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Abstract

The aim of my thesis is to investigate the interplay between ideology and
narration in the novels by the Czech writer Vaclav Rezag (1901-1956). Reza¢ is
a controversial figure in Czech literary history because of his association with
the Party after the Communists’ take-over of power in February 1948. In the
1930s and during the German Occupation, Reza& developed into one of the most
highly regarded authors of Czech ‘psychological analytical’ fiction. In June
1945, Reza¢ joined the Party and, subsequently, began to propagate Socialist
Realist modes of writing. This fact appears to have made it difficult for
academic critics to approach Reza¢ at all objectively.

My thesis constitutes a new interpretation of Reza&’s novels which has the texts
themselves as its primary focus. It represents a dialogue with previous literary
criticism. I do, however, acknowledge that texts belong within a given context. I
address this fact by defining the interpretive horizon of my analyses in terms of
a semiotic definition of ideology, as ideologemes. In my view, ideology is to be
understood as the text’s production of significations which are simultaneously
evaluated within a given process of narration. I define the ideologeme as a
structuration of semes which has a nodal function between the text and its
intertext; it is both intrinsic to the text and links up the text with its context. I
assert that it is possible to identify the ideologemes on a textual level through an

approach based on a theory of narration.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Viaclav Reza¢ (1901-56) is a controversial figure in Czech literary history. He
published his novels during a tumultuous period in Czech history, from the mid-
1930s to the mid-1950s, and he became one of the major contributors to the
development of the Czech ‘psychological analytical’ novel and to the
beginnings of Czech Socialist Realism.

The changes in the political climate during the Slump, the Nazis’
assumption of power in 1933 in Germany, the Munich Agreement in 1938 and
the German Occupation of Bohemia and Moravia in 1939, the Soviet liberation
of most of Czechoslovakia and the establishment of a Communist regime in
1948 naturally all had a great impact on the cultural climate. From the mid-
1930s the majority of Czech writers left behind the ideas of the playful
Avantgarde and took on a more or less organised political role. At the same
time, during the 1930s, writers became increasingly preoccupied by the question
of the potential disintegration of society, as a result of political conflicts. During
the Occupation literature to a large extent became a means to preserve national
identity, and in the post-war period literature played an important role in the
attempt to define a new organisation of society. The change in the cultural
politics, which took place concurrently with the Communists’ gradually
increasing power, began straight away in 1945, arguably even earlier. However,
only after the Communists’ take-over of power in 1948 was literature ascribed a
primarily party-political function and did it officially form part of the
propaganda machinery.

Viclav Reza¢’s works represent a variety of genres. In the late 1920s he

published his first short story and, at the same time, he began to establish



himself as a theatre critic. From the 1930s, throughout his writing career, he
published theatre criticism, short stories, feuilletons and reportage in various
journals and newspapers. From the 1940s, he also wrote film scripts. The main
body of Reza&’s work comprises seven novels for adults: Vétrnd setba (Sowing
by the Wind, 1935), Slepd ulicka (Blind Alley, 1938) and during the war, Cerné
svétlo (Black Light, 1940), Svédek (The Witness, 1942) and Rozhrani (Border-
line, 1944). After the war came the two Socialist Realist novels Ndstup (Falling
In, 1951) and Bitva (The Battle, 1954). At the same time as he was publishing
his novels for adults Reza¢ wrote three novels for children Kluci, hurd za nim
(Tally-ho, after him, boys, 1934), Poplach v Kovarské uli¢ce (Alarm in Smith
Lane, 1934) and Carovné dédictvi (The Magic Heirloom, 1939), and a volume
of feuilletons, Stopy v pisku (Footprints in the Sand, 1944). In addition to this, a
volume of short stories, 7vdri v tvar (Face to Face, 1956), the fragment of a
novel, Piser o vérnosti a zradé (A Song of Fidelity and Betrayal, 1956) and a
selection of Rez4&’s criticism and theoretical articles, O pravdé uméni a pravdé
Zivota (On the Truth of Art and Truth of Life, 1960), were published after his
death.’

In spite of Reza&’s crucial position in Czech fiction he has, apart from Party
encomia in the 1950s and 1970s, not attracted much attention among Czech
literary scholars, especially since the demise of Communism in 1989. The
reason for this is, presumably, Rez4&’s active involvement with the Party and
cultural politics after the Communists’ take-over of power in February 1948.
Until 1940, Reza¢ worked as a clerk at the National Statistics Office. Then he
became an editor on the daily Lidové noviny, until he moved to the new trades-
union daily Prdce in 1945. From 1947-48 he was the leader of a film team at the
Barrandov film studio in Prague. Finally, in 1948 he became the ‘national
manager’, in 1949 the director, of the newly nationalised publishing houses
Borovy, ELK and M4j. These companies were, together with others, united in
one publishing house, Ceskoslovensky spisovatel (The Czechoslovak Writer)

which fell under the newly established Svaz ¢eskoslovenskych spisovateld (The

! A number of published and hitherto unpublished short stories later appeared as ‘Rané prézy’ in
an edition of Vétrnd setba. See Viaclav Reza€, Vétrnd setba: Rané prdzy, ed. Dobrava
Moldanova, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1989.



Union of Czechoslovak Writers).? In his Ideologie a pamét Bauer discusses how
Rezag actively contributed to the increasing politicisation and ideologisation of
the literary environment after February 1948. (This process had in fact started
much earlier). For example, he participated in the transformation of Syndikat
¢eskych spisovatelt (The Syndicate of Czech Writers) into Svaz
¢eskoslovenskych spisovateli, which constituted a purge. After the
reorganisation only writers who either toed the Marxist-Leninist line or declared
their allegiance to Socialist Realism could become members. In the new
organisation Reza& became responsible for ‘giving the secretariat directives in
matters of ideas’.> Reza¢ had joined the Party in June 1945 when he became an
adviser to the Minister of Information, Vaclav Kopecky. He spent time in the
Sudetenland, observing and writing reports on the political situation there. This
provided him with the inspiration for his two post-1948 so-called ‘construction
novels’, Ndstup (Falling In, 1951) and Bitva (The Battle, 1954) in which he
explored Socialist Realist modes of writing. Ndstup was considered by critics of
the time to epitomise the new approach to literature.* This fact appears to have
made it difficult for academic critics to approach Rezag at all objectively.

A great deal of criticism, published after Reza&’s death, focuses on the
question of continuity versus discontinuity in Reza¢’s literary development. It
rests on the assumption of a (literary) historical and political division of
literature into pre- and post-1948 literature. This division created an artificial
break, since many of the cultural and political changes, as well as changes in

modes of writing and choice of themes, had been anticipated far earlier.’

2 Cf. Blahoslav Dokoupil, ‘Véclav Reza¢’, in Slovnik ceskych spisovatelii od roku 1945 (Dil 2,
M-Z), Pavel Janousek et al., Prague: Brana, 1998, p. 331.

3 See Michal Bauer, /deologie a pamét: Literatura a instituce na prelomu 40. a 50. let 20.
stoleti, Jinotany, H&H, 2003, pp. 74-87, particularly p. 76. Another fact, which may negatively
influence people’s view of Rezag, is the despicable conduct of his son, Tomas Reza¢. From the
mid-1960s, Tomas Reza¢, also a writer, although not of the same talent as his father, became an
StB agent and informer. See Jiti Rulf, ‘Tomas§ Reza¢’, Reflex, 20.7.2000, pp. 56-59.

*In 1951, when Ndstup was published, over twenty reviews and articles discuss it as the answer
to the new Socialist criteria for literature. See, for example, -oh-, ‘Roman V. Reza¢e , Nastup™’,
Druzstevni noviny, 31.5.1951, 19, p.9; jb, ‘Nastup do nového zivota’, Hlas revoluce, 16.5.1951,
20. p. 6; iSt, ‘Velky ¢esky roman ze sou€asnosti’, Lidova demokracie, 19.4.1951, p. 4.

5 Bauer has discussed the changes taking place between 1945-48. See Michal Bauer, ‘1948:
From Socialism to Socialism: Czech Literature and the Party’, in Robert B. Pynsent (ed.), The
Phoney Peace: Power and Culture in Central Europe 1945-49, London: School of Slavonic and
East European Studies UCL, SSEES Occasional Papers, no. 46, 2000, pp. 477-84.



Ptibariova points out that there could be even more divisions according to what
historical circumstances the critic chose to consider as causing a break in literary
history.® Pfibaiiova’s article is the latest to deal with the question of continuity
versus discontinuity in Reza&’s work. She traces the similarities and differences
between Reza&’s novels as regards his psychological analytical method, the
number of characters portrayed in the novels and autobiographical elements.
She links the occurrence of autobiographical elements with ‘the psychological
analytical method and the monographic character of his novels’, although, she
reaches the conclusion that even in the post-war Socialist Realist novels Reza¢
remains connected to the psychological analytical method: ’ ‘However, if we
focus on his novels and do not set up the “psychological” and the “social” parts
of Reza&’s work as opposites, his development does not seem to be either
surprising or inconsistent’.® The party-line critics who praise Reza&’s post-war
novels, Ndstup and Bitva, generally condemn Reza¢’s earlier novels for focusing
solely on the isolated individual rather than on the individual within a larger
social and political context.” However, some critics see Slepd ulicka (1938) with
its representation of characters from antagonistic social classes as an exception
to this; as an indication of the direction in which Reza¢’s literary development
might have gone had the war not made it impossible for him to deal with social

and political conflicts directly.'” Other critics criticise Ndstup and Bitva for not

® See Alena Pribanova, ‘Transition in the Work of Vaclav Reza¢’, in Robert B. Pynsent (ed.),
The Phoney Peace: Power and Culture in Central Europe 1945-49, London, School of Slavonic
and East European Studies, UCL, SSEES Occasional Papers, no. 46, 2000, p. 306.

7 Ibid., p. 309.

8 Ibid., p. 307. Other articles dealing with this question are Radko Pytlik, ‘Historismus v
Rezagove Nastupu. K otdzce povaleéného literarniho vyvoje’, in Pytlik, Sedmkrdt o proze,
Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1978, pp. 152-68; Miloslav Nosek, ‘K otizkam typizace ve
vyvoji Rezaovy prozy’, Ceskd literatura, 4, 1956, 3, pp. 236-63, and Jiti Opelik, ‘Promény
Rezacovy metody. Od Rozhrani k Néstupu’, Ceskd literatura, 10, 1962, 1, pp. 1-22.

? See, for example, Jan Stern, ‘Romaén o nastupu lidové demokracie’, Tvorba, 20, 1951, 19, pp.
459-60, and Jifi Hajek, ‘Nastup k novému Zivotu nasi zem¢&’, Rudé pravo, 24 June 1951, p. S.
Hajek states that in order to achieve Ndstup Reza¢ had to ‘overcome the inheritance of the old
unpropitious individual-psychological novel’.

1% See, for example, Frantisek Buridnek, ‘Reza¢iv Nastup’, in Vaclav Reza&, Ndstup, Prague:
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1985, pp. 383-91. Opelik goes against the views of other critics in
this question. He states that ‘Ndstup is a different type of social novel from Slepd ulicka’, in that,
on the one hand, it was an attempt at a programmatic Socialist Realist novel and, on the other
hand, Reza¢ could draw on the method he developed in his wartime psychological analytical
novels. See Jiti Opelik, ‘Prom&ny Reza¢ovy metody. Od Rozhrani k Nastupw’, Ceskd literatura,
10, 1962, 1, p. 22.



conforming sufficiently to the criteria of Socialist Realism because Reza¢
employs the method of the psychological analytical novel in a way that distorts
the balance between the ‘positive heroes’ and the characters in opposition.'!
Communist critics generally interpret Rez4&’s pre-1945 novels as preliminary
writing, portraying the disintegration of bourgeois society, leading to his zenith
in Socialist Realism.'? Thus, as a consequence of the post-Second World War
politicisation and ideologisation of the discourse on literature, the common
denominator for a great part of the criticism on Reza¢’s works is to be found in
the critics’ tendency to posit historical, political or cultural circumstances — that
is, criteria external to the literary works — as the main determining factors for
their interpretation. Such interpretations have resulted in Reza¢’s works being
labelled ideologically as either ‘anti-Fascist’ or ‘Communist’, depending on the
political orientation of the critics. In an interview from 1950 Rez4¢ had himself
contributed to the discussion on continuity versus discontinuity by distancing
himself from his earlier works.'® This must be seen in the light of the
Communists’ need to emphasise a moment of discontinuity in order to
legitimise their own literary criteria as being different from the previous ones. In
connection with this, they asserted a difference between a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’
way of writing, and, as a consequence of this, a categorisation of writers as
either sanctioned or unsanctioned. The unsanctioned writers were those whose
works concentrated on the individual rather than on the collective, not only
those who were more or less overtly anti-Communist.

This thesis focuses on Reza¢’s five pre-1945 novels for adults. In these
novels Reza¢ employed the psychological analytical method in the presentation

of characters, although he also generally places the individual in a social

' See, for example, FrantiSek Buridnek, ‘Nad dilem Vaclava Rezace’, Literdrni noviny, 25,
1957, [page number missing).

2 See Frantisek Buridnek, ‘Cesta Vaclava Rezate’ [1957), in Frantidek Buridnek, O soucasné
deské literature: vybor z kritickych stati 1945-1980, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1982,
pp. 152-58; Miloslav Nosek, ‘K otazkam typisace ve vyvoji Rezatovy prozy’, Ceskd literatura,
4, 1956, 3, pp. 236-63 and Emil Charous,  Nad dielom Vaclava Rezaca’, Predvoj, 1961, 18, p.
9; Pavel Reiman, ‘Rezadiuv Nastup’, Kulturni nedéle, 10 June 1951, to mention just a few
examples.

1 August Skypala, ‘Beseda s Vaclavem Rezatem’, Panorama, 25, 1950, 10, pp. 56-57. Here
Rez4¢ describes his three wartime novels as ‘an interruption of a normal development’ because
he could not publish a novel with explicit political content during the Occupation. Ibid., p. 56.

10



context. This may be explicit, as in Vétrna setba, where the episodes are set
against the backdrop of the misery of First World War Prague, or as in Slepa
ulicka where the events take place in a recently industrialised provincial town
during the Slump. In Reza¢’s three wartime novels the social context is toned
down, but is still present as an influence in the characters’ individual lives. At
the time of their publication contemporary critics saw these novels either in the
context of the Czech psychological analytical novel, of which Reza¢ was
considered one of the prime exponents, together with Jaroslav Havli¢ek (1896-
1943), Egon Hostovsky (1908-1973) and Emil Vachek (1889-1964), or, in the
case of Slepa ulicka, in relation to the so-called ‘social novel’ and the early
development of a Czech version of Socialist Realism.'* In the Conclusion, I look

at Reza¢’s earlier novels in the context of his post-1948 novels.

1.1 A semiotic definition of ideology

The aim of this thesis is to carry out a re-reading and new interpretation of
Rez4&’s novels which has the texts themselves as its primary focus. My
emphasis on reading the novels as texts in their own right serves as a dialogue
with previous Czech criticism whose authors have too often, although not
always, been guided by extra-literary concerns in their interpretation to the
extent that they have produced crude political judgments, as I have outlined in
the previous section of this Introduction. At the same time I acknowledge that
the novels cannot be read in complete isolation from a larger context. My
approach is polemical in that I do not limit this context to an interpretation in
terms of political ideologies such as Fascism and Communism, which has been

the tendency."’

14 Reza¢ was not directly associated with the group of writers, Blok (founded in 1935), who
were working together with the theorist and critic Bedfich Véaclavek (1897-1943) in developing
the ideas of Socialist Realism in their fiction, for example, Marie Pujmanova (1893-1958).
However, according to Jiti Opelik, that does not exclude their influence on Rez4&’s writing. In
Opelik’s opinion Reza¢ shared their ‘perspective towards Socialism’. See Jiti Opelik,
‘Romanové dilo Véclava Rezage’, unpublished PhD thesis, Bro: Masaryk University, 1961, pp.
86-88. As Opelik states, Vaclavek’s concept of Socialist Realism was quite broad; it was not a
‘code of directions’. Ibid., p. 88.

1% I refer to Eagleton, who criticises the deconstructionists for being reductive in their approach
to ideology: ‘But to select Stalinism and fascism as prototypes of the ideological is drastically
reductive and essentialistic. For it is simply false to believe that all ideologies, in some

11



In contrast, the view of ideology which informs this thesis is semiotic. Since
its first definition in the late 18th century as ‘a science of ideas’'® the concept of
ideology has covered various concerns which, according to Raymond Williams,
fall into three common versions:

(1) a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or group;

(ii)  asystem of illusory beliefs — false ideas or false consciousness —which

can be contrasted with true or scientific knowledge;

(iii)  the general process of the production of meanings and ideas. 17
The notion of ideology that informs this thesis belongs to the third version. It
sees ideology in terms of signs. In Voloshinov’s words: ‘The domain of
ideology coincides with the domain of signs. They equate with one another.
Wherever a sign is present, ideology is present, too. Everything ideological
possesses semiotic value.’'® As regards the literary text (in this case the novels)
this view of ideology implies that any narration generates ideological

significations.'® In the following sections I shall argue that these significations

structurally invariant manner, rely as profoundly upon apodictic truth, metaphysical
groundedness, teleological vision and the violent erasure of difference as these brutally extreme
models would suggest. Nor is it in the least the case that all ideology is ‘naturalizing’ —a
dogmatic emphasis which the Yale school have inherited from Lukécs — or that structures of
ironic self-distantiation may not be embedded at its heart. The implicit model of ideology
advanced by much deconstruction is, in fact, a straw target, and one which gravely
underestimates the complexity and ‘textuality’ of ideology’s operations. No simple binary
opposition can be established between “ideology’ — conceived as relentlessly closed and
seamlessly self-identical — and écriture.” See Terry Eagleton, The Function of Criticism: From
The Spectator to Post-Structuralism [1984], London and New York:Verso, 1991, pp. 101-02.
Eagleton uses ‘Stalinism’ to cover both Stalinism itself and vulgar Marxism in general. His
criticism may be extended to the critical reception of Rez4&’s novels where the critics have
tended to read them either as epitomising bourgeois Communist ideology, or to have read a
character in a simplistic way by having it epitomise Fascism, all depending on the ideological
stance of the critic him/herself, or to have read the novel as directly reflecting historical reality.
' By Destutt de Tracy.
7 Cf. Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 1977, pp. 55-56.
'8 Cf. V. N. Volosinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, New York and London:
Seminar Press, 1973, p. 10. V. N. Vologinov developed the first semiotic theory of ideology. See
Terry Eagleton, /deology: An Introduction, London and New York: Verso, 1998. For a
discussion of various semiotic approaches to ideology, see Winfried Noth, ‘Semiotics of
ideology’, Semiotica, 148-1/4 (2004), pp. 11-21, <http://www.zbi.ee/kalevi/148_11.pdf>; Jorge
Larrain’s chapter ‘Ideology and structural analysis’ in Larrain, The Concept of Ideology,
London, Hutchinson, 1979, pp. 130-71 and Terry Eagleton’s chapter ‘Discourse and Ideology’,
in Eagleton, /deology: An Introduction, London and New York: Verso, 1998, pp. 193-220.
'° Terry Eagleton defines ideology as ‘the production of social significations’. See Criticism and
Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory, London and New York: Verso, 1998, p. 101. 1

12
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belong to the semiotic level of the text and, hence, are only accessible through

interpretation.

1.2 Introducing the ideologeme

The question of the ideological nature of the literary work is embedded in the
problem of the relationship between the text and its referent or, put more
correctly, the text and its context.”’ According to Terry Eagleton the nature of
this relationship is fundamentally ideological in the way in which history and
the literary work mutually determine and transform each other. The literary text
cannot be seen as a reflection of its immediate historical context; history and
text are mutually governed by ideology by which they are determined, and, at
the same time, the literary text transforms this ideology that again enters into a
relationship with history in an apparently circular, but in reality dialectical
fashion.”! The ideological nature of the literary work thus comprises two aspects
of the relationship between the literary text and its referent: the first concerns
how ideology manifests itself on the textual level. This is what Eagleton has
called ‘the ideology of the text’.”” The term refers to the process of how the text
‘works upon’ ideology that pre-exists the text. The second concerns the relation
of textual ideology with history. The concept of the ideologeme suggests a way
of understanding how ideology works on a textual level, as well as how the

textual ideological significations are related to the text’s context.

1.3 A discussion of the ideologeme: two versions of the concept
The ideologeme as a concept of that name first appeared in the works of
Bakhtin/Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship (1928)* and

have broadened Eagleton’s definition of ideology since I do not consider ideology only in terms
of history and class struggle.

%0 See Fredric Jameson’s ‘Introduction’, in Brian T. Fitch and Andrew Oliver (eds), Texte. Revue
de Critique et de Théorie Littéraire: Théories du Texte, Toronto: Trintexte, 1986/87, 5/6, pp. 6-
20.

2! Cf. Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory, London and
New York: Verso, 1998, pp. 74-75.

