The time is night, 1992), nominated for the first Russian Booker Prize, is subtitled
“Zapiski s kraia stola’ (Notes from the edge of the table). Like Dostoevskii’s
Underground Man, the cold, aggressive narrative voices of these works are products
of a society founded on rationalism, residents of anonymous blocks of flats in which
individuality is being steadily effaced, as Petrushevskaia reflects through the absent,
unmemorable or easily confused names of her characters.”’ The title of Vremia-noch’
is, however, ambiguous, since it not only suggests the ‘twilight’ of humanity, but also
the time when the narrator has time and space to write, and thereby commune with
herself. Her account of the cycle of psychological tyranny she plays out with her
daughter may be seen as a confession, the expression of a sinner’s longing for

redemption. The editor’s note which prefaces the main text, explaining that the notes

% Ibid., p.62.

* popov, Dusha, p.53.

% petrushevskaia, L., Sobranie sochinenii, Vol.1, Kharkov, Moscow, 1996, p45.

> Much of the fiction which Petrushevskaia first published in the late 1980s was written in the 1970s
and early 1980s, during the period of the so-called ‘Nauchno-tekhnicheskaia revoliutsiia’ (Scientific
and technical revolution) (NTR), which Petrushevskaia satirically associates with the ‘rationalisation’
of the human being, notably, for example, in ‘Svoi krug’, in which the intellectuals portrayed all work
in scientific research laboratories. In this respect, and in her naming technique, her writing resembles
that of Pdaral, whose novels reflect the ‘rationalisation’ of the human being in Czech Socialist society,
in the late 1970s and the 1980s increasingly through lightweight science fiction satires.
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were brought to her by a woman who found them among her mother’s things after she

had died, indicates that the narrator at least won the forgiveness of her daughter.

Alla Latynina used the opening of ‘Svoi krug’ to label the works of writers like
Petrushevskaia, Kaledin and Makanin ‘harsh fiction’ (zhestkaia proza), since it was
marked by what Latynina perceived as an implied authorial coldness towards the fates
of characters.’> The removal of implied authorial judgement in Petrushevskaia’s
fiction on the one hand reflects the impossibility of normal expressions of compassion
in the world she portrays, and on the other, indicates a desire in a judgemental world
not to become an ‘author-judge’, but to leave the moral judgement to the reader.
Somewhat like the Czech fiction of the Changes, Petrushevskaia’s ‘liberation’ of
literature is not a humbling of its pretensions, a reduction of the literary text to words,
as in the work of so many of her Russian contemporaries, but an elevation, in which
writing is presented as a communion with the soul, a fleeting experience of

redemption from the horror and misery of everyday life.

The influence of Zapiski iz podpol’ia may also be seen in Placdk’s Medorek, one of
the most widely discussed works of fiction to emerge from the 1980s generation of
Czech underground writers. In the novel, Placdk distinguishes between language as
used by society to impose external limits on the self, and language as used by the self
to express its freedom from such limits. Whereas the former is that of clichés,
formulae and conformity to existing models, the latter represents the freedom of
literary creation, understood as constant resistance to ‘normalisation’.>® The collision
of these two types of language is brought about by the basic plot of the novel, which
Frantiek Kotka suggests is essentially autobiographical®* and describes two years in
the life of the central character, Karel Medor, from the time when, aged sixteen, he
starts work in a factory. On the one hand, Medorek strives to avoid becoming

absorbed into society. On the other, however, he fears either being identified as a sick

2 See Latynina, A., ‘Zhestkaia proza’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 1987, 24, p.4.

» Ondiej Hausenblas notes the contrast between these two uses of language on the basis of the
distribution of literary and non-literary Czech in the novel, where, perhaps unexpectedly, non-literary
Czech is presented as the more limited. Hausenblas writes: ‘literary Czech here is unambiguously
associated with higher values, spiritual or creative activity, whereas non-literary Czech belongs to the
everyday reality of work.” (Hausenblas, O., ‘Placakiiv Medorek jako ¢in lingvisticky’, Nafe Fec, 77,
1994, 1, p.12.)

* Koéka, F., ‘Medorek. Zna&né opozdény ohlas stejnojmenného prozaického dila’, Revolver Revue,
1987, 6, first page (unpaginated).
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animal that must be culled in the interests of the herd, or going mad, that is to say,
becoming lost in the language of imagination and, like Harit’a, losing all relationship
with his physical existence. His struggle to preserve an intermediate position,
absorbed in neither type of language, recurs in the Czech fiction of the Changes (see
Chapter 4).

In the case of Medorek, which appeared in various samizdat versions between 1985
and 1989, this struggle was generally understood by critics in its political context, as
an account of the psychological turmoil experienced by the individual under extreme
social pressure to assimilate. Karin Pohdnkovd describes Medorek, along with
Brabcovd’s Daleko od stromu and Kremlicka’s Lodni denik, as an ‘irreplaceable
confession about the formation of part of a generation which felt itself pushed to one
side and limited by the political system, a generation which grew up surrounded by

»35 Howeyver, as the diminutive in the title

barbed wire, a generation without a future.
suggests, it may also be seen as the account of the passage of the child from the fluid
world of its own imagination to the fixed notion of the world asserted by adults.
Writers like Tolstaia, Pelevin, Hodrov4 and Kahuda repeatedly assert the preferability
of the child’s way of perceiving reality, which they seek or yearn to restore through
their writing. Finally, Medorek’s struggle may be seen as that of the writer,
characterised by Hodrovd in her theoretical work ...na okraji chaosu... as
precariously engaged in an implicitly unending movement between the stable,

accepted model of the world and the chaos of the unstable and unknown.*

Medorek marks a change in the use of the adolescent perspective in Czech fiction of
the period. In the 1970s and 1980s, the social assimilation of an adolescent central
character formed a common plot for sanctioned writers. As Pynsent points out, the

adolescent constituted a ‘natural outsider’, who could be used as a critical device to

35 poh4nkov4, K., ‘Smé&tovani miadé generace v proze osmdesétych let’, Ceskd literatura, 44, 1996, 2,
p-181. Pohidnkova’s socio-political interpretation of various motifs of imprisonment and submersion in
the three works somewhat recalls Chuprinin’s reaction to Dusha patriota. As the scenes written in
dramatic dialogue depicting Medorek’s interviews with the StB (State Security) indicate, the political
context is central to the work. However, as I try to argue throughout this dissertation, that context leads
the writers of the fiction of the Changes to an understanding of the relationship between language and
the human being not restricted to the specific political circumstances and therefore not ameliorated by
political change.

%% See Hodrov4, ...na okraji, p.129. This movement is explicitly dramatised by Ajvaz as that between
Cosmos and Chaos (see Chapter 4) and by Balla as that between the conscious and unconscious (see
Chapter 6).



expose the problems of contemporary society like corruption, hypocrisy,
consumerism and lack of idealism.>” In works like DZinovy svét (Jeans world, 1980)
by Radek John (b.1954), the narrator’s decision to settle down in contemporary
society implied the harnessing of his inner moral strength and demanding idealism to
the cause of eradicating these social ills. At the same time, however, the assimilation
was frequently low-key, suggesting that the struggle to avoid total absorption into
society had been lost. In other works, notably Lovec §tésti (The happiness hunter,
1980) by Viclav Dusek and Uz neni ndavratu (No way back, 1981) by Bediich Hlinka
(b.1951), the death or imprisonment of the central character indicates that oblivion is

the only alternative to assimilation.

Just as the Party literary ideologues, in common with their Russian and Slovak
counterparts, called on writers to document the problems facing contemporary
Socialist society, the dissident establishment also expected that unsanctioned fiction
would report the social and above all moral failure of the Czechoslovak regime. The
literary sensibilities of older Czech dissident and émigré generations were, however,
shaken by the appearance of Jan Pelc’s ...a bude hui (...the worst is yet to come,
Cologne 1985, Prague 1990), a novel set in north-west Bohemia, in which the narrator
rebels against his conformist father, falling into petty crime, hard drinking, drugs and
sexual promiscuity.*® Pelc much more unequivocally than his sanctioned counterparts
blames the repressive regime for the behaviour of his characters, though hinting also
at the excessively normative environment of Bohemia under any regime. For him, the
human being, given the freedom to be himself, is essentially good; his narrator, who
becomes an increasingly positive character as the work develops, eventually finds that
freedom in emigration. Although Pelc’s novel, with its portrayal of underage sex,
lesbianism and incest, broke literary taboos established in the post-war period, as
Martin Machovec points out, it merely represented an extreme of the social realist
methods employed by writers like Dusek and John,* and also bears comparison with

the distorted morality depicted by Petrushevskaia. By the time of its first publication

%7 Pynsent, ‘Adolescence’, p.65.

3 When part of the novel was published in the émigré periodical Svédectvi, one reader declared the
work to be as dangerous as Mein Kampf, since it appeared to encourage young people to imitate Olin’s
bid for freedom and thus, like him, become enslaved in a totalitarianism of physical desire. (See
Svédectvi, XIX, 1985, 75, p.766.) Both the content of and the reaction to Pelc’s novel may be
compared to Eto ia — Edichka (It's me, Eddie, 1979) by Eduard Limonov (b.1943), also written and
published in emigration.
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in post-Communist Czechoslovakia, alongside Medorek, in 1990, it already appeared
outdated; Pavel Janacek contrasts what he considers the ‘anti-Normalisation

didacticism’ of Pelc with the ‘light pen’ of Placak.*

In her typology of the novel, Hleddni romdnu, Hodrovéa denotes works in which the
central character seeks knowledge of the ways of the world in order to find his or her
place in it, as ‘novels of lost illusions’.*' In Hodrov4’s account, this type reverses an
earlier teleological model found in the ‘novel of initiation’, in which the protagonist
leaves the terrestrial world in search of esoteric knowledge. This type, exemplified by
Moskva-Petushki and Prili§ hlucna samota, dominates in Czech fiction of the
Changes as a reaction to the assimilation type asserted in the Communist period.
Medorek, however, like Dusha patriota, corresponds to the third type identified by
Hodrova4, the ‘novel about a misfit’ (romdn o bloudovi).42 According to Hodrova, the
misfit ‘does not himself change [...], nor does he abandon the world, but he lives in a
state of constant tension with it because, unlike the practically-minded character, he is
unable or unwilling to adapt to it, but at the same time does not seek to escape it

through mystical initiation.”*?

While the protagonist in the ‘novel of initiation’ or
‘novel of lost illusions’ pursues self-definition, the ‘misfit’, exemplified by the
adolescent, seeks to preserve himself undefined. Eva Kanttirkova describes Medorek
as ‘alive and ineffable in his lifelike-ness, an artistic likeness of the quiet, inward

defence of an entirely unprotected human being against destructive power’ 4

The style of Medorek’s refusal to fit in is encapsulated in the opening passage of the
chapter entitled ‘Medorek, novy soudruh’ (Medorek, a new comrade), which
satirically describes how society anticipates his first day at the factory:

% See Dokoupil, B., Miroslav Zelinsky (eds), Slovnik ceské prézy 1945-1994, Ostrava, 1994, p.299.

% Janakek, P., ‘Kulata ouzkost. TH prozaické debuty ve zkousce ohng’, Lidové noviny, 10 July 1991,
p.7. In contrast, however, Josef Alan, writing at about the same time, praises the ‘peculiar authenticity’
which Pelc achieves, indicating that for other critics, Pelc’s method continues to retain importance in
the post-1989 period. (See Alan, J., ““Pockam, aZ naskoéi ervena, a spokojené prechazim™, Tvar,
1991, 6, pp.1,4.)

*l Hodrov4’s negative-sounding term, in contrast to Bildungsroman or Erziehungsroman, reflects her
perception that the subject cannot experience social assimilation without a sense of defeat.

2 See Hodrov4, D., Hleddni romdnu, Prague, 1989, pp.215-6. (Hereafter Hodrov4, Hieddni.) Hodrova
elaborates on the meaning of the word ‘bloud’, which denotes an ‘unreasonable, foolish, preposterous
person unable to adapt to reality’, but has the same root as ‘bloudéni’, meaning ‘aimless wandering’.
Key examples for Hodrov4 include both Tristram Shandy and Zapiski iz podpol’ia.

® Hodrov4, Hleddni, p.215.
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Maminka mu vyZehlila $aty, rano mu dala do tasky svadinu a
mazli¢ek se sam vydal do nového, nepoznaného svéta, do labyrintu
dospélych, do svéta opravdovych starosti, vaznych tvafi bez
lehkomyslnych fe¢i, do svéta, kde si bude jiz provzdy sdm za vSe
odpovidat, sdm o vSe starat, s ostatnimi bude jednat jako rovny s
rovnymi a spoleéné s nimi bude fesit dualeZité problémy (...)
Vstupuje do svéta novy ob&an, novy soudruh, ktery s veSkerou
odpovédnosti jde budovat vlast, §tastnou a radostnou budoucnost
celého lidstva. Nedozirné lany zlatého obili, nové natiené
kombajny, nebude hlad, nebude véilka, radostnd price. Maly
vojagek pochodujici s rudym $atkem kolem krku vitézng po vsech
cestach svéta. Cely vesmir, vstfic slunci! Maly Medorek $t'astné se
usmivajici v ustfety t¢m miliontim dobrotivych lidi! Pozor, Medorek
jde.
Byl nemocny a do fabriky nastoupil o mé&sic pozdgji.

(The evening before Mummy ironed his clothes, in the morning she
put a packed lunch in his bag and her little darling set off by himself
into a new, unknown world, into the labyrinth of adults, into the
world of real worries, serious faces without frivolous chatter, into a
world where he himself would forever be responsible for
everything, would take care of everything himself, would deal with
the others as an equal with equals and together with them would
solve important problems [...] A new citizen, a new comrade is
entering the world, who with full responsibility is coming to build
his fatherland and the happy and joyful future of all mankind.
Enormous fields of golden corn, newly painted combine harvesters,
there will be no hunger, no war, just joyous work. A little soldier
with his red scarf round his neck marching triumphantly over all the
roads of the world. The whole universe, to meet the sun! Little
Medorek happily smiling to welcome those millions of kind-hearted
people! Watch out, Medorek’s coming.
He was ill and started at the factory a month later.)45

Placdk’s ironic crescendo of Socialist imagery and rhetoric culminates not in a grand
gesture of revolt from Medorek, but in a bathetic ‘wrong note’ which also reflects the
contrast between the great expectations which Marxism-Leninism has of human

beings and their actual physical weakness.

Throughout the novel, Medorek strives to prevent his responses to the external world
becoming predictable, thereby sustaining the state of confusion on which his survival

depends. In a scene comparable to the encounter between Popov, Prigov and the

4 Kantiirkova, E., ‘Karel Medor, hrdina na¥f doby’, Kriticky sbornik, 8, 1988, 2, p.50. Hereafter
Kantiirkova, ‘Karel Medor’.
* Placik, P., Medorek, Prague, 1997, p.7. Hereafter Placik, Medorek.
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policeman in Dusha patriota, Medorek is asked by the factory’s personnel officer

666

why he refuses to join the Party youth movement. Medorek explains: ‘“co svét svétem

stoji, jeSt¢ zadnej Indiadn nebyl v néjakém svazu.”” (since time began, no Red Indian
has ever been in any movement.)*® After a moment’s amazement, the personnel
officer decides it must be a joke and bursts out laughing. Medorek is in turn stunned
by his reaction: ““Cemu se smé&je ten blboun ?” zakabonil se Medor. “Von si snad
mysli, Ze sem si dé€lal srandu.”” (“What’s that idiot laughing at?”” scowled Medor.
“Does he think I was taking the mickey?”)47 Whereas the scene in Dusha patriota
depicts the chance meeting of two worlds, in Medorek it constitutes the confrontation
of two different games. The mutual confusion which results indicates that Medorek
has won. His victory is emphasised when a fellow worker subsequently advises him
to sign up just to get the bosses off his back, in terms of Hodrova’s analysis of the
‘misfit’, to reduce the ‘state of constant tension’ and begin to ‘fit in’. Medorek’s
furious reaction to this suggestion provokes a twinge of guilt in the fellow-worker

which reveals his awareness that he has become part of someone else’s game.

This episode somewhat recalls the contrast made by Vaclav Havel (b.1936) in his
1978 essay ‘Moc bezmocnych’ (The power of the powerless) between those who ‘live
in truth’ and those who ‘live in falsehood’ under the Normalisation regime. Havel
describes the human being who tolerates the approved ‘rituals’ of the existing power
structure as ‘living in falsehood’, since he has ‘accepted “appearance” as reality and
acceded to the given “rules of the game”. By acceding to them, however, he has
himself entered the game as a player and made it possible for the game to continue’ A
In Havel’s view, the path to ‘living in truth’ begins in rebellion against such rituals
and exposure of the game as a game, and continues in work for the creation of a
society in which all may ‘live in truth’. However, Medorek cannot be
straightforwardly pigeonholed as an opponent of the system; in fact, the narrator
comments, he was quite happy to join the youth movement, but just could not be
bothered to fill in the form. He wipes his bottom with the form during a visit to the
lavatory not in protest, but because it was the nearest paper to hand. Placdk reveals

here how the external world seeks to define the individual human being by imposing

“ Ibid., p.15. Medorek’s response reflects the Czech fondness for the ‘Wild West’ stories of Karl May,
to which Topol also alludes in Sestra.
“7 Ibid., p.16.
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its own interpretations on his or her actions. Medorek’s refusal to join the youth
movement reflects his refusal to be part of any crowd, whether pro- or anti-regime;
this is the only consistent aspect of his behaviour. For example, he likes the
‘Internationale’ precisely because no one else does. In an outburst in a pub which
strongly recalls Zapiski iz podpol’ia, he argues: ‘“Tteba n€kdo by chtél tvrdit, niaka
liska podsita, Ze 1+1=2! Ja bych to zas tak nevidél, viibec bych to tak nevidél, uz jen

29

proto, Ze to tak vSichni vidé¢j a mnoZstvi, to je blbost a tupost.”” (“Maybe someone
would like to argue, some wily old fox, that 1+1=2! I, on the other hand, wouldn’t
see it like that, I wouldn’t see it like that at all, just because that’s the way everyone
sees it and quantity, that’s just stupidity and dim-wittedness.”)* For Medorek, as
Vilikovsky also implies in Vecne je zeleny..., there is no alternative to the ‘game’,
only the choice between submitting to the rules of others, or striving endlessly to

retain the freedom to make one’s own rules.>

Medorek thus marks a key shift from the perception of the Havel/Vaculik dissident
generation that the human being ‘gives a shape to his or her fate’ by his actions.”!
Karel Vaca comments: ‘at the centre [of Medorek] is not the description of the event
itself, but its literary experience, how it is captured in language, how it appears in

“codes™.>* In the novel, Placdk presents the world as a chaos of these codes,

“8 Havel, V., ‘Moc bezmocnych’ in his O lidskou identitu, Prague, 1990, p.64.

4 Placdk, Medorek, p.34.

* The contrast in Medorek between adolescence as a game of identities and adulthood as the
acceptance of an identity imposed by society bears comparison with Némec’s controversial sanctioned
novel Hra na slepo, published in 1982, in which the central character is treated for schizophrenia
apparently brought on by the pressure to surrender his adolescent games and commit himself to the
responsibilities of adult life.

>! The attempt to break free of the influence of this generation is reflected in ...a bude hiF, in which the
narrator suggests that the Charter 77 signatories are just Communists in disguise, a reference to the
Communist past and essentially left-wing views of the most prominent post-Thaw dissidents. In
Medorek, Placék seeks to re-mythicise the ‘underground’ generation, not as a practically minded and
courageous opposition, but as disparate gangs engaged in mysterious enterprises and cultivating
alternative lifestyles. In this respect his novel recalls Invalidni sourozenci (Invalid siblings, Toronto
1981, Prague 1991) by Egon Bondy (b.1930), a dystopian allegory in which Bohemia is depicted as an
island slowly being submerged. (In Medorek, Placdk also half-heartedly suggests that the action of the
novel is taking place in the distant future in an island city threatened by an apocalyptic flood.) In
Invalidni sourozenci, the dissidents, whose high-minded intellectualism Bondy affectionately parodies,
are paid invalidity benefit by the state because they are ineffective workers, and live in a hippie
commune at the highest point of the island. Bondy and Placdk are also linked through the 1970s
underground rock band, The Plastic People of the Universe, who set some of Bondy’s poems to music
and feature in Invalidni sourozenci and ...a bude hur, and for whom Placdk wrote and played during
the 1980s.

2 _kv- [Karel Vaca), ‘Boi prostota?”, Kriticky sbornik, 8, 1988, 3, p.56.

>3 In her detailed linguistic analysis of Medorek, Karen Gammelgaard comments: ‘Tending towards
diversity, uncertainty and chaos, [the text] blends a multitude of narrative modes. Moreover, the
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between which the individual must strive constantly to slip in order to preserve his
subjectivity, defined as the continued capacity of the mind to project ‘red herring’
selves upon the external world. The novel may be described as an account of the mind
of Medorek as he observes the various selves he projects in the company of others.
Throughout the novel, the reader, like those who encounter Medorek, cannot pin
down the sullen factory worker who is also an aggressive loner in pubs, a fervent
lover of literature and writer of poetry, an obsessive football fan and a mysterious
underground activist to a single definable self. Kantlirkova writes that the latter part of
the work merely contains ‘variations on Medorek’,> though such an interpretation
would require an identifiable ‘original Medorek’ earlier in the work. Placdk thus
presents the disintegrated personality not as a consequence of particular political

circumstances, but as the actual nature of social existence.

The awareness of this disintegration in Medorek is not a source of horror, but on the
contrary, evidence of the continued mental health of the individual. Medorek’s ability
to perceive life, understood as one’s social existence, as a linguistic game of identities
implicitly renders him superior to the other characters in the novel. His behaviour
recalls the description by the Czech Decadent Arthur Breisky (1885-1910) of the
dandy as a ‘victor over life’, ‘an artist of life, a lover of artificial paradises and new,
personally differentiated sensations, and a despiser of all that is natural, self-evident

and general.’55

The narrator repeatedly notes how the world fascinates and amuses
Medorek, who, like Breisky’s dandy, or Popov’s flaneur in Dusha patriota, observes
the life around him as though he were not involved. For Medorek, the mind absorbed
in the external world adopts an active relationship with all that surrounds it, seeking to
explain, understand or supply causality; in contrast, Medorek’s mind takes a passive,
descriptive role: ‘Jde§ a popisuje$ véci. Pozoruje§ je a nechava$ zapadnout bez
odezvy, bez komentafe. Jen tak je hodi$ do hlubiny moc¢éalu duse. Jde$ a svymi
smysly jako velkymi sb&raci saje§ vSe kolem, zatimco tvaha spi.” (You go along and
describe things. You observe them and let them fall without an echo, without

comment. You throw them just like that into the depths of the swamp of your soul.

borderlines between these modes are regularly blurred, or at least heterogeneously signalled.’
(Gammelgaard, K., Spoken Czech in Literature, Oslo, 1997, p.115.)

> Kantiirkova, “Karel Medor’, p.50.

% Breisky, A., ‘Kvintesence dandyismu’ (1910) in Stiepy zrcadla, edited by Lubo§ Merhaut, Prague,
1996, p.128.



70

You go along sucking in everything around you with your senses like enormous

ladles, while considered reactions sleep.)5 6

The ease with which Medorek becomes bored by physical and social reality and
drifts into vivid and intense daydreams reflects his refusal to be restricted by the
physically manifest world, which for Medorek does not constitute the maximum space
within which the mind can operate, as in Realism, but rather the minimum required
for flights of fantasy. Towards the end of the work, prefiguring in particular Kahuda’s
fiction, discussed in Chapter 6, Medorek appears able to separate himself from his
body, which learns to conform to the work process, and abandon the notion of a
discrete individual self altogether: ‘Putoval cestickami védomi lidi okolo n¢j, aniz by
netudili. Putoval nekoneénymi prostorami véci kolem sebe. [...] VSechno se neustale
vétvilo a ubiralo do nekone¢na. KaZzda dal$i myslenka vyvolavala tisice jinych a téch
tisic tisickrat tolik.” (He travelled around the little paths of the consciousness of
people around him, without them suspecting anything. He travelled through the
infinite spaces of things around him [...] Everything constantly forked and headed off
into infinity. Every new thought evoked a thousand others and those thousand a
thousand times more.)5 7 In these moments, as Placék describes at the end of the work,
Medorek escapes the ‘anti-Christ”™ of Socialist industry-worship and becomes a
‘knight of God’: ‘Naposled se na fabriku zadival. Stédla tam, obrovsk4, Sediv4, s
pobledlou hvézdou na &ele. [...] Medorek popohnal kon€é. Jeho me¢ se ve svétle
vychazejici slunce zlaté tipytil. Orlové krouzili ve vySinach nebeského kralovstvi a
Ivi ho vitali pozdravnym fvanim. Medorova pisni¢ka se nesla mezi skalami, stoupala
k nebesim.” (He looked back at the factory for the last time. It stood there, huge,
grey, with a fading star on its brow. [...] Medorek urged on his horse. His sword
glittered gold in the light of the rising sun. Eagles circled in the heights of the
kingdom of heaven and lions greeted him with a welcoming roar. Medor’s song
floated among the cliffs and rose to the heavens.)*® In imitation of the bathetic finale
to the novel’s opening rhapsody, quoted above, the reader is returned abruptly from
Medorek’s fantasy to an image of him sleeping soundly on the bus home from work.

On this occasion, however, the preceding passage is not undermined; rather, through

%8 Placdk, Medorek, p.104.
7 Ibid., p.120.
% Ibid., p.162.
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the juxtaposition of the spiritual and physical worlds, Placék indicates the continuing
success of Medorek’s battle not only to survive, but above all to preserve the freedom

of his imagination, and therefore, implicitly, his soul.”

The notion that, under extreme pressure to assimilate in Czech Normalisation
society, the personality must repeatedly disintegrate to prevent itself from becoming
fixed and dependent recurs in Brabcovd’s Daleko od stromu. The narrator, Véra,
comments:

[...] bylo nevyhnutelné zeSilet, protoZe jinak bych byl utésnén
v tanku ¢&i drezurovan na stielnici, coZ je vtomto staté podivny
iniciaéni zvyk. A tak jsem se rozhodl zistat prozatim v tomto
stoleti Cisel, grafii, anonymity mas, statistik, energie, tteSticich
rafinovanosti rozumu, opic v raketach a funkci pon€kud vné, s bozi
stranou mince, s cipe¢kem iluze a s hrsti ¢ar. Za¢nu znovu.

([...] going mad was inevitable, because otherwise I would be

sealed in a tank or broken in on a firing-range, which in this state is

a strange initiation custom. And so, in this century of numbers,

graphs, the anonymity of the masses, statistics, energy, the deranged

subtleties of reason, monkeys in rockets and functions, I decided to

stay for now somewhat outside, with the divine side of the coin,

with the tiniest hem of illusion and with a handful of lines. I shall

start again.)6°
Whereas, however, in Medorek, the experience of psychological disintegration is
presented merely as a game of words, in Daleko od stromu it constitutes a loss of
control over language, a sense of impotence and a fear of speaking, ultimately
intended, as Pohdnkov4 indicates, as an expression of the alienation of the generation
which grew up in the post-1968 period. Véra comments early in the novel: ‘nase
generace, autistick4, alkoholicka, prolezla dluhy, vychodné tesknd a neambicidzni,
zapadn¢ vécna a zrychlend, nase generace bez kotvy, nebot bez mote.” (our

generation, autistic, alcoholic, up to its neck in debts, orientally melancholy and

%% In *Starcovy zépisky’ (An old man’s notes, 1995), an essay reflecting on the continued decline of
spirituality in the Czech Republic after the fall of Communism, Placik writes: ‘Kostra je
nejuslechtilejsi soucast cloveka — je to sama duse, ktera zvapenatéla, a katolici dobte dé¢laji, Ze
uchovavaji ostatky svatych. Blahoslaveni kostlivci, mrtvi, ti8i, pokojni, neznatelné radostni a hlavné
distojni a hrdi. Nesnasim pokoutné spalovace lidskych koster.” (The skeleton is the most noble part of
the human being — it is the soul itself, which has become calcified — and the Catholics do well when
they store the relics of saints. Blessed skeletons, dead, quiet, peaceful, imperceptibly joyful and above
all dignified and proud. I can’tstand the surreptitious burners of human skeletons.) (Plac4k, ‘Starcovy
zapisky’ in his Medorek, p.175.)

® Brabcova, Z., Daleko od stromu, Prague, 1991, p.120.
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unambitious, occidentally matter-of-fact and accelerated, our generation without an

anchor because it is without a sea.)61

A key theme of the novel is the alienation, as opposed to continuity, between
generations, reflected in the title, which alludes to the saying ‘The apple never falls
far from the tree’. Véra’s father, a 1960s reformer turned dissident, cannot understand
his daughter’s inability to act or commit herself.> Her retreat into herself
paradoxically mirrors that of her grandfather, a fervent Communist after the war, who
similarly inhabits his own private world, crippled by an awareness of the absolute
relativity of human action and alienated from his son. Véra’s identity crisis is
prompted by her refusal to commit herself to the identity imposed by her father, and is
reflected in her fear of putting pen to paper. The origin of these difficulties lies in an
episode in childhood when, in front of a group of children, she was unable to fulfil her
father’s request to draw a flash of lightning. Later she covered the walls of his study
with lightning flashes, indicating how her inability and unwillingness to accept an
externally imposed identity become blurred in an absurd, destructive but vital act of
rebellion. The flash of lightning is, according to Véra’s teacher, the oldest example of
cave painting and therefore marked the end of pre-history and the birth of civilisation.
Véra’s longing to return to a pre-literary, prehistoric world reflects the longing for
silence found in the fiction of Koleni¢. However, where, for Koleni¢’s narrators, the
process of writing represents the utter pointlessness of existence, in Daleko od stromu,
by writing the narrator ultimately ‘gives shape to her fate’, and thereby achieves her

ambition stated at the beginning of the work to write a novel.

The strength arising from this achievement, shared by the narrator and implied
author, is reflected in Brabcov4’s less neurotic, more playful second novel, Zlodéjina,
in which the third-person narration creates distance between the implied author and
her two central characters, whose discrete, alternating stories nevertheless suggest

once again a split personality. In one narrative thread, which focuses on the

S Ibid., p.10. Asin Medorek, PFilis hluénd samota, Invalidni sourozenci, Lodni denik and Kratochvil’s
Medvédi romdn (A bear novel, 1990, dated as written 1985), the Normalisation is represented by rising
floodwaters, the imminent erasure of identity and the destruction of civilisation.

%2 Brabcova is the daughter of the academic and literary critic Jifi Brabec (b.1929), who lost his
function in the Writers” Union in the 1970 purges and subsequently published prolifically on Czech
literature and thought in samizdat and tamizdat. Unlike in Kratochvil’s novels, however, the
autobiographical reading of the father-child relationship in Brabcov4’s fiction is suppressed.
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fulfilment of Véra’s other ambition - to have a child - a woman, Maté€jl, trapped in a
lift gradually becomes aware of the child growing inside her, in the context of Daleko
od stromu, a hesitant, but undeniable signal of commitment to the future. The notion
of her child as a sign of hope is reflected in her name, understood as an allusion to
Matthew the Evangelist, the first to report the Good News. This link is intensified by
the name of the central character in the other narrative thread, Eman, from
‘Emmanuel’, the name used by Isaiah for the Messiah and recalled by Matthew in his
Gospel. Brabcova’s travestied messianism, as in Medorek, and also in novels by
Hodrova, Kratochvil and Topol, reflects the ‘holy-foolish’ nobility of the social
outsider similarly asserted by Venedikt Erofeev and Hrabal. In Eman’s story, which
might be described as a carnivalised Daleko od stromu, Eman has a mental
breakdown when asked what he did on November 17th 1989. On that day, rather than
participate in the protests, he tried to run away from a student demonstration and was
beaten up by police, a reflection of his situation ‘outside’ the two opposing sides. The
title of the novel plays on the Czech for ‘thievery’ (zlodéjna) and ‘history’ (déjiny), a
plural noun made singular perhaps to denote the single historical event which steals
Eman’s fragile identity from him. Like Véra, he yearns to return to a time before
history, which he achieves at the end of the novel when he flees from Prague with a
Gipsy woman to a cave by a lake, perhaps in Romania, thereby reversing the journey

taken by his father from the ‘prehistoric’ Carpathians to ‘civilised’ Prague.

In her first two novels, Brabcovai, like Popov and Placék, rejects the use of literary
creation to impose a shape on the world, and asserts its use to give shape to the self.
Whereas Popov, however, explicitly emphasises the weakness of literature, and
Placék suggests that its power is not of this world, Brabcovd presents writing as a
means by which the self can be reconciled with the world on its own terms. This
hesitant assertion of the enduring potency of writing finds more robust expression in
Pistanek’s fiction, in which the satirisation of the attempt by intellectuals to impose
their illusions on human beings does not preclude the ever more extravagant
exploitation of the capacity of the self to impose itself upon reality through writing. In
his best-known work, the Rivers of Babylon trilogy, his ironic celebration of the
excess and total disregard for limits which marked the amoral, barbaric world of post-
Communist gangster capitalism mirrors the utterly unironic celebration of the

ferocious, limitless ambition of the imagination. Vilikovsky wrote in one review:
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[...] our life, says Pistanek, is banal and rests on the principle of
crass pleasure. Luckily, we still know how to suffer and dream,; it’s
a pity, though, that our suffering is narcissistic and sterile [...] and
our dreams are vulgar and without imagination [...] However, as
long as a human being is capable of writing this sort of fiction, the
situation cannot be completely hopeless.63
Rivers of Babylon, Pistanek’s first novel, described by Igor Otlenas as a
‘breakthrough work’ in contemporary Slovak literature,* signalled that Pidtanek’s
intention was not merely épater le bourgeois, but also, above all, épater Uintelligent
by ironically glorifying all that the intelligentsia reject, and degrading all they hold
dear. A parody rags-to-riches tale, the novel recounts how Récz, cheated of his
inheritance and bride, leaves his village to seek his fortune in Bratislava, where he
rises from apprentice boiler-man at a city-centre hotel to become head of his own
business empire centred on the same hotel. According to Marta Sou¢kova, Pist’anek’s
description of an amoral cartoon world in which every character is motivated only by
personal gain relieved Slovak literature of its seriousness, hyperbolically breaking
taboos on sexual motifs, restoring parody, black humour and the grotesque and
introducing characters about whom it had previously not been possible to write,
including ‘prostitutes, lesbians, homosexuals, greedy intellectuals and venal female
students’.®> Moreover, in his narration, frequently made up of the reported speech and
thoughts of characters, PiStanek not only replicated, but also embellished the

vernacular of the world he portrays.66

Pistanek’s use of ‘low’ registers and literary forms, repeatedly noted by critics,
represents a rare example in Russian, Czech or Slovak fiction of the Changes of a
successful attempt, in Leslie Fiedler’s phrase, to ‘cross the border, close the gap’. In
his 1970 essay, which has come to be seen in both West and East as a core text of

postmodernist theory, Fiedler essentially attacks the €litism present in contemporary

% Vilikovsky, P., ‘Spravy z cesty (do plyt&in noci)’, Dotyky, V, 1993, 8, p.19.

* Otenas, 1., “Nech Zije hola veta’, Dotyky, IV, 1992, 2, p.40. Hereafter Otienas, ‘Nech’.

% Soukkova, M., ‘Slovensky bestseller’, Romboid, XIX, 1994, 2, p.63. (Hereafter Soutkova,
‘Slovensky’.) Daniel Uchéli calls Pistanek the ‘murderer of national literature’. (see Uchali, D., ‘Svet
podla Pisfanka’, Dotyky, IV, 1992, 3, p.43. Hereafter Uchdli, ‘Svet’.)

% Whereas in ...a bude hiiF ..., Pelc seeks to replicate the coarse register of his characters in an attempt
to assert the authenticity of his account, in his fiction, Pi§tanek uses, for example, highly literary
Slovak, urban and rural non-literary Slovak, the Americanised Slovak of a returning émigré (in Rivers
of Babylon 2), archaic Slovak and grammatically and idiomatically correct Czech (in Rivers of Babylon
3) not for verisimilitude, but to assert the capacity of his imagination to make these different
‘languages’ its own. A similar strategy is employed by Topol in Sestra (see Chapter 4).
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literature, which appears divided between experimental works which critics praise and
analyse and books which people actually want to read. He notes from his recent
reading that writers are turning to ‘pop forms’ like the Western, science-fiction or
pornography, producing works which are ‘less serious, more frivolous, a form of

. 67
entertainment.’

The result is a ‘closing of the Gap which aristocratic conceptions of
art have opened between what fulfils us at eight or ten or twelve and what satisfies at
forty or fifty or sixty.’68 Of the writers discussed in this dissertation, however, only
the reception which greeted Pelevin’s fiction in Russia in the early 1990s can match
Pistanek’s combined commercial and critical impact in Slovak literature (see Chapter
6), while no comparable cross-over has been made by a writer in post-Changes Czech
literature.”’ The general absence of a Fiedler-esque, anti-€litist ‘postmodernism’ may
reflect the perceived homogeneity of sanctioned fiction under Communism, when
fiction was expected to be accessible to a wide readership. As may be evident from
the works discussed so far, the Russian, Czech and Slovak writers of fiction
commonly described as ‘postmodernist’ seek, in essence, to diversify contemporary

literature by restoring rather than overcoming an uncompromising élitism.