22 Ibid., p. 80.

2 M. M. Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. A Critical
Introduction to Sociological Poetics, translated from the Russian by Albert J. Wehrle, Baltimore
and London: John Hopkins University Press, 1978. The work originally came out solely under
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Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (1930).** These theorists
introduced the concept in a very broad understanding as an ‘ideological

*25 and, as van Schendel points out, one has to deduce from their works

product
what exactly they could have meant by it.”® After Bakhtin and Medvedev the
concept did not reappear until Kristeva used it, drawing on the works of the
Bakhtin Circle,?’ and then again in the work of American and Canadian theorists
in the 1970s, F. Jameson, A. Wilden and M. Angenot who do not consider it in a
strict semiotic sense.”®

The American critic, Fredric Jameson, deploys the concept of the
ideologeme in his work The Political Unconscious.” Jameson understands the
literary work as a ‘socially symbolic act’ which must be interpreted within the
framework of a Marxist critical approach; he sees this as ‘an ultimate semantic
precondition for the intelligibility of literary and cultural texts’.>” Jameson
operates with three phases of interpretation of the literary work. The first phase
means to grasp the individual work (the ‘text’) as a symbolic act which he sees
as ‘the imaginary “solution” to unresolvable social contradictions’.>! The
ideologeme constitutes the object of Jameson’s second phase of interpretation.
Within this horizon of interpretation the text is seen as ‘an individual parole’ of
‘the great collective and class discourses’. For Jameson the ideologeme is the

expression of the text’s intertwining with these larger discourses; he defines it as

the name of Medvedev, but it has later been attributed to Bakhtin as well. For a discussion of
authorship see the introduction to this edition.

2 V. N. Volosinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, trans. Ladislav Matéjka and I. R.
Titunik, New York and London: Seminar Press, 1973.

5 See M. M. Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. A
Critical Introduction to Sociological Poetics, p. 8.

2 Michel van Schendel, ‘L’idéologéme est un quasi-argument’, in Fitch and Oliver (eds), Texte.
Revue de Critique et de Théorie Littéraire: Théories du Texte, p. 53.

¥See Julia Kristeva, Le Texte du Roman: Approche sémiologique d’une structure discursive
transformationelle, The Hague: Mouton, 1970.

28 The references according to van Schendel are F. Jameson, The Political Unconscious, Ithaca,
New York: Comell University Press, 1981; A. Wilden, System and Structure, second edition,
London and New York: Tavistock Publications, 1980; M. Angenot, Critique de la raison
sémiotique, Montréal: Presses de I’Université de Montréal, 1985. Ibid., p. 26.

% Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative As a Socially Symbolic Act, London
and New York: Routledge, 2002.

3 Ibid., p. 60.

' Ibid., p. 64.
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‘the smallest intelligible unit of the essentially antagonistic collective discourses
of social classes.’*? The ideologeme has a mediating function:
[...] between conceptions of ideology as abstract opinion, class value, and
the like, and the narrative materials with which we will be working here.
The ideologeme is an amphibious formation, whose essential structural
characteristic may be described as its possibility to manifest itself either as a
pseudoidea — a conceptual or belief system, an abstract value, an opinion or
prejudice — or as a protonarrative, a kind of ultimate class fantasy about the
‘collective characters’ which are the classes in opposition. This duality
means that the basic requirement for the full description of the ideologeme
is already given in advance: as a construct it must be susceptible to both a
conceptual description and a narrative manifestation all at once.>
Thus Jameson also explicitly addresses the two aspects of the ideologeme that I
have stated above. Jameson’s description of the ideologeme gives rise to the
question of how the ideologeme can be considered a ‘narrative manifestation’,
and how one moves in the interpretive process from the symbolic to the
ideologeme. Jameson argues that a semiotic analysis that employs Greimas’s
‘semiotic rectangle’ fulfils this purpose since it works through the mapping of
binary oppositions, creating ideological closure.** Thus it is able to make visible
the underlying antinomies of social classes that, for Jameson, constitute the
semantic level of the ideologeme. Again, from a Marxist point of view, Jameson
considers it necessary to include a third interpretive horizon which is that of the
historical in its largest sense as the changing modes of production.® In the re-
writing of the literary text Jameson describes this horizon as one of ‘cultural
revolution’ — “‘that moment in which the coexistence of various modes of

production becomes visibly antagonistic, their contradictions moving to the very

32 Ibid., p. 61.

3 Ibid., pp. 72-73.

3* Ibid., p. 68. The semiotic square describes a ‘visual structure of signification’. ‘According to

Greimas, the (semantic) course of a narrative can be said to correspond to a movement along the

semiotic square: the narrative deploys itself in terms of operations (transformations) leading

from a given unit to its contrary (or contradictory)’. Cf. Gerald Prince, 4 Dictionary of

g\s’arratology (Revised Edition), Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2003, p. 87.
Ibid., p. 74.
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center of political, social and historical life’. *® Within this horizon the ‘text’ is
described as follows:

[...] a field of force in which the dynamics of sign systems of several

distinct modes of production can be registered and apprehended. These

dynamics — the newly constituted ‘text’ of our third horizon — make up what
can be termed the ideology of form, that is, the determinate messages
emitted by the varied sign systems which coexist in a given artistic process
as well as in its general social formation.>’
On this level of the interpretation Jameson, following Hjelmslev, understands
form as a type of content:

The study of the ideology of form is no doubt grounded on a technical and

formalistic analysis in the narrower sense, even though, unlike much

traditional formal analysis, it seeks to reveal the active presence within the
text of a number of discontinuous and heterogeneous formal processes. But
at the level of analysis in question here, a dialectical reversal has taken place
in which it has become possible to grasp such formal processes as
sedimented content in their own right, as carrying ideological messages of
their own, distinct from the ostensible or manifest content of the works;

[...].%2
According to Jameson, literary genre is an example of such formal processes
which reveal sedimented ideological content.

In terms of sign systems Jameson’s three horizons represent different ways
of approaching the level of secondary signification of the text. Although he
states that the ideologeme must have a ‘narrative manifestation’, this
manifestation seems to be of a solely semantic character. Jameson does not
specifically address how one moves from the purely formalistic analysis of the
text, for example, how the text indicates which actants or significations must be
selected in the application of Greimas’s semiotic analysis. Greimas’s model

does, arguably, not take sufficiently into consideration how the processes of

* Ibid., p. 81.
37 Ibid., p. 84.
3 Ibid., p. 84.
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transformation between the different functions perform in the narration.*® In this
sense the ideologeme becomes a kind of free-floating semiotic structure whose
constituting significations the interpreter could possibly choose without
regarding how the narrative itself evaluates (processes) the significations in
question.

Michel van Schendel traces the history of the ideologeme from its first
appearance in Bakhtin/Medvedev’s text up to Kristeva and Jameson’s use of the
term in the late 1960s and early 1980s, respectively.40 Van Schendel argues that
the ideologeme as a concept has been somewhat neglected, although other,
particularly Italian and South-American theorists such as F. Rossi-Landi,
Umberto Eco and E. Veron, have continued to work with the ideological as a
semiotic object.41 The purpose of van Schendel’s critical account and
development of the concept is to open up its semiotic potential.**

Van Schendel views the ideologeme as a ‘discursive unit’ which has an
organising function within the text. It has the function of connector between the
text, the intertext® and what he describes as ‘the social situation of the
enunciation’. Thus the ideologeme has a nodal quality through which it connects
textual ideology with pre-existing ideology. This nodal quality is embodied in
the “intertextual function’ of the ideologeme. Van Schendel carries out a critical
examination of Kristeva’s definition of the ideologeme as a ‘syncretic totality’**
in which he deducts that the ideologeme is ‘a vector for the inscription of the

245

intertext into the text’™” which conforms to the notion of the ‘intertextual

function’ as introduced by Kristeva:

39 See A.-). Greimas, Structural Semantics: An Attempt at a Method, trans. Daniele McDowell,
Ronald Schleifer and Alan Velie, Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1983.

40 See Michel van Schendel, ‘L’idéologéme est un quasi-argument’, in Fitch and Oliver (eds),
Texte. Revue de Critique et de Théorie Littéraire: Théories du Texte, pp. 21-132.

1 Ibid., p. 26.

2 Ibid., p. 25.

* van Schendel’s description of the intertext: ‘Certes, I’intertexte est déja 14, il est historique, il
est immense, indéfinissable en son entire babélien dans la pratique. Sa saisie ne peut étre que
ponctuelle, elle est effectuée dans un texte local. Et cette réalisation locale et singuliére découvre
les traits situationnels de I’intertexte, c’est-a-dire les formes de la selection opérée sur lui, seule
fagon de delimiter une réalité transhistorique autrement intangible, inconnaissable.’ Ibid., pp.
111-12.

* This relates to J. Kristeva, Séméctike. Recherches pour une sémanalyse, Paris: Seuil, 1969, pp.
113-15.

* Ibid., p. 112.
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Si I’idéologéme est une fonction d’un intertexte qui ne peut plus alors étre
considéré comme une totalité inatteignable, s’il est aussi un function d’un
texte local qui ne peut plus étre considéré comme la simple doublure de
I’intertexte, si dés lors I’idéologéme n’est ni I’un ni I’autre tout en
participant de I’un et de 1’autre, il ne peut étre q’un vecteur de l’inscription
de l’intertexte dans le texte. Plus précisément, il devient un vecteur de
I’inscription de la conjoncture, ot sont coalisés plusieurs ordres historiques
de temporalité, dans la situation multiformatrice du texte local produit en
circonstance par des mventeurs.*®

Hence the intertext (or the text) cannot be grasped as identical with the
ideologeme. Van Schendel argues that the text is criss-crossed by a network of
ideologemes that are disseminated through the text according to the criteria of
recurrence, regularity, correspondence and ‘integrativity’ (‘intégrativité’).*’ The
function of this network is, at the same time both internal and external; ‘[...] elle
est une fonction de connexion de réseaux dans le texte, dans le discourse, dans
I’ensemble intersémiotique considéré.’*® The ideologeme is not manifest in the
text (enunciated), but must always be inferred as ‘one of the elements of its [the
text’s] articulation’.*’ In van Schendel’s view, the modes of intellectualising the
ideologeme (corresponding conceptually to Jameson’s ‘interpretive horizons’)
are manifold. On this point he takes issue with Jameson, and he argues that the
nodes of the mediation in the ideologematic network are too numerous to have
the ideologeme coincide with the antagonistic discourses of social class of
which Jameson sees the ideologeme as the ‘smallest intelligible unit’.*°
Essentially, van Schendel views the ideologeme as a ‘narrative argument’,
which induces a certain structure of meaning that invests the narrative with
evaluation.

Common to the approaches to the ideologeme that [ have outlined above is

that the ideologeme cannot be identified on the basis of a mere surface reading

* Ibid., p. 112.
" Ibid., p. 121.
* Ibid., p. 121.
9 1bid., p. 125.
% Ibid., pp. 126-27.
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of the text. It belongs to the level of secondary signification and, thus, it relies
on interpretation.’! The ideologeme forms a kind of subtext, however, it may not
be equated to a text’s theme(s). The ideologeme’s function in the text implies a
judgment or an evaluation which is not present in the theme itself.>® The
ideologeme is not an expression of context or theme but rather a way of
organising the theme(s) in a larger structure of meaning that implies a value
judgment.

In van Schendel’s view the ideologeme is intrinsic to the text, but also
connected to what lies outside the text (or what is not the text) through its
intertextual function. Jameson argues that the symbolic act creates its own
context> and, although he does not state explicitly that the ideologeme is an
intrinsic function within the text, his view implies that the ideologeme has a
textual basis. I have previously suggested that it may represent a problem that he
does not suggest on what this basis depends. Both theorists develop theories of
how the ideologeme structures signification in a conflicting, oppositional and,
always, relational fashion.

As is apparent from the above account, the ideologeme is a somewhat
problematic concept to employ, and even today, twenty years after van
Schendel’s study, it has, to my knowledge, not been theorised to any great

extent.”* This thesis asserts that if the ideologeme is considered intrinsic to the

31 This is so whether secondary signification is grasped in terms of the dyadic signifier/signified
} signifier/signified or whether one conceptualises it by using Peirce, as van Schendel does.

>2 This is comparable, although not completely identical, with Prince’s distinction between
‘thesis’ and ‘theme’: a thesis ‘promotes an answer instead of raising questions and asks to be
agreed with rather that thought about’. See Gerald Prince, 4 Dictionary of Narratology (revised
edition), p. 99. However, I do not think that a work necessarily supports only one doctrine or can
be seen in one ideological context as Prince’s definitions imply. As the theory of the ideologeme
suggests, a given work may be in a rather more complex relation to ideology, even if it seems to
support one doctrine.

%3 See Jameson, p. 67.

>* One exception, though, referred to by van Schendel, is a number of studies by M. Angenot
dedicated to the question of the ideologeme. According to van Schendel, Angenot considers the
ideologeme in terms of rhetoric whereas his own hypothesis is semiotic. In one respect,
however, the suggestions of the two agree since Angenot has compared the ideologeme to an
oxymoron, thus also implying the idea of conflict and contradiction, as well as it being a
minimal unit. See van Schendel, pp. 130-31 and footnote no. 257. The latest version of the
ideologeme of which I am aware is William Marling’s attempt at reading metaphor as a potential
ideologeme in which he combines Parson’s sociology and the linguist Dorothy Mack’s theory of
metaphor to intellectualise the secondary level of signification. See William Marling, ‘The
Formal Ideologeme’, in Semiotica, 1994, 98-3/4, pp. 277-99.
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text, then it follows that it should be possible to identify it through a method of
interpretation that takes into account the secondary level of signification,
including the way in which the process of signification is played out in the text.
I shall use a textual narratological analysis as the basis for an investigation of
what structures of meaning inform Reza&’s novels. Reza&’s novels have, to my
knowledge, not yet been the object of any narratological study. Hence, the
ideologeme is not the sole purpose of the interpretation, but, following Jameson,
I would rather see it as the horizon of the interpretation which will create the
basis for a discussion of Reza&’s works, both among themselves and in a larger
context. Thus I view the ideologeme as a heuristic device which carries the
potential to open up the interpretation of the novels towards a larger frame of

understanding.

1.4 Definition of the ideologeme

This thesis defines the ideologeme as a semiotic structuration that is intrinsic to
the text and, simultaneously, carries within itself the traces of the ideological
context of which it is part, and which it transforms in the process of the narrative
discourse of the text. With ‘structuration’ I wish to emphasise the dynamic
nature of the ideologeme; that it only becomes apparent through a textual
analysis that involves both the synchronic and diachronic aspects of the
narrative; that is, the creation of meaning (signification) locally in a given text
segment in the form of semes (*signifieds of connotation’)>> and how these
significations are put into play through the process of narration. The narrative
context and the theme(s) determine which seme out of a given sememe°® must
be selected for the interpretation. The semes produced locally are put into play
in the unfolding of the narrative discourse. They are ascribed value (worked

upon) through the macrostructure of the narrative; that is, through plot-structure,

%% Definition of ‘seme’: ‘signified of connotation’. See Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice, 2nd
edn, London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 44. This definition is Roland Barthes’s from
S/Z (1975). However, Belsey states that in the English translation ‘signifié’ is consistently
mistranslated as ‘signifier’. This is the case, as well, in the 2002 edition. See Roland Barthes,
S/Z, Oxford: Blackwell, 2002, p. 17.

% ] use ‘sememe’ in the Greimasian sense as ‘a particular acceptation of a given word’. See
Gerald Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology (revised edition), p. 87.
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the point of view (focalisation) of the narration and the ending of the novel.
Semes accrue ideological signification when they enter into relations with other
semes, forming a secondary level of signification. These relations constitute the
ideologeme. They may take the form of isotopies (Greimas)®’, semic complexes
(Jameson), contradictions or antinomies (Jameson), or relations having the
character of ‘narrative arguments’ (van Schendel). The interaction of the semic
structurations in the narration is what engenders an ideological evaluation on the
level of interpretation.

My definition of the ideologeme is consistent with van Schendel’s in that I
see it as a structuration that is intrinsic to the text and, at the same time, connects
it with what is outside the text, that is, ideology. The ideologeme has a nodal
function between the text, its intertext and the historical situation in which it was
written. The latter is what van Schendel names as the conjuncture
(‘conjoncture’).58 The historicity of a text will always be of an ideological
nature: on the textual level, the version of history presented is fictionalised and,

thus, always judged to a more or less explicit degree.

1.5 The narratological approach as access to the ideologeme

My definition of the ideologeme suggests that the key to the naming and
analysis of the ideologemes that operate within a given narrative text can be
found in the relationship between the act of narration and the constitution of
themes in a given narrative since the latter determines the selection of semes as I
described above. The ideologeme captures the tension between the ‘synchronic’
and the ‘diachronic’ aspect of the production of meaning in narration. By the
‘synchronic’ aspect I mean the significations foregrounded by the narration in a

given segment of text in combination with how these significations are put into

%7 Definition of ‘isotopy’: *Greimas's semantics (or at least his linguistic semantics) is based on
the seme, which is part of a signified. The repetition of a seme creates an isotopy. On the textual
level (or discursive level, as opposed to the word and sentence levels), isotopies, like the semes
upon which they are based, may be classified as figurative, thematic or axiological.” See Louis
Hébert (2006), * Figurative, Thematic and Axiological Analysis ”, in Louis Hébert (dir.), Signo
[on-line], Rimouski (Quebec), < http://www.signosemio.com > [Accessed February 2007]

%% The conjuncture is described as ‘I’amplitude des aspects sociaux, politiques, économiques et
culturels investis ensemble dans 1’intercourse, et 1a conjonction de leurs temporalités distinctes.’
Van Schendel, p. 49.
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play through the process of narration, which is the ‘diachronic’ aspect. The key
to these aspects is the narration. Genette has emphasised the importance of
enunciating for the analysis of narrative discourse.’ ? In the theory of narration
the term ‘enunciating’ refers to the generating instance of the narrative discourse
which has the parallel term ‘narrating’.60 By ‘generating instance’ Genette
means all the circumstances that surround the act of narration; that is, who the
narrator is, the moment of narration, the occasion of the narration and who
listens to the story. According to Genette the narrating instance can be analysed
through ‘the traces it is considered to have left in the narrative discourse it is
considered to have produced’ and it ‘does not necessarily remain identical and
invariable in the course of a single narrative work’.®' Genette develops his
analysis of the narrating instance through the analysis of narrating situations
within which he subsumes the categories of the time of the narrating, narrative
level and person (the relations between the narrator, his or their narratee[s], and
the story he tells).62

In my approach I shall see the analysis of the narrative discourse® as a
mode of gaining access to the workings of ideology in the novel.** For this
purpose, I shall employ Genette’s concept of narrating situations defined by the
type and function of the narrator, the relations between the narrator and the
characters (focalisation, that is, the relationship between ‘who sees’ and ‘who
narrates’), time of the narrating (when this takes on signiﬁcance)“, as well as

the relations between the different narrating situations. My view of the narrative

% See Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse, trans. Jane E. Lewin, Oxford: Blackwell, 1980, pp.
212-62.

® Ibid., p. 213.

' Ibid., p. 214.

%2 Ibid., p. 215. Genette’s description of the narrating situation basically corresponds to Stanzel’s
*‘Erzihlsituation’ as developed in Franz K. Stanzel, Theorie des Erzdhlens [1976}, Géttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995.

 Genette defines narrative discourse as a discourse uttered by someone who tells a story. The
‘story’ is ‘the signified or narrative content’; the ‘narrative’ is ‘the signifier, statement, discourse
or narrative text itself’. The action which produces the narrative he calls ‘narrating’ — a
definition that also encompasses ‘the whole of the real or fictional situation in which that action
takes place’. See Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse, pp. 26-29.

% For how narration can be used as ‘access’ I refer to Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, 4 Glance
Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity, Columbus: Ohio State University Press,
1996, p. 2.

% This category is more important for the analysis of Cerné svétlo where we have an Ich-
narrator who is also the main character in his own story.
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text is thus chiefly based on Genette’s Narrative Discourse and Narrative
Discourse Revisited,® but I will refer to other theorists’ concepts, for example
those of Stanzel, Cohn, Chatman and Schmid, whenever I find them appropriate
for describing a particular narrative problem.®’

There are two aspects of narration that determine how a text works on
ideology: focalisation (also ‘point of view’ or ‘pa;-:rspective’)68 and plot.*’
Focalisation, as defined by Genette, involves a differentiation between ‘who
sees’ and ‘who narrates’. In the narrative discourse this relation manifests itself
in the narrator’s relationship with the characters (or, as the case may be, also
him/herself, as, for example, in the type of first-person narration in which the
narrator is also the main character in his/her own story) as well as with the
narrated events.”® The relationship between the narrator and the characters
matters to an analysis of ideology because it governs the way in which the
reader interprets the characters. A given character’s discourse may support or be
in conflict with the ideology that the narrator’s discourse expresses or supports
and may, consequently, either reveal an inherent ideological conflict within the
text or further support the opinion of the narrator. Here I draw on Dolezel’s view
that ‘the fundamental form of narrative discourses can be described on the
following axis: narrator’s discourse (DN) — character’s discourse (DC)’. This
regards both the ‘deep’ structure and the ‘surface’ structure of the narrative

text.”! As Dorrit Cohn has formulated it, the narrative presentation of

% Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse, and Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited,
trans. Jane E. Lewin, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990.

67 Dorrit Cohn [1978], Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in
Fiction;, Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film,
Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1980; Wolf Schmid, ‘Erzihlperspektive’,
W_Schmid_Erzaehlperspektive.pdf,
<http://www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGNO03.nsf/FrameByKey/MKEE-
548275-DE-p> [accessed 26 March 2005]. I shall define a term in a footnote the first time I use
it.

% Wolf Schmid has given a useful account of the differences in the definitions of what the
concept covers in the various theories of narration. See Schmid, ‘Erzihlperspektive’, pp. 1-13.
% define “plot’ as the narrative organisation of events (the narrative content). I call the series of
events that pertain to a specific character in a given text a ‘sub-plot’ of the narrative.

0 Qee Genette, Narrative Discourse, pp. 185-89.

"' See Lubomir Dolezel, Narrative Modes in Czech Literature, Toronto and Buffalo: University
of Toronto Press, 1973, p. 4. Dolezel bases his typological model of narrative modes on the
combinations and variations in the relationship between the narrator’s and the character’s
discourse. Ibid. pp. 3-13.

23


http://www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGN03.nsf/FrameBvKev/MKEE-%e2%80%a854S275-DE-p
http://www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGN03.nsf/FrameBvKev/MKEE-%e2%80%a854S275-DE-p

consciousness can move in the spectrum between the narrator’s discourse and
the character’s discourse, with ‘psycho-narration’ pertaining to the narrator’s
discourse, ‘narrated monologue’ representing a mixture of narrator and
character’s discourse and ‘quoted interior monologue’ pertaining to the
character’s discourse. The chosen mode for presenting consciousness in a given
narrative is important because it reflects the relationship between narrator and
character, and the shaping of the relationship between narrator and character can
again have consequences for the governing of the processes of signification in
the narrative.”” Thus the process of narration on the micro-level of the narrative
(this may be down to a single word) also has consequences for the interpretation
of the macrostructure of the narrative. The relationship between the narrator and
the narrated events depends on whether the narrator is visible (audible) or
invisible. The overall narrating situation, as well as the shifts between narrating
situations through segments of the narrative discourse, all contribute to the
process of signification in that different modes of narration foreground different
aspects of the story and create different relationships between the narrator and
the characters presented.

The narrative organisation of events (plot) concerns the macrostructure of
the narrative. When Eagleton discusses the text as ‘a “problem” to which a
“solution” is to be found,’ he is stating the importance of plot for how the
narrative text works on ideology; that is how the narration plays out the
structuration of semes and their evaluation.” In this the ultimate determining

factor is the ending.”

72 See Dorrit Cohn: Transparent Minds. Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in
Fiction [1978], corrected paperback edn, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
1983.

73 “Problem and solution are synchronic in the sense that the text so works upon its materials as
to cast them from the outset into “resolvable” (or acceptably unresolvable) form in the very act
of trying to resolve them. It is therefore important to read the text, as it were, backwards — to
examine the nature of its “problems” in the light of its “solutions”. Given the initial elements of
the work [that is the incipit or first episode], we can already construct from them a typology of
ideologically permissible “solutions”; and this is one of the senses in which it can be said that
the work “determines itself””’. See Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology, p. 88.

" Here 1 agree with Moretti, who in a comment on Barthes’s ‘effet du réel’ and realism declares
that ‘the ideology and rhetoric of realism must be located in the macrostructures of plot, point of
view and ending.’ See Franco Moretti, The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European
Culture [1987], 2000, note 52, p. 263. However, Moretti overlooks the fact that point of view
also forms part of the microstructure of a narrative.
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Hence, I assert that through an analysis based on a semiotic definition of
ideology combined with a theory of narration I shall be able to read Reza&’s
novels in their complexity rather than simplifying the content by means of
preconceived ideology. My definition of ideology (in the form of the
ideologeme) sees the narrative as interwoven with different ideologies of which
one may be predominant. However, the attribute of predominance can only be
ascribed through textual evidence. By analysing the narration I attempt to
‘anchor’ my interpretation in the texts, implying that, although the interpretation
depends on the individual reader’s competences, any given interpretation may
not be random or imposed on the text. It is a process of reading from the inside
out, of reading meaning forwards. At the same time, the combination of
narrative analysis with a discussion of ideology entails an opening up of the

field of narratology into semiotics.”

7> John Pier has suggested this possibility in his article ‘On the Semiotic Parameters of
Narrative: A Critique of Story and Discourse’, in Tom Kindt and Hans-Harald Miiller (eds),
What is Narratology? Questions and Answers Regarding the Status of a Theory, Berlin and New
York: Walter de Gruyter, 2003, pp. 73-97.
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Chapter 2

Vetrna setba (1935)

With its sexual-awakening theme Vaclav Reza&’s first novel Vétrnd setba
(Sowing by the Wind, 1934) can be categorised as a descendant of novels such
as Stribrny vitr (The Silvern Wind, 1910) and 7¢/o (The Body, 1919) by Frara
Sramek, and outside Czech literature, of novels such as James J oyce’s Portrait
of the Artist as a Young Man (1914), Herman Bang’s Haablose sleegter
(Hopeless Generations, 1880), Robert Musil’s Die Verwirrungen des Zoglings
Torless (1906) or Thomas Mann’s Tonio Kroger (1903). This type of novel is
also known as the novel of adolescence.' The novel, which is set in Prague,
focuses on the experience of the adolescent Petr during the last eighteen months
of the Great War. It covers the last months of Petr’s school life up to his
matriculation and the beginning of his adult working life. It ends immediately
after the end of the war and the founding of the Czechoslovak Republic. The
war permeates the story in the way in which it influences the lives of Petr and
his peers as a continuous presence.

Perhaps, it is no coincidence that Reza¢ has chosen to link the war with the
theme of adolescence. Both phenomena contain elements of crisis and transition.
In a 1977 preface to Haablose sleegter Villy Serensen comments that ‘The
transition from the romantic world of ideas to a more sober realism naturally
becomes a task for the individual in adolescence. In times of crisis adolescence

in particular becomes a time of crisis, [...]".? The critics who first reviewed the

' “The novel of adolescence’ is a broad definition based on a given novel’s theme. It does not
necessarily imply an ideal of ‘Bildung’ as in the Bildungsroman. There is, however, no doubt
that there are many affinities between the two types of novel since both have adolescents as their
protagonists.

? See Herman Bang, Haablose sleegter, Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1977, p. 11-13. Bang’s novel is
set against the climate that followed the Danish defeat by Prussia in 1864; this is present as a
state of mind.
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novel saw it not only as a novel of adolescence, but read it as a novel about the
war’s effect on the maturation and the morality of the youngest war-time
generation.’ For example, Arne Novak comments that although these boys did
not go to the front ‘prozili na kiehkém a citlivém téle v puberté a osudnéji na
mravnim, teprve se ustavujicim svédomi vSecky otfesy rozvracené spole¢nosti
ve vyhladovélém a demoralisovaném zépoli’.4 Reza¢ himself contributed to this
interpretation, describing the novel as his attempt at defining what made his
generation what it is: ‘Jsme-li rozvraceni a jako pole prolité Ziravinou neschopni
dat Zivot setbé jednotici idey, vime, pro¢ jsme takovi’.’ The novel has most
frequently been compared to Karel Konrad’s Rozchod! (Dismiss!, 1934) and
Ernst Glaeser’s Jahrgang 1902 (1928) in that both have adolescents’ experience
of the Great War as their theme.® These novels can be described as anti-war
novels, but Vétrna setba was not perceived to be particularly anti-war. One
critic, (E.D.), criticises Rezag for isolating the individual too much from the
context of the war, and, in Némec’s view, Rezag has not fully exploited the

potential of the characters portrayed to express ‘a pacifist and humanitarian

? See, for example, F. Némec, ‘Romén o mladi za valeénymi frontami’, Rudé pravo, 4.5.1935, p.
4; Ame Novak, ‘Nova prosa’, Lidové noviny, 15.4.1935, p. 5; BoZena BeneSova, ‘Vétrna setba’,
Panorama, 1, 1935, p. 4; Franti§ek Gotz, ‘Novy romanopisec’, Ndrodni osvobozeni, 28.3.1935,
p- 8; Karel Sezima, ‘Z nové tvorby romanové. (Romany generaéni 3. — Surrealism.)’, Lumir, 62,
1935/36, pp. 471-72; jmk, ‘Roman Viclava Rezage “Vétrna setba™’, URO, 2, 48, 1946, p- 8§ M.
Hlavka, ‘Viaclav Rezag: Vétrna setba’, Studentsky casopis, 14,9 (10.5.1935), p. 256; Jan Snobr,
‘Nékolik mladych’, Cin, 7, 12, 6.6.1935, pp. 182-84.

* Ame Novak, “Nova prosa’, Lidové noviny, 15.4.1935, p. 5. Holas describes the protagonist Petr
as ‘¢lenem té ob&tované generace’, see Holas, ‘Vaclav Rezag, Vétrna setba’, Rozhledy, 4, 10,
1935, p. 84.

3 Vaclav Rezag, ‘Kolem mé knihy’, Panorama, 1, 1935, p. 4.

¢ Knap comes close to accusing Rez4¢ of plagiarism when he writes that *[...]Vétrnd setba silng
pfipomina némecky roman Ernsta Glaesera ,,Ro¢nik 1902 i celou jeho tviirei atmosféru, ne
zrovna dost stravitelnou pro toho, kdo od romanového dila pozaduje kus &istoty obsahu a tvaru,
[...]. See Knap, ‘Vétrna setba’, Venkov, 6.11.1935, p. 7. However, he finds Reza¢ more naive
than Glaeser. In my view there is one important difference between the two novels: Glaeser’s is
a first-person narration in which the main character, a boy of about thirteen, is also the narrator.
The narration thus has a much more innocent tone than Reza¢’s stylised account of Petr’s
thoughts. For example, the boy is, although curious, largely ignorant about sex and refers to it as
‘the mystery’. Rez4& might have borrowed certain motifs from the novel, for example, the boys
watching the copulation of animals, or the main character stealing money from his mother to pay
a prostitute (Rezag), or in Glaeser’s novel, to pay so that someone else can have sexual
intercourse with a prostitute while he watches — understood so he can discover what ‘the
mystery’ is.
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standpoint’.” However, despite the premise implied by the criticism of the time,
that Vétrnd setba represents Reza&’s testimony of a generation® — a premise
which is understandable considered the relatively fresh memory of the Great
War — Rezad’s novel is still a highly stylised version of adolescence.

In the analysis of a novel with an adolescent protagonist the question of the
genre of the Bildungsroman invariably lingers in the background. Franco
Moretti has expressed the view that the Bildungsroman as a genre came to a
close around the beginning of the Great War.® Moretti discusses eight novels
from the period 1898-1914 which he calls ‘the late Bildungsroman’.'® He sees
these novels as bringing the genre to a sudden close due to the impact of the
Great War:

‘No one shall come out of this war’, wrote a German volunteer, ‘if not as a

different person.” And indeed, as Fussell and Leed have shown, the initial

feeling of European youth was that of being on the verge of a collective
immense initiation ritual. Rather than fulfilling the archetype, though, the
war was to shatter it, because, unlike rites of passage, the war killed — and
its only mystery didn’t decree the renewal of individual existence, but its

Insignificance."!

Moretti argues that the war made the Bildungsroman impossible because it
altered the experience of individuality; that is why the novel of youth had
disappeared. He argues that social and political history may also play a
destructive role in literary evolution. However, he then modifies this radical

view to say that ‘the war was the final act in a longer process’ and claims that

"See E. D., ‘Vaclav Reza¢: V&trna setba’, Mlada garda, 17.9.1935, p. 4, and F. Némec, ‘Roman
o mladi za vale¢nymi frontami’, p. 4.

¥ Mravcova also uses the label ‘subjektivizovana genera&ni vypovéd’, in connexion with Veétrnd
setba, thus highlighting the autobiographical character of the novel. See Marie Mravcova,
‘Personalizace vypravéni’, in Daniela Hodrova (ed.), Promény subjektu, vo. 2, Pardubice:
Mlejnek, 1994, p. 58.

® See Franco Moretti, ‘Appendix. “A Useless Longing for Myself’: The Crisis of the European
Bildungsroman, 1898-1914. In The Way of the World. The Bildungsroman in European culture
(New edition), London, New York: Verso, 2000, pp. 229-45.

' The eight novels are Joseph Conrad’s Youth (1898), Thomas Mann’s Tonio Kroger (1903),
Robert Musil’s The Perplexities of Young Térless (1906), Robert Walser’s Jakob von Gunten
(1909), Rainer Maria Rilke’s The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910), James Joyce’s A
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (written between 1904 and 1914) and Franz Kafka’s
Amerika (or The Lost One) (written between 1911 and 1914). Ibid., p. 229.

" 1bid., p. 229.
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‘at the turn of the century the genre was already doomed’.'? Moretti finds that
the heroes of the late Bildungsroman increasingly experience their relation to
the world as a succession of small traumas, whether that be war or the
‘traumatic discoveries of sexual desires that are as a rule both socially illicit and
psychically irresistable’.'® At the same time, the socialisation of the adolescents
becomes merely functional because the institutions and authority figures are no
longer able to legitimise their symbolic validity. The young men come to see
themselves in opposition to authority. In contrast to the heroes of the earlier
Bildungroman, these are heroes who do not want to grow up.'* Moretti argues
that the appearance of trauma in the Bildungsroman also affected its form and
language:
The trauma introduced discontinuity within novelistic temporality,
generating centrifugal tendencies toward the short story and the lyric; it
disrupted the unity of the Ego, putting the language of self-consciousness
out of work; it dismantled neutralized spaces, originating a regressive
semiotic anxiety’.15
That Moretti, in terms of literary evolution, claims the end of the Bildungsroman
does not change the fact that the narrative paradigm of the genre has continued
to influence the representation of adolescence in fiction. The novel of
adolescence (or youth) has far from disappeared. One just has to think of, for
example J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1945-46). Moretti’s argument
may seem radical and to be too abruptly killing off a whole sub-genre of the
novel. However, in terms of the fictionalisation of youth, I agree with him in the
general view that the cultural, historical and political climate of a given time
must necessarily influence how authors choose to present their theme. Spacks
has discussed the importance, not of characterising adolescence as such, but
rather of investigating how adult fantasies about adolescence generally influence

the representation of adolescents in fiction.'® According to her, ‘The ambiguities

2 Ibid., pp. 229-30.

" Ibid., p. 236.

" Ibid., pp. 230-32.

® Ibid., p. 244.

' See Patricia Meyer Spacks, The Adolescent Idea. Myths of Youth and the Adult Imagination,
London: Faber, 1982, pp. 11-13.
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inherent in the adolescent state allow adults to project fears, hopes, and accurate
or distorted memories onto their juniors. To the extent that such projections may
be generalized, they help to clarify a culture’s values and thus its literature.”'’
Contemporary critics of Vétrnd setba, as well as Reza¢ himself, apparently saw
the novel as providing an explanatory model for a whole generation. In the
present chapter, I shall, in the light of Moretti’s and Spacks’s ideas, investigate
how Reza¢ has grasped the fictionalisation of adolescence, as well as what

function the war may acquire in his novel.

2.1 General characterisation of the narrative situation

The main story of the novel can be summed up as Petr’s pursuit of love; his, at
the outset unrequited, love for Kama, as well as a series of relationships with
other women. The love story is interwoven with a dramatic story that brings to
mind the story of Oedipus: at the beginning of the novel, Petr’s father is at the
front. When he comes back on leave it becomes clear that Petr hates him and his
presence causes bad childhood experiences to re-emerge. Petr’s feelings towards
his father are further complicated by the fact that Petr falls in love with Marta
without knowing that she is already his father’s mistress. The conflict
culminates after a scene in which the father had, apparently, intended to kill Petr
and his mother. He then indirectly has his father killed in the war by reporting
him to the military police. The story ends with Petr’s reunion with Kama.

In Vétrnd setba Rezag uses a psychological method of narrative presentation
in that he focuses on the consciousness of the main character Petr. Mravcova has
used the word ‘subjectivised’ to describe the novel because it is narrated from
the point of view of the main character.'® However, Vétrnd setba is not a
‘subjective’ novel in the narratological sense of the word; that is, a novel in
which the narration proceeds, seemingly, without the presence of a narrator, in
which the narrator identifies himself completely with the character’s point of
view, or in which the narrated seems to emanate directly from the mind of a

character as in the stream-of-consciousness novel. The narrative presentation of

7 Ibid., p. 11.
'8 | refer again to Marie Mravcova, ‘Personalizace vypravéni’, p. 58.
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Petr evidently bears the mark of the presence of a third-person omniscient
narrator and this narrator’s function contributes to the evaluation of the narrated
events within the narrative.

The opening scene of Vétrnd setba immediately places the main character
Petr in the realm of adolescence. He is described as ‘mlad’ and ‘smutny’ and
‘Jeho t&lo vzpouzelo se pohybu’ (all p. 7).'° Thus the narrative’s leitmotiv of
Petr’s adolescent crisis is indicated right from the beginning. As the narrative
progresses Petr finds himself in the grip of conflicting emotional states: fear,
feelings of inferiority, sexual desire, alienation, longing for freedom, passivity.
These are presented in the narrator’s descriptions and analyses of Petr,
alternating with the reproduction of Petr’s thoughts, dramatic episodes in
dialogue that have the function of showing aspects of Petr’s psychological
development. The narrator’s discourse implies a development in that he
repeatedly refers to Petr’s crisis as part of going through the stage between
childhood and adulthood. This occurs, for example, in the following description
of Petr: ‘Opakoval tuto hru a byl soucasné hochem, ktery si hraje, i jinochem
bolestné premitajicim (p. 41) or after the episode in which he considered
suicide: ‘[...], pry€ s poslednim zbytkem détstvi, jeZ spind ruce a pfijima rany’
(p- 181). The motif also occurs in Petr’s thoughts as in the long passage in
which Petr is longing for his childhood as if for a lost paradise. He wanders
along one of the streets of his childhood, finding comfort in the familiarity of
the scene, until he comes to a little square:

Podpatky chlapcti, hrajicich v kuli¢ky, vyryly nes€etné doliky do pidy

namésticka. Nemizeji odtud po cely rok: kolik jich tam vyhloubil on sam!

Dnes tam vyskaji chlapci, ktefi se batolili u sukni maminek tenkrat,

kdyZ namésti¢ko patFilo jemu a jeho kamariadum. Nevriti se tam

nikdy, aby si hril. UZ nikdy nebude Mompracemskym Tygrem ani

Vinetouem, uz nikdy se nebude skryvat za rohy a vraty domu, pliZit se

pomysinymi travinami a kiovim k plynové lampé, jez byla taborovym

ohném, s dfevénym noZem v zubech, stFileje z kapslikové pistolky. K

¥ Vaclav Rezag, Vétrnd setba [1935), Prague: Mlada fronta, 1961. Further references to the
novel will be given in parentheses directly after quotations or references.
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¢emu byl odsouzen? Nebyl jiz chlapcem, ktery si hraje, nebyl dosud ani

muzem, ktery jedna. Nepoznal radosti, ktera by oblazovala tato 1éta. (p.

72)

In this long passage, of which I quote only a part, the narration is focalised
through Petr, but Petr’s experience is presented in the narrator’s discourse,
except in the narrated monologue (which I have emphasised) that reproduces
Petr’s thoughts. 2° In the narrated monologue the narrator presents the thoughts
as if they were thought by Petr, but they are clearly cast in the narrator’s
language which can be seen from the syntactic structure of the sentences.
However, the use of narrated monologue creates a seemingly blurred border
between what are Petr’s thoughts and what is the narrator’s statement which
keeps the focus on Petr’s experience while letting the narrator have his say.

The passages in which the narrator expresses the strongest degree of
empathy with Petr are focalised through Petr in combination with the narrator’s
use of ‘hoch’ or ‘chlapec’ in the description of him. These function rather like
endearments, at the same time as they mark the narrator’s analytical distance
from the situation. The first example of this is in the scene in which Petr has
sought refuge in a church. However, his experience of the place only contributes
to his sense of disillusion with the faith of his childhood:

A hoch tu stal, sviral brasnu jako lup a hledal v sob& zboZnost svych

détskych let, silu modliteb opakovanych s takovou divérou, viru, ktera se

vytratila z jeho srdce v nepfipamatovatelnych chvilich, nevédél jak. Snad
proto, Ze se tolikrat nesplnilo, o€ prosil, snad proto, Ze druzi fekli: Ty jesté
veéri§? a smali se a zlstavali nepotrestani, snad proto, Ze jeho rozum, tak
py$ny na svou silu v téch ohnivych letech objevovani sebe a svéta, nachazel
trhliny, jeZ se mu staly propastmi. Snad pro to v§e a pro mnohé jiné, co

vabilo vice nez radost véfit.