Of crucial importance for Fiedler was the closing of the gap between critic and
audience, ‘if by critic one understands “leader of taste” and by audience “followe » 70
In the case of Pist'anek’s fiction, these roles are reversed, to the evident discomfort of
some critics. Stanislava Chrobdkov4 wrote: ‘the thematicisation of the decay of
values, also reflected in lowness of genre and language, brings too many questions
(and indeed too much violence) for the cultivated reader to be able to submit
unequivocally to the talents of the author as observer and story-teller’.71 Rather as
Chuprinin’s afterword to the first publication of Dusha patriota sought to delineate
the ‘moral message’ of the work, Chrobdkovd’s lukewarm review of Rivers of

Babylon, together with that of Ladislav Cuzy in the same issue of Romboid, revealed

% Fiedler, L., ‘Cross the Border — Close the Gap’ in The Collected Essays of Leslie Fiedler, Vol. II,
New York, 1971, p.466. Hereafter Fiedler, ‘Cross’.

% Ibid., p.472.

i Topol remains a writer more known than read, while Michal Viewegh, whose fiction combines
satirisation of contemporary society with literary allusion and self-reflexivity, nevertheless repeatedly
returns in interviews to his failure to match commercial success with critical approval. (See, for
example, his interview in Rock &Pop, July 2002, pp.46-51.) The best Czech example is probably P4ral
in his fiction from the late 1960s, culminating in Profesiondini Zena (A professional woman, 1971).

7 Fiedler, ‘Cross’, p.478.

! Chrobékov4, S., ‘Konfrontacie C/Ch’, Romboid, XXVII, 1992, 5, p.75.
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Slovak critics’ enduring expectation of clear implied authorial guidance, on which
their enjoyment of a literary work apparently depended. While Chrobakova is
dissatisfied with Pistanek’s ‘incompletely defined position [resulting from] pre-
meditated semantic ambiguity’,72 Clizy writes: ‘aesthetically it did nothing for me,

and philosophically it told me almost nothing.’”

Pynsent writes: ‘If PiSt'anek does have a [morally self-conscious] goal, he manages
to hide it, whatever we as readers impose on the white between the lines.””* The world
portrayed in the Rivers of Babylon trilogy bears such a teasingly close relationship to
the reality of the gangster capitalism which overtook former Communist countries
after 1989 that the reader cannot but interpret the novels as a comment on the period.
Although, like Petrushevskaia’s stories, Pistanek’s works lack any explicit indication
of the implied author’s moral position, the contrasting use of hyperbole by each writer
does provide some indication. As, for example, in the reference in Vremia-noch’ to a
woman who left her unwanted baby on the ledge by an open window and waited for it
to freeze to death, Petrushevskaia buries incidents of apparently inhuman behaviour,
purporting to be realistic accounts of hyperbolic reactions, in the middle of dense
passages of narrative, cramming a wealth of detail into a very few words.
Petrushevskaia thus demonstrates in miniature her aim in so much of her short fiction
to give a voice to the unheard cry of pain, forcing the reader to notice and consider an
individual’s plight. Indeed, one may even argue that the implied author hopes — rather
than ensures — that the reader’s initial condemnation may be followed by pity and —
perhaps — a concern to know how the individual reached this state and a desire to
help. In contrast, the purpose of hyperbole in Pistanek’s work is to make the reader
laugh, to demonstrate the immutably absurd nature of the human being. Pynsent
writes: ‘[Pistanek] enjoys what he abhors and seeks to lead his readers to the same
enjoyment, at the safe distance of literariness [...] The human race is risible for
Pistanek; he enjoys, perhaps even secretly admires, the species for its very

risibility.’”

7 Ibid.

 Cuazy, L., ‘Konfrontacie C/Ch’, Romboid, XXVII, 1992, 5, p.74.

™ Pynsent, R.B., ‘Video Nasties: The Last Decade of the Slovak Twentieth Century through the Eyes
of Peter Pistanek’ in Williams, K. (ed.), Slovakia after Communism and Meciarism, London, 2000,
p-90. Hereafter Pynsent, ‘Video Nasties’.
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In this way, PiStanek fundamentally rejects the conventional understanding in
Slovak culture, of which the Marxist-Leninist period represented only an example,
that literature should ‘improve’ the human being, both by seeking to educate, and by
providing examples of ‘better’ human beings. Souc¢kova argues that Rivers of Babylon
did not represent the ‘culmination of all previous literature, but rather its radical
denial. In this lies its greatest value.”’® For her, this radical denial is epitomised by
Pist'anek’s short story ‘Mlady Don¢” (Young Doné, 1993), which is set, like most
classic Slovak literature, in the countryside. However, Souckova writes, Pistanek
‘does not find charm in the family idyll, he is not moved by social misery in the
village or town, caused, after all, by dim-wittedness and stupidity. He looks on the
common people with neither benevolent humour nor affectionate distance, but rather

parodies the sentimentality of previous fiction on this theme.””’

In ‘Mlady Don¢’, a parody Bildungsroman, Don¢, a naive, sensitive youth from a
mountain village, is sent by his mentally deficient and physically deformed family to
work in the nearby factory to earn money for alcohol, which in the story appears to be
the last requirement for keeping a Slovak peasant biologically alive. At the factory,
Dén¢ hears rumours about prostitutes in the ‘City’ and begins to contemplate going
there, to the horror of the other men from his village, for whom the very mention of
the City is apparently taboo. Don¢, however, attacks them for not having first-hand
experience of what they are talking about: ‘““to len my tu sedime na zadkoch a sme
samé vraj, vraj ! A ni¢ nevieme naozaj [...] MoZno dakde vo svete je i lepSie, len tam
treba ist.”” (We just sit here on our backsides and all the time it’s ‘they say’, ‘they
say’! And we don’t know anything for sure [...] Maybe somewhere in the world it’s
even better, and we only have to go there.)’® The response of one, Nagy, is scathing:
“Lepsie?” pohrdavo sa spyta Nagy, “To len takym modze byt inde

lepsie...volnomyslienkarom! Co ich ni¢ k dedovizni neptta!™ (‘Better?’, asked

7> Pynsent, ‘Video Nasties’, p.91.

"6 Souckova, ‘Slovensky’, p.63.

" Ibid. Zoltdn Rédey describes ‘Mlady Doné’” as a ‘morbid caricature® of T°apdkovci (The T’ apékov
family, 1914) by Timrava (pseudonym of BoZena Slanéikova, 1867-1951), one of the best-known
literary treatments of the modernisation of Slovak rural life. (Rédey, Z., ‘Mlady Don¢ - stary
syndrom’, Romboid, XIX, 1994, 4, p.56.)

"8 Pistanek, P., Mlady Déné, Levice, 1998, p.68. The volume contains three short stories, one of which
is ‘Mlady Do6n¢’.
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Nagy scornfully, ‘It can only be better elsewhere for those...free-thinkers! Nothing

ties them to the village.’)79

Nagy embodies the crass Slovak chauvinism which dominated the early post-
independence period under the government of Vladimir Meciar. However, Pistanek’s
satire is not simply that of the urban intellectual, mocking rural backwardness. In his
reference to ‘free-thinkers’, Nagy already identifies Don¢ with the cosmopolitan
intellectuals who betray all that is good and Slovak. After their argument, Don¢
reflects how he has become estranged from his family, and he sets off for the City,
where, however, he can only afford manual relief from a prostitute who takes pity on
him. On his return home, he finds his father declaring that time has stopped, and
exhibits his greater knowledge of the world by pointing out that in fact only the
kitchen clock has stopped. Unable to stomach the stagnation, Don¢ sets off once
again. At the end of the story, Dante’s metaphor for sinful existence, a ‘dark wood’,
looms before him, Pidtanek’s ironic indication that he has abandoned the Slovak

nationalist Eden of the village for the venal, alien City.

Though the reader who knows Rivers of Babylon may infer from the conclusion that
Don¢ will become another Racz, Don¢ is a different type. Through Do6n¢’s
‘sentimental education’ and his chastening return to his family, PiStanek satirically
documents the transformation of the dim-witted, self-absorbed village boy into the
apparently equally dim-witted, self-absorbed urban intellectual who will write about
his roots, any criticism suffused with nostalgia. In the context of the period, Pi§tfanek
may be understood here to be attacking the writers who lent support to Meciarite
nationalism, but the satire is much broader, as indicated by the subtitle of Rivers of
Babylon 2 alebo Drevend dedina (1994), a reference to the Socialist Realist novel,
Drevend dedina (A wooden village, 1951) by Frantisek Hetko (1905-1960).*° In
Pistanek’s view, writers like Hecko, but also Timrava and the contemporary
nationalists, whose fiction implicitly or explicitly subscribed to a belief in the human
being’s capacity to redeem and be redeemed, simply lost sight of what Souckova

terms the ‘biological’ in the human being, which in Pistanek’s work carries none of

" Ibid.
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the positive connotations of the ‘natural’ or ‘authentic’. In encouraging his readers, as
Pynsent suggests, to share his enjoyment of what he perceives as the innate risibility
of human beings, PiSt'anek seeks, with irony, to make the intellectual reader love the

physical human being from whom he or she recoils.

Rather as Peter Zajac interprets Vilikovsky’s narrator in Vecne je zeleny..., Otéena$
suggests that the ‘moral devastation’ of Pistanek’s characters, reflected in his choice
of literary form and language, represents the outcome of intellectuals’ imposing their
ideas on human beings: ‘Récz and so on are the real product of this historical
flatulence: an over-sensitive intelligentsia, bastardised workers, a corrupted nation.
Long live non-literature! A non-period cannot be written about otherwise!”®!
PiSt'anek, however, does not even credit literature with the ability to deform the
human being, suggesting instead that human beings are immune to efforts to tamper
with them. Whereas writers like Popov and both Erofeevs, and also Prigov and
Sorokin, perceive ideas and ideals as inherently dangerous, Pistanek, in common with
other Slovak writers of the Changes like Vilikovsky and Koleni¢, considers them as

ineffectual as the people who conceive them.

The weakness of Slovak writers, according to Pi§t'anek, derives from the fact that
they have worked only to perpetuate a particular notion of the human being, imposing
illusory limits not so much on human beings in general (as Russian and Czech writers
imply), but on themselves. Throughout his fiction, Pi§tanek portrays characters who
invent arbitrary psychological limits for themselves, essentially by seeking to limit
their aspirations, an approach which is often reflected in their attempts to secure a
circumscribed autonomous physical space. For example, in Rivers of Babylon, that
space corresponds for the head boiler-man, Donéth, to the confines of the boiler-
room. Donéth preserves this space by being a reliable provider of heat, thus retaining
the good-will of those who work in the hotel complex, and by accepting the

restrictions placed on him by the hotel manager, excluding from public areas of the

% In Rivers of Babylon 2, the ‘wooden village® refers to what Pistanek implicitly suggests is the new
national symbol of Slovakness, the grim buffet-bar outside Ricz’s hotel, run by Racz’s former
sweetheart and the man who stole her from him, now wretchedly aspiring to match R4cz’s wealth.

8! Otéenas, ‘Nech’. Defending Pistanek’s use of vulgarisms and low literary forms, Rudolf Sloboda
writes: ‘the most vile people were heroes who in fine literary Slovak, without disgusting words,
hanged, tortured, blackmailed and tormented the Slovak nation.’ (Sloboda, R., ‘Niekol’ko pozndmok k
Riekam Babylonu’, Dotyky, IV, 1992, 2, p.40.)
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hotel. The modest dimensions of the space are reflected by his aspirations in life:
‘jemu, Donathovi, sta¢i trocha lasky, trocha sa porozpravat’.” (it’s enough for him,
Doniéth, to have a little love and a little chat.)82 His apprentice, Racz, however,
reflects: ‘Donath bol nimand. Nie ako on, Racz. Racz Zije plnym Zivotom.” (Dondth
was a nobody. Not like him, Ricz. R4cz lives life to the full.)83 In contrast to
Donith, Ricz marches straight into the hotel foyer and, when his pay is docked for
this offence, he turns off the heating, extorting money from hotel guests and local
tradesmen and forcing a striptease dancer to sleep with him in return for restoring the
heat. Only the hotel manager refuses to comply with R4acz’s demands, but the limits of
his power have been exposed, and those formerly in his power transfer their
allegiance to Réacz: ‘vedia, Ze Racz nenavidi riaditela, a tak sa riaditelovi vsetci
vyhybaju. Alebo sa tvaria, Ze ho nevidia. Nik sa nechce kompromitovat’ stykmi s
odsidencom.” (They know that Racz hates the manager, and so everyone avoids him.
Or they pretend not to see him. No one wants to compromise himself through contact
with a condemned man.)®* The hotel manager, trapped in his freezing office, slowly
becomes convinced that he really belongs among the Eskimo, and eventually flees the
hotel on a sledge pulled by kidnapped dogs (perhaps to join the oppressed Slovaks in
the Arctic Circle, described in Rivers of Babylon 3 alebo Fredyho koniec (Rivers of
Babylon 3 or Fredy’s end, 1999.))*

Characters who seek to enclose their existence within fixed limits are motivated by
self-preservation in the face of the daunting, apparent limitlessness of the world
around them. They perceive that they can best shield themselves by accepting their
humble position in a social, spatial hierarchy and being complicit in whichever power
is most likely to maintain that hierarchy undisturbed. This willingness to collaborate
is given an explicit political context in Pistanek’s Skazky o Viadovi (Tales of Vlado,
1995), a a buoyant satire on the Meciar period, in which Pist'anek playfully conceals

prom_inent figures like Meciar’s Minister of Culture, DuSan Slobodnik, and the

82 pistanek, P., Rivers of Babylon, Bratislava, 1991, p.14. Hereafter Pistanek, Rivers 1.

8 Ibid., p.100. Ricz’s remark recalls the comment of the narrator in Vilikovsky's Vecne je zeleny...:
‘vietko, €o som v Zivote robil, robil som naplno.” (Everything I've done in life, I've done to the full.)
(Vilikovsky, P., Vecne je zeleny..., Bratislava, 1989, p.47.)

¥ pistanek, Rivers 1, p.75.

% pidfanek’s numbering of his sequels owes more to cinema, especially low-grade commercial films,
than literature, as the title of this second sequel, reminiscent of the Nightmare on Elm Street series,
indicates. (In 1995 and 1996, Pistanek contributed a series of survey articles on cinematic genres to

Dotyky.)
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Speaker of Parliament, Ivan GaSparovi¢, behind epithets such as ‘slobodnik z
Vladovej straze’ (The Lance-Corporal of Vlado’s Guard) or ‘Vladov gaspar’ (Vlado’s
Clown). The collection, followed by further volumes in 1997 and 2002, parodies the
tradition of exemplars, describing episodes from the lives of saints or folk heroes or,
indeed, as Pavel Matejovi¢ points out, Lenin.*® However, the target of Piitanek’s
satire is not Meciar himself, but those who protect his position in order to preserve
their own including, as Pistanek makes clear, supposed opponents of Vlado, notably
leaders of opposition parties like Jan Carnogursky or Peter Weiss, and the Czech
president, Véaclav Havel. The narrator frequently reveals that Vlado’s followers have
not understood his teachings, but none the less fall to their knees in the presence of
such wisdom. In their eyes, the logic is not that of meaning, but of power. Vlado and
his followers appear to do nothing but tour the country making speeches, while
Vlado’s one heroic act is to fix his official car, yet the reader, like Vlado’s followers,
accepts the reality of his power, which, like that of the Emperor in Hans Christian
Andersen’s story, is based on nothing but the complicity of others.

Pistanek rejects the complicity and compromise inherent not only in the socio-
political collective, but also in literary circles, which become beholden to their
collective theories. In Rivers of Babylon 2, PiStanek explicitly expresses his disdain
for the self-styled Barbarians, Bielik, Litvak, Turan and ZbruZ, depicting them as
drunken long-haired hooligans who spend their summers cleaning lavatories in the
West, before returning to make an exhibition of themselves in the Writers’ Club until
their hard currency runs out.*’” Pynsent argues that, in Rivers of Babylon 3, Pistanek
also responds to the Genitalists, commenting: ‘The vulgarity of the action had by then
intensified, the breadth of Piftanek’s satire extended — like the penis of one of the
“characters”, Zongora, which is thirty-two centimetres long when erect. Probably
consciously, Pistanek had out-genitalized the Genitalists’.®® Above all an ardent
individualist, PiStanek seeks in this way to dissociate himself from any identification

with what he implicitly presents as the mediocrity of the ‘herd’ of post-1989 writers.

8 See Matejovi¢, P., ‘Povinné &itanie’, Romboid, XX, 1996, 7, p.68.

% pelevin similarly mocks trendy young postmodernist poets in his novels in order to distance himself
from any perceived connection with them (see Chapter 6).

% Pynsent, ‘Video-Nasties’, p.89.
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For Pistanek, then, as for Popov, literature fundamentally represents ‘self-
characterisation’. For Pistanek, however, this definition carries no sense of loss or
weakness; on the contrary, Pistanek’s fiction expresses the energy and potency of
liberation from obedience to any collective. In his fiction, Pitanek seeks, like Récz,
to ‘live life to the full’, to expand constantly the limits of the imagination. In his
review of Rivers of Babylon, Daniel Uchdli identifies Pist'anek with the wheedling,
sexually perverted car park attendant Fredy MeStanek;® apart from the similarity in
names, the plump, unshaven Fredy, wrapped in an anorak, physically resembles
photos of the author on the jacket. While, for Fredy, R4cz represents a model of
personal success to be emulated, for Pistanek he represents a model of unfettered
imagination. Réacz features only sporadically in the sequels to the first Rivers of
Babylon, but his constant presence in the reader’s mind gives him the status of a
muse. The sequels recount how not only Fredy, but also Piitanek radically expands
his horizons, culminating in his most spectacularly ambitious novel, Rivers of
Babylon 3, which, comparable perhaps to Pelevin’s Chapaev i Pustota, undoubtedly
achieves its aim to outstrip not only PiStanek’s own other work, but also all
contemporaneous Slovak fiction. In the novel, written in a mixture of modern and
archaic Slovak and Czech, Fredy is at first a tyrannical producer/director of hard-core
porn films starring his wife, then a wanted sex pest. He flees to the Arctic Circle,
where, through absurd good fortune and despite exceptional cowardice, he assists in
liberating a Slovak minority in an oil-rich region from a Russian-backed khanate and
is crowned their king. Significantly, however, at the end he remains the puppet of
Récz, indicating that the limits of the imagination can never be reached. In his
portrayal of Fredy, Pi§tanek, in contrast, for example, to Placdk and other Czech
writers of the Changes, removes all nobility from his voyages in his imagination,
which ultimately for Pi$tanek represent nothing more than the essence of every

writer’s work.