(pp. 86-87)

* Here 1 use Dorrit Cohn’s terminology for the narrative presentation of consciousness. The
definition of a narrated monologue is that it reproduces a character’s thought, but cast in the language
of the narrator. What characterises the narrated monologue is therefore that it can be transformed into
an interior monologue by changing the subject in grammatical third person into the first person. See
Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds. Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction,
Princeton NJ and Chichester: Princeton University Press, 1983, p. 100.
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One must notice that the narrator here at least adopts a rhetorical ignorance in
the attempt at identifying with Petr, marked by the adverbial ‘snad’. A similar
identification takes place in the scene where Petr betrays his father to the
military police:
Straznikova ramena se zdvihla rozpaky. Délo se, co pfedvidal. Hnévivé
zavréeni se mu ozvalo v hrdle, kdyZ se ohlédl po Petrovi. A jak se otacel,
na jediny okamzik, otec a syn se setkali o¢ima. Prud¢eji neZ predtim,
Silenstvi strachu a nenavisti zavifilo chlapcovou dusi. Nemohou odejit,
nemohou je tu nechat s nim samotné. Zdalo se mu, Ze smrt po ném sahla z
téch zufivych modrych o¢i, ¢ekala na né€, jako tam za vraty ¢ekala ta zrzava
dévka. Nikdy pozdéji si nedovedl odpoveédét na otazku, co vice, zda strach
nebo predstava té ¢ekajici Zeny, mu vyhnalo z st ta slova. (p. 106)
The slide from focalised narration into narrated monologue dramatises Petr’s
fear of the moment, but the narrator immediately takes over the narration with
his conclusory comment on the moment. Insertions, or sometimes longer
passages, of narrated monologue are often employed in the characterisation of
Petr as a means of dramatising what goes on in his mind at a given moment.
One example of this is the “Nemohou odejit, nemohou je tu nechat s nim
samotné’ (p. 106), from the passage quoted above. The slide between passages
in focalised narration, narrated monologue and dissonant psycho-narration is
typical of the narrative presentation of Petr. 2! It signifies that while the narrator
identifies himself with Petr’s point of view (through focalised narration and
narrated monologue), he never relinquishes the privilege of having the final say
in the interpretation of Petr’s thoughts and feelings. The narrator appears as an
authority on what goes on in Petr’s mind, both in the past and in the future, as in
the last sentence quoted above. Another example of this typical mode of

narratorial summary is the following comment on Petr’s perception of his

2! psycho-narration is defined as the narrator’s discourse about a character’s consciousness.
Grammatically the narration is in the third person and the grammatical tense is the tense of the
narration. Ibid., pp. 11-12. Psycho-narration occurs as two different types: dissonant and
consonant. Dissonant psycho-narration is characterised by distance between the narrator and the
consciousness that he narrates. Consonant psycho-narration is characterised by the narrator
identifying himself with the consciousness he narrates. As a consequence of this, the narrator’s
consciousness is limited to that of the character. Ibid., p. 275, note 10.
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mother when she tells him about his father’s death: ‘Kdykoli pozdé&ji si
vzpomnél na tento vyjev, pfipadal mu jako divadlo hrané pateticky a $patné’ (p.
201). The narrator typically uses psycho-analogies® to encompass a given mood
or state of mind; for example, ‘V kvétnu vzpiral svou samotu jako balvan, ktery
mu hrozil rozdrtit srdce’(p. 21), or ‘V jeho téle se vzboutily smysly a lomcovaly
jako zufivi véziiové slabymi st€énami svého vézeni’ (p. 39). Mravcova has
pointed out this and similar occurrences of ‘expressive exaggeration in the
narrator’s discourse which does not correspond to the age of the character’.?®
She suggests that such exaggerations are derived from ‘a certain
autobiographical nature of the story’ and, as a result of this, an emotional
connection between the author and the protagonist’s experience.’* One could
interpret these rather as a means of lending pathos to otherwise trivial adolescent
emotional experiences, or as the adult narrator having the capacity to verbalise
Petr’s subliminal thoughts of which he could only have been aware inexplicitly.
The dramatisation of Petr’s thoughts in narrated monologues together with the
expressive imagery of the narrator’s characterisations certainly create the

impression of an overwrought, highly-strung consciousness.

2.2 The fictionalisation of adolescence in the narrative presentation of
Petr
The narrative of Vétrnd setba conceptualises Petr’s awakening sexuality and his
relationships with women as a constant conflict in him between ideal love and
sexual desire. The narrative discourse puts this semantic opposition in motion
through the Kama-plot (ideal love) and the sub-plots involving Petr’s
relationships with other women (sexual desire) respectively. On the semantic
level of the narrative this conflict manifests itself as the ideologeme created by

the conflicting semes ‘purity’ and, what is physical, carnal, ‘impurity’.

22 This term is Dorrit Cohn’s. It defines a simile which is ‘used to describe a mental instant’.
Although Cohn does not state this explicitly, these analogies may also encompass emotions
experienced over an extended period of time. See Transparent Minds. Narrative Modes for
Presenting Consciousness in Fiction, p. 37.

2 See Mravcova, ‘Personalizace vypravéni’, p. 58.

* Ibid., p. 57.
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2.2.1 The Kama-plot: ideal love

The Kama-plot creates the framework of the narrative macrostructure. She
appears only in the first two and the last three chapters. Using Chatman’s terms
‘kernels’ and ‘satellites’ (originally Barthes’ concepts), the narrative
presentation of Petr’s relationship with Kama can be conceptualised as the main
‘kernel’ of the narrative, although it is not fully realised as a kernel until the end
of the narrative. The kernel is elaborated in the form of satellites throughout the
novel, that is the passages that narrate Petr’s dreaming of her.?* At the beginning
of the novel this plot is conceptualised as the rivalry between Petr and his friend
Vit. However, both Kama and Vit leave Prague (Kama to stay with her family in
the country — Vit to go to the front) so that the Kama-plot is suspended until Petr
discovers that she has returned. His discovery of Kama’s return is the result of
the epiphany scene in which he is led to her house, as if by a greater force, and
sees a light in the window that he thinks is hers.

The concept of ideal love finds its expression in the narrative’s development
of Petr’s relationship with Kama.?® The first chapter of the novel presents his
unrequited interest in her as the cause of his adolescent misery. When Kama
leaves Prague, she becomes a lost object of desire for him:

Sedal doma, slepy a hluchy ke vS§emu, co se ddlo mimo né&j, a oSetfoval svij

zal. A hrozil se, kdykoli jeho myslenky, unavené stalym krouzenim kolem

jednoho pfedmétu, se vydavaly jinym smérem. CoZ ji dost nemiloval? I

kdyz pro néj byla ztracena, musi ji zachovat vérnost. Sestavoval si

dlouhé feci, kterymi ji presvédCoval a ziskaval pro sebe. (p. 20)

% Chatman defines ‘kernels’ as ‘narrative moments that give rise to cruxes in the direction taken
by events. They are nodes or hinges in the structure, branching points which force a movement
into one (or more) possible paths’. He defines a ‘satellite’ as ‘a minor plot event’, and ‘Satellites
entail no choice, but are solely the workings-out of the choices made at the kernels. They
necessarily imply the existence of kernels, but not vice versa. Their function is that of filling in,
elaborating, completing the kernel; they form the flesh on the skeleton. [...]. Satellites need not
occur in the immediate proximity of kernels, again because discourse is not equivalent to story.
They may precede or follow the kernels, even at a distance.” See Seymour Chatman, Story and
Discourse. Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press,
1980, pp. 53-54. In the case of the Kama-plot the continuous choice is whether Kama will want
Petr or not.

% The plot structure that relates to Kama resembles that of a journey that the hero of a chivalric
romance has to carry out in order to win the princess in the end. The hero has to undergo a
number of trials before he makes himself worthy of her favour. Except that in Petr’s case it is
rather a matter of making himself ‘unworthy’.
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In stating that Petr ‘nurses his grief’, the narrator emphasises that Petr relishes
his own unhappiness. The rhetorical question and answer in narrated monologue
(emphasised in quotation) serves to demonstrate how Petr dramatises his
emotional conflict to himself; a behaviour typical of adolescence. The narrator’s
descriptions of Petr do not seem to seek to undermine Petr’s self-dramatisation
with irony, but rather use it to emphasise the seriousness with which Petr
experiences the situation.

Apart from the first chapter, Kama does not appear again in person before
chapter seventeen (the third to last chapter). Kama as an idea does, however,
appear in Petr’s thoughts throughout the narrative, either as a ‘positive’
daydream in which he idealises her beauty or as a ‘negative’ daydream in which
he stylises himself into the role of the rejected lover who lets the anger of his
own humiliation out on the lost object of desire. Kama symbolises what he
wants, but cannot get. On the one hand, she becomes the unachievable ideal and,
on the other, the perpetual source of his sense of inferiority and humiliation. An
example of the latter is a daydream in which he imagines that Kama is
introducing him to her betrothed, an officer. Petr dramatises to himself a way of
insulting this man, but does not really succeed (p. 45). Petr’s awareness of the
ridiculousness of his own fantasy evokes a surge of spite in him that he acts out
by calling the bourgeois pani Hazova a sow, not to her face, but hidden by the
gallery (p. 46) — an act that shows the weakness of his spite: ‘Ve chvilce ticha
Petrovo srdce bilo divokou, mstivou, sprostou radosti’ (p. 46). The narrator does
not comment on Petr’s pettiness in this episode, but leaves it to speak for itself.

After Kama has left Prague Petr channels all his longing into love letters to
her. The narrator states as a fact that Petr knows that he is never going to send
the letters, but this is contradicted by Petr’s thought about them: ‘Jednou snad se
pfece dostanou do rukou té, jiz byly ureny, a pak budou svédectvim
vymluvnégj$im vSech pfisah’ (p. 21). Later, however, the letters acquire a
function in the plot. After Petr has met Kama again, the narrator uses Petr’s
letters to show how Petr, in the course of the narrative, has rid himself of
romantic dreaming and has learned to manipulate: ‘Byl nézny, vpravdé

milenecky a n€kdy oklamén sam sebou. Rozt¥idil pe¢livé dopisy, jez ji kdysi
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psaval, ale neodesilal. Vybral z nich v§echny, kde se zpovidal ze svého poniZeni
a kiivolakého bloudéni své touhy, a ostatni ji p¥inesl. Ctla je a plakala’ (pp. 207-
08). 2’ Before this point, he has carefully thought out his strategy to win her
love: ‘Usoudil, Ze Kama je z té€ch divek, na néZ je tfeba jit pomalu a jeZ nutno
presvédcovat’ (p. 204). In addition to his own letters, he also uses literature to
woo her. It is apparent from Petr’s reflection on this manipulation that he has
renounced his previous sentimental relationship with literature and replaced it
with a materialistic view of love:
V tuto dobu, tak podobnou jaru, co mohlo vic pisobit na srdce divky, zjevné
kolisajici, nez basnici? Usta basniki at’ mluvi za ného, ktery se bal vyslovit
jedinou sentimentalni vétu. At zpivaji Toman, Baudelaire, at’ vabi Hamsun.
Kdyz v ném dovedli probudit hlad po krase a po Zivoté€, at’ mu opatfi dan, po
které vzdycky touzil. (p. 205)
The passage also shows how Petr’s belief that life owes him something has not
changed. However, in spite of previously stressing Petr’s egoistic materialism,
the narrative shows him playing out all the clichés of seduction in a
sentimentalised scene. This scene, in which Petr holds Kama’s hand, would be
comic if it were not for the seriousness with which the narrator treats it (p. 206).
The narrative presentation of Petr’s relationship with Kama predominantly
focuses on Petr’s view of her. However, the turning point in his courtship for her
is marked by a change in the narration: the narrator interferes with a long
explanatory comment which summarises Kama’s experience of Petr. Here, I
only quote part of it:
Ano, bylo na bésnicich, aby za né vyslovili to, co oni dva by se nikdy
neodhodlali fici. Kamu jiZ unavoval ten divoky bé&h za uskute¢fiovanim
predstav. Nenachazela kamaradd, o jakych snila. Naopak — zamléela to
ovsem Petrovi — v n€kolika pfipadech se z pfedstiraného kamaradstvi
proklubalo namlouvani. Pfemyslela stale €ast&ji o Petrovi. (p. 205-06)
Until this moment of the story the reader has not been given much insight

into the psychology of Kama. The impression created has been that she is an

271 shall discuss the development of Petr’s detached attitude in the section titled ‘“Sexual
desire” in the characterisation of Petr’.
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independent and emancipated young woman. However, from this point onwards
Kama’s generally emancipated and independent attitude has been exchanged for
a romantic dream of love — so the narrator informs the reader:*® ‘Chtéla byt
milovana jednou provzdy (Vit byl jen zkuSenost, jiZ se u¢ime) a byla
piesvédcena, Ze to dokaze. Ano, za jejimi poletujicimi sny kracelo pevné
odhodlani’ (p. 207). Even in this intimate matter Kama’s resoluteness dominates
her thinking. The narrator presents Kama as a positive example to Petr; where
Petr dreams and pities himself, Kama acts:
Petr dostaval dil vieho, co Bertik uchvatil. Byl kruty rozdil v konani jeho a
Kaminé. Kama si vydélavala své zivobyti zpiisobem nejpocestnéj$im a
obétovavala své odpuldne praci pro ty, jez bida a hlad postihovaly nejvice.
Avsak Kamina prace ve Studentské stravovaci akci byla Petrovi piilis
pomala, nenapadna, piplava, vpravde Zenska; jeji vysledky nebylo nikde
vidét. Horlivost jeho ducha byla Zadostiva vzruSeni, ¢inti okazalych a
hlomoznych. Co by v tom naSel odlisného od svého kancelarského
zamestnani? (p. 203)
Apart from showing how misogynous Petr is, the passage also provides Kama
with the moral high ground. Kama’s work actually makes a difference whereas
Petr’s earnings working for Bertik are based on profiteering. Petr has renounced
any hope of moral purity as part of his materialistic attitude: ‘Nikdy nic v jeho

vvvv

nez huf. Co je mu po tom, jakym zpisobem hodla Bertik nabyt své bohatstvi?’
(p. 197)

Whether achieved or not, the idea of purity is the abstract standard against
which Petr measures everything he does, feels and thinks. It is associated with
his ideal of beauty (he longs for the ‘purest beauty’ (p. 48)) and his idea of what
is morally right is described as purity (as in the last quoted excerpt). Most of all,

however, it is linked with his idealised love for Kama. After one of the meetings

2% One cannot help thinking that this is a bit too convenient for the narrator. The Kama character
could be the background for Reza¢’s later creation of Jarmila in Rozhrani. They share the
unhappy love story before they find love in the novel’s protagonist. More important, they both
have the role of a kind of saviour in the protagonist’s life, someone who helps him to better
himself.
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with the maid Frida in the cellar he succumbs to moral scruples: ‘To nebyl on, to
nebyl on. Jen kdyby se Kama vratila, v§e by se opét zménilo a bylo ¢isté jako
diiv’ (p. 52). Kama embodies an ideal of love that is distinct from Petr’s
experience of physical desire. For Petr the idea of purity represents a refuge
from his sexual desire, which he perceives as an alien force: ‘Cosi mocné&jsiho
neZ jeho chténi vedlo jeho skutky, at’ se vzpouzel nebo poddaval. Nenavidél to
néco, jez ho vzdy zavleklo pod bi¢iky hanby a pokofeni’ (p. 66) — here in
connection with the waitress Zi¢ka, with whom Bertik has a relationship.
Likewise, after he has been sick the illness has purged him of his physical desire
and he can return to safe dreaming about Kama: ‘Nemoc, jeZ ho zeslabila, jako
by ho byla i o¢istila a zbavila v3i Zddosti. Setrvaval nejradé€ji u snu o Kamé’ (p.
142). His purged state of mind does not last long, though. In a state of
daydreaming he finds himself on the way to Marta: ‘A navrat k Marté¢ mu
pripadal jako imyslna vzpoura proti v§emu, co pfedstiralo, Ze je lepsi, a pfitom
lhalo a zrazovalo’ (p. 145). This time he turns his negative feelings into sheer
egoism: ‘Petr citil pfiliv jistoty, sily a lhostejnosti ke v§emu, co nebyl on sam’
(p. 145). From this moment Petr’s relationship with Marta also changes:
‘Probouzela se v ném nova, Cistsi rozkos’ (p. 145). The idea of purity, as
expressed here, is of an aesthetic nature in that Petr finds pleasure in admiring
the beauty of her body. It is a pleasure detached from the woman that only
relates to the body, and which is therefore, perhaps, less threatening: ‘Kdyz
nemluvila, ani se nedivala, miloval jeji t€lo tak dokonale utvafené, bilou plet’
zruzovélou jeho polibky, zahyby zjemnéné modrymi stiny, klid Zivého masa, jeZ
se vinilo dechem a slab& vong&lo’ (p.145).” This aesthetic view of physicality
supports the assumption that Petr looks at women as objects rather than human
beings.

Kama acquires the function of bringing a purging into Petr’s life which is
indicated when Petr compares kissing her to previously kissing Frida: ‘Ale tato
tma a tyto polibky byly pfece jiné. Snad ho omyvalo jako vilny ¢istych pramenu
ze vseho, co bylo’ (p. 208). The ‘snad’ of the thought raises ambiguity about the

% There is a contrast here with the images of violent fantasies that appear elsewhere in the
novel. For example, where Petr visits the prostitute: ‘Bit, 6, moci tak bit do toho bilého a
lhostejného t&la’ (p. 69).
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statement and could indicate that it is here the narrator rather than Petr who
suggests the role that Kama performs in Petr’s thoughts. However, it could also
be an expression of Petr’s wish for being purged. The motif of purging appears
fully developed in the scene where Petr kneels with his head on Kama’s knees.
Petr’s thoughts take the form of a confession of his repentance for his alleged
impurity; what the narrator describes as ‘pycha zkuSenosti a htichu, pfed¢asné
zralosti a podlého chlapstvi’ (p. 211). In this confession, however, the narrator
interprets Petr’s feelings and thoughts; it is not an interior monologue, as one
might have expected. At the end of it, the description of Petr postulates that a
change has taken place within him: ‘Citil se o¢istén pfed Kamou touto némou
zpovédi, a prece ji netekl ani slova. [...]. Ale je to pochovano od této chvile a
nikdy se uz k tomu nevrati’ (p. 211). The ending of the novel signifies a new
beginning for Petr who acts confidently and ends the novel smiling (quite a
contrast to the rest of the novel). He also decides to go to university to study
law. This ambition is nurtured by his desire to equal Kama in terms of social
status.”

The end of the narrative suggests, parallel with the end of the war, that Petr
is ready for a new beginning: ‘Je ¢as, Kamo, abych opustil Bertikovu $peluriku,
je Cas zacit znovu a z jiného ¢epu’ (pp. 212-13). Kama is the inspiration for
Petr’s change whereby her positive function in the narrative is underlined.’’
Kama personifies the idea of love as saviour.>” The narrative presents Petr’s
reunion with her as a consequence of the epiphany scene following his
schoolmate Ottoni’s suicide: wandering around the streets of Prague,
preoccupied by thoughts of ending his own life, he suddenly finds himself in
front of Kama’s house: ‘BéZel v kruhu. Zde zacal jeho blaznivy béh za
nedostizitelnym pfeludem a zde m¢l skongéit. [...] Opojeni, v némz doSel az sem,
vyprchalo, a cévu za cévou zacala se v ném rozlévat studena hriiza. Byl

presvédcen, ze mifil k cili vlastniho odhodlani. Nyni ho napadlo, Ze byl veden

*® In doing so he also conforms with his mother’s ambition for him.

31 Kama’s final expression of concern that Petr is going to leave her because she is older than
him seems completely out of place, most of all because her age had previously been said to be
the same as Petr’s: ‘Kama byla stejné stara s Petrem’ (p. 9).

32 She is the first of a series of female saviours in Reza&’s novels: Lida in Svédek, Jarmila in
Rozhrani, even Bagar’s wife has such a role in Ndstup.
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rukou mocnéjsi, nez byla jeho vile’ (pp. 178-79). He then sees a light in one of
the windows in Kama’s house and discovers that he is not able to realise his
intention of committing suicide. The following day his explanation to himself of
what happened interprets the incident as an almost miraculous event: ‘Objevil si
praveé zivot a byla to silna, radostna véc. V¢era mu jej darovala Kama’ (p. 181).
The idea of a higher power, expressed above, certainly carries connotations of
Fate, if not an idea of God. The epiphany episode thus supports the
interpretation of Kama as saviour, and in a sense Petr’s reunion with her is only
an elaboration on this theme. In this way the narrative confirms on the macro-

level of plot the function that Kama has in Petr’s idealised image of her.

2.2.2 ‘Sexual desire’ in the characterisation of Petr

The second part of the semantic opposition ‘purity’/ “impurity’ is disseminated
in the plots that involve Petr’s relationships with women before his reunion with
Kama. In these the focus of the narrative presentation is on his awakening
sexuality. His classmate Bertik’s talk about his adventures with women excites
Petr’s imagination and drives him to forsake the idea of Kama (p. 28). The
narrator presents Bertik’s talk of his adventures with attributes such as ‘uncouth’
(‘surové podéni’) and ‘coarse’ (‘sprosty obraz ptivabi neznamé zeny’, both p.
28). In his description of Bertik the narrator identifies himself with Petr’s
perception which occurs in his reaction to Bertik’s suggestion of finding a girl:
‘Bylo to hnusné, ale Petr nechtél byt zahanben’ (p. 28). Petr perceives the
physicality of sex as filthy — this is a notion that seems to colour all his
endeavours with women. (The narrative does not explain where this perception
comes from other than that it could be traced to his mother’s influence.)