In the fiction of Popov, Placdk, Pistanek and indeed Petrushevskaia, literature is
presented no longer as a means of enclosing the human being within definitions, but
rather as the expression of, in Camus’s view, the only freedom given to the human

being, to ‘give a shape’ to his or her fate. In effect, instead of asserting what these

% Uchdli, ‘Svet’, p.43.
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writers perceive as the unreasonable aspirations which human beings harbour for their
existence, literature becomes the expression of that existence in progress, its transient
energy, emphasised by Placdk and Pi§t'anek, and its ultimate impotence, emphasised
by Popov. The varied expression of this perception among Russian, Czech and

Slovak writers of the Changes forms the subject of the next three chapters.
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Chapter 3
The Rejection of Realism: Aleksandr Ivanchenko, Tat’iana Tolstaia, DuSan Mitana

The assertion of literature as ‘self-characterisation’ represents an attempt to
eradicate what the writers of the Changes perceive as the collectivising voice inherent
in realist writing. In their view, realist techniques seek to establish and perpetuate a
fixed, shared version of the world into which the reader is drawn. In ...na okraji
chaosu..., Hodrovd comments:

[The ‘open work’] does not suggest to the reader a single,

undoubted meaning, but some radiating network or field of possible

meanings. This conception of meaning is not only a general reaction

to the conception of meaning aspiring to unambiguousness in works

with a Realist poetics, still surviving and indeed dominant in the

twentieth century, but sometimes (in Czech literature in the 1960s

and subsequently in the 1990s) it has unquestionably also

constituted a very concrete reaction to the single and unerring

Meaning dictated to literary works by totalitarian ideology.'
This apparent synonymity of realism and socio-political didacticism is also reflected
in Viktor Erofeev’s conflation of the two in a single paragraph of ‘Pominki po
sovetskoi literature’. According to Erofeev, ‘hypermoralism’, the defining feature of
Russian literature, has all too often caused Russian writers to ‘deviate from aesthetic
tasks into the realm of unambiguous prophecy’. He continues: ‘Literature has
frequently been measured by the degree of acuteness and social significance of
problems. I am not saying that there should not be social realism — let there be
everything — but to imagine the national literature only as literature with a social bias

is nothing short of hard labour and anguish.”>

On the one hand, the pointedly ovér-simp]iﬁed, often caricatured notion of realism
presented by writers like Hodrovd and Erofeev may be seen as arising from the
particular literary situation pertaining in the Soviet Union and Communist
Czechoslovakia. On the other, however, it closely corresponds to the presentation of
realism in works by British and American ‘metafictional’ writers of the 1960s and
1970s, who also question the unselfconscious creation of a fictional illusion in realist

writing. Of these writers Patricia Waugh comments:

! Hodrov4, ...na okraji, p.164.
2 Erofeev, ‘Pominki’, p431.



85

Contemporary metafictional writing is both a response and a
contribution to [a] thoroughgoing sense that reality or history are
provisional: no longer a world of eternal verities but a series of
constructions, artifices, impermanent structures. The materialist,
positivist and empiricist world-view on which realistic fiction is
premised no longer exists. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that
more and more novelists have come to question and reject the forms
that correspond to this ordered reality.3
The Czech writers of the Changes, whose fiction I examine in the next chapter,
equate the abandonment of realism with the release of literature from ideologisation
into freedom. In this chapter, however, I shall discuss works by Ivanchenko, Mitana
and Tolstaia, who present the realist approach as a hubristic misdirection of human
efforts, but consider the alternatives not as a liberation, but as an acknowledgement of
human impotence. In the case of Mitana’s post-1989 fiction, this impotence is
reflected less in the subversion of realism, a feature of Mitana’s writing since his first
collection of stories, and more in the disintegration of the story, understood as an

expression of the human being’s capacity to give order or shape to his existence.

Tolstaia and Ivanchenko bridge the transition from Soviet to post-Soviet literature,
rather as Mitana bridges the transition between pre- and post-Changes Slovak
literature. The fiction of Tolstaia and Ivanchenko, who first came to wider critical
attention in the mid-1980s, was initially viewed as the continuation of the
development of Soviet urban fiction in the 1970s and 1980s.* Indeed, Evgenii
Shklovskii’s 1988 discussion of ‘new’ fiction by ‘young’ writers, including Tolstaia
and Ivanchenko, begins with an expression of disappointment that it appears to offer
nothing new. He places Tolstaia in a meaningless category of writers ‘in their
thirties’ (tridtsatiletnie), presumably expected to follow on from the ‘sorokaletnie’
(see Introduction).” However, despite adopting the appearance of urban realism, the

fiction of both Tolstaia and Ivanchenko in fact seeks not only to subvert realist

> Waugh, P., Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, London, New York,
1984, p.7. Hereafter Waugh, Metafiction.

“ Tolstaia had been publishing short stories in journals since 1983, and her first collection in book form,
Na zolotom kryl’tse sideli...(On the golden porch were sitting...) came out in 1987. The title refers to a
children’s nursery thyme, somewhat similar to “Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor’, which is quoted in full in
Vail’, P. and A. Genis, ‘Popytka k begstvu’, Sintaksis, 24, 1988, p.124. Hereafter Vail’, Genis,
‘Popytka’. Ivanchenko’s first novel Avtoportret s dogom (Self-portrait with a Great Dane, dated as
written 1982) was published in Ural in 1985.

> Shklovskii, E., ‘Idushchie vosled’, Zrnamia, 1988, 4, p.222.
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techniques, but also to reject the principles perceived to underlie them. It thus typifies

the approach of what critics in 1989 began to call ‘other fiction’.

Ivanchenko’s best-known work is Monogramma (Monogram, 1992), which was
nominated for the first Russian Booker Prize in 1992. However, writing that same
year, Mark Lipovetskii considered it inferior to Ivanchenko’s earlier novel,
Avtoportret s dogom, which he described as ‘quite exceptional in the context of the
“new wave™.° Perhaps because of its superficial resemblance to a typical work of
urban realism from the late Brezhnev period, the novel received less critical attention
in the late 1980s than fiction that was more overtly ‘other’. However, perhaps
uniquely, through the contrast of two perceptions of the nature and purpose of art —
one which seeks to absorb the human being completely into a fixed physical reality
and one which strives to free the human being from that absorption — the novel

encapsulates the transition from Soviet urban realism to the rejection of that method.

The novel focuses on the relationship between the narrator, Robert Mameev, and his
ex-wife, Alisa. The fact that they are divorced but still living together might suggest
the standard urban realist themes of marital breakdown (because of suspected
infidelity) and the lack of living space. However, Ivanchenko does not use their
unusual living arrangements as a means of expressing and exploring social and moral
breakdown, but as a metaphor for the simultaneous detachment and dependence that
mark the relationship between the self and other. This simultaneous detachment and
dependence is reflected in a series of oppositions in the novel which suggest
simultaneous identity and non-identity: the self and its mirror image, the object and its
artistic representation and the word and what it names. When Mameev first hears
Alisa’s name, he is struck by how much it suits her: ‘kak v detstve, ia ispytal
znakomoe, radostnoe i nikogda bol’she ne ispytannoe potom chuvstvo absoliutnoi
adekvatnosti zvuchashchego i sushchnostnogo mira, sootvetstviia imeni i predmeta,
polnogo sliianiia nazvaniia veshchi i ee oblika, imeni i obraza, sushchnosti i formy.’
(As in childhood, I experienced a familiar, joyous feeling, which I had never felt
again, of the absolute synonymity of the audible and essential world, the

correspondence of name and object, the total merging of the name of a thing and its

% Lipovetskii, M., ‘A za prazdnik — spasibo!’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 1992, 46, p.4. Hereafter
Lipovetskii, ‘Prazdnik’.
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appearance, of name and image, of essence and form).” The tantalising possibility of
overcoming this intermediate state of detachment and dependence motivates both
Mameev’s and Alisa’s use of artistic creation, Alisa by seeking total absorption in the

external world, Mameev by seeking total detachment.

This distinction in their approach is reflected in the fact that, while Mameev is an
embittered outsider, hiding himself in a ‘niche of demonstrative non-participation’,8
Alisa is a typical insider not only embodying the pretentiousness, pettiness and
banality of provincial intellectual society so frequently satirised in sanctioned fiction
of the 1970s and 1980s, but also conforming to the norms of that society, above all in
the area of creative art. By setting Alisa’s artistic approach against Mameev’s in the
novel, Ivanchenko in effect seeks to analyse the dominant understanding of the nature
and purpose of art (Alisa’s) from the ‘other’ perspective, represented by Mameev,
who narrates. Throughout the work, Ivanchenko is concerned that the implied reader
does not interpret Mameev’s comments on Alisa’s artistic method solely as an attack
on politically motivated compromise and dissimulation, but rather as a criticism of a
particular way of perceiving and representing the world in art. For this reason,
Mameev comments of people like Alisa: ‘oni nikogda ne otmetiat nichego ne
aprobirovannogo, ne zamechennogo, ne sanktsionirovannogo drugim, i delo zdes’ ne
v trusosti, ne v intellektual’noi ili esteticheskoi robosti, a prosto oni etikh veshchei ne
vidiat.” (they will never mention anything which has not been approved, noticed or
sanctioned by someone else. It is not a question here of cowardice, or intellectual or

aesthetic timidity, but simply of the fact that they do not see these things.)9

The contrast between Mameev’s and Alisa’s approaches to art is encapsulated in their
different occupations: as a successful journalist and photographer, Alisa does not
~doubt the capacity of her words and images to capture the reality they seek to
represent, while as a portrait painter, Mameev’s constant preoccupation is the
discrepancy between the object and its artistic representation. Early in the work he

criticises the way that werds spoken by Alisa and her friends appear to consume the

7 Ivanchenko, A., ‘Avtoportret s dogom’ in his Iabloko na snegu, Moscow, 1987, p.47. Hereafter
Ivanchenko, ‘Avtoportret’.

8 Lipovetskii, M., ‘Svobody chernaia rabota’, Voprosy literatury, 1989, 9, p.11. Hereafter Lipovetskii,
‘Svobody’.

® Ivanchenko, ‘Avtoportret’, p.71.
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reality they describe: ‘slova, skazal ia ei, dolzhny kak by robet’ pered sobstvennym
soderzhaniem, tol’ko priblizhat’sia k nemu. Osobenno eto kasaetsia slov, kotorye
vyrazhaiut naibolee znachitel’nye poniatiia.” (Words, I told her, should, as it were,
quail before their own content, they should only come near to it. This especially
applies to words which express the most significant concepts.)'® Alisa’s use of words
reflects her use of art to assert the substantial and lasting nature of the world and thus
the substantial and lasting nature of her self within it. This artistic method is reflected
in her constant accumulation of possessions. Ivanchenko here subverts the critical
depiction of bourgeois consumerism in Soviet urban realism, implicitly suggesting
that the desire for a ‘full’, concrete, nameable world motivates and underpins the
activity of realism. Just as Alisa’s purchases encroach further and further on the
living space available to her, so the self becomes absorbed into and restricted by the

‘already-named’ world.

Mameev argues that, by allowing herself to be absorbed within an ‘already-named’
world, Alisa sacrifices not only the detachment necessary for artistic creation, but also
her awareness of her self. In contrast, Mameev attempts through art to lose all
attachment to the external world and thus to come to a perfect knowledge of himself:
‘vsiu zhizn’, bessoznatel’no ili soznatel’no, ia stremilsia k unichtozheniiu razlichnykh
sviazei s zhizn’iu, spriamit’, sgladit’ sebe put’, vyiti na priamuiu liniiu svoego
sushchestvovaniia, ni ot kogo ne zavisia.” (All my life, unconsciously or consciously,
I have striven to destroy all kinds of connections with life, to straighten and smooth a
way for myself, to find the straight line of my existence, not depending on anyone.)ll
In Monogramma, this use of art acquires an explicitly Buddhist meaning. Alla
Latynina and Martin Dewhirst over-simplify Monogramma when they comment that
‘despite its postmodernist devices, it rests firmly on the realist tradition’,' since,
rather as Mameev’s and Alisa’s artistic methods oppose each other in Avioportret s
dogom, in Monogramma Ivanchenko mixes a densely written historical account of the
accumulated suffering that has shaped the identity of the central character (and
implicitly Russia) in the late twentieth century with descriptions of Buddhist

' 1bid., p.11.

" 1bid., p.223.

" Latynina, A. and Martin Dewhirst, ‘Post-Soviet Russian Literature’ in Cornwell, N. (ed.), The
Routledge Companion to Russian Literature, London, New York, 2001, p.242.
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meditation exercises in which the central character contemplates physical objects in

order to rid herself of her attachment to them.*

In this context, the process of writing in Avtoportret s dogom may be understood as
Mameev’s contemplation of Alisa in an attempt to rid himself of his attachment to
her. His efforts, however, merely reveal the extent and intensity of his dependence on
her. After giving an account of his life before and with Alisa, Mameev appends a
short story describing an affair he has with a schizophrenic girl during a business trip
to Moscow. Mameeyv then tries to show the reader how this short story arose out of a
real affair he had with a married woman, but this affair also turns out to be fictional,
with the character of the married woman, like that of the schizophrenic girl, inspired
by Alisa. Mameev wrote the stories while waiting in vain in a Moscow telegraph
office for Alisa to contact him, convinced she was having an affair, when, in fact, she
was having an abortion. The repeated, potentially endless re-contextualising of
sections of narrative from fact to fiction reflects the interminable, inescapable nature

of the relationship between the self and other.'*

Mameev’s experience of existence constitutes a negative experience of Bakhtin’s
model of the relationship between the self and other and between author and hero,
discussed in the context of Hrabal’s fiction in Chapter 1. Bakhtin’s essay, ‘Avtor i
geroi v esteticheskoi deiatel’nosti’ (Author and hero in aesthetic activity), written in
the 1920s, first appeared in the volume Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva in 1979 and
may well -have directly influenced Avtoportret s dogom. In the essay, Bakhtin
repeatedly returns to the difficulty of self-portrayal, on one occasion referring

specifically to the problems of the artist creating his self-portrait from a mirror."?

13 The pursuit of emptiness in both Avtoportret s dogom and Monogramma closely resembles Pelevin’s
Buddhist-influenced novels, discussed in the final chapter of this dissertation. In contrast to Pelevin’s
pop Buddhism, however, Ivanchenko’s intense theoretical expositions are more for the committed
disciple.

' As in Koleni¢’s Mlcat (Be silent, 1992), discussed in Chapter 5, it is the narrator’s own inability to
fall silent, to cease communicating with the external world, that prevents the attainment of silence.
Mameev miserably declares: ‘kak mozhno byt’ svobodnym, ezhednevno istorgaia iz sebia stol’ko
slov?” (How can one be free, daily expelling so many words from oneself?) (Ivanchenko,
‘Avtoportret’, p.223.)

15 See Bakhtin, M.M., ‘Author and hero in aesthetic activity’ in his Art and Answerability, trans. Vadim
Liapunov, Austin, 1990, p.34. (Hereafter Bakhtin, ‘Author’.) Andrei Gimein and Ellen Chances have
both noted the influence of Bakhtin’s notions of authorship, as described in Problemy poetiki
Dostoevskogo (Problems of Dostoevskii’s poetics,1963), on Bitov’s Pushkinskii dom, the archetypal
example of this ‘author-seeking’ type of Russian metafiction. (See Gimein, A., ‘Nulevoi chas’,
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Bakhtin compares the relationship, in which the self repeatedly gives form to the
other’s self in an open-ended exchange, to an embrace and to the love between a
mother and a child. However, for Mameev its infinite, inconclusive nature is
intolerable, and he feels himself trapped.'® Alone in his studio at the end of the novel,
Mameev smashes the mirror he has been using unsuccessfully to paint his own face
into the self-portrait. The shattered reflection indicates the nature of self-knowledge
without, in Bakhtin’s terms, the form bestowed by the other. 17

Throughout the novel, Ivanchenko’s satirisation of Mameev as perhaps the most
pretentious, obnoxious and feeble member of the suburban intelligentsia depicted in
the work indicates that the character of Mameev is not to be identified entirely with
the implied author, but serves as a vehicle for the implied author’s message. Mameev
fails not so much because he is unable to accept the ‘unconsummated’ nature of the
self as the self perceives it, as in Bakhtin’s account, but because he cannot cease
clinging to the very notion of the discrete self, reflected in his continued
preoccupation with the other. The desire for self-preservation thus results in the same
petrification which Mameev rejects in Alisa. Ivanchenko perceives this petrification
of the self in the way that writers allow themselves to become identified with a
particular style; in contrast, his own works differ radically from each other in style
and content, without any sense of the parody inherent in the writing of Vladimir
Sorokin or Viktor Erofeev. Questioned by Kuritsyn about the lack of similarity
between his works, Ivanchenko comments:

Most writers mature stylistically ahead of their experience and
artificially overtake it. That is, having developed a style in some
externally determined way, they then impose it upon experience and
thus experience is distorted by style [...]. I try to write in another
way, so that the seed and the water melon ripen together and are, in
essence, inseparable from each other. For me, having many styles
(mnogostil’nost) is a sign of spiritual movement, of spiritual self-
definition.'®

Kontinent, 20, 1979, p.369 and Chances, E., Andrei Bitov: The Ecology of Inspiration, Cambridge,
1993, pp.232-33.)

16 This ‘agony of intermediacy’ represents the bittersweet essence of human existence in Hodrova’s
fiction, discussed in the next chapter.

'7 Bakhtin writes of this situation: ‘The only thing left for me to do is to find refuge in the other and to
assemble — out of the other — the scattered pieces of my own givenness, in order to produce from them
a parasitically consummated unity in the other’s soul using the other’s resources’. (Bakhtin, ‘Author’,
p.126.)

18 Kuritsyn, V., ‘Skuchno pisat’ odinakovo’ in Ivanchenko, A., Golos bezmolviia, Ekaterinburg, 2000,
p-616. (Hereafter Ivanchenko, Golos.) In addition to the interview, this volume contains
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For Ivanchenko, the implied authorial self is a vessel to be emptied, rather than filled,
through the process of writing, which is therefore not so much the accumulation of
words, but the attainment of a new empty space, as he suggests at the end of
Monogramma: ‘Pustota smotritsia v Pustotu a sgushchaetsia v prozrachnuiu t’'mu.’
(Emptiness gazes at itself into Emptiness and thickens into a transparent darkness)."’
For Mameev, at the end of Avioportret s dogom, this reconciliation with emptiness

remains an impossible aspiration.

As with Ivanchenko’s fiction published in the 1980s, it is perhaps unsurprising that
Tolstaia’s stories were at first regarded as no more than a continuation of prevailing
trends in Soviet urban fiction, given that they frequently exploit the topoi of bytovaia
proza, including flat-swapping, marital infidelity, urban ‘rabbit-hutch’ squalor and the
embourgeoisement of the suburban intelligentsia, represented by their pretentiousness,
hypocrisy and social climbing. Although the implied authorial voice in
contemporaneous urban fiction had become increasingly withdrawn and distant from
the characters and events described, Tolstaia’s work was repeatedly criticised for its
apparent absence of implied judgement or sympathy, thus betraying the Soviet
reader’s ingrained expectation of implied authorial guidance.20 While recognising
Tolstaia’s rejection of all illusions about the nature and power of human beings,
however, these early critics failed to see compassion in her abundant use of words, her
assertion of the limitless possibilities of combination and meaning which sustain and
enrich human existence even as they painfully remind human beings of the actual

poverty and impotence of that existence.

Tolstaia in effect agrees with Popov’s narrator in Dusha patriota that ‘fragile and

tender literature’ has been deformed by the unreasonable expectations of human

Monogramma, the early short novel, ‘Tekhnika bezopasnosti-I” (Safety techniques I, dated as written
1979) and a new work, ‘Kupanie krasnogo konia’ (The bathing of the red horse).

' Ivanchenko, Golos, p.424. This personification of Emptiness — as the only phenomenon which can
truly be personified — recurs in Pelevin’s Chapaev i Pustota, in which the central character’s surname is
Pustota.

® See, for example, Grekova, 1., ‘Rastochitel’nost talanta’, Novyi mir, 1988, 1, pp.252-56; Spivak, P.,
‘Vo sne i naiavu’, Oktiabr’, 1988, 2, pp.201-03; Vasilevskii, A., ‘Nochi kholodny’, Druzhba narodov,
1988, 7, pp.256-58; Piskunova, S. and V. Piskunov, ‘Uroki sozerkal’ia’, Oktiabr’, 1988, 8, pp.188-98.
Grekova, a prominent writer of bytovaia proza since the ‘Thaw’ period, adopts the tone of the wise old
hand offering friendly advice to the young writer characteristic of the hierarchical relationship between
writers in the Soviet period.
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beings, above all by the belief that words can shape and change reality, that truths
declared definitive in language may become so once and for all in fact. Tolstaia’s
stories encourage the reader to unlearn these expectations by warning of the
consequences of believing in the reality of human fictions. At the same time,
however, they retain a melancholy faith in the creative process, understood as a
source of comfort, a gift to human beings rather like Hope at the bottom of Pandora’s

2
box.”!

Helena Goscilo, who published a monograph on Tolstaia in 1997, argues that the
manipulation of perspective is essential to the rejection of didacticism in Tolstaia’s
writing: ‘Tolstaia’s narratives both embrace philosophically and offer a concrete
instance of perspectivism, which presupposes that if there is an objective reality,
humans lack the cognitive equipment to apprehend it accurately, without bias.”*
However, as Hosking points out in Beyond Socialist Realism, writers of post-‘Thaw’
Soviet literature in general, and urban fiction in particular, had long questioned the
ability of human beings to discover the ‘objective reality’ of existence.” By
complicating narrative strategy, writers like Trifonov or Makanin sought to create a
plurality of perspective and suggest the subjectivity of truth. Character, implied
author and reader were thus united in a quest for meaning which itself, as Hosking
argues, implicitly defines the meaning of existence.”* Tolstaia’s stories do not simply -
represent a continuation of this approach, but, on the contrary, present the use of
fiction to articulate the meaning of existence as the corruption of art. The ‘objective
reality’ of existence in her stories is represented by byt itself, understood as the circle
of time from dust to dust which renders all human lives indistinguishable, banal and
meaningless. Her use of the themes and settings of byfovaia proza parodically draws
attention to the futility of writing that attempts to give an accurate portrayal of daily

life in the hope of discovering its essence. The search for meaning is portrayed as the

*'In Dusha patriota, Popov questions the importance of truth by juxtaposing Karamzin’s account of a
battle with the Tartars with an extract on defence spending from Pravda. As Robert Porter has pointed
out, Karamzin’s account once aspired to the status of truth, but is now read for its literary merits, while
the implied reader does not expect to find the truth in Pravda. (See Porter, Alternative, p.117.) Popov
thus shows the notion of truth not only to be relative, in the sense that different times and different
people define what constitutes truth differently, but also to have no lasting importance in the
assessment of a piece of writing.
* Goscilo, H., “Tat’iana Tolstaia’s “Dome of Many-Coloured Glass”: The World Refracted Through
Multiple Perspectives’, Slavic Review, 47, 1988, 2, p.283.
z See Hosking, G., Beyond Socialist Realism, London, 1980, p.201.

Ibid.
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vain attempt to assert the truth of products of the imagination. Lipovetskii writes:
‘those illusions by which all [Tolstaia’s] characters live are not at all designed for
realisation, but for another purpose entirely; so that the circle does not lead to despair,
so that there is at least some kind of meaning in life. A theatre for oneself? Yes, if
you like [...], but without it life in the circle conclusively becomes dust and decay.’25
In this context, the ‘perspectives’ which Goscilo describes do not constitute relative or
partial truths, hinting at a greater, as yet undiscovered meaning; rather, they are
merely competing fictions which conceal, but cannot eradicate or replace the passage

of time.

The image of the circle of time is encapsulated in the very structure of the story
‘Krug’ (The circle, 1987). The story begins with the depiction of a sixty-year-old
man, Vasilii Mikhailovich, as he sets off on a walk round the block while his wife is
at the hairdresser’s, then passes retrospectively through accounts of Vasilii
Mikhailovich’s various extra-marital affairs before returning to him on his walk just
before he suffers a heart attack and dies. Through Vasilii Mikhailovich, the narrator
shows how the oppressive awareness of the inevitability of life provokes the search
for a way out other than that for which he is destined: ‘trekhmernost’ bytiia, final
kotorogo vse priblizhalsia, dushila Vasiliia Mikhailovicha, on pytalsia soiti s rel’sov,
provertet” dyrochku v nebosklone, uiti v narisovannuiu dver’.” (The three-
dimensionality of being, the finale of which was coming closer and closer, was
stifling Vasilii Mikhailovich. He tried to come off the rails, drill a hole in the horizon,

leave through a door drawn in the air.)26

Vasilii Mikhailovich’s domesticating and domesticated wife symbolises his
imprisonment in the circle of passing time, while his other women represent potential
escape routes. Like the ‘door drawn in the air’, however, the ‘escape routes’ are
created through the magic of imagination. Vasilii Mikhailovich finds one woman by
transforming seven digits printed on a sheet at the launderette into a telephone

number, but she turns out to be exactly the same as his wife. He is then drawn

® Lipovetskii, ‘Svobody’, p.9.

% Tolstaia, T., Liubish’ — ne liubish’, Moscow, 1997, p.56. In keeping with the earlier Na zolotom
kryl’tse sideli..., the title of this definitive collection of Tolstaia’s fiction published between 1983 and
1992, also the title of a story, refers to the ‘loves me, loves me not’ rhyme uttered while tearing petals
off flowers. Hereafter Tolstaia, Liubish’.
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towards another woman for whom he begins creating personality traits from the
moment he glimpses her at the market. Vasilii Mikhailovich even appears to have
invented her name, Yseult, in his effort to elevate their affair to the status of timeless
romance.”’ Yseult, however, bores him, and he returns to his wife, and to the circle.
On his fortieth birthday he receives a poem from Yseult which reveals that, like him,
she saw their affair as a potential way out of the circle. By this time, however, Vasilii
Mikhailovich considers her dead; the attempt to merge his imaginary notion of her
with reality destroyed her for him. However, the suggestion that the characters
scarcely differ either in the way they live or in the way they attempt to deal with life
emphasises that the act of invention itself is vital, since it creates the impression of
individuality. For Vasilii Mikhailovich, in his final moments, these invented episodes

appear to be the most significant and the most ‘real’ in his life.

The distinction in ‘Krug’ between bleak, inevitable reality and the bright, endless
possibilities of invention reflects the rejection of the pursuit of verisimilitude in
favour of fictionalisation in Tolstaia’s work as a whole, and recalls the separation of
Art and Life in Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Decay of Lying’. In her stories, Tolstaia
implicitly shares the views of Vivian, Wilde’s spokesman in the essay, that human life
is ‘poor, probable, uninteresting’>® and that the quest to depict it as accurately and
realistically as possible is entirely unsuitable for art. Vivian’s account of the nature of
art is worth quoting at length because it closely resembles not only the view expressed
in Tolstaia’s fiction, but also her expansive descriptive style, which frequently
exploits mythological and fairy-tale images and gives objects and natural phenomena
lives of their own:

Art finds her own perfection within, and not outside of, herself. She
is not to be judged by any external standard of resemblance. She is
a veil, rather than a mirror. She has flowers that no forest knows of,
birds that no woodland possesses. She makes and unmakes many
worlds, and can draw the moon from heaven with a scarlet thread.
Hers are the ‘forms more real than living man’, and hers the great
archetypes of which things that have existence are but unfinished
copies. Nature has, in her eyes, no laws, no uniformity. She can
work miracles at her will, and when she calls monsters from the

¥ For a discussion of Tolstaia’s exploitation of the Tristram and Yseult myth in this story, see Goscilo,
H., The Explosive World of Tatyana N. Tolstaya’s Fiction, Armonk, N.Y., London, 1997, pp.69-80.
Hereafter Goscilo, Explosive.

% wilde, O., “The Decay of Lying’ in De Profundis and Other Writings, Harmondsworth, 1986, p.72.
Hereafter Wilde, ‘Decay’.
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deep they come. She can bid the almond-tree blossom in winter,
and send the snow upon the ripe cornfield. At her word the frost
lays its silver finger on the burning mouth of June, and the winged
lions creep out from the hollows of the Lydian hills. The dryads
peer from the thicket as she passes by, and the brown fauns smile
strangely at her when she comes near them. She has hawk-faced
gods that worship her, and the centaurs gallop at her side.”

The contrast between Art and Life resembles the distinction in Venedikt Erofeev’s
Moskva-Petushki between the celestial paradise of Petushki and linear terrestrial
existence, represented by Moscow. Just as Venichka’s attempt to find Petushki on
earth ends in disaster, so Tolstaia’s stories repeatedly describe the dangers inherent in
trying to realise one’s inventions in life. Whereas the awl plunged into Venichka’s
throat at the end of Moskva-Petushki indicates the silencing of literature as a means of
creating paradise on earth, in her stories Tolstaia posits the restoration of literature as

a means of escape from everyday reality.

In ‘The Decay of Lying’, Vivian describes how the attempt to bring Art and Life
together destroys Art:

Art begins with abstract decoration, with purely imaginative and
pleasurable work dealing with what is unreal and non-existent. This
is the first stage. Then Life becomes fascinated with this new
wonder, and asks to be admitted into the charmed circle. Art takes
life as part of her rough material, recreates it, and refashions it in
fresh forms, is absolutely indifferent to fact, invents, imagines,
dreams and keeps between herself and reality the impenetrable
barrier of beautiful style, of decorative or ideal treatment. The third
stage is when Life gets the upper hand, and drives Art out into the
wilderness.*

Tolstaia in effect dramatises this process in the story ‘Fakir’ (The fakir, 1986), in
which the ‘fakir’, Filin, represents Art. Filin holds impromptu parties in a bright,
warm, fabulously decorated flat in the centre of Moscow, at which he serves unheard-
of delicacies, shows off new objects he has acquired and new people he has
discovered and recounts the stories which lie behind them all. Life is represented in
the story by a married couple, Galia and Iura, who live with their daughter on a dingy,

cold housing estate beside the Moscow ring road. Galia’s desperate desire for an

* Ibid., p.73.
¥ Ibid., p.68.
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invitation to Filin’s flat reflects what Goscilo terms her ‘yearning for culture’ 2
Goscilo reveals the contrast between Art and Life when she writes: ‘If Filin’s
domicile is a repository of art, culture and civilisation, those far removed from its

> 32

caressing lights dwell in the brutal darkness of ignorance’.

Galia fails to recognise that the values of the everyday world do not apply in Filin’s
world; on the contrary, she believes she can be, in Vivian’s terms, ‘admitted to the
charmed circle’ of culture through social climbing. She curses the arbitrariness of
Fate, which has placed Filin and his various women in a central flat and herself on the
outskirts, and when Iura’s efforts to find them a better flat fail, she decides to leave
him and become Filin’s mistress. At this point she unexpectedly sees Filin, almost
unrecognisable in the setting of a crowded Metro station, small, anxious and in a
hurry. That evening she learns that he is only renting the flat from a polar explorer
and is in fact registered to live in a socially unacceptable suburb, even further from
the centre than her own estate. When she goes to the flat for the last time, as Goscilo
puts it, ‘although Filin and his authorial practices remain unchanged, Galia’s
perspective has irrevocably altered, unavoidably affecting her reception of his

work’ .>?

What has changed is the intervention into Filin’s world of the alien notion of truth, a
category which is shown to belong to the everyday world through its close association
in ‘Fakir’ with Galia’s husband, Iura, who is unmoved by Filin’s charms. Early in the
story, Iura inadvertently exposes Filin when he points out that the paté about which
Filin has begun to tell a fabulous story may be bought in the nearby supermarket.
Later, Filin recounts how he acquired his Wedgewood china from a peasant who had
taken it as booty from a German aircraft he shot down during the Second World War.
Iura at once exclaims that the peasant is a liar, but Filin is unhappy with Iura’s
response and comments: ‘Konechno, ia ne iskliuchaiu, chto nikakoi on ne partizan, a
prosto vul’garnyi vorishka, no, znaete... kak-to ia predpochitaiu verit’.” (Of course, I

don’t exclude the possibility that he wasn’t a partisan at all, but merely a vulgar little

*! Goscilo, H., ‘Perspective in Tatyana Tolstaya’s Wonderland of Art’, World Literature Today, 67,
1993, 1, p.82.

> Ibid.

* Ibid., p.83.
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thief, but, you know... somehow I prefer to believe.)*® Filin is taken aback not
because he is afraid of being found out, but because the notions of true and false are

absent from his world.

Galia seeks an art which will take the place of the existence she has; Filin, by
contrast, does not assert the truth of his inventions, which merely serve to conceal the
wretched reality of his life. It is Galia, not Filin, who is guilty of self-delusion, since
self-delusion depends upon the notion of truth. By questioning the truth of Filin’s
world, she causes it to vanish, but she is left with the ‘wilderness’ of reality: ‘“Vperedi
— novaia zima, novye nadezhdy, novye pesni. Chto zh, vospoem okrainy, dozhdi,
poserevshie doma, dolgie vechera na poroge t'my. Vospoem pustyri, burye travy,
kholod zemlianykh plastov pod boiazlivoi nogoi, vospoem medlennuiu osenniuiu
zariu [...]” (Ahead a new winter, new hopes, new songs. Well then, let’s sing in
praise of the outskirts, of the rain, of houses gone somewhat grey, of long evenings on
the threshold of darkness. Let’s sing in praise of waste ground, brown grass, the chill
of layers of earth beneath a nervous foot, let’s sing in praise of the slow autumn dawn

L.D.%

As Galia’s experience of Filin’s flat indicates, ‘pure’ art conceals the passage of
time, creating a radiant eternal present. Once contaminated by the notion of truth, it
loses this power and the bleak reality of existence is exposed. Tolstaia demonstrates
the distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ art through the contrast of two types of
invention in ‘Plamen’ nebesnyi’ (Heavenly flame, 1987). In the story, a humbler

version of the °‘fakir’, Korobeinikov, who is recovering from an ulcer at a

* Tolstaia, Liubish’, p.213.

5 Ibid., p.226. In rejecting the notion of truth as the fundamental aspiration of art, writers like Tolstaia
break not only with the dominant view in sanctioned fiction, but also with that of the dissident
establishment of the 1970s and 1980s. This break may be demonstrated by the coincidental contrast
between ‘Fakir’ and Havel’s unsanctioned play, VernisaZ (A private view, 1976), which also describes
a visit to a beautifully decorated flat. In Havel’s play, however, the implied authorial criticism is
directed towards the embourgeoisement of the couple who are showing off the flat, who criticise their
dissident-visitor (implicitly Havel himself) for his failure to have children, to decorate his home
properly and keep up with fashion. Their superficiality and their unthinking complicity with the
Normalisation regime contrast with the sacrifices made by the dissident, who cannot give up ‘being
true to himself’, a possibility which is entirely absent in Tolstaia’s stories. In its criticism of ‘resurgent
bourgeois values’, Havel’s play is entirely in keeping with sanctioned literature of the same period.
However, contrary to the assertions of Soviet critics in the late 1980s who perceived ‘other fiction’,
like Tolstaia’s, to be anti-didactic, a comparison of ‘Fakir’ with Vernisd? reveals that Tolstaia’s
didacticism is no less strong, but implicitly directed against the pretensions of both the official and
dissident establishments.
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convalescent home, pays regular visits to a certain Ol’ga Mikhailovna and her
husband at their nearby dacha, bearing tales of extra-terrestrial aliens and the
supernatural. As the narrator indicates, the notions of true and false initially bear no
relevance to Korobeinikov’s stories: ‘Ol’ga Mikhailovna i verit, i ne verit.” (Ol’ga
Mikhailovna both believes and does not believe.)*® This happy equilibrium is,
however, disturbed by the arrival from the city of Dmitrii I'ich, a sculptor who tells
Or ga Mikhailovna and her husband that years previously, while Dmitrii II’ich was in
prison, Korobeinikov apparently published some of his poems under his own name.
Dmitrii II’ich asks Ol’ga Mikhailovna not to judge, lest she be judged, but she is
unable to comply: ‘No pust’, pust’ ona budet sudima, no zato osudit sama. Ona liubit
pravdu, tut uzh nichego ne podelaesh’, ee organism tak ustroen.” (Well, let her be
judged, but at the same time she will herself condemn. She loves the truth, nothing
can be done about that now, her organism has been made that way.)’’ On his
subsequent visits, Korobeinikov is treated with barely concealed hostility, while O’ ga
Mikhailovna and Dmitrii I’ich begin an affair. When Dmitrii II’ich at last confesses
to having made up the story, OI’ga Mikhailovna’s search for truth is shown to be
pointless; faced with a choice between two fiction-makers, she opts for Dmitrii II’ich,

reflecting that Korobeinikov bored her with his patently ridiculous tales.”®

In “The Decay of Lying’, Vivian comments: ‘the only form of lying that is
absolutely beyond reproach is lying for its own sake, and the highest development of
this is, as we have already pointed out, Lying in Art’®  Deliberately or
subconsciously, Dmitrii II'ich seeks to usurp Korobeinikov’s place in Ol'ga
Mikhailovna’s affections. His story is therefore not ‘lying for its own sake’, but can
only have its desired effect if it is believed. The implication of Dmitrii II’ich’s story is
that he was a political prisoner, while Korobeinikov attempted to gain by deception.
In fact, the reverse is true; Dmitrii II’ich gains by deception, while Korobeinikov is
imprisoned by the imposition of truth. Dmitrii II’ich effectively subjects
Korobeinikov to a show-trial, and Tolstaia thus implicates Soviet power in the

destruction of ‘pure’ art.