The descriptions of Petr’s experience of sexual desire reflect this perception.
The cellar in which he has his rendezvous with the maid Frida is described as a
damp, smelly place, full of rats (pp. 46-47). This space represents his awareness
of the baseness of what he is doing — ‘védomim nizkosti’ (p. 58). Once, the
narrator states directly that fear of the cellar contributes to his pangs of

conscience: ‘Z kazdé té schizky si odnasel pevné rozhodnuti, Ze se uz nikdy
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sem nevrati. Sklep se svou $pinou, vlhkem a krapniky zapraSenych pavucin ho
désil a upeviioval v ném piesvéd€eni, Ze jedna Spatné’ (p. 52).

The narrative presentation of Petr’s awakening desire contains the
ambivalence typical of the adolescent’s first experiences of sex (‘Citil se
stiidavé chlapecky a hrozné€ osklivy [...]° (p. 58)). Although his physical desire
fills him with anxiety and guilt Petr is also obsessed with the thought of
copulating with Frida. He fantasies about raping her, inspired by a newspaper
article about a rape case. These fantasies stress the ambiguity of his experience
of his own potential capacity for violence. He is at the same time frightened and
excited by the idea of rape (p. 48). The narratorial analysis of Petr’s desire gives
the reader a glimpse into a darker aspect of Petr’s psychology which occurs in
situations that evoke his sense of inferiority.** His thoughts of violence could
possibly be interpreted as an expression of a desire for power. In Frida’s case,
Petr uses her to make up for his humiliation by pani Hdzov4, Frida’s employer.
With Frida, he can feel superior. When she does not give in to his physical
desire he, in return, humiliates her by rejecting her.

The thought of his own sexual inexperience torments him and drives him to
visit a prostitute: ‘Divky kracely kolem né€ho v lehkych Satech a volnym krokem,
mijely ho lhostejn¢, aniz kterd z nich si v§imla jeho pohledd. Ne, nikdy mu
nebude dopfano... Napadlo ho, Ze by mohl zemfit, aniZ by poznal. Musi tomu
zabranit stij co stij’ (p. 67). The stories of his school mates have already
prepared him for this (‘Ostatné nebude prvni ani posledni ze tfidy. Slysel o tom
uz dost, aby v&dél, kudy do toho’ (p. 67).>* However, Petr’s experience at the
prostitute’s only produces disillusion, self-loathing and a sense that he has
corrupted his own values. After all the money with which he paid the prostitute,

was money that he had intended to return to his mother (p. 69). The narrative

33 Another example of this is his reaction after visiting a prostitute. What has remained in his
memory is the prostitute’s comment ““On je tady poprvé, milanku, Ze ano™’. The thought that
follows those words expresses a violent reaction to his own feeling of inferiority in the situation:
‘Bit, 6, moci tak bit do toho bilého a lhostejného t&la’ (p. 69). His perception of her body as
‘indifferent’ also indicates a sense of disappointment with his expectations.

** Petr’s visit to the prostitute is a commonplace in the portrayal of male adolescence, for
example in Musil’s Torless. It is also a commonplace in the novelistic portrayal of Prague — the
motif of the old streets of Prague inhabited by prostitutes occurs, for example, in Capek-Chod’s
Kaspar Lén mstitel.
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presentation of Petr’s thoughts on his way from the prostitute (in narrated
monologue) shows how, in his mind, sex is, at this moment, associated with
something filthy and abominable, something that fills him with disgust.
Petr’s relationship with the bourgeoise, Marta, introduces a positive change
in his experience of his own sexuality:
Prichazel k ni denné a stdle si nebyl jist, ¢im je k ni vaben a poutan. Laska
to bylo posmivané slovo v ustech jeho spoluzaki. Pro¢ by mél milovat
pravé on, kdyz jeho pomér byl ze v§ech nejméné ¢isty? Dovolaval se stéle
znovu své pychy nad tim, Ze ma milenku. Zacal ptivykat rozkosi, kterou mu
poskytovala, a dychtil po ni. V zépoleni se stinem otcovym vyvoléaval v
sobé nenavist tak silnou, Ze pocitoval uspokojeni nad tim, co se stalo. Tak
se jeho pomér k Marté€ ustaloval a pevnél. (p. 125)
In the beginning of their relationship Petr is haunted by moral scruples about the
nature of their affair, but gradually he lets the benefits that his connection with
Marta gives him outweigh his doubts: Marta teaches him physical love, and her
material contributions to his life in the form of new clothes and other luxuries
raise his self-confidence among the other boys at school. Eventually, his call-up
presents him with an excuse for continuing seeing her: ‘Odvod mu usnadnil
odhodit vSecky dobré umysly. Stala se mu prostfedkem, ktery mu mél pomoci
od vojny, a nachazel veliké uspokojeni v tom, Ze ji mohl takto sniZit sdm pred
sebou. Nemiloval ji pfece nikdy, mstil se jen a nyni jeho pomsta vrcholila’ (p.
154). This passage shows again how his fantasy of power plays a part in his
relation with women. When Petr realises that Marta has found a new lover, it
reveals to him the true nature of their relationship: ‘Chtél se ji zbavit a nyni
vidél, Ze si s nim hréla jako s malym chlapcem’ (p. 162). He returns to her flat to
talk to her, but as a final humiliation she does not let him in. He then behaves
like a little boy by spitting on her doorstep. Petr’s love affair with Marta
signifies a development in sexual maturity, although not in a corresponding

emotional maturity. More important, however, its function later justifies how
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Petr’s repeated defeats in his relationship with women have made him cynical. >

Marta also justifies to him his surrender of his earlier romantic ideal of love.*®
Marta embodies the opposition to almost everything that is pure and thus also
represents the opposite of Petr’s ideal of romantic love, Kama. The narrator
exposes how Petr in his thoughts places her on a par with the Bertiks of this
world: ‘VSechno, co bylo dobré a krasné, je pry¢, na svété zistali jen Bertici a
Marty, a valka trva, jako by nechtéla nikdy skongit’ (p. 142).°’

It is in the point of the body that Petr’s personal history converges with that
of the other boys and with the greater history of the war. The narrative links the
theme of awakening sexuality with the war. The explicit linking of Thanatos
with Eros occurs in Vit’s explanation of why he tried to rape Kama before he
went off to the front: ‘Zachtélo se mi néco urvat, néco mit, neZ nebude nic.
ProtozZe co je to Cest, slusnost, ohledy nebo tfeba laska, chces-li z hlediska
¢loveéka, ktery umira? A ja tteba umiram’ (p. 18). Faced with death physical
desire replaces ideal love; it reduces man to his physical needs. The gratification
of desire becomes a proof of his remaining alive. The narrator lets Petr’s friend
Vit be the spokesman for this new cynicism that has grown out of his
experiences at the front: ‘Poznas, Ze tvé té€lo je vSechno, co mas, Ze je to velky
pan, o kterého je tfeba se bat a kterému je sladko slouzit, Ze bez né€ho neni nic’
(p- 34).

The narrator indirectly places part of the reason for Petr’s adolescent crisis
in the context of the war: ‘Zivot byl uvolnény svah a sesouval se nari. Kameny
domaécich nesvard, §térk valky o drt’ bidy, dusivy jil pfed¢asné probuzené
smyslnosti’ (pp. 148-49) and ‘Nedovedl si fici, Ze viechno jeho dychténi je

predcasné; citil se oloupen (p. 67). The narrator here describes Petr’s awakening

3% ‘Ptivykal cynismu a skryval cit, jemuz se bal uv&Fit’ (p. 149) the narrator states in one of his
analyses of Petr.

* Another passage that shows this is the following description of Petr’s relationship with Kama:
‘Byly dny, kdy prace ve Studentské akci zdrzela Kamu aZ do noci, a byly jiné, kdy p¥imo
odmitala se s nim sejit, nebot’, jak fikala, chtéla mit trochu ¢asu i sama pro sebe. Tehdy jim
zufivost zrovna zmitala. V3echno jeho usili bylo marné, ztracel jen zbytedné &as. A snil o tom,
Jjak by se ji pomstil, jak by ji poniZil a dokazal si, Ze o ni nedba. [...] Navykl u Marty t&lesné
lasce; jeho nyné&jsi odrikani trvalo pfili§ dlouho a viechny hezké Zeny, jez potkaval, se mu
zaCinaly zdat sviidn&jsi a snadnéji dosaZitelné nez Kama. Byl hlupak, Ze u ni tak tvrdosijné
setrvaval’ (p. 198).

37 The passage is part of a longer narrated monologue.
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sexual desire as ‘before its time’. This description links up with his portrayal
elsewhere of the attenuation of sexual morality that the war had caused. For
example, the narrator’s discourse describes how the teachers and parents tacitly
accept this fact (p. 154). Vit proclaims, telling Petr that Kama is getting married:
‘Takové holky jako ona budou pomalu piezitkem. Uvidis, jak tahle valka obrati
vSechno na ruby’ (pp. 36-37). Elsewhere the narrator describes a woman in the
street who smiles enticingly at Petr:

Dival se na jeji veselou tvat, jak ho mijela, nadot¢ena bidou, jasna v Sedi

ulice, na jeji divoka fiadra, jez chtize kolébala a oddélovala kazdym krokem.

Zachytila jeho pohled, otocila se a usmala. Jit za ni. Jaké dobrodruZstvi!

Kam by ho vedla? Dnesek je plny moZnosti. Zeny ztratily stud ve vasni, jez

zistavala nenasycena. (p. 71)

Apart from Petr’s mother and Frida, the portrayal of the novel’s female
characters follows the Madonna versus whore construction. The narrator
describes them as seductive temptresses who have lost their inhibitions in the
realisation of their newly won freedom now that the war has broken down
previous social and moral barriers. The paradox of the narrator’s prevalently
condemnatory and, at times, almost outraged view of the female characters is
that he actually also shows how these women have managed to create a life of
their own and achieved a kind of independence.*® However, the narrator
presents the women’s lack of sexual morality as part of a general transformation
towards a more materialistic approach to life. Through his portrayal of the
female characters the narrator puts the blame for the ‘premature maturity’ of the
boys on social conditions that are not inherent in the process of adolescent self-

discovery.

23 The ideologeme of inferiority versus power

Class determines the way in which the play of significations is structured in the

psychological characterisation of Petr. The narrator uses Petr’s class to explain

3% Until she, stereotypically, conformed to Petr’s expectation of her, as presented in the
narrator’s discourse, Kama was portrayed as an emancipated young woman whose personal
development the war had actually fostered.
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part of his psychological make-up. From the outset the narrator formulates
Petr’s discontent with his life in terms of class. Petr’s friend Vit, like Kama,
comes from a bourgeois family and therefore, as Petr perceives it, has all the
privileges that belong to that class. The first indication of their unequal
relationship occurs when Vit’s loans to Petr are mentioned; subsequently, it is
indicated by Petr’s perception of Kama’s opinion about the two of them, a
perception based on envy: ‘Byvaly vSak chvile jako tato, kdy ji Petr podeziral z
hlubsiho zajmu o Vita. Tak ve viem byl zivot $tédiejsi k Vitovi’ (p. 9). In the
context of the previous description of Petr’s opinion of Vit, the last sentence of
my quotation implies how Petr’s relationship with Vit contains something like
class envy. This is later confirmed in the narrator’s discourse, in a passage
which explains that Petr’s envy has its roots in his sense of social inferiority:

Jako v lasce, tak i v tomto pfatelstvi byl navrchu ten, pro néhoz tolik

neznamenalo. Vit spojoval v sobé€ vse, ¢eho se Petrovi nedostavalo. Byl ze

staré més§tanské rodiny, dit€ zrozené v souladu a hojnosti. Jeho budoucnost

byla zabezpecena. Cesta, po niz mé¢l jit, byla vykacena jeho dédem a

vydlazdéna jeho otcem. Jednoho dne pfevezme rodinny zavod a bude je;j

vést v pokorné posloupnosti. Tak Petrova laska k nému se rozhotivala z

plaminku z4avisti a rostla z hotkosti srovnavani. (p. 10)

Vit is presented as someone who has all the opportunities that he could ever
desire, and, even more important, his privileged background lends him a natural
self-confidence: 'V Petrovi probouzela [krasa] neustalé chvéni, zmatené tuzby,
byl ji rvan a nesen jako vichfici; Vit ji vnimal klidnéji, cité, Ze z darti svéta si
vybral ty nejlepsi’ (pp. 11-12). Thus the narrator’s discourse establishes the key
psychological element in Petr to be envy.

In the opening scene with Petr, Vit and Kama in a café after a performance
at the National Theatre, the dialogue between the three of them is broken up by
the narrator’s analysis of Petr and Vit’s friendship. Petr plays the role of the
jealous gooseberry who feels left out of the company. His physical reactions
manifest the tension within him; for example, when Kama, shows her fear of
Vit’s being sent off to the front: ‘V jejim hlase byla tizkost tak opravdova, Ze
Petr seviel pod stolem pésti’ (p. 8). Further on, a long passage explains Petr’s
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perception of Kama and Vit’s relationship. In this the narration alternates
between narrated monologue that reproduces Petr’s thoughts and dissonant
psycho-narration in which the narrator summarises Petr’s pondering (I have put

the inserts of psycho-narration in bold):

Neznic¢i skute¢nost zavienim o¢i. AniZ se vzajemn¢€ dohodli (neméli k tomu
dosud pfilezitosti), jist¢ uvazuji Kama i Vit, jak by se ho nejlépe zbavili.
Nechtéji mu ublizit. PFipominal si Kamino chovani, kazdy jeji pohled,
postoj, posunek, kazdé slovo. Nebylo pochyby. At’ délala a mluvila cokoli,
vSecko bylo uréeno Vitovi. K nému, Petrovi, se obracela jen ze slu$nosti. A
ujiSt’oval se, Ze tomu tak bylo od prvniho dne jejich spoleéné znamosti.
Ti dva si byli uréeni. Bylo mezi nimi tolik pojitek, ktera nikdy nemohla
vzniknout mezi nim a Kamou. Co mohl mezi nimi chtit on, ktery nemél nic
a ktery, kdovi, snad vSechen sviij zdjem o umeéni predstiral jen proto, aby se
mohl pfatelit s Vitem. A ze vieho nejvic ho pokofovala myslenka, Ze jeho
pFitomnost na jejich schiizkach je placena Vitem, tim Vitem, ktery by
ho patrné vidél nejradéji za horami, ale nedokiZe mu to Fici. Proc si
vibec kdy vzpomnéli chodit s tou divkou? Bylo jim lépe bez ni. On vSak uz
déle nebude hrat ulohu z milosti trpéného. (pp. 12-13)
This passage puts even stronger emphasis on Petr’s sense of inferiority than my
previous excerpt. The sentences in narrated monologue show how he
sentimentalises himself as the victim of the couple’s conspiracy to get rid of
him. The fact that Petr assumes that Kama and Vit are meant for each other
because they possess the same social status shows that Petr’s sense of social
inferiority transposes itself into his conception of intimate human relationships;
because of his sense of social inferiority he also experiences a sense of
inferiority in matters erotic. In the last sentence of psycho-narration the
narrator’s presentation of Petr’s thinking serves to emphasise the degree of
Petr’s sense of humiliation. The narratorial analysis in the reproduction of Petr’s
thoughts forms a detached contrast to the created impression of inner drama.
This makes Petr’s attitude to Vit and Kama seem exaggerated, even childish.
The narrator generally does not intrude in the narrative discourse with direct

comments. A single example of intrusion, which is so brief that one could
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overlook it, is in the passage where he describes Petr’s coat: ‘Ten kabat,
nezapominejme, dostal obnoseny od Vita’ (p. 9, my italics). Here he rhetorically
addresses the narratee, it seems with the purpose of creating sympathy for Petr’s
poor material status in relation to Vit’s.

The origin of Petr’s sense of inferiority becomes evident in the narrative
presentation of Petr’s relationship with his parents. His mother works as a
servant to their landlord. Her position demands that at one point when Petr falls
ill she, instead of attending to her own son, has to fetch the doctor for the son of
the landlord. Petr’s mother embodies the prototype of the working class woman
who has to accept her station in life. However, she wants Petr to attend grammar
school so that he will not have to serve other people as she has all her life. She
expects him to be grateful that she has worked for his future, but this evokes
only a sense of guilt and anger in him: ‘Kolikrat na to myslil, kolikrat se citil
vinen mat¢inym tGdélem a kolikrat snil, jak v§e bude jednou napraveno! Slysel-li
vsak taZ obvinéni z jejich ust, vzpiral se je uznat. Ton sebelitovani, ktery
postiehl v matéinych vy¢itkach, ho zatvrdil’ (p. 42). The excerpt constitutes an
example of how social ambition has been engraved into Petr’s mind as a remedy
for his poor background. The excerpt also reveals that Petr is unable to feel any
real sympathy with his mother and instead turns his feeling of powerlessness
against her. This feeling of powerlessness shows itself in Petr’s thoughts when
he is waiting for his mother to return in the evening:

Pro¢ matka nejde? Pro¢€ ji tam zdrzuji tak dlouho, pro¢ ona sama nema4 tolik

odvahy, aby tekla: Je uZ noc, pani, musim domd. Nyni tam stoji nad

neckami pradla v mlhovém oparu, ktery se srdzi na oknech a stéka dold v

slzach. Konecky jejich prstd jsou ryhovany jako valcha, na které vypira

$pinu z kosil, spodki a prostéradel svého panstva. Zivitelé. Nezapomen,

Petfe, polibit ruku milostpani, aZ pijde dola. Ale Petr nikdy nepotka

milostpani, kdyZ jde dolu. (p. 93)

His thoughts are narrated in narrated monologue and thus the narrator implicitly
shares Petr’s indignation that his mother has to serve people apparently devoid

of feelings. The imagery of this passage lends a note of sympathy to the portrait
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of the mother which otherwise seems to be lacking in Petr’s self-centred
criticism of her.

Envy as an expression of social inferiority also manifests itself in the
characterisation of Petr’s concierge father, although the father’s envy takes the
form of snobbery. Petr’s father resents the fact that he belongs to the working
class and that his wife works as a servant. Petr’s thoughts about his father when
he is dreading the father’s returning home at night presents a man who feels that
life has treated him badly, and that he is without fault in this:

Az sestoupi z vySin pochlebenstvi, kterym ho &astuji v putykach, oslovujice

ho ,,pane inzenyre®, shledd v tomto pfizemnim kutlochu, Ze je pouhym

domovnikem, jehoZ manZelka se vraci z posluhy shrbena unavou, rozzufi se
znovu. Ceho mohl dosahnout pfi svych schopnostech, kdyby ho byl Zivot

nepodvedl? Se svou postavou a chiizi, se svym chovanim! Ne nadarmo se k

nému chovaji mazavkové s akademickymi tituly jako rovny k rovnému.

Nebyl a nebude nikdy domovnikem, a ma-li komu slouzit jeho Zena, at’

slouzi jemu. (p. 93)

The narrator’s sarcastic choice of words ‘z vysin pochlebenstvi’ implies a
certain amount of criticism of the father that expands into mockery with ‘Se
svou postavou a chuzi, se svym chovanim.’ Petr is aware of his father’s
delusions, but the fact that he thinks of their home as ‘pfizemni kutloch’ shows
that Petr shares his father’s contempt for their living conditions. The description
‘mazavkové s akademickymi tituly’ expresses the father’s envy of those with
something unattainable for himself which he therefore takes pleasure in
despising. The war has only aggravated his discontent because it has created a
new social hierarchy of army ranks: ‘TouZil byt opét tim, kym byval, nez ho
valka uvrhla v podfadnost a tupé poslusenstvi chlapikim, ktefi mohli byt v miru
jeho spole¢niky a od nichZ ho nyni délilo stiibro hvézd a zlato prymkd’ (p. 77).
The army has forced him to become the underdog in a different setting.

A similar snobbery guides Petr’s experiences with women. Initially, Petr
plunges into his lie about having a sexual relationship with pani Hadzova because
he wants to surpass his friend Bertik’s stories of his adventures with women:

”Sluzky, to neni nic pro mne. To dovede kazdy,” odpovéd¢l vztekle’ (p. 28).

49



The narrator explains Petr’s lie as provoked by his shame at being inexperienced
with women (p. 29), but in the context of the general characterisation of Petr it
is no coincidence that Petr chooses to use social status to impress his friend.
Following this episode, the narrator indirectly explains the other reason for
Petr’s choice of pani Hazova as the object of his sexual fantasy. The narrator’s
characterisation of pani Hazova expresses his (the narrator’s) condemnation of
her as a woman of easy virtue. Since her husband left for the front she has been
living with a sequence of lovers. The narrator’s characterisation of her and her,
in the narrator’s opinion, debauched life (in this he agrees with Petr’s mother)
emphasises the contrast between the insecure world of Petr and his mother and
pani Hazova’s middle-class sense of security: ‘Tvafic se pohrdavé, ¢ekala, az ji
udélaji misto, aby mohla projit. [...] Matka zdravila pokorné. Dva kroky za pani
Hazovou stéla jeji nova sluzka’ (p. 41). The narrator setting the scene for pani
Hazova’s subsequent humiliation of Petr captures the essence of how the
narrator’s discourse uses social status to define the characters’ relationship with

each other.