* Ibid., p.117.

* Ibid., p.121.

* Tolstaia’s conclusion is therefore anti-moralising, since Ol’ga does not choose the morally pure man
who had been slandered, but the man who appears more suited to the world in which she lives.

* Wilde, ‘Decay’, p.85.
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The innocence of Korobeinikov’s inventions is reflected in the image of a ‘heavenly
flame’ which, he says, once came down from the sky over Petrozavodsk, and to which
he is repeatedly linked. Once the notion of truth has intervened, however, the
‘heavenly flame’ is extinguished and the act of invention, embodied in the story by
Korobeinikov’s tales, cannot regain its purity and power. Instead, Korobeinikov’s
celestial purity is replaced by the terrestrial notion of innocence, which merely
heightens Ol’ga Mikhailovna’s feeling of guilt. Just as Galia is left with the bleak
inevitability of byr when she destroys Filin’s world, so OI’ga Mikhailovna is left only

with the awareness of her sinful, mortal state.

The notion of truth creates a discrepancy between reality and invention which
children in Tolstaia’s work do not know and which adults seek to erase. As
Lipovetskii points out, Tolstaia’s child characters do not differentiate between real
and make-believe, but inhabit a ‘play reality’,** confident in what Mikhail
Zolotonosov calls ‘their potential as demiurges’.*’ Referring to J.M. Barrie’s Peter
Pan, Petr Vail’ and Aleksandr Genis comment: ‘the author is a person who refuses to
grow up. It is for this reason that her main enemy is the unstoppable course of
time’.* The implied author in Tolstaia’s stories wishes in vain that she could restore
this child-like perception, itself a victim of the passage of time. While child
characters are unaware of time passing, adult characters attempt to use their creations
to bring its passage to an end, in other words, to give their creations the status of truth.
Just as, in Peter Pan, whenever a child says it does not believe in fairies, a fairy dies,
when the notion of truth is imposed on a human invention, its magic is destroyed, and
characters such as Galia and O’ ga Mikhailovna are abruptly returned to the everyday,

mortal world.*?

Art can only sustain the illusion of an eternal present when a character makes no

distinction between real and make-believe, as Tolstaia demonstrates in the story

“ Lipovetskii, ‘Svobody’, p.12.

4! Zolotonosov, M., ‘Mechty i fantomy’, Literaturnoe obozrenie, 1987, 4, p.60.

“ Vail’, Genis, ‘Popytka’, p.126.

“> The child’s inability to differentiate between real and fictional and its perception of itself as the
creator of its world are dogmatically asserted as a more authentic way of perceiving the world in
Medorek, and also in the works of Pelevin and Kahuda discussed in the final chapter of this
dissertation.
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‘Sonia’ (1984), which contrasts the effect of a single act of invention on two
characters. The story recounts events which take place in Leningrad before and
during the Second World War, framed by the narrator’s reflection on the insatiability
of time, which absorbs human lives, leaving almost no traces. The first two sentences
establish the contrast between the transience of human existence and the timelessness
of Art: ‘Zhil chelovek —1i net ego. Tol’ko imia ostalos’ — Sonia.” (There once lived a
person, and now they’re no more. Only a name remains — Sonia.)** Tolstaia
implicitly presents the very giving of a name as an act of invention which draws an

individual life out of the homogeneity of human existence and the passage of time.

Sonia, an unattractive spinster, falls victim to a practical joke played on her by a
group of friends, led by a certain Ada Adol’fovna, who begin sending her letters
which purport to come from a secret admirer. The joke gets out of hand; Sonia
unwittingly becomes part of her own epistolary novel, while Ada Adol’fovna, who is
eventually left to continue the correspondence alone, fears the likely effect on Sonia
of bringing the exchange of letters to an end either by telling Sonia the truth or by
killing off the admirer. For Sonia, endlessly rejuvenated by this love affair so
reminiscent of her favourite type of literature, the exchange of letters constitutes an
infinite cycle sustaining her in a joyful, eternal present. In contrast, continuing the
correspondence appears to exhaust Ada Adol’fovna as much as the privations of the
German blockade, with which she is intrinsically linked through her patronymic, since
for her the correspondence represents a vain struggle to hold back time, which is
moving relentlessly towards the moment when the truth will be discovered. The
hellish connotations of her name (ad being the Russian for ‘hell’) initially mark her as
a personification of evil, but ultimately indicate the Sisyphean nature of the task she
has set herself. At the end of the story, the narrator speculates that Sonia may
eventually have gone to the address to which she had been writing and found Ada
Adol’fovna lying semi-conscious in bed. For Sonia, the power of Art holds, and she

sees not Ada, but her beloved. She then goes out to fetch water and is killed in an air

4 Tolstaia, Liubish’, p.9. In this edition, the first lines of ‘Sonia’ are the first lines in the volume, thus
acquiring particular resonance.
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raid. The passage of time is suspended in Art, but none the less continues in the

everyday world.*

Tolstaia gives her most comprehensive explication of her perception of the nature
and limitations of human beings and their creations in one of her later, longer stories,
‘Somnambula v tumane’ (Sleepwalker in the fog, 1988), in which she satirically
portrays the hubris inherent in the attempt to bring an end to the passage of time. The
central character in the story, Denisov, is haunted by the memory of how, as a child,
he sold a glass powder compact belonging to his Aunt Rita, who died in the siege of
Leningrad, and thus caused her to be forgotten. Moved by this feeling of guilt, which
constitutes a displaced fear that he will also be forgotten when he dies, he seeks a way

of achieving immortality and at the same time forgiveness from his dead aunt.

The theme of passing time is introduced in the first sentence of the story through the
parodic quotation of the opening line of Dante’s Inferno: ‘Zemnuiu zhizn’ proidia do
serediny, Denisov zadumalsia’ (Having reached the midway point of life, Denisov fell
to thinking.)*® The incongruity of the two clauses, which establishes the implied
author’s satirical attitude to Denisov, is created by the discrepancy between Art and
Life, which Denisov, in his desire to preserve himself permanently, seeks to eliminate.
Art can transform a banal mid-life crisis like that confronting Denisov into the
timeless account of the Poet’s pursuit of higher being, but the transformation takes
place in Art, not in Life. Tolstaia demonstrates the absurdity of Denisov’s ambition
through her comical description of his increasingly furious efforts to rearrange the
map of the world, an attempt to impose his own inventions upon existing reality
which parallels his pursuit of immortality. Tolstaia’s description of how Denisov
uproots Australia dramatically demonstrates how the products of the human
imagination acquire a far greater appearance of reality than everyday existence ever

could:

* Tolstaia uses the name Sonia, which also means ‘sleepy-head’, to indicate that she lives her life in a
dream. This meaning of the name is coincidentally also exploited by Liudmila Ulitskaia (b.1943) in
her short novel Sonechka (1992), in which the central character escapes the unpleasantness of life by
retreating into classic literature. Only during what she perceives as a fairytale marriage — too good to
be true - to a returned émigré intellectual does she emerge from literature, but she returns to it once
again after his death. Ulitskaia contrasts the innocence of Sonia’s approach to literature and life, which
rewards her with the perfect happiness of ‘another world’, with her husband’s judgemental intellectual
approach, which renders him constantly disappointed.

“ Ibid., p.330.
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JleHucoB oTMeHUN ABCTpaIvIO, BEIPBANl C XPYCTOM, KaKk KOpPECHHOR
3y0: ynepces onHO#H HOro# B AQpUKy — KOHUHK OTJIOMHJICSA,- YIIEepCs
MOKpenye — XOpoIllo; Apyrod HOroi B AHTapKTHKY, CKalbl
KOJIOTCS, B OOTMHOK HaOWMIJICA CHEXOK, BCTAaThb IIOYCTOHYMBeEe;
YXBaTHI IOKpenYe OMHUOOUHBI KOHTUHEHT, II0aTall Tya-Croa —
Kpemnko cuiena ABCTpalus B MOPCKOM THe3JE, Nalblbl CKOJIB3UIH B
MOJABOAHON THHE, KOpPALTHl Lapanaiu KocTsmku. A Hy-ka! Eme
pa3... sna! BeipBan, BcmoTen, aepxal oO€MMH pyKaMH, yTepcs
JOKTEM; C KOPHS y Hee Kallajo, C KpBIIKM ChINAICHd MECOK —
MYCTHIHSA Kakasf-To. boka XoJiogHBle H CKOJIb3KHE — HapoCIo
HOPSAIOYHO.

(Denisov abolished Australia, teating it out by the root like a molar.
He leant with one leg on Africa and the end broke off. He leant
more firmly — that was fine. With the other leg he leant on
Antarctica; cliffs crumbled, snow filled his boot, he should stand up
more firmly. He grasped the errant continent more firmly and shook
it this way and that. Australia sat firmly in its sea nest, his fingers
slipped in the underwater slime, corals scratched his knuckles.
Oomph! Again — there! He tore it out and broke out in a sweat. He
held it in both hands and wiped his brow with his elbow. Water
dripped from the root, from the top trickled sand — some kind of
desert. The sides were cold and slippery - it had been completely
embedded.)”’

Denisov decides to secure his reputation for all time through the apparently selfless
act of establishing a monument to a certain Makov, who froze to death while climbing
a mountain. The monument shows the human being to be substantial and lasting; it
removes him from the ordinary passage of time and places him in an eternal present,
turning him into a god. Given the Soviet passion for building monuments, Tolstaia’s
portrayal of Denisov clearly represents a satirisation of the eschatological pretensions

of Marxism-Leninism.*® Through the implicit equation of Denisov’s monument with

7 Ibid., pp.344-5. Denisov’s battle to remove Australia coincidentally recalls the title story of Petr
Sabach’s collection Jak potopit Austrdlii, in which two schoolchildren play a practical joke on their
geography teacher by removing Australia from the map of the world. For both writers, Australia
appears to possess a sufficient air of unreality for their purpose, comparable perhaps with Timbuctoo
for the British reader. Whereas in ‘Somnambula v tumane’, Denisov’s efforts to re-order the globe
reflect his desire to resist what he experiences as the oppressive certainty of existence, the pupils’
action in fact rescues their teacher, who had long lacked confidence in the rational explanations which
he is expected to teach. By depicting the uncertainty of such a notionally authoritative figure, Sabach
implies, like Tolstaia, that human knowledge may be only invented, though his teacher is not even sure
about this.

“* Denisov’s plan constitutes a hyperbolic version of Alisa’s perception of the use and capacity of art in
Avtoportret s dogom. Indeed, according to Mameev, the ‘organising idea’ of Alisa’s creative work is a
belief in the ‘monumentality’ (monumental’nost’) of human beings, their creations and their
achievements, which Mameev rejects as a delusion which conceals what he calls ‘nichtozhestvo i
porochnost’ cheloveka [...] da ia by i ne nazyval eto porochnost’iu i nichtozhestvom, a prosto



103

Makov’s body, still petrified on the mountainside, Tolstaia suggests that the desire to
preserve oneself permanently is morbid and unnatural. Unable to participate in the
normal process of decay, the monument becomes a grotesque anachronism which
time gradually buries without trace:

Tam, B ropax, NOBaJIMI CHET, BCE TyWIE U rylle, HaMeTas CyrpoOHL,
3aceinasg MakoBa, packKMHYyTbIe €ro HOTH, OOpaleHHOe K BEYHOCTH
mano. OH He TieeT, OH HE IpeeT, HE p)kaBeeT, He THHeET!..
Cyrpo6pl mogHUMAaNKCh BCE BBILIE, BHIIE, ropa 3axpycTena Ioj
TSXKECTBIO CHETa, 3aryjena, JIONHYJIA, ¢ IIapOBO3HBIM TI'POXOTOM
COIlIa JIaBHHA, M Ha BEPUIMHE HHYEro He ocTanoch. CHEXHBIN
JBIMOK IIOKYPHJICA B OCEJT Ha CKAJIbI.

(There, in the mountains, the snow piled up, thicker and thicker,
throwing up snowdrifts, covering Makov, his sprawled legs, his face
turned to eternity. He is not decomposing, he is not rotting, not
rusting, not decaying!.. The snowdrifts rose higher and higher; the
mountain crackled under the weight of snow; it moaned and
snapped, then with the thunder of an engine, an avalanche came
down, and nothing remained on the summit. A snowy puff of smoke
floated up and settled on the crags.)”

The monument typifies the static images which characters like Denisov conjure up
and then expect to exist in reality. When he goes to discover more about Makov from
his family, he is disappointed not to find them in a rableau vivant of mourning and
remembrance. Makov’s family take the view that life goes on — exactly what Denisov
fears — and are rather bemused by his plans. Makov’s mother suggests that if Denisov
would like to help them, he could try to acquire a certain type of wardrobe which
Makov’s sister has long wanted. This request signals the collapse of Denisov’s proud
scheme into farce, culminating in his public humiliation by a Party bigwig and his
friends in a restaurant named ‘Skazka’ (Fairy-tale) in recognition of the unreality of
his plan. Hiding beneath the table under which he has been forced to crawl, Denisov
finally recognises the extent of his self-delusion: ‘da i chto za glupost’ — muchit’sia
vospominaniiami ni 0 chem, vyprashivat’ u mertvetsa proshcheniia za to, v chem, po
liudskomu schetu, ty nepovinen, lovit’ gorstiami tuman.” (What stupidity to torture

yourself with memories of nothing, to ask forgiveness from a dead person for

chelovechnost’iu cheloveka.’ ([...] the imperfection of the human being [...] indeed, I wouldn’t even
call it insignificance and imperfection, but just the humanness of the human being.) (Ivanchenko,
‘Avtoportret’, p.80).

“ Tolstaia, Liubish’, p.365.
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something of which, by human reckoning, you aren’t guilty, to try to grasp handfuls
of fog.)*

Goscilo suggests that the title of the story constitutes a metaphor for modern
humanity ‘roaming in a fog of metaphysical uncertainty, groping for clues that will
shed light on the meaning and goal of life’.' However, Denisov’s remark suggests
that the fog signifies the inventions of the human mind. In ‘Somnambula v tumane’,
scientific research, witchcraft, Oriental religion and, implicitly, Marxism-Leninism
are all relativised as human creations, which are designed to give life a meaning other
than the certainty of oblivion, but which cumulatively form nothing more than an
elaborate overlay to the banal reality of existence. Tolstaia’s stories themselves mirror
this model of human existence through her technique of submerging self-consciously
ordinary plots in an abundance of imagery and detail, as Vail’ and Genis point out:
‘Upon the fleetingly sketched out, minor siuzhet [the author] sews countless
arabesques, until suddenly, amid the ornamental twists, capricious patterns and
whimsical flourishes, the simple and rather unimportant story of the hero which
Tolstaia had apparently intended to tell cannot be found’.> Human beings cannot
quarrel with the inevitable circle shaping their lives, only with each other’s

inventions.

In this situation, the quest to discover or assert the truth undertaken by many of
Tolstaia’s characters, including Denisov, equates with ‘sleepwalking in the fog’ of
competing fictions. Denisov’s father-in-law, to whom the title of the story ostensibly
refers, appears in his sleepwalking to be trying to re-discover a truth he once knew.
His nocturnal world appears rather less dream-like than the world of natural history in

which he writes his articles for popular magazines and which soothes rather than

% Ibid., p.367. The image of clutching at fog recalls the vain attempts of the title character in the story
‘Peters’ (1986) to conjugate the verb ‘to conquer’ (pobedit’) in the first person singular, which
epitomises his failure to force life to match up to his imaginary worlds. As John R. Givens points out
in his discussion of the story, this verb has no first person singular form in Russian. (See Givens, J.R.,
‘Reflections, Crooked Mirrors, Magic Theaters: Tat’iana Tolstaia’s “Peters™ in Goscilo, H. [ed.],
Fruits of Her Plume: Essays on Contemporary Russian Women's Culture, Armonk, N.Y., London,
1993, p.260.) Tolstaia appears here to show that the inability of human beings to have any impact on
life is not only expressed, but also ordained by language itself. The notion that human attempts to
explain merely create a fog occurs in an episode in Pelevin’s Chapaev i Pustota, in which a character
wanders through fog produced by CNN'’s live broadcast of the 1993 bombing of the Russian
Parliament, which obscures rather than clarifies the situation.

>! Goscilo, Explosive, p.149.
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disturbs, in other words concealing rather than exposing the truth. His daughter calls
him her ‘Turgenev’, not realising that this implicit reduction of scientific research to
the status of belles-lettres reminds him of his own defeat. As a zoologist, he once
gave a paper proposing a link between birds and reptiles, which was taken as an insult
by a certain Ptitsyn (the name derives from ptitsa, meaning ‘bird’), and he was
sacked. Tolstaia’s particular choice of theory is mischievous because the evolutionary
relationship between birds and reptiles has been scientifically proven; her point is to
assert that all products of the human mind are inventions, upon which various
interpretations may be imposed, and all or none may attain the status of truth. The
subsequent writings of Denisov’s father-in-law are read rather as the stories of Filin
and Korobeinikov are heard, without their truth being an issue.® His flight into the
forest at the end of ‘Somnambula v tumane’ will not, as the narrator playfully
suggests, take him to the light he has been seeking for so long; it merely reflects his

inability to live any longer in a world given over to absolute relativism.

In Tolstaia’s conception of the world, the inability of human beings to make their
inventions substantial and lasting removes all possibility of a meaningful way of
living. The oniy alternative to the futile pursuit of truth represented by Denisov and
other ‘truth-loving’ characters is the story-telling of Filin, like Venichka in Moskva-
Petushki, the embodiment of the exhaustion of literature. Filin’s creations are not
equivalent to the illusory utopia constructed by Soviet ideology, as Natal’ia Ivanova
suggests, but rather stand in opposition to it. In ‘totalitarian’ art, typified by
Denisov’s monument, the notion of truth is central to the work of art; to ideologise is
to seek to merge Art with Life. In contrast, the notion of truth is alien to the
‘absolute’ art practised by Filin, who perceives the world as a surface of competing
fictions to be constantly rearranged and decorated anew. Lipovetskii writes: ‘Filin
proves to be an exemplary postmodernist, who perceives culture as an endless series
of simulacra, and who constantly pokes fun at their conventionality’.54 However,
despite, or indeed because of the extravagant verbal colour of Tolstaia’s fiction, the

feebleness of words provokes an air of disappointment deriving from the apparent

2 Vail’, Genis, ‘Popytka’, p.125.

3 Consequently, the work of literature is judged no longer on its verisimilitude, but on its capacity to
divert the reader, as Goscilo indicates when she comments, referring to Barthes; ‘Tolstaia, like
Pushkin, makes her readers luxuriate in “the pleasure of the text”’. See Goscilo, Explosive, p.119.

> Lipovetskii, Russian Postmodernist, p.133.
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defeat of grander ambitions for literature and the human being. This disappointment,
which recalls the more overt grief and nostalgia expressed in Venedikt Erofeev’s
Moskva-Petushki and is implicit also in the feigned nonchalance of Popov’s narrator

in Dusha patriota, dominates the Russian fiction of the Changes.

Tolstaia’s description of the writer as a ‘fakir’ may be compared to Mitana’s implicit
definition of the writer as ‘editor’ in his first publication following the fall of
Communism, Hl'adanie strateného autora (Rozhovory s Luciferom). As the subtitle
indicates, Mitana’s novel shares with Vilikovsky’s Vecne je zeleny... a central
allusion to Faust’s encounter with Mephistopheles, parodically re-enacted in a series
of dialogues between Lucifer and a writer, Tom4$ ElidS, whose name reflects the
writer’s contradictory desires to be a doubter and a prophet.5 > The ironic tone of the
opening, however, indicates the far greater emphasis in Hl'adanie strateného autora
not only on the absurd banality of the writer’s desire for knowledge, but also on
Lucifer’s wearying of these encounters, understood as a metaphor for the exhaustion
of literature (Lucifer speaks first):

- Co si zelas?
- Poznat’ pravdu a zjavit ju...I'udom. Slovom...
- ...spisovatel... Nie si prave najskromne;jsi.

(- Whatis your desire?

- To know the truth and reveal it...to people. In words...

- ...awriter... You don’t ask for much, do you‘?)5 ¢
In both Hladanie strateného autora and Vecne je zeleny..., in the pursuit of
knowledge the writer becomes tangled up in the texts of others, previous attempts to
discover the truth which appear to block the way. In his conversations with Lucifer,
Elia3 attempts to discover the truth about the origins of human existence, but each
time he is merely told another version drawn from the history of literature on the
subject. For Vilikovsky, the existence of potentially infinite versions affords the self-
creator infinite possibilities of individual expression, a means of endlessly resisting

absorption in the dogma of others. In Hladanie strateného autora, however, the

%5 The question of influence is difficult to resolve. An extract from Mitana’s novel appeared in
Literdrny tyZdennik in January 1989, a few months after an extract from Vecne je zeleny... and a few
months before that novel’s first publication. However, Mitana may have previously read Vilikovsky’s
novel in manuscript.

% Mitana, D., Hladanie strateného autora, Bratislava, 1991, p.11. Hereafter Mitana, Hladanie.
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weight of existing versions on the contrary devalues the process of writing, which

becomes a process not of self-discovery, but of self-dissolution in the texts of others.

This shift from writing as self-discovery to writing as self-dissolution is reflected in
Mitana’s abandonment in Hladanie strateného autora of what Tom4S Horvath
describes as the “classical epic structure’ of his earlier writing in favour of the ‘textual
collage’.5 7 Comparing Mitana’s methods of subverting realist techniques with those
found in the 1960s fiction of Johanides and Jaro§, Horvéth argues that while the latter
instantly unmask the ‘reality effect’ of fiction as illusory, Mitana, from his first
collection of stories, Psie dni (Dog days, 1970), exposes that illusion more gradually
and ambiguously. According to Horvéth, ‘on a thematic level, Mitana’s unvarying
prosaic model rests in escalating everyday situations to absurd ends using elements of
deviation. This escalation requires that the text first of all attains the “effect of
reality”, of monotonous mundanity, and then re-encodes it or causes it to come to a
head.”*® His rejection of the story-telling structure in Hladanie strateného autora
marks in effect a shift of interest from the reader’s experience of reality as mediated
by text to the writer’s experience of writing, for which Elid$’s conversations with

Lucifer are a metaphor.59

The novel purports to be a collection of Eli4S’s unpublished papers, put together
following his disappearance, and is therefore composed of diary entries, notes,
fragments of works-in-progress, interviews, correspondence, medical reports from his
time in a psychiatric hospital, a curriculum vitae, letters written by his wife, extracts
from reviews of his work, passages quoted from fiction, philosophy, religious texts
and various works of specialist literature, and the commentary of the editor of the

papers. Guided by the title, the reader may expect that these texts will somehow

7 Horvéth, T., Dusan Mitana, Bratislava, 2000, p.146. (Hereafter Horvéth, Mitana.) Horv4th quotes an
interview with Mitana in which he declares that ‘traditional belles-lettres, the traditional story has said
nothing to me for a long time.” (Quoted in Ibid.) The interview, given in Dotyky, not only demonstrates
Mitana’s enduring relevance to new Slovak writers, indicated by Horvith’s monograph, but also
perhaps his desire to assert that relevance by implicitly indicating his long-standing interest in
fashionable theoretical positions much loved by Horvath and his fellow Genitalists.

%8 Horvéth, Mitana, p.9. (All italics are Horv4th’s.) This description might also be applied to Evgenii
Popov’s short stories sanctioned for journal publication between 1971 and 1977.

% Mitana’s oscillation between the integrated and disintegrated story structure is reflected in his next
collection of short stories, Slovensky poker (Slovak poker, 1993), subtitled ‘Holé pribehy’ (Sheer
stories). As in Hladanie strateného autora, however, Mitana casts doubt on the notion of story as an
expression of its creator’s individuality, by ‘borrowing’ and mixing different linguistic registers.
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provide clues to Eli4$’s disappearance and lead to his re-discovery. However, the
reader in fact merely repeats the writer’s quest for self-discovery to the point where he
disappeared, to be replaced by an editor. In effect, Mitana enacts in the novel a
version of Barthes’s ‘death of the author’, wherein the writer, no longer able in good
conscience to put his name to a text produced from an infinite body of pre-existing
texts, becomes instead an arbitrary editor of the world-as-text. The editor of Eli4s’s
notes suggests that they be prefaced with a quotation from Jorge Luis Borges’s story,
“The Utopia of a Tired Man’: ‘““Okrem citdtov ndm uZ ni¢ iné nezdstava. Jazyk je

29

systémom citdtov.”” (“We have nothing else left now except quotations. Language is
a system of quotations.’)*® In Mitana’s conception, the ‘death of the author’
simultaneously represents the ‘death of the subject’, since the self at any point appears
only to be an arbitrarily isolated fragment of that same body of text. As a
representation of the ‘true’ nature of the self, the collage may thus be compared to

Mameev’s shattered mirror at the end of Avtoportret s dogom.

In the novel, the notion of personal identity in general and the identity of Eli4S in
particular, stable at the beginning, becomes increasingly problematic as the work
progresses. Rather as Tolstaia foregrounds in ‘Sonia’ the way in which the ‘illusion’
of the individual self is created by a name, Mitana suggests that the arbitrariness of
the name, which may be adopted and discarded at random, indicates the arbitrariness
of the notion of the self. Early in Hladanie strateného autora, the reader learns that
Eli43 writes under the pseudonym DuSan Mitana, on the one hand rendering the work
implicitly autobiographical, and on the other destabilising the identity of the
biographical author. The publication of ElidS’s first story under this pseudonym
(Mitana’s short story ‘O4aza s jablofiami’ (An oasis with apple trees), which appeared
in the journal Mladd tvorba in 1965) had the effect of ‘killing” a man called DuSan
Mitana, who had begun to seek himself through writing, but, after he discovered that a
writer called DuSan Mitana already existed, was hospitalised suffering from an
identity crisis. With more rueful irony, resembling the tone of Popov’s satirical
references to his problems after the Metropol’ affair in Dusha patriota, Mitana

implies that he has come to this understanding of identity because of the way it could

“ Ibid., p.23. Borges’s assertion is reflected in the collage-title of Mitana’s novel, which merges
Proust and Pirandello, but alludes also to Barthes and Foucault, and perhaps to Hodrova’s Hleddni
romdnuy.
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be granted and taken away in the Normalisation period. Elia$’s writer-friend, PiSta
Abraham, ‘dies’ as an author and becomes a non-person when he is prevented from
publishing in the 1970s and 1980s because of his association with the reformers in
1968. His ‘non-existence’ is sealed when, in an episode coincidentally reminiscent of
Tolstaia’s ‘Plamen’ nebesnyi’, his book is published by his friend, Nikolai MojZzis,
who disingenuously claims that ultimately the text itself, and not its author, is more
important.®' E1i4%’s own disappearance may have come about because his identity has
been changed by the fall of Communism; readers no longer see him as a heroic writer,
striving to write ‘truthfully’ in oppressive times, and have begun to suspect him of

collaboration.®?

Mitana’s description of the writer as merely the editor of text mediated, rather than
created, by his mind, may be linked to a recurring perception in Slovak fiction of the
1990s of the futility of writing as nothing more than a word game. However,
whereas, for example, writers like Koleni¢, discussed in Chapter 5, wrestle
inconclusively with the simultaneous awareness of the need to write and the
pointlessness of writing, Mitana seeks in Hladanie strateného autora to understand
the enduring human need to create. As the title, and the content of Elids’s
conversations with Lucifer, suggest, Mitana seeks his answer in God. On the one
hand, the dissolution of the self through writing may be compared to Ivanchenko’s
use of writing as a means of meditation, resulting in a loss of attachment to the notion
of the discrete self and, in Monogramma at least, a reunion with the source of
creation. The God discovered in Hladanie strateného autora, however, is not the
ultimate authority whose death, Mitana implies, pre-figured the ‘death of the author’.
Rather, according to Lucifer, this God, somewhat resembling Tolstaia’s ‘fakir’,

created the human being out of a desire to escape loneliness and know Himself:

®! Through the two writers’ names, Mitana suggests that this activity has been going on in Judeo-
Christian culture at least since, Mitana playfully implies, Moses ‘usurped’ Abraham.

%2 This shift in perceptions may also be attributed to the normal passage of generations. In Hl'adanie
strateného autora, Mitana includes his own introduction to an extract from the novel, described as an
extract from Elid%’s new work, published in Literdarny tyZdennik in January 1989. The novel’s
protagonists are said to be ‘representatives of a generation which is surprised that yesterday they were
rebels and today they have their own children growing up who are rebelling against them. One of the
characters says: “I went to bed as an emerging prose writer and woke up as a writer of the middle
generation.”” (Mitana, Hl'adanie, p.166.) In this respect, Mitana may be compared to Makanin, whose
work from the late 1980s and 1990s more overtly expresses a fear that he, and the type of the writer he
represents, are not only being forgotten, but also unfairly included with writers perceived to have
compromised their work to suit the regime.
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‘Ocitol sa pred dilemou: ako moZem byt sam sebou a nebyt’ sam, ked’ okrem miia ni¢
iné neexistuje. [...] Ano, Boh musel stvorit’ &loveka, ak sa chcel narodit’, ak chcel
vystupit’ z Nioty, ak chcel Zit.” (He found himself faced with a dilemma: how can I
be alone and not be lonely, when nothing else exists around me. [...] Yes, God had to
create the human being if he wanted to be born, if he wanted to emerge from
Nothingness, if he wanted to Live.)®® Made in the image of this God, human beings
cannot help but strive to imitate him, writing in a vain attempt to fill the void of

existence and come to knowledge of themselves.

For Mitana, as for Hrabal in PFili§ hlucnd samota, and also for Venedikt Erofeev or
Sorokin, the pursuit of knowledge cannot be stopped, though it brings human beings
only harm, as he indicates in an interview with Josef Chuchma published in the Czech
magazine Mlady svét in 1988 and incorporated within the text of Hl'adanie strateného
autora. Asked what most attracts and worries him about the human psyche, Mitana
replies:

The desire for knowledge, which is at once ennobling and

disturbing. Without it we would not be human beings, but the

question is: where does this desire lead? Have we overdone it? The

human being longs for truth, but is it necessary at any price? How

will we pay for it? And at the same time it’s quite clear: we cannot

avoid truth. Anyone who limits the desire for knowledge acts

inhumanly. Truth is essential for the human being, even if he

recognises what it brings him.**
As Chuchma indicates in the interview, from his earliest fiction Mitana suggests that
absolute truth will forever elude the human being. Whereas, however, Tolstaia’s
juxtaposition of different ‘versions’ of the world constitutes a melancholy celebration
of the charm of human creations which result from the pursuit of truth, Mitana’s
relativisation of accounts drawn from Christian and Gnostic mysticism, Buddhism
and Hinduism resembles a form of private mysticism which, together with the
ostentatious dilettantism also found in the writing of the Barbarians, is reiterated in

much of Mitana’s subsequent fiction and poetry.

In Hladanie strateného autora, the assertion of the inconsequentiality of writing

undermines the attempt to say something of consequence and vice versa. In contrast,

% Ibid., p.176.
* Ibid., p.158-59.
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Tolstaia’s satirisation of human attempts to impose themselves on existence, by its
very repetitiousness in her stories, possesses the same awareness of its own banality
contained in the partial quotations of Goethe in the title of Vecne je zeleny... and
Voltaire in the epigraph to Dusha patriota. Like other writers of ‘other fiction’,
Tolstaia seeks in her work to liberate literature from the Russian cultural tradition,
which Goscilo, opening her discussion of ‘Fakir’, describes as ‘a myth that rescues
art, and especially literature, from the jaws of inconsequentiality by restoring it to its
medieval stature; that of literature as a sacred phenomenon, of its production as
epiphanic process and voluntary self-abnegation, and of the writer as prophet, martyr,
rebel, and hero’. Like Denisov’s monument, the myth, at least in its Soviet
incarnation, asserts the potency of human beings, while its deflation in Tolstaia’s
writing corresponds to the reduction of Denisov’s monument to a piece of popular
furniture. As Aunt Rita’s glass powder compact also indicates, the individual human
life is better symbolised by something apparently insignificant than by something as

grandiose as a monument.

Such items appear insignificant, however, only from the perspective which expects
deeds of substance, significance and longevity from human beings, the same
perspective which, to Tolstaia’s irritation, led some critics to describe her characters
as contemporary manifestations of the Gogolian ‘little man’, rather than typical
human beings.®® The value of such items rests in the fact that, like a name or a story,
they create the impression of an individual life which would otherwise be swallowed
up by time. In her analysis of the enamel dove in ‘Sonia’, which is all that survives of
the title character, Svetlana Boym comments ‘Sonia’s little brooch suggests the
infinite powers of poetic metamorphosis’,%’ in other words, the transformation of Life
in Art.

Boym’s article examines Tolstaia’s role in the restoration in contemporary Russian
culture of poshlost’, best translated in this context as ‘kitsch’, which also forms the

theme of an article by Natal’ia Ivanova named after Sonia’s ‘little inflammable

% Goscilo, Explosive, p.100.
% Andrei Vasilevskii quotes Tolstaia’s reaction: ‘I write not about the little, but about the normal man’.
See Vasilevskii, A., ‘Nochi kholodny’, Druzhba narodov, 1988, 7, p.257.
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dove’.%® Both critics detail the history of the notion of poshlost’, in particular the
early Soviet campaign against what was perceived as bourgeois vulgarity, and the
converse attack of the 1960s intelligentsia on what they perceived as Soviet poshlost’.
This cycle, in which the anti-kitsch becomes kitsch, may be explained using Milan
Kundera’s assertion in Nesnesitelnd lehkost byti that kitsch represents the absolute
denial of shit, understood as any aspect of human existence which human beings find
unacceptable. For the early Soviet cultural ideologues, bourgeois kitsch was
unacceptable, but its eradication merely resulted in another kitsch, which in turn
proved unacceptable. The incorporation of kitsch into Tolstaia’s writing, as Boym
suggests, ‘challenges cultural hierarchies’,% reflecting an attempt to, in Fiedler’s
phrase, ‘cross the border, close the gap’, to end the cycle which turns yesterday’s high

culture into today’s kitsch through the relativisation of all human creations.

As the contrast between the monument and the fashionable wardrobe in
‘Somnambula v tumane’ indicates, the restoration of kitsch in Tolstaia at the same
time indicates another turn in the cycle, whereby what official culture and the
intelligentsia considered kitsch apparently reflects the ‘true’ humility of the human
being whici: both official culture and the culture of the intelligentsia sought to
disguise. The presentation of art in Tolstaia’s stories as deliberate fictionalisation
which appears t¢ suspend the passage of time and thus hide the meaninglessness of
existence closely resembles Matei Calinescu’s description of kitsch as a ‘specifically
aesthetic form of lying’, ‘a pleasurable escape from the drabness of modern quotidian
life’, ‘a reaction against [...] the meaninglessness of chronological time’ and an
attempt to assuage the ‘fear of emptiness’.70 What stands in opposition to this
understanding of art in Tolstaia’s stories is an understanding of art which, like Soviet
art, seeks not to conceal, but to replace the bleak reality of human existence. Thus

contaminated with the notion of truth, it is no longer capable of resisting the passage

¢ Boym, S., “The Poetics of Banality’ in Goscilo, H. (ed.), Fruits of Her Plume: Essays on
Contemporary Russian Women’s Culture, Armonk, N.Y., London, 1993, p.72. Hereafter Boym,
‘Banality’.

% See Ivanova, N., ‘Neopalimyi golubok’, Znamia, 1991, 8, pp.211-23.

® Boym, ‘Banality’, p.81.

" Calinescu, M., Five Faces of Modernity, Durham, North Carolina, 1987, pp.229, 248, 251.
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of time and, in keeping with Nabokov’s equation of poshlost’ with a tin of lobster that

has been left open, starts to smell.”!