The presentation of the relation between Petr and pani Hazova’s maid,
Frida, likewise shows how Petr’s sense of social inferiority influences his sexual
desire. The narrator’s characterisation of the relationship between Frida and Petr
emphasises the imbalance of their relationship: ‘Sirok4, statna Frida a vysoky,
drobny Petr’ (p. 51). However, the characterisation ‘Od toho dne, kdy od ni
ptijal lahve malaga, probudila se v ni odvéka §tédrost sluZek k milencim’ (p.
57) expresses the narrator’s stereotypical view of women just as much as it
characterises Frida. The narrator’s emphasis on the mercenary aspect of their
relationship in his description of Frida bringing Petr food from her mistress’s
supplies — ‘Petriv mladistvy hlad a mlsnost pfemohly jeho odpor proti tomu,
aby si nechéval takto platit své schlizky s ni’ (p. 57) — shows how Petr is aware
of the meretricious aspect of their relationship. In the end Petr’s awareness of
the nature of his relationship with Frida does not result in more than his
wallowing in the sentiment of being the injured party: ‘V blesku jasnozfeni jako
by zahlédl celou svou budoucnost: snad nikdy nebude mit sily, aby utekl od

né&eho, co zatal s jinymi. Zivot bézi dvéma cestami, nikdy se nesetka to, co by
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chtél, s tim, co Zije’ (p. 61). Petr’s disdain of Frida reaches its peak when he
humiliates her by ignoring her when she dresses up for going out. Petr’s
perception of her (‘Bylo to vyjevené dévce z vesnické pouti, které tam stalo,
hledic nafi zanicenyma o¢ima v pokorné tvaii’ (p. 63)) exposes his lack of
compassion for her. The description of Frida following Petr with Bertik and
Zi¢ka only further emphasises this: ‘Frida $la za nimi stale, smutna a tézka jako
tazny kan’ (p. 63). The narrator’s final summary of Frida: ‘Stala tam nehybné ve
svych pestrych $atech vesni¢anky, hledéla za odjizd&jicim parni¢kem, cizi a
hranatd, nesrozumitelna a smutna’ (p. 64) does not ridicule her, but appeals to
the sympathy of the implied reader. Against this background Petr’s egoism
seems even more profound. His rejection of Frida confirms that the opposite
side of his sense of inferiority is a desire for power; a power which mostly finds
its expression in fantasies, as my discussion of Petr’s relationship with women

has shown.

The class phenomenon is less explicit, however important, in the narrator’s
presentation of Petr’s relationship with Marta. Class is, however, significant in
the way in which the narrative evaluates Marta through its description of her
milieu. The narrator sets the scene for Petr’s first visit to Marta’s flat with a

detailed description of the interior of the main room:

Hnédy nabytek vydechoval t€zké ticho a zasla ¢erveni plySovych povlaki
kiesel byla Sarlatové temnd. Na masivnim pfiborniku, podobném
zavienému oltafi poutnich kosteliku, ztuhlo v hlubokych zéavitech fezby
vifeni prachu. Nad misou s umélym ovocem se vznasel fale$ny ton touhy po
blahobytu a vylhaného rodinného $tésti. Pokoj byl jako konserva
zapomenutych ctnosti, t€Zko stravitelné jidlo se zarodky mrtvice a jaternich
nemoci. V1adl v ném pofadek a horky vzduch byl prosycen viini latek, dieva
a lakovanych listd umél€é palmy, jeZ pod svymi v&jiti hostily orient
maskarnich plest a odalisek z pfedmésti. (p. 119)

With its sarcastic references to the ‘Orient of masked balls and odalisques from

the slums’ the description suggests erotic depravity. At the same time it evokes

an atmosphere of decay and falseness that implies a critique of the bourgeoisie
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to which Marta belongs. The description thus foreshadows a critical evaluation
of Marta that the narrator later confirms. At Petr’s second visit the narrator
exposes Petr to Marta’s seductiveness. She tells him the story of her life and
Petr again finds nothing false in her. The narrator’s informed comments
emphasise Petr’s naivity:

Vé&d¢l toho opravdu velmi malo, nebot’ jeji zpovéd’ se podobala zpoveédi

nevéstky, ktera ospravedliiuje sviij pad. Byl-li tu rozdil, tedy jen ten, Ze si

nevymyslela pfib¢h svého Zivota, nybrz ddvala mu jen barvu a ton, které by

nejvic dojaly tohoto posluchace, touziciho skryté, aby nikde nebylo ani

vlasky thony, ani stinu hanby. (pp. 122-23)
The narrator explains several times how Petr wants to believe that Marta has
done nothing wrong, really how his ideal of purity prevents him from seeing
through her story. Petr identifies himself with Marta’s explanation of her
longing for freedom — ‘Az vélka ji vysvobodila’ (p. 123) — and therefore he
wants to trust her: ‘Petr byl dojat. V jeji povidce bylo mnoho, co mu
pfipominalo jeho vlastni mladi. Nesvoboda a touha po volnosti. Rozumél tomu,
jako by to sam prozival’ (p. 123). In these words the narrator again allows Petr’s
youth to be an excuse for his behaviour by not passing any judgement on him.
However, he does show how Petr’s vanity and desire to surpass his peers let him
accept the clothes that Marta gives him: ‘Petriv vzdor nebyl tak pevny, jak by si
pral. Saty z anglické latky, tkané z hn&dych a bilych niti. Takové zavidival
synovi domdcich. Pfed¢il by v nich vecky mladence ve tfidé’ (p. 126), and
‘Oblékl jimi nejen své télo, nybrz 1 sebevédomi. Pfedstihl mnohé, ktery az
dosud zavid¢l, a vyrovnal se n€kolika ojedinélym ze tfidy’ (p. 127). These
excerpts signify how Marta becomes a means to Petr for satisfying his envy and
snobbery. The narrator also points out, however, that Marta, the experienced
seductress, is only playing with Petr. This becomes wholly clear when she
abandons him for a German-speaking officer. In the semantic context of the
narrative’s positive evaluation of patriotism, Marta’s association with a German-
speaking officer may contribute to the negative evaluation of her.

The characterisation of Petr thus evolves through the dissemination of the

contrasting semes inferiority and power in the narrative. Inferiority occurs as
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one aspect of envy, finding its expression alternately in snobbery, contempt or
social ambition, or in the form of sexual inferiority, giving rise to violent
fantasies. Petr’s relation to power is characterised chiefly by its absence, which
makes him act it out in fantasy or indirectly, as in the incident with pani Hazova.
Ultimately, giving up his father to the military police is a manifestation of
power. Finally, Petr’s perception of power also occurs while he watches the
soldier running the conscription procedure: ‘Byl jednim z bi¢iki moci, ktera je
dohnala aZ sem a poZene je dale. Snad za chvili s ni splynou, budou ovladani a
uzivani k ovladani’ (p. 158). A moment later, after Petr has avoided the front, he
thinks: ‘Bylo vyhodné byt slabochem, kdy? silékiim hrozila zkaza® (p. 159).>°
Petr’s mixed fear of power and desire for power thus plays into his egoism and

opportunism, and determine how he relates to others.

24 The evaluative function of the war motif in the novel

The descriptions of wartime Prague form the background for the portrayal of
Petr’s crisis of adolescence. In addition to its function as setting, the narrator
links the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and disintegration of
sexual morality with the portrayal of adolescence in a way that also gives the
war an evaluative function.

The narrator’s discourse evokes the impact of the war by having details of
wartime reality merge into the depiction of situations or characters. For
example, as Petr, Vit and Kama enter one of the little rooms in the café they
encounter a soldier with his girlfriend: ‘Mlady vojak s prymky jednoro¢niho
dobrovolnika je uvital zamracenim a dévée otocilo rychle hlavu k oknu, aby
ukrylo slzy’ (p. 8). Vit’s room faces the main street ‘stale plnou lidi a ruchu, kde
jezdily Cervené tramvaje a ¢as od €asu pochodovaly mi¢ici fady vojaki na cesté
k nadrazi’ (p. 10). It is also characteristic of the narration that the narrator uses
war motifs to set the scene for what follows in the narration: ‘Skolni rok skon¢il
unavou a bez radosti z Gspéchu. Valka a bida uzaviely zelena vrata prazdnin’(p.

56). Many of the descriptions evoke the general subdued atmosphere of the war:

3® This thought echoes some of Karel’s reflections on power in Cerné svétlo. As 1 shall discuss
in the chapter on Cerné svétlo, Karel’s view of power likewise has its origin in his experience of
inferiority.
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‘Cas i v olovénych dnech nevlidné zimy hotel rychle a unor kdysi veselych
zabijatek a maSkarnich reji byl jim pohlcen hladovy a vyzably, tak jako jindy
tu¢ny a bakchantsky’ (p. 14). In places the parallels made between the images of
war and the descriptions of Petr’s emotional life seem disproportionate. This
happens, for example, in one description of Petr wandering around the city:

Potkal vojéka, stizeného nervovym otfesem. Jeho nohy byly vymr§tovany

do vyse dé€sivou silou mezi dvéma holemi, o n€Z se nestastnik opiral; skakal

pies tajemnou piekazku, pfeskakoval smrt, ktera jim prolétala jako ni¢iva
vichfice zotviranym domem. KdyZ se zastavil, tfasl se jako chabé dvete,

jimiz lomcuje $ilenec, a kroutil hlavou v udésném zaporu. Petr se odvratil a

obesel ho pilkruhem. Ale zjev trval na sitnicich o¢i a sestupoval do n€ho; i

v ném jako by se néco zmitalo v neovladnutych skocich. (p. 71)

A little earlier in the text Petr’s state of mind (after delivering his dismissive
note to Frida) was described in physical terms: ‘Trapny pocit Stval jeho
mySlenky v kole bezradnosti; napinal se v ném a bolel tak, Ze touZil po néjaké
muce télesné, zatinal zuby do rtti a 1amal si prsty do vymknuti’ (p. 70). The
contrast between Petr’s longing for ‘some physical suffering’ to ease his mental
pain and the concrete physical suffering of the crippled soldier emphasises his
self-absorbed way of thinking. Although the comparison between Petr and the
soldier expresses Petr’s exaggerated perception, it does seem inappropriate in
the context, since adolescent misery can hardly be of similar gravity to the
sufferings caused by the traumatic experience of war.

The narrative presentation of the war plays on the contrast between the
‘small’ history of Petr and his classmates, that is, the impact the war has on
people’s lives, and the great History of the Monarchy. The theme crops up in
Petr’s thoughts (in narrated monologue) while he is sitting in a wine bar with Vit
who is on leave from the front:

Jak je to divné, Ze cely Zivot a snad celé dg&jiny lidstva lze sloZit z takovych

nicotnych piihod. Jak poznas, Ze tato piihoda je dilezita a tato opét ne?

Zijes viechny stejné. Ted’ sedi Vit zde, je to vojak na dovolené, ktery se

chce bavit, je to chlapec, ktery chce pfesvédgit sebe i jiné, jak zmuznél a jak

pohrda hloupostmi, jako je cit. Dnes je tedy zde a za nékolik dni bude opét
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tam, kde se val¢i a kde se tvoii d€jiny. A pro n¢j to zase bude jen fada

pitihod, drobnych udalosti, které jen svym mnoZstvim a svymi nésledky jsou

dulezité. Kdo vi, snad dnesku je ur¢eno, aby pro né€j nebo pro Vita byl

vyznamn&jsi nez nejvétsi bitva. (p. 38)*

With its highly stylised rhetorical questions the narrated monologue reflects the
ambiguity that informs Petr’s attitude to the war: on the one hand, he realises its
effect on Vit, but, on the other, he remains indifferent to it because it has not yet
had any direct effect on his own life; he is an observer. It becomes clearer later
in the novel how this reflective detachment is a very convenient way for Petr to
mask his fundamentally egoistic approach to things.

The contrast between Petr’s adolescent crisis and the reality of war is further
exposed in Petr’s encounter with the Magyar soldier who comes begging at his
door.*! The portrayal of the soldier emphasises the dehumanisation of the
individual in its description of a human being reduced to a starving animal (pp.
26-27). Before this episode the narrator’s summary of Petr’s state of mind has
informed the reader that Petr’s awareness of the war is growing because of his
loss of Kama and Vit, whereas before he had been grateful because the war had
removed his father (p. 24). Seeing the Magyar soldier makes Petr aware of the
human consequences of war because it reminds him of the destiny of his father:
‘Snad i on tam n€kde obchazi nyni cizi dvefe a prosi oskubany, sesly, na pokraji
zhrouceni. Vlna litosti jim prochvéla’ (p. 26). The war puts his adolescent crisis
into perspective and he begins to understand Vit’s behaviour towards Kama:
‘Opravdu, vSechno se zdalo pozbyvat ceny, mél-li ¢lovek ztratit sviij sotva
zacaty zivot. Ne Kamou a laskou, nybrz Vitem, otcem a vSemi, kdo byli vydani
stejnému nebezpeci, mély se obirat jeho myslenky’ (p. 26). The narrator shows

how Petr develops an awareness of the war, although his initial comment

%0 Later it appears again when Petr is doing history homework: ‘Nic viak nebylo vzdalengjsi
jeho mysli nez tyto déje ddvno mrtvé, letopodty, milniky minulosti, kolem nichz se Fitil ¢as k
dnedku. Nebyl-li dnesek sam déjinami? Cely svét byl v ohni’ (p. 43).

*! The episode in which the soldier grabs Petr’s violin that is lying on the table and attempts to
play a czardas lacks credibility in the context of the previous description of Petr. Here it says
about Petr’s violin: ‘Na stole leZely housle, na nichZ Petr v posledni dobg tak ¢asto hraval
nap&vy vlastni razby, jez mély vyjadfit nevyslovitelné z toho, co se v ném dé&lo’ (p. 26). Earlier
the narrator has informed the reader that ‘[...] Vit tihl spi§e k hudbg, Petr ke knizkam’ (p. 11).
The fact that Petr actually plays the violin does not ring true in this context.
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indicates that the effect created by Petr’s encounter with the soldier does not
last.

Petr’s newly acquired consciousness of the war sets him apart from his
classmates who see the war as an opportunity: ‘Vzpirali se vidét ern€. At
jakkoli hrozna, valka méla pro n€ i své svétlé stranky. Vycitili je a chtéli jich
vyuzit (pp. 26-27). Although, this is actually, in part, a positive comment — these
adolescents have a will to live that Petr does not possess — the opportunism of
Petr’s classmate Bertik is judged in negative terms by the narrative. In the
conversation he has with Petr after the latter has given the Magyar soldier
something to eat, Bertik comments: ‘Clovée, ja se ti divim. Co je ti do
Mad’ara? Kopnouts ho mel, previta. Mas slySet nase vojaky, co o nich povidaji.
Horsich bestii nenajdes’(p. 27) and further on ‘Valka je valka, ¢lovéce. Beres si
to moc k srdci’ (p. 27) express the prejudice that informs his opportunistic
attitude to the war. Bertik represents the opposite to Petr’s moral consciousness
(‘Jde o to, co z lidi udélaji. A uz je to jedno, jestli z Mad’arti nebo z nasich’ (p.
27)) and therefore he becomes a target for Petr’s disdain and envy: ‘Bertici to
maji nejlepsi. Pfikr¢i se a proklouznou’ (p. 27). The narrator uses the episode
with the Magyar soldier to attribute a moral consciousness to Petr. However,
this episode is alone in stating this and does not accord with other descriptions
of Petr. From others it emerges that Petr actually does not experience much of
the suffering that the war creates: ‘Petr aZ dosud nepoznal mnoho z té bidy’ (p.
57). On the contrary, Petr’s experience of the war is of a self-preoccupied
nature: ‘V jaké dobé se to narodil, v jaké psi dobé! Ostatné bylo by to pro ného
nejlepsi, nebyt valky? Nevedél® (p. 37).*

Petr’s attitude towards Bertik changes in the course of the novel, which
reflects the fact that Petr is fundamentally just as opportunistic. In the beginning
Petr dislikes Bertik, but turns to him because he does not have anybody else: ‘A
tehdy, nevéda uz, co by si pocal sam sebou, vzpomnél si na Bertika, na toho
Bertika, jehoZ nemél rad, ale ktery byl ptece jen lepsi neZ nikdo’ (pp. 58-59).

Later, when he needs money so that he does not have to feel humiliated before

#2 Petr’s experience of the war is in some places characterised by pure self-interest. Seeing the
ragged soldiers on the street he thinks about Kama: ‘Udg&laji-li tohle z Vita, bude ho mit je3t&
rada? Oskubaného pachnouciho? Podle knih jist&’ (p. 19).
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Kama, he again turns to Bertik for help: ‘Vzpomnél si na Bertika. Jak to, ze
pravé na toho klacka, jehoZ vzdy nenavidél a jimz pohrdal? Ale Bertik mél
styky, znal se s kdekym a nebylo, obrazné& feceno, vod, do nichz by nespustil své
siti’ (p. 196). Bertik has, in the meantime, built up a thriving business trading in
ersatz products. The war has made it possible for him to overcome his social
pre-determination: ‘Chodil si jako $vihdk a leskl se blahobytem’ (p. 114). Ina
passage that reflects Petr’s opinion of Bertik the narrator depicts Petr’s
realisation that he has himself become an opportunist: ‘Srovnavaje se s nim,
nema uz Petr ani té opory, jiz mival v dobach, kdy chodil s Vitem. Jeho
ni¢emnost je snad vétsi neZ Bertikova, boji se v§ak oteviené k ni doznat, udélat
si z ni Zivotni zdkon a postavit se na pevné nohy pohrdani’ (pp. 169-70).

The overall characterisation of Petr indicates that he becomes a cynical
opportunist because his sense of social inferiority and envy has prepared him for
such corruption. Unlike Vit, whose moral integrity has been corrupted by his
experience at the front, Petr’s opportunism seems rather a result of his
continuous reluctance to accept responsibility for what he does.* The contrast
between the two friends makes Petr’s cynicism seem false.**

The descriptions of the misery of war highlight the egoism of Petr and his
peers. The narrator’s discourse contrasts the vitality of the adolescents, ‘VSichni
prekypovali svou mladou, vydrazdénou Zivoci$nosti, jako by nebylo valky a na
z4dného z nich nedolehla jeji strast’ (p. 115),* with descriptions that emphasise
the dehumanisation of people whose life has been reduced to mere subsistence,

to a mass existence (or death):*®

* For example when he, although he is wooing Kama, sleeps with the office girl he has met at
Bertik’s flat: ‘Probouzeje se rano vedle ni, je$té spici, mél pocit, Zze vzdycky bude zabijet, co ma
v sobé& nejlepiho. Chtél si ptisahat, Ze uZ nikdy. Ale zasmal se. UZ se nebude pfelhavat. Jak
znélo heslo? Vezmi, co chce§ a miized’ (p. 201).

“ Petr’s excuse to himself after sleeping with Majda, the office girl (see excerpt in previous
footnote), echoes Vit’s proclamation when he returned from the front: ‘Valka ukazala takovym
jelentim, jako jsme byli my, nejenze je smrt a strach, ale Ze je taky Zivot a Ze se ma brat, dokud
je. Docela podle dne3niho vtipu: kupte si, nebude’ (p. 37).

% Petr cannot identify with the others’ enthusiasm, though: ‘Petr pfechazel od skupiny ke
skuping, smal se a naslouchal s ostatnimi, zatim co v ném sk¥ipé&la pila zavisti. Zavidél viem, ale
nenachdzel t¢asti na ni¢em, co se tu dé€lo, zavidél i Samkovi jeho poctivy zal’ (p. 115).

% Another example of this is the scene in front of the butcher’s shop where people are queuing
for food: ‘Plynova lampa, jejiz svétlo se chystalo zemfiti s tmou, modelovala &ern& houfec lidi a
tahlé vzdechy, bzueni ob&asného neklidu a Soupani nohou je ptipodobitovaly spicimu stadu’ (p.
76).
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Lidé zbaveni domov zili ve staddech. Daleko v zakopech a doma v
dlouhych fadach pied vyjedenymi kramy. Chléb a fiSe se rozpadaly. Tupa
lhostejnost a zoufalé nadéje se stfidaly v myslich. Chléb plny dfeva a fise
plné nepravosti splyvaly vjedno v ubitém védomi. VyCerpana téla a zemé
neodpodata a mrazy neuzaviena zrodily chorobu. V dlouhych frontach lidé

Ji dychali jeden na druhého. Vraceli se domti s prazdnymi brasnami, s

ochablou mysli, s oima, v nichz planuly zahrobni ohn¢ hore¢ek. Umirali

houfné, snad proto, Ze duse byly tak mdlé, snad proto, Ze uz nevédéli pro¢

zit. (p. 140)

The narrator’s discourse here makes a link between the social injustice of the
Monarchy and the poor quality of the bread (a signifier of ‘scarcity’) which
serves as a pretext for the narrator’s indirect expression of sympathy for the
patriotism that has gained new life from the hope in the approaching end of the
war. This is visible in the scene where Vit, who has just returned from the front,
meets the boys’ headmaster. The narrator’s portrayal of the headmaster contains
a note of ridicule through which he mocks the representative of the old order (in
this matter the narrator’s sympathy is with the youngsters): ‘A stary obavany
dravec se popotahoval za vousy, zafil blahosklonnosti a nabadal Vita k
vlastenectvi ve smyslu fiSe, chvalofece jeho hrdinstvi’ (p. 32). On the contrary,
the form master, whom the pupils like, is a patriot who teaches them about the
Revivalist Havli¢ek: ‘Méli ho radi a krotili pfed nim svou jankovitost. Pfednasel
o Havli¢kovi a zvolna se rozehfival. Zapomné¢l, Ze chtél mluvit po tichu, na
vyhublych licich mu vysko¢ila ¢erven. A minulost, jiZ oZivoval, se podivuhodng
podobala ptitomnosti’ (p. 147).