™ Quoting Nabokov’s metaphor from his Nikolai Gogol, Calinescu suggests that it offers ‘one of the
closest approximations of what kitsch really smells like’. (Ibid., p.261.)
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Chapter 4

Writing as Being: Michal Ajvaz, Daniela Hodrova, Jiii Kratochvil, Jichym Topol

Like the writers discussed in the last chapter, prominent Czech writers of the
Changes like Ajvaz, Hodrov4, Kratochvil and Topol reject what they perceive as the
misuse of literature to assert and defend fixed notions of the nature and limits of the
world. However, for them, the incapacity of language to name definitively, which
underlies the ‘defeat’ of literature in Tolstaia and Popov and presents such a problem
to the narrator of Koleni¢’s Micar (discussed in the next chapter), constitutes its
essential virtue, since in this way language resists fixedness and finality, permitting a
dynamic perception of the nature of existence. For the Czech writers of the Changes,
writing does not constitute a feeble substitute for being, but represents being itself, the
vigorous preservation of what Bakhtin terms the ‘loophole’ in each definition, typified
by Placik’s Medorek, which enables the self to resist ‘reification’, and which
characters like Ivanchenko’s Alisa and Tolstaia’s Denisov seek to deny.! Popov’s
notion of literature as ‘self-characterisation’, presented in Dusha patriota as the
doggedly aimless and pointless spouting of words, thus becomes in Czech fiction of
the Changes an earnest and vital function. These contrasting perceptions of the
potency and impotence of literature are encapsulated in a passage from Hodrovéd’s
...na okraji chaosu...:

[...] the novel is created through a number or a whole series of lines,
which run in parallel or become interwoven and merge
(polyperspectivism or polyphony). Though this type of composition
may be linked to a destructive relativism that rejects the significance
of cognition, this need not be the case at all. On the contrary, this
type of composition frequently serves as an instrument of cognition
from many perspectives, through which the author attempts to
‘capture being in all its internal complexity and ambiguity’ 2

In the works by Ivanchenko and Tolstaia discussed in the last chapter, the contrast
between the bleak suburban landscapes and the feverish inner mental activity of the

central characters, and .the mood of melancholy and despair which repeatedly

! As in the case of Ivanchenko's Avtoportret s dogom, reference here to Bakhtin reflects the direct
influence of his theory on the works in question. Hodrova translated Bakhtin into Czech (Romdn jako
dialog, 1980) and stresses the importance of his approach to her analysis in ...na okraji chaosu...

% Ibid., p.166. The quotation in this passage comes from Eva Le Grand’s study of Milan Kundera’s
novels. (See Le Grand, E., Kundera aneb Pamét touhy, Olomouc, 1998, p.128.)
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triumphs, unmistakably constitute an attempt to characterise the atmosphere of the
Brezhnev period, described in the Soviet Union (and, indeed, in Czechoslovakia) in
the late 1980s as zastoi (‘stagnation’).3 However, the link with this personal and
collective experience remains essentially implicit, a minor theme in both writers’
works, in keeping with the attempt to break away from the urban realism most
associated with the examination of that experience. In contrast, however, in Czech
fiction of the Changes, resistance to fixedness and the pursuit of openness is
repeatedly associated with the experience of the Normalisation period, which, unlike
in Russian and Slovak fiction, has remained a painful, urgent subject in Czech fiction

even in the late 1990s.*

This question of the relationship between the form of expression and experience
arose above all in Czech fiction of the Changes in the context of Kratochvil’s first
novel, Medvédi romdn, which, in Milan Jungmann’s euphemistic terms, ‘through its
narrative experimentation provoked a great deal of unease among critics and
readers”.” In the epilogue to the novel, in terms subsequently borrowed by Hodrova in
...na okraji chaosu..., Kratochvil describes the work as ‘a novel as an open system, a
novel as a living organism, growing, living and moving before the reader’s eyes, and
its modes of expression are, for example, story variants and some kind of — how to
call it? — finely chiselled improvisations.” (‘[...] romén jako otevieny systém, roman
jako Zivy organismus — roste, Zije a pohybuje se pfed ofima C{tenaie — a jeho

vyrazovymi prostiedky jsou napfiklad pifibéhové varianty a jakési, no jak to

> In Hladanie strateného autora, Mitana self-parodically depicts the predicament of the writer in this
period, trapped in his kitchen, tormented by his wife, who wants him to earn more money, and his
daughter, who wants him to be less evasive about the political situation in his books. In reflecting the
notion of ‘stagnation’ in their work, however, these writers were effectively acquiescing to a Marxist-
Leninist euphemism, rather as their predecessors in the Thaw period implicitly acquiesced to terms like
‘errors of the past’ and the ‘cult of personality’, in an attempt to whitewash the current regime and,
above all, the system itself.

* This preoccupation remains evident, for example, in two of the most widely discussed, and very
different, works of the late 1990s: Pestré vrstvy (Diverse layers, 1998) by Ivan Landsmann (b.1949)
and Sedmikosteli (Sevenchurch, 1999) by Milo§ Urban (b.1967). Pynsent contends that the virtual
disappearance in mid-1990s Slovak fiction of the theme of the 1970s and 1980s, arguably least
traumatic in Slovak culture, reflects continuing political uncertainties there, a suggestion which might
equally be applied in the Russian context. (See Pynsent, “Video-Nasties’, p.107.)

3 Jungmann, M., ‘Hazardér &eské prozy’, Literdri noviny, 1993, 17, p.6. Hereafter Jungmann,
‘Hazardér’.
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pojmenovat, cizelované improvizace?’)° In response to Antonin Brousek’s assertion
that the work could be of interest only to literary theorists,” Kratochvil argues:

[I wrote in this way] to compensate for the anxious experience of
the closed world of a totalitarian society in which I lived. So you
may ask: Is it a novel which emerged from the consolatory formal
idea of creating an open literary space capable of resisting the
oppressive experience of the closed systems which surrounded me,
or did it emerge as a story depicting that oppression and the search
for a way out of it? [...] And I would say that, with the best will in
the world, it really is impossible to excise either content or form
from my novel.?

The question of whether the structure of Medvédi romdn seeks to mirror or to offer an
escape from the social experience from which it arises is symptomatic of the general
ambiguity underpinning the novel and Kratochvil’s work in general. In the context of
the fiction discussed in this chapter, Medvédi romdn serves as a point of transition
where the pessimism about writing expressed in Ivanchenko and Tolstaia meets the
optimism which characterises their Czech counterparts. Moreover, as Klara Lukavska
has pointed out, Medvédi romdn is also the ‘key source novel for Kratochvil’s

fiction’, establishing the themes and techniques developed in his later writing.9

Kratochvil’s exploration of the writing process in Medvédi romdn (and the other
works which make up his first trilogy of novels) may be compared to Mitana’s
approach in Hladanie strateného autora, to the extent that it also arises not so much
from a general literary-theoretical concern as from the specific problem of expressing
his own life experience through writing. As Kratochvil outlines in his defence of
Medvédi romdn, he grew up in Communist Czechoslovakia not only without a father,
but ostracised because his father had emigrated after the Communist takeover.
Having begun to gain acceptance as a writer and critic in the 1960s, he lost his job in
the aftermath of August 1968 and spent the 1970s in unskilled manual jobs familiar to
unsanctioned writers, once again alienated because he was not counted among the

prominent political dissidents, and perhaps because of a letter sent to Brno dissidents

8 Kratochvil, J., Medvédi romdn, Bmo, 1990, p.264. Hereafter Kratochvil, Medveéd:.

" Brousek, A., ‘Roman jako otevteny systém’, Literdrni noviny, 1991, 35, p4.

¥ Kratochvil, J., ‘“Neprosloveny piispévek’ in his PFibéhy pribéhii, p.192. Hereafter Kratochvil,
‘Neprosloveny’.

® Lukavskd, K., Navraf se do domu srdce svého... aneb JiF Kratochvil — ‘Postmodemni’ literatura,
supplement to Tvar, 2002, 3, p.13. Hereafter Lukavsk4, Navrat.
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- from West Germany by his émigré uncle suggesting that he was a police informer.'°
The writer-narrator of Medvédi romdn resisted the temptation to write a ‘great family
novel’, as Jungmann points out, because the form did not seem adequate to his
situation: ‘mam pocit, jako kdyby skute€nost, v niZ Ziju, méla ted’ uz néjaky €as zaraz
dvé az tfi alternativy [...] skutecnost nabyla charakteru libovolnosti, anebo jsem ja
pozbyl n&jaky smysl, ktery je nezbytny pfi jejim vnimani, rozliSovani a zpracovani.’
(I feel as if the reality in which I live has for some time now had two or three
alternatives at once [...] reality has acquired the character of arbitrariness, or I have
lost some sense which is essential in perceiving, differentiating and working with it)."!
Or, as Kratochvil comments of his childhood, ‘I found myself at the centre of some
unspeakable secret’.'” In his attempt to transform his personal experience of the
totalitarian period in Czechoslovakia into a metaphor for what he presents as the
‘genuine’ condition of the human being, denied absolute knowledge of or influence
over reality, Kratochvil in effect marks a transition between the sentiments of the
fiction of the Thaw generation and those of the fiction of the Changes. While
sanctioned and unsanctioned works by writers like Kundera, Ivan Klima and Ludvik
Vaculik are preoccupied with the choices made and their consequences in the post-
1948 period, and permeated by a sense of personal betrayal, not so much by the
system or individuals, but by ideas, in Kratochvil’s work that sense of betrayal is
replaced by a sense of exclusion, but expressed with the same combination of self-

justification, indignation and despair."

1% In the eighth chapter of Kratochvil’s third novel Aviorn (1995), the narrator, Hynek, accuses his uncle
of this action, suggesting it was motivated by jealousy because the uncle thought Hynek was a better
writer than he, and anger that Hynek was not prepared to compromise his literary principles in support
of the dissidents. The passage cannot, however, be read as anything other than a scarcely veiled attack
by Kratochvil on his uncle, Antonin, who emigrated in 1952, the same year as Kratochvil’s father. In
emigration, Antonin Kratochvil (b.1924) wrote prolifically, particularly on Catholic writers whose
existence was not acknowledged by the Communist regime. His work culminated in a three-volume
documentary account of Communist oppression, Zaluji (J accuse, 1973-77 abroad, 1990 in
Czechoslovakia), which Kratochvil evidently parodies in the accusatory tone of the chapter.

! Kratochvil, Medvédi, p.130-31.

12 Kratochvil, ‘Neprosloveny’, p.192.

" In Dusha patriota, Popov’s narrator, while sympathising with the ‘men of the Sixties’
(shestidesiatniki), seeks to dissociate himself from their worldview when he argues that the key to
understanding their work is the theme of ‘betrayal’ (predatel’stvo). (Popov, Dusha, p.144.) Like
Kratochvil, Popov presents himself as a victim, excluded through no fault of his own, though with far
greater self-irony.
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In Medvédi romdn, Kratochvil attempts to convey this experience of reality to the
reader through what Waugh terms a ‘Chinese-box structure’,'* encapsulated by the
writer-narrator’s description of the work as a ‘novel about how I am writing a novel
about someone who is writing a novel’ (‘[...] romén o tom, jak piSu roméan o n€¢kom,
kdo pise romdn’.)**> This layering of text is intensified by Kratochvil’s dense use of
literary allusion, which simultaneously implies both the positive and negative
interpretations of the notion of the ‘world as text’, on the one hand suggesting
imprisonment in pre-existing text, as in Moskva-Petushki or Prili§ hlucna samota, and
on the other, liberation into the interconnectedness of text through the eradication of

the borders established between them.

The work begins with a parody of a science fiction allegory of Czechoslovakia under
Normalisation, which in its images of an island-state surrounded by water and
ecological themes recalls Egon Bondy’s already parodic dystopian novel, Invalidni
sourozenci.'® This part, narrated by a Sancho Panza-like character called Ursinus
(sic), turns out to be a novel being written by a certain Ondfej Beranek, who, after
losing his job in the aftermath of 1968, initially finds employment as a crane-operator
through an old friend from military service, RiSa, who remains grateful for the love
letters which, in the manner of Cyrano de Bergerac, Ondiej wrote for him to his wife,
Helenka.!” At the end of this part, Kratochvil encourages the reader to perceive
Berdnek’s story as a version of Kratochvil’s own by showing how Beranek, now
working as a night-watchman on a battery farm, realises the extent to which his
allegorical novel, its characters, setting, names, themes and motifs, have been

influenced by his immediate environment.'® The voice of Berdnek and the implied

4 See Waugh, Metafiction, pp.30-31.

15 Kratochvil, Medvédi, p.168.

16 The parody in Kratochvil’s allegory, as in Bondy’s, derives from the hyperbolic transparency of its
source. Vladimir Pi§a’s comment that in this part of the novel ‘numerous details [...] unmistakably
point not to the utopia turned on its head of Orwell’s island system, but to the concrete, sometimes
even banal reality of the Normalised 1970s’ reveals how Czech critics failed to recognise that
Kratochvil’s purpose here was not to produce another allegory, but to satirise the unsanctioned writers
who repeatedly produced such works. (See Pi¥a, V., ‘Medvédi nevédi...’, Tvorba, 1991, 26, p.15.)

"7 This episode typifies Kratochvil’s use of literary intertext throughout his writing. Ri¥a and Helenka
are the names of the sweethearts in a classic work of Czech fiction, Pohddka mdje (The fairy-tale of
spring, 1897) by Vilém Mr3tik (1863-1912). Whereas in that novel, the Moravian countryside near
Brno represents an idyllic escape from urban life, in Medvédi romdn it is portrayed as a stinking
industrialised place of exile.

2 The name Ber4nek, meaning ‘lamb’ or ‘young ram’, suggests that Kratochvil was not only the
scapegoat for the sins of his father, but also, unlike Isaac, was sacrificed by his father when he went
into emigration.
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author apparently merge in the comment: ‘nejde jen o podobnosti, shody a analogie,
ale vypadé to, [...] Ze uz mé zajima jen takova skutecnost, kterd je podobnostmi
zavsivend’ (It is not just a question of similarities, coincidences and analogies, but it
looks as though I am only interested in a reality which is infested with similarities),'’
which not only indicates Kratochvil’s rejection of straightforwardly Realist poetics as
inadequate to the task of conveying his experience of reality, but may also be
interpreted as an assertion that texts only ever function as metaphors for reality, and
that a ‘reality which is infested with similarities’ is the only kind of reality which can
be known. In other words, Kratochvil’s experience of exclusion from full,
unmediated knowledge of reality constitutes an initiation into how human beings
‘know’ reality, denied to those, like Alisa in Ivanchenko’s Avtoportret s dogom, who

prosper in the material world.*°

The problem of textual representation is confronted in the third part of the novel, in
which a new narrator, apparently the ‘real’ writer of both the first and second parts,
and identified as ‘Mr Kratochvil’, having expressed his delight at finally being able to
speak for himself in his own voice, rather like Mitana with his proliferating selves in
Hladanie strateného autora, casts doubt on his assertion:

[...] jestlize 1ze predpokléadat, Ze v osudu Ursinove zrcadli se nejen
osud Beranktiv, ale tfeba trochu i muj, stejné jako osud Berankuv
obrazi nejen osud Ursintiv, ale znova trochu i mij, musim pak
poditat s tim, Ze ja coby vypravé¢ nesu ted’ s sebou néco z osudu
Ursinova, ale tfeba i Berankova a z tf vedle sebe vedenych ttki je
uZ nerozpletitelné tkanivo takze jakej ja? jakej viibec j4? a proc se
tim je$té zabyvat?

(f...] if it can be assumed that in Ursinus’s fate is mirrored not only
Beranek’s fate, but perhaps also mine a little, just as Berdnek’s fate
reflects not only Ursinus’s fate, but again also mine a little, then I
have to take into consideration that I, the narrator, as it were, now
carry in myself something of Ursinus’s fate, and perhaps also of
Beranek’s, and so from the three wefts arranged next to each other
is now a web that cannot be disentangled, so which I? what I can
there be? and why bother about this any longer?)21

1 Kratochvil, Medvédi, p.157.

% Alena Vrbovi notes that the heroes of Kratochvil’s trilogy (as indeed in his subsequent work) may be
regarded as mere variants on a single character, essentially an authorial self-characterisation which
becomes implicitly a definition of what it is to be a human being, a ‘passive observer or even a victim
of different external influences and events [...] some kind of closed spiritual island in an aggressive,
superficial and “worldly” world.” (Vrbova, A., Koncepty prostoru v romdnovych trilogiich Daniely
{}Todrové a Jifiho Kratochvila, supplement to Tvar, 2001, 2, 3, p.53. Hereafter Vrbov4, Koncepty.)

“ Ibid., p.168.
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The narrator’s problem resembles that of the painter-narrator Mameev at the end of
Ivanchenko’s Avtoportret s dogom, trapped in an implicitly infinite series of texts
which cannot be differentiated in terms of truth or fiction, and unable to break through
to a discrete self. However, in place of the mirror shattered in despair, which serves
as a metaphor for the self in Ivanchenko’s novel, Kratochvil offers the patchwork of
text, and in place of the impossibility of distinguishing between truth and fiction,
Kratochvil offers the notion of ‘story’, a concept which recurs throughout his work. >
In his 1994 essay ‘Piibéh pfibéhu’ (The story of the story), Kratochvil describes post-
war Czech history as the undesirable exchange of reality for an ‘improbable story’,
which has led people away from stories in the belief that reality is more exciting. He
comments: ‘Literature is not doing well, but because, despite everything, the human
need for stories is undying, stories still remain here with us, only in their most
degraded form, teeming like fish’.>> Unlike Mitana, who rejects the story outright in
Hladanie strateného autora, Kratochvil’s preoccupation with the story and story-
telling in the 1990s appears to be motivated by a desire not only to represent stories in
their contemporary form, indicated by his use of countless fragments and variants of
stories and references to other stories, and his mixing of ‘high’ and ‘low’ forms of

story, but also to protect and preserve the story as it goes through troubled times.

In effect, Kratochvil’s conception of ‘story’ constitutes a more optimistic version of
the comforting but ultimately vain activity of Tolstaia’s writer-‘fakir’. In a reproach
to the reader similar to that made by Popov’s narrator in Dusha patriota, and likewise
seeking to evoke Sterne, the narrator of Medvédi romdn expresses sentiments implicit
in Tolstaia’s writing:

[...] nacpak dopfedu vyzvidads a pro¢ chceS v3echno tak rychle
pochopit a obsahnout? pro¢ na mé tlacis? pro¢ naléhas a tumlujes?
co t¢ kam Zene a na¢ viibec spécha3? vzdyt uZ je dneska jasné, Ze
to, co nés ¢ekd, je vposledku vzdycky jen katastrofa, ale neni tu
snad pribéh od toho, aby ji pozdrzel? vypravét, anebo naslouchat,
oboji jako by na chvili bralo na§ Zivot do uté€snych dlani, ptibéh je
posledni Utoc¢isté, posledni milost, kterou nam Ten-co-nakonec-
vSechno-sebere jesté ponechal.

2 Many of Kratochvil’s short stories from the 1960s and 1970s, finally published in the collection
Orfeus 7 Kénigu (The Orpheus of Konig, 1994), feature the word in their titles, as do his fourth and
fifth novels, Siamsky pfibéh (A Siamese story, 1996) and Nesmrtelny piibéh (An immortal story,
1997).

® Kratochvil, J., ‘PHbgh ptibshu’ in his PFibéhy pFibéhii, p.23. Hereafter Kratochvil, ‘P¥ib&h ptibshu’.







































































































































































































