The narrator’s discourse shows, though, how the adolescents’ patriotic
longing for independence for the country really expresses their longing for
individual freedom: ‘Svobodna vlast, to znélo pfili§ neurcité, ale volny ja, tomu
rozuméli vSichni podle svych ptedstav’ (p. 148). Seen in this context the
opportunism caused by the war conditions may be interpreted as an extreme

form of adolescent egoism. The narrator’s juxtaposition of the war with
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adolescence legitimises this attitude or at least makes it comprehensible.*” The
same process of legitimisation occurs in the narrator’s description of Petr’s
identification with the general hopes of the time:

Nedovedl to pochopit. Nedovedl pochopit, Ze v jeho mladickém hoti a

nadé&jich neni mista pro nikoho a pro nic jiného nez pro né€j samého. Vse

ostatni bylo jen maskarada citi, tak opravdova, jako jsou vSechny 1zi

osmnacti let: do krve. Aniz o tom védél, ve vSech téch velikych dg&jich, o

nichz snil jako ostatni, nachazel jen sebe, sebe na vrcholu vitéznych barikad

anebo ve chvili melancholie mrtvého pod nimi. Ano, sedét saim nad svou
vlastni mrtvolou a fikat: Jak state¢ny hoch byl ten Petr, a odchazet za

novym dobrodruzstvim. (p. 149)

The narrator explains Petr’s egoism as an expression of adolescent egoism that
interprets everything in terms of hyperbolic self-stylisation. Although the
narrator ironises this self-stylisation, his analysis ‘AniZ o tom védél’ also
produces an alibi for the egoism that has elsewhere been emphasised in the
portrayal of Petr.

In contrast with Petr’s lack of engagement, the characterisation of Kama’s
patriotism represents a positive force. Originally, it compelled her to move to
Prague and find independence: ‘Vasniva vira byla v srdci Kaming a Petr byval
trochu skepticky. Véfil jako ona v bliZici se osvobozeni, ale ptal se, co pfinese.
Jeji vlastenectvi mu piipadalo trochu plané a zbyte¢né nadsené. Chudaci
ziistanou asi chudéky, tikal, a jakapak je to svoboda’ (p. 208).® The narrative’s
positive evaluation of patriotism creates doubts about Petr’s scepticism towards
her enthusiasm and thus presents her as an example to Petr. The end of the novel
links the founding of the republic with hope for a better future. It is, however,
not explained on what this hope is based, apart from the general euphoria

evoked by the end of the war.

7 It is what history does to these adolescents. For example, the condemnation of what happened
to Ottoni is limited to the form master’s mild reprimand (see p. 192). The number of casualties
in the war diminishes the significance of Ottoni’s death: ‘Co znamenala smrt jednoho chlapce v
dobg, kdy kolem dokola umiraly miliony?’ (p. 192).

“® I do not agree with Gotz when he writes of Reza¢: ‘Neda se mylit ve své snaze po nahé pravdé
ani naciondlni hore¢kou 1918 quoting the same passage as above. Gotz sees Petr’s scepticism
as something positive, whereas I would ascribe it to his general lack of interest in his
surroundings. In Frantidek Gotz, Viclav Rezdc, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 45.
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In his review of Vétrnd setba A. M. Pisa criticises Reza¢ for concentrating
too much on Petr’s erotic development and using the war as a mere backdrop.
Pisa points to an essential feature of Vétrnad setba, to the fact that the story of
Petr’s sexual and emotional maturation might as well have taken place in a
period with no war.* It is true that the war features in the novel as a backdrop,
but in addition to that the war also has an evaluative function: the war is used to
explain the behaviour of the adolescents, especially of Petr. It serves as a pretext
for legitimising Petr’s egoism. In doing so the narrative displays a fascination
with the adolescents’ romantic, dreaming, egoistic attitude to life and makes an

emotional drama of the wartime reality.

2.5 Conclusion
My analysis has established that the narrative presentation of Petr (both through
plot and the presentation of his consciousness) is informed by the ideologemes
of purity versus impurity and inferiority versus power. These ideologemes
constitute the structures of meaning that run through the narrative. On the one
hand, Petr’s adolescent state is dominated by a basic psychological conflict
(inferiority versus power) which manifests itself in his tendency towards envy
and egoism. On the other, the characterisation of Petr’s awakening sexuality is
played out within the ideological conflict (ethical) between purity and impurity
which is manifest in the apparent contrast between ideal love and sexual desire.

The narrator’s discourse knowingly exposes Petr’s conflicts with himself by,
at times, identifying with his point of view (the function of the numerous
narrated monologues) and formulating mental experiences of which Petr can
hardly be entirely conscious himself. The narrator generally seems to
sympathise with Petr and his analyses of Petr’s actions explain these as a result
of the adolescence he is going through.

However, the narrative displays an inherent conflict between the narrator’s

attitude towards Petr and the impression of Petr that his thoughts and actions

create in the implied reader. The narrator’s discourse presents Petr’s behaviour

* See A.M.P., ‘Romin valetného mladi’, in Prdvo lidu, 117, 19.5.1935, p. 9.
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and thoughts as typical of adolescence, whereas what can be inferred about
Petr’s psychology from the characterisation of his relationship with women,
friends and parents, shows him rather as a product of his social background and
family history; that is, as an individual rather than a stereotypical adolescent.
These two aspects of the characterisation of Petr are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. However, in the context of the semantic framework of the narrative,
the ambiguities in the evaluation of Petr represent a problem.

As the analysis of Petr’s relationship with women has established, the
macrostructure of the narrative is governed by the concept of ideal love, that
disseminates the seme ‘purity’, whereas the events in the course of the narrative
focus on sexual desire that produces the opposite seme ‘impurity’ (both in the
sexual and moral sense). Petr’s experience of sexual desire changes in the
course of the narrative from something which he perceives as an uncontrollable
force to a source of pleasure. At the same time, however, he is haunted by his
dream of ideal love as personified by Kama. The paradox is that at the point in
the narrative when he has learned to accept his sexual desire without guilt, the
narrator’s discourse imposes the concept of ideal love on him once again
through Kama’s engagement in their love affair. The plot development supports
this movement by means of the epiphanic scene in which Petr decides not to
commit suicide. It is possible to interpret what Petr experiences as being guided
by a greater power (the subconscious urge to seek out Kama’s house) rather as
the ‘inevitability of plot’.*® The narrative poses Kama’s engagement as the
alternative to Petr’s egoistic, envious and detached behaviour. The narrator’s
discourse presents Kama as a model to Petr, as well as placing her in the role of
teacher (saviour). Petr’s mere contact with Kama sets in motion a process of
purging. The analysis showed that it is the narrator who mediates Petr’s
awareness of this process. The narrator’s discourse postulates that Petr has
changed; that is not shown in Petr’s thoughts. On the contrary, the narrative
presentation of Petr’s thoughts shows that he has not changed very much at all.

Petr continues to be a passive sceptic whose desires are based on envy.

%0 See Terry Eagleton: Criticism and Ideology, London/New York: Verso, 1998, pp. 87-88.
See also Franco Moretti: The Way of the World. The Bildungsroman in European culture (New
edition), p. 263, note 52.
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Through its plot-structure the narrative poses the solution of ideal love to
Petr’s emotional conflicts. The narrator’s discourse evaluates negatively the
liberated surge of sexual desire that it asserts is a consequence of the war. At the
same time it, in its positive evaluation of Kama, tends to promote the concept of
ideal love.’! The use of the war motif in the narrative functions as a model of
explanation for the corruption of ideal love in that the narrator presents the war
as the cause of the adolescents’ precocious sexual desire, as well as of the
general attenuation of sexual morality.

In the light of this analysis it is possible to see the narrator’s endorsement of
the concept of ideal love as an ideological construct that imposes an ideal of
love as Bildung on the protagonist Petr. The problem is, however, that the
narrator comes to have the function of mouthpiece for an ideal that is
undermined by the characterisation of the very protagonist who is supposed to
subscribe to it. The psychological analysis of Petr makes him too complex a
character for him to represent an ideal, whereas the Kama character becomes
increasingly focused on romantic love as the narrative progresses. The
opposition of Kama and Petr, with their key attributes of love and envy, relates
to a more fundamental ideological conflict between Christian love (defined in
the Bible as the antithesis of envy) and envy, the prime sin in medieval writing
about the Devil. Kama’s love is not only focused on her personal gain, or on
Petr. In her activities, she is portrayed as embodying a social conscience,
working for the good of other human beings. In comparison with her, Petr is
something of an anti-hero with whom it is difficult to feel sympathy, although
the narrator would like us to feel it. None of the critics, neither contemporary or
later, have commented on the darker aspects of Petr. They seem to take the
victimisation of Petr through the war at face value, thus accepting the novel’s
positive message of ideal love. Némec, for example, uses the word ‘obroda’ to
describe a new perspective for Petr.’> Novék interprets Kama as the hope of the
novel, ‘state¢na a &ista Zena uprostred porusenych slabosskych muzd’.>> Sezima,

likewise, ascribes a moral function to the Kama character as the saviour of Petr:

°! This is in accordance with the narrator’s judgmental attitude to pani Hazova.
52 F. Némec, ‘Romén o mladi za vale¢nymi frontami’, p. 4.
3 Arne Novak, ‘Nova prosa’, p. 5.
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‘[...] vrati mravni odpovédnost a zjasni jeho pohled na svét’.>* Thus the critics,

unanimously, tend to focus on only one side of the ideologeme of purity versus
impurity. Reza&’s Petr does presumably grow up in the end since he chooses to
study law. In this choice he, at least on an outer level, conforms to a

conservative ideal of Bildung as it was understood within the Monarchy.

3% Karel Sezima, ‘Z nové tvorby roméanové. (Romény genera¢ni 3. — Surrealism.)’, p. 472.
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Chapter 3
Slepa ulicka (1939)

Vaclav Reza¢’s second novel Slepd ulicka (1939)" has been widely perceived as
a ‘social’ novel?, although at the time of its publication it was also described as a
‘novel of the family,” a ‘psychological’ novel,* a ‘generation novel’® or a ‘novel
of marriage’.® These various attempts at labelling the novel focus on individual
aspects and thereby fail to acknowledge that each aspect contributes to the
overall complexity of the narrative. ‘Psychological,” for example, may refer

both to the method of narrative presentation that Reza¢ employs in the novel and

! According to Jiti Opelik Slepd ulicka, in spite of the fact that 1938 is generally given as the
year of publication, was not published until 1939. Its first edition (Borovy) came out at the
beginning of February 1939 (Opelik refers to Lidové noviny, 3.2.1939, p. 7). Apart from that it
came out in instalments in the library of Lidové noviny from 4 January until the middle of
February 1939 (Opelik refers to Lidové noviny, 16.12.1938, p.7 and 11.2.1939, p. 11). See Jiti
Opelik, ‘Roménové dilo Vaclava Rezate’, unpublished PhD thesis, Brno: Masaryk University,
1961.

2 See, for example, Frant[iSek] Kielina, ‘Roman spolecensky’, Venkov, 1.4.1939, p. 7;
[Anonymous], Lumir, 1939/40, 31.1.1940, pp. 207-08; -Rja-, Ceskd osvéta, 35, April 1939, 8.
The review was placed under the headline ‘socialni roman’ together with Jaroslav Havli¢ek’s Ta
tFeti (1939) and Karel Novy’s TFeti vétev (1939). In other issues of the same journal novels
reviewed under this headline are, for example, Benjamin Kli¢ka’s trilogy Generace, Vaclav
Prokiipek’s Ztracend zemé (1938) and Frantiek Erik Saman’s Mij kamardd panbih (1937)
The notion of a ‘social’ novel is important in the sense that it implies that the novel characterised
as such has a political content and it has been linked to the development of a Czech version of
Socialist Realism. Bedfich Vaclavek developed this concept within the Czech literary theoretical
context. Of novels belonging to the same decade, Slepd ul/icka has most often been compared
with Lidé na kFiZovatce by Marie Pujmanova. See, for example, A.N., ‘Roman p¥isn&
objektivni’, Lidové noviny, 26.2.1939, p. 9, or J.B.C., ‘Véclav Reza¢: Slepa ulicka’, Nase doba,
47, 1939/40, pp. 120-21. I find, however, that there are significant differences as regards the
type of narrator and the narrative organisation and presentation of events. This suggests that the
comparisons are related to the ideological content of the novels.

> See J.B.C, ‘Viclav Rez4¢: Slepé ulitka’, Nase doba, 47, 1939/40, pp. 120-21.

* See Josef Sup: ‘Vaclav Rezag: Slepa uli¢ka’, Kriticky mésicnik, 2, April 1939, pp. 183-85. Sup
rejects the label ‘social novel’ because he does not see the ‘social reality’ as basic in the novel
and the problems of the novel do not arise from this. He says the novel lacks the ‘socialist
thought or idea’. He categorises it as ‘psychological’ because, according to him, the novel is
mainly about ‘money and the desire to rule’, that is ‘the driving forces of Michal Gromus’.

* See review [Anonymous], Lumir, 1939/40, 31.1.1940, pp. 207-08.

® See v.b.k., ‘Roméan mnoha osudt’, Ndrodni price, 78, 19.3.1939, p- 15. The author describes
the novel according to its themes of which marriage is just one.
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to the content of the novel, whereas ‘novel of marriage’ refers to just one of the

motifs of the novel and thus to the content plane, the story.

3.1 General characterisation of the narrative

The narrative of Slepd ulicka can best be described as narrative drama. The
drama is played out within the conceptual framework of class conflict between
the Gromus family, who are bourgeois factory owners, and the local workers.
The narrative consists of the interlinked stories of several characters. On the
story level the organising principle of the dramatic episodes is that of conflict
between the characters. The conflicts put into play a number of oppositions
inherent in the choice of characters, i.e. young/old, parent/child, man/woman
and factory owner/worker.” On the one hand, there are the conflicts within the
Gromus family: between old Gromus and the his son Michal who returns from
his studies in Prague to help with the running of the factory, between old
Gromus and his wife Anna and Michal about the future of the factory after
Gromus’s death (the will) and later between Michal and his architect wife
Vilma. On the other, there is the conflict between the Communist worker Jindra
Pour and the other workers, Riizena’s conflict with her family and Balada’s
conflict with the rest of the workers’ community. The conflict between the
Gromus family and the workers is narrativised as the amorous rivalry over
Rizena between the young Michal Gromus and the Communist worker Jindra
Pour and in the conflict between Michal Gromus and Balada, RiiZena’s father.
The driving force of the individual conflicts can be summed up as the pursuit of
desire — be that desire for money, power, love, political ideal, or status and
social advancement.

Correspondingly, the narrative discourse develops as a series of dramatic
episodes in dialogue that are linked together in the discourse of the omniscient
third-person narrator. The narrating situation alternates between narration
focalised through one of the characters, passages in dialogue interwoven with

the narrative presentation of the character’s consciousness (thoughts) and the

7 It is characteristic of the notary Purkl’s role that he stands outside these oppositions, apart from
that of man/woman by the sole fact that he is a male character.
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narrator’s descriptions and summaries. It is characteristic of the time structure of
the discourse that the reader learns about the time within the individual episodes
through characters’ speech and thoughts® and about the time span between them
through the narrator’s summaries or indirectly through descriptions. For
example, the period of time covered indirectly emerges through the descriptions

of the developments at the factory.

3.2 Ideological significations in the narrative presentation of the
bourgeois characters
The opening episodes of the narrative deal with the relationship between the old
factory owner Gromus and his son Michal.” Gromus arrives in Prague with the
purpose of making Michal return with him to Libnice so that he can help with
running the factory. After their return Michal virtually takes over his father’s
work whilst the old Gromus retires because of his heart problems. The narrative
presentation of the relationship between father and son revolves around the
opposition between the semes ‘old’ and ‘young’. Michal embodies all the
epithets of youthful energy: ‘Ale v Michalovi se napina mlady mozek a mlada
odvaha’ (p. 20),'® whereas old Gromus withdraws into a feeling of increasing
physical frailty and bodily decay, as is shown in one passage presenting his
thoughts following his son’s successful business venture:
Ptejel si dlani usta v nenapadném posunku, aby zachytil jeji viini. Ne, ne.
Stafi nevoni. A zadival se Ziznive€ na sklonénou hlavu svého syna. Michal uz
opét pracoval, pramen hebkych vlast, jez bylo té¢Zko ucesat, mu spadl pies
spanek a visel do tvate. Ti mladi snad nemaji zadny cit. Clovék by ¥ekl, Ze

bude pobihat a vykfikovat, nevéda, Eeho by se radosti dfive chytil. Nu,

¥ That is, when the narration is focalised through one of the characters the orientation of time in
the narrative is that of the character. Thus such a presentation of time is an indicator of
focalisation.

® The very first word of the novel is Michal Gromus. Originally Reza¢ wrote the novel with only
one main character who may well have been Michal Gromus. Opelik thinks that Reza¢ changed
the structure of the novel due to pressure from Bedtich Vaclavek, to whom Rezag sent a first
draft, as well as being inspired by Pujmanova’s Lidé na kfiZovatce that came out in 1937. See
Jiti Opelik, ‘Roméanové dilo Vaclava Rezage’, Brno: Masaryk University, 1961, pp. 90-91.

' Vaclav Rez4g, Slepd ulicka [1938], Prague: Mladé fronta, 1972. Further references to the
novel will be given in parentheses directly after quotations or references.
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nerozumim mu a on patrné nerozumi mné. A piece v ném Ziji, to je to

jediné, co ze mne zlstane. (p. 21)

The narrator’s psychological analysis of the relationship between father and son
associates Michal’s youth with his striving for power: ‘Co sejde na Zivot¢, mysli
si ten mlady ¢lovek, ktery je nabit zdravim, a zda se mu, Ze ve svém odhodléni a
ve své sile je vzneSeny jako idea sama. A nerozumi tomu starci, ktery si tfese o
kazdy tep srdce, jenz mu zbyva. Nev§ima si ani toho, jak chytracky skryl za
nad$enim pro véc svijj vlastni zdjem’ (p. 22). At the same time the narrator also
reveals how Michal is driven by egoism. This analysis therefore adds to the
other negative descriptions of Michal and ultimately contributes to the
ideological evaluation of the narrative.

The conflict between father and son comes to epitomise a generational
conflict which is, at its core, also an ideological conflict between two
interpretations of capitalism. Fundamentally, the conflict between Michal and
Gromus, as presented by the narrative, arises because they represent two
different approaches to the mode of production. Michal epitomises a new breed
of businessman who ruthlessly pursues money and power at the cost of human
relationships. This type of businessman is a result of a new type of man which
the time has brought forward, a man who lives life fast with constant changes —
a type of man whose emergence the narrative links to the new role of machines
in society. The narrator’s description of Michal as he sits in his car waiting for
RlzZena sums up this ‘contemporary man’:

Ten protiklad zadum¢ivého klidu pfirody, kterym byl obklopen, a tepajici

stroje odpovidal podivuhodné pohod¢ jeho téla a mysli. T€lo si hovélo a

myslenky uhanély. Tak to mélo byt: ten chvat, ten ustavi¢ny vzruch, to bylo

jediné, ¢eho ses nemohl stale nasytit. Sotva jsi byl hotov s jednou véci, vrhal
ses na jinou a svét ti odpovidal, tval t& k novym a novym vykontim, chci
néco nového, néco jiného, Ficel usty zastupcd a obchodnich dopist, tohle uz
tu bylo, ach, to je staré, dejte ndm néco nového. Néco nového. Zajisté tento
pokfik, otfasajici celym svétem, byl spravny, vyjadfoval citéni a touhu
soucasného ¢lovéka, a na mou véru, libil se ti. Kam to povede? ptali se

oslové minulé generace, pfezvykujice bodlak své opatrnické a astmatické
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moudrosti. [...]. Jedina uzkost t€ jima. Aby Zivot byl dosti dlouhy na
vSechno, co bys chté&l. Zeneme se rychleji, bylo by tudiz spravedlivé, aby i
nasSe zavodni draha byla prodlouZena. Nové a nové. Je to spravné? Ano.

Nebot’ to jediné chceme, nebot’ to jediné ndm odpovida. (p. 58)

In this passage the narrator expresses Michal’s thoughts and experience, which
can be seen from the personalised mode of narration in which the narrator uses
the second person singular as a sign of identification with the character’s point
of view. The use of the second person plural is a sign of identification with the
time, with a new perception of things, of which Michal is only one

representative.

That the narrator does not share the fascination with speed and newness of
the ‘contemporary man’ can be seen in his initial presentation of Libnice and the
factory, on Michal and old Gromus’s return, that conceptualises the conflict
between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ (pp. 14-15). The narrator’s description evokes
the contrast between the traditional rural features of the town that still exist
along with the changes imposed on the town by post-war industrialisation. The
narrator presents industrialisation as a disturbance of the previous harmony (a
natural rhythm of life characterised as the pulse of the town) by the speed and
noises of machines (the hooting of cars, the factory sirens and the diesel
engines). The narrator’s presentation invests the industrialisation with negative
connotations: a germ of disease (‘zarodek choroby’) and the town has been
‘attacked’ by the ‘rush’. The description of the petty bourgeois girls contains a
twist of irony in the adverbial ‘zoufale’ about how the girls try to imitate the
fashion of the city. By means of this irony the narrator positions himself as
someone who does not belong to the environment of Libnice, who is superior to
the workings of the small-town environment. (In that he, curiously enough,
positions himself on a par with Michal who has adopted a blasé approach to life

as he has experienced it in Prague.)

The narrator further expresses his dislike of the modern mode of production
in the description of Gromus’s factory at the beginning of Chapter 3. The

narrator is primarily critical of the dehumanisation of the workers and the
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mechanisation of the labour process in which everything depends on time
because ‘time is money and money equals power’:'! The description emphasises
the daily relentless routine under time pressure and the monotony of the work
process: ‘[...], nezastavyj se, ¢lovéCe, tviij ¢as je rozpoéten a tvoje pohyby
svazany s obratkami stroje, neohliZej se a nemysli na nic, stoje na svém misté
spéj stale vpfed, ta-ta, ta-ta, pfedpazit, pfipaZit, pfedpazit, pfipazit’ (p. 19).
The narrator’s sceptical treatment of industrial progress culminates in his
description of the peculiar stench that belongs to the factory. The evocation of
the stench points to the fact that the factory’s production is based on substitute
materials of animal origin which replace real raw material such as horn:
I tyto desky, jez nahrazuji pravou rohovinu - nebot’ uzZ davno neni na svété
dosti rohti a kopyt, aby postacily zasobit lidstvo hiebeny - odtud pochazeji.
Divajice se na n¢, zda byste uvéfili, Ze jedny z nich jsou vlastné mo€ovinou
a druhé byvaly tieba tvarohem. Smekame klobouk pred silou lidskeho
dimyslu, ale nepokofeni pravime: Uzasné, ale jak to pfisp&lo k nasemu

stésti? (p. 19)

The scepticism towards progress, which the last rhetorical question expresses,
suggests a rather more conservative stance than Michal Gromus’s. The
narrator’s descriptions of Libnice and the factory serve as a pretext for his
subsequent presentation of Michal Gromus. The narrator establishes an
evaluative framework within which the reader can only come to a negative
judgment of Michal. The narrator’s direct comment on Michal further enforces
this judgment:'?

Ach, tady tr¢i v malém, zapomenutém, méstecku n&jaky mladik, hodné

bezvyrazny, ani barva jeho vlasi se mi nelibi, nejsou ani plavé, ani

kastanové, jako bys do nich popelu nasypal, v Sirokém, zbyte¢né riZzovém

obli¢eji mu sedi vystouplé o¢i, jako by mu lezly z hlavy nepochopitelnym

' Similar descriptions of the dehumanisation of the work process and the mechanisation of
human beings can be found in Pujmanova’s Lidé na kriZovatce (1937) and earlier in
Hostovsky’s Ztraceny stin (1931). In the latter, however, the narrative presentation focuses more
on the effect of this on the psychology of the main character, rather than placing the
phenomenon in a larger social context of class struggle.

2 This is an example of how the relation between narrator and a character can contribute to the
ideological shaping of a narrative.
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udivem, ale svymi dopisy jako vSete¢nymi a vSudypfitomnymi tykadly
ohmatava cely kontinent, [...]. (p. 20)

This direct expression of his dislike for Michal Gromus is the only place in the
novel where the narrator makes a direct comment (becomes audible) in the first
person. The narrator’s description of Michal’s eyes comes close to caricature.
He mentions them once again in the scene where Michal is with RiZena: ‘A tu
se k ni naklonil, a poule své o¢i, beztak dosti vystouplé, a pokouseje se 0 Gsmév,
ktery mu nepodafené nadmul tvate, fekl’ (p. 35). In the last extract the purpose
of the description is to show how Michal is not capable of expressing true
emotions.
Michal embodies a belief in progress and cost-effectiveness, but, in addition
to this, the narrative presentation emphasises the desire for money as a
prominent feature in the characterisation of him. Indeed, money is what he is
thinking about when the reader first encounters him at the very beginning of the
novel. The narration is focalised through Michal as he stands and looks out
through the window of his room:
Nebylo nic na prot&jsi stfeSe a 0 malo vic dole na ulici. Bily oblak za jednim
z komint. Neméni se, civi na jednom misté. [...]. Dim se chvé&je
pravidelnym dunivym dusotem, jak palice rytmicky dopadaji na koZené
pasy prostfené na kovadlin€. V podzemi je zlatotepecka dilna. Zlatotepec,
zlatotepec. Zlato, zlato. (p. 5)
With the repeated ‘gold-beater, gold-beater’ the narrator symbolically sums up
the importance of Michal’s relationship with money. The words resound again
like a refrain when Michal first returns to the family home:
Otec a syn vstoupili ml€ky do domu a odlozili v rozlehlé predsini. Nikdo je
nepfisel uvitat, dim byl tichy, jenom z pfizemi, kde byla kuchyng, zaléhaly
sem pravidelné, trochu dunivé udery, jak kuchatka naklepavala maso.
Zlatotepec, zlato, zlato. Michal se usmal §iroce na otce, ktery pfed nim stal

zamlkle a rozpacité. (p. 15)

Whether the words actually resound in the mind of Michal or whether they

belong to the narrator’s discourse is impossible to decide with certainty within
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the given context. However, they do signify that money is not only the pre-
occupation of Michal; it also anticipates the theme that becomes predominant in
the conflicts of the Gromus family; that is, the question of who inherits the
factory after old Gromus’s death.

Michal’s focus on cost-effectiveness constitutes a new business mentality
which is different from that of his father’s generation. The narrative presentation
of Michal’s thoughts in interior monologue reveals how Michal defines himself
in opposition to the older generation by writing his father off as ‘romantic’:
‘Opét ten romantik, ktery v ni¢em neuznava vyhrad, a chce-li néco, chce to celé
a beze zbytku. Jak tenhle ¢lovék mohl byt obchodnikem a jak se mohl dodé€lat
uspéchu tak zna¢ného? Snad jenom proto, Ze ti, s nimiZ mél co délat, mu byli
viceméné podobni’(pp. 92-93). The difference in business mentality between
father and son is more than a generational matter. As presented in the narrative
it signifies an ideological change in the factory owners’ attitude towards the
workers. The narrative thematises the paradigm shift in the relation between
factory owners and the workers that has gradually taken place during the post-
war years and is now culminating in the period of the general economic crisis.
This shift has been brought on by intensified labour saving modes of production;
in the discourse of the novel this is present in the seme ‘speed’ that appears in
all the (narrator’s) descriptions of the running of Gromus’s factory (for example
on p. 19). The narrative foregrounds the consequences of the changes in the
modes of production and the economic crisis in the different attitudes of Gromus
and Michal to the workers. Gromus represents an era when the factory owner
could still afford to look at the workers as individuals: ‘Véci se prosté nedaji
lamat pies koleno a tovarna nejsou jen stroje, jsou to také Zivi lidé’ (p. 84) he
thinks after Michal has sacked six workers. Despite the fact that the narrator has
earlier revealed that Gromus’s feeling of responsibility towards the workers is
based on vanity: ‘Nese$lo mu tak na té€ch Sesti, ale mival vzdycky povést
lidského zamestnavatele’ (p. 72), the relationship between them does include a
degree of humaneness. Contrary to his father, Michal perceives the workers as

an oppositional force, as an element that has to be ruled. The narration
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foregrounds this view in the presentation of Michal’s thoughts right when he
first meets the workers on his return to Libnice:
[...] Michal, jak tu stal, vnimal tento vzdor kazdym nervem. Hled’'me, jak je
to v nich zakofenéno, jak to v nich sedi. MoZna Ze to maji uz v krvi, Ze se s
tim rodi. Vyrostl mezi tim, ale uZ na to zapomnél. Jednoho dne se s nimi
utkd, tomu se asi nevyhne; kazdy, kdo je zaméstnava, musi se s nimi jednou

stfetnout. Jak na n€? (p. 13)

Michal’s view of the workers as a mass is expressed in the presentation of his

thoughts as he walks through the workers’ colony. The description creates a

metonomy between his perception of their houses and how he sees their

inhabitants: ‘Uniformni, stejné, bezvyrazné. Pfipominaji dav, az to mrazi (p.

30). The passage also reveals Michal’s way of thinking about power:
Michal je mijel s pocity tisné i vdé€nosti, Ze neni jednim z jejich obyvatelu.
Po pfevratu z nich $la tak trochu hriiza, rozpinali se, povzbuzovani vysoko
Slehajici zafi ruského ohné, citili se uz soudci a pany. Nesmysl. Jsou
stvofeni k tomu, aby byli ovladéni. P¥iroda neplytva svymi silami, a vytvofi-
li n€kolik mozk lepSich nez hromady ostatnich, je to proto, Ze jim
prisoudila zv1atni tlohu. Nékdo musi vést ta zmatena stada, jez by se jinak
utopila v bid¢ a bezradnosti. Socialismus a kapitalismus. Vcelku to neni nic
jiného nez spor o zpusob a rusky ptiklad to jen potvrzuje. Nakonec ztistanou
jedni nahofte a druzi dole, na jedné stran¢ kvalita a na druhé mnozZstvi, a
mezi nimi se mele, zmita a sviji beztvaré cosi, stfedni stav, administrativa,
ufednik — touha nahoru a ploskonohé myslenky a na nich neseSkrabatelné
blato plebejského pivodu a uréeni. Spokojen mistem, které mu, jak si pravé
vylozil, naleZelo ve svété pravem zrozeni i nadani, mlady Gromus si
vykracoval stale pevngji. (pp. 30-31)"3

Michal sees himself as one of the rulers of the world and, although the narrator

does not contradict this view openly, he clearly distances himself from Michal’s

1 The passage continues: ‘To¢il hiilkou, starou $pané&lkou s kulatou hlavou ze slonoviny,
poziistatkem otcova mladického Svihactvi, kterou vyhrabal kdesi ve skfini a jiZ si od svého
navratu zvykl nosit na svych prochazkach’ (p. 31). The walking stick is important because in
Reza&’s novels it functions as a typical bourgeois emblem. In Cerné svétlo the notion of power
associated with the walking stick is even further enhanced by the fact that the head of it is
moulded into a small bust of Napoleon.
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opinion of himself by directly referring to Michal’s thought process in his
subsequent description of Michal’s state of mind.

Together with the desire for money Michal’s desire for power lies at the
core of the narrative presentation of him. It governs his relationship with women
(first with Riizena and later his marriage with Vilma) as well as his general
world view. The motif of power is directly thematised in Michal’s conversation
with the notary Purkl after the old Gromus’s death and the reading of the will.
The notary refers to the Gromuses as ‘Napoleoni’ (p. 141) which provokes
Michal’s analysis of his family’s relationship with power and the need for
leaders:'*

“To je v rodé,” odpoveédél Michal. “Neboztik dédecek musil mit alespori

psa, kterého viibec nepotfeboval, jen aby mohl n€komu poroucet. Bez lidi,

jako byl miyj otec, by svét upadl do anarchie, bezvladi by pohltilo jedny i

druhé a pozirali se navzajem jako smecky vlki. Bez viile k moci by nebylo

potadku. Kdybych chtél mluvit nafoukané, fekl bych, Ze tvofime blahobyt a

s nim v§echny hodnoty, pro které Zivot stoji viibec za to, aby byl Zit.” (p.

141"

Michal closely associates his idea of power with the idea of progress which he
perceives as a struggle with nature and with the development of the human
species. Michal’s idea of progress and natural selection echoes an idea of
nineteenth-century Social Darwinism. His thoughts about his work (he perceives
selling combs, toys and other such trifles as almost a secular version of the
crusades) echoes this conflict between nature and culture where what he regards
as culture is invariably associated with the progress of civilisation. His thoughts
express a condescending view of the potential buyers of his goods — an attitude
which is enforced by their being outside the range of his self-assumed power:

‘Zufil nad ptekazkami, tiebaze je zmahal trpé€livé a nedaval se jimi znechutit.

'* The Napoleon topos links Slepd ulicka with Cerné svétlo (see footnote above). The topos also
occurs in Pujmanova’s Lidé na kfiZovatce in Riizena’s thoughts about pani Hduslerova: ‘Uboha
pani! V3ichni muzsti jsou stejné potvory. Co délat, svét je takovy. Siln&jsi vit&zi, a jiz agenti v
kamasich mluvivali s oblibou 0 Napoleonovi. Co chcete, tot’ Zivot’. Marie Pujmanova, Lidé na
krizovatce [1937], Prague: Borovy, 1948, p. 401.

'* The plot of the novel — Michal’s lack of success in his personal life — markedly ironises this
view of his. Michal is deemed to repeat the mistake of his father’s in choosing the wrong wife —
a choice he makes exactly because of his pursuit of power and wealth.
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Pro¢ nebylo mozno vzit kladivo a rozdrtit je, pro¢ nebylo mozno ovladnout vili
tu smecku, kterd se jmenuje zakaznictvo?’ (p. 146). The narration repeatedly
returns to his ideas of power and the necessity of leaders.'® However, these are
consistently ironised in the narrator’s discourse, for example, in the above case:
‘Byl by se musel smat svym myslenkam, kdyby vSe co podnikal, nebral az
ponufe vazné’ (p. 146). The narratorial irony undermines Michal’s grand
thoughts about his position in life. His desire for money, his idea of ‘the will to
power” and his idea of progress that resembles the Darwinian survival of the
fittest all converge in the seme ‘egoism’ since they ultimately express the desire
to advance oneself at the expense of others and the praxis of using others as
means to an end."’

The narrative presentation of Michal’s relationship with women, first with
RuzZena, then with his wife Vilma, shows that his desire for power and the need
to rule others is not confined to the sphere of business, but also transposes itself
to his perception of intimate affairs (love and marriage). Here I shall save the
analysis of his relationship with Rtizena for my analysis of the function of
RaZena’s narrative and only focus on the story-line of his marriage to Vilma.

Michal and Vilma’s relationship develops as a power struggle. Michal’s
desire for her is awakened by the fact that he cannot fathom her depths (p. 146),
that he somehow senses that she is intellectually superior to him.'® The
description of Michal’s perception of her when she is about to leave his house
indicates that what evokes his desire is her independency which challenges his
desire for power: ‘Moci se ji tak zmocnit, podrobit sob€, uéinit ji na sob&
zavislou. Byl to nesmysl, nikdy by se nepodrobila. Byl by to vé&ny souboj dvou
inteligenci’ (p. 150).

The presentation of Michal’s thoughts about Vilma shows how he defines
himself in opposition to her in order to confirm the rightness of his own view of

himself. His perception of her is stereotypical in that he dismisses her way of

1® See, for example, a little further on in the same passage, p. 146.

17 «Ziskavat kdykoli a cokoli, to je snad jeho pravy smysl’ he thinks about life (p. 130).

'® In the case of Riizena, it is her belonging to the working class that makes him curious — ‘to
know what they are really like’.
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thinking as typically female, as opposed to his own self-confident (implied
masculine) way of thinking:
Naopak pocitil nahle silnou divéru ve své jednostranné, ptimocaré mysleni.
Musi to piece ¢lovéku dodavat sily, jestlize si mysli o vécech bud’ to, nebo
ono a nikdy dvoji nebo troji najednou, jestlize nikdy neni na pochybach,
jestliZe si nepohrava se svou inteligenci, ale hledi ji prosté vytézit. Musi mu
to dodavat sily a pfevahy nad ostatnimi. VSechno jiné je intelektualstina
vhodné pro nedélni kratochvili, zabava pro Zeny vzdycky trochu naklonéné
rozvratu. (pp. 150-51)
Vilma embodies the modern, emancipated bourgeois woman.'® She is aware of
the conflict of competing values between the ‘old” and the ‘new’ as her remark
about the streetlights shows:
,»Vim, Ze je to hanebné osvétleni, dokonalé maloméstské skrtilstvi a
starousedlicky $lendrian, a prece fikdm krasa. Jsou ve vés taky n¢kdy dva
1idé? Jednomu z nich pfipad4, Ze toho pokroku neni stale dost, vlece se to
pro lidskou hloupost k zoufani pomalu, a druhy se boji, aby toho pfece jen
nebylo pfili§ mnoho, protoZe to staré, zacazené a loudavé ma puvab, ktery
se uz nikdy nevrati do naseho zivota.* (p. 150)
Her comment expresses an ambivalent attitude towards progress, similar to the
one that the narrator’s discourse expresses. Thus Vilma’s comment highlights
the ideologeme generated in the narratives’ consistent distribution of the semes
old versus new. This ideologeme structures the Gromuses’ relationship and also
the narrator’s presentation of the contrast between tradition and industrialisation
of the rural town. Since the narrator’s discourse gives a negative evaluation of
Michal Gromus, who is the representative for the new, the narrative expresses a
certain degree of conservatism in relation to the new.
The narrative presentation of Vilma places her in opposition to RiZena, not
only as a rival, but also in the sense that RiiZzena represents the traditional,
uneducated working class woman. RiZena’s reverence for Michal’s position of

power places her within this category, although she at other times attempts to

'° The notary Purkl also displays obviously conservative views as regards women; cf. his
judgment of Vilma.
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break free from it. On the other hand, the presentation of Michal’s thoughts
about Vilma and RiZena, respectively, reveals him as a conservative
misogynist, despite his postulated belief in progress (see p. 147 and 154 for
examples).

The narration anticipates the nature of Michal and Vilma’s relationship in a
number of more or less direct allusions to his father’s relationship with his
second wife, Anna; for example, in the narrator’s analysis of the feelings that
Vilma evokes in Michal:

Svirala ho uzkost. Tucha né&jakého déjstvi, jiZ znal a jeZ mu nahénivala

hrizu, v ném bloudila. Nemohl pfimét svou pamét’, aby mu je osvétlila dosti

jasné. Védel jenom, Ze chcee toto dévee, Ze je musi dostat, Ze se ho musi
beze zbytku zmocnit, aby vSe, co dosud d¢€lal, nabylo pravého smyslu.

(p- 160)

Michal’s first subconscious impression®” is later confirmed by his step-brother
Robert’s comment on Vilma: ‘,,Je hezka, to ano. Je chytra, chytfejsi, nez na
kolik j4 sta¢im. Ale je v ni néco, jak bych to fekl, zkratka ptipadd mi, Ze je v ni
néco z mé matky™’ (p. 162). At this moment Michal rejects the comparison of
Vilma with Anna, although he allows some doubt to enter his mind: ‘[...], i
kdyby to bylo pravda, je v ném, Michalovi, desetkrat vice viile, nez bylo v jeho
otci. Nesmysl’ (p. 162). The narrative presentation of Michal’s consciousness
reveals again and again how Michal’s determination blocks out everything that
does not agree with his decision to win over Vilma (p. 173). The narrator’s
discourse has in another description linked this sense of determination to the
Gromuses’ desire where it is explained in terms of biological inheritance:
‘Michalovi slab¢ hvizdalo v hrdle, bylo to srdce, naepyfené gromusovské
srdce, hltavy, nenasytny duch zdédéné krve’ (p. 161).

The nature of Vilma and Michal’s relationship reverses his idea of power
and puts him in the position of slave. Of the two Vilma is the calculating party.
She makes it clear from the beginning that she uses Michal as a means to save

her father’s (Rolin’s) factory from bankruptcy. The narrator ironises how

201t is characteristic that this is presented in psycho-narration since the narrator expresses
thoughts that Michal is not as yet able to verbalise.
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Michal has become a slave of his desire for Vilma, and therefore a slave of her
as well. This occurs after Vilma has finally surrendered herself to him:
Naslouchal vétru a sly3el, co nikdy pfedtim neslychal. Tma znéla smichem.
Obii noc se lamala v pase a roztiasala se chechtotem. Vilma se nemusela bt
hodit mu dil této noci jako kost. Hryzl ji mamne€. Zistala mu jen neuhasitelna
Zizen, jakoby se napil mofské vody nebo nalizal sn¢hu. M¢l to byt jeho
d&1? Sedél a chvilemi drkotal zuby, aniZ o tom v&d&l. (pp. 195-96)*'
The master — slave relationship is directly thematised in the narrative
presentation of Michal’s thoughts during the public auction of Rolin’s factory.
What is at stake here is that Michal has made a deal with Vilma to buy the
factory as a precondition for her marrying him unless the price exceeds a certain
limit. Michal’s thoughts take the form of an interior monologue addressed to
Vilma:
A dost. Necht’ minuty plynou a nejistota zmita lidmi. Nejde ov§em o to, co
zmita lidmi, ale co se d&je ve vas. To bych rad védél. Piisel jsem sice proto,
abych drazil, ale dejme tomu, Ze nebudu. Pohrejme si s touto myslenkou,
dokud je ¢as. Otrocka myslenka. Mohl bych zabit, kdybych chtél, pravi
otrok a pfedstavuji si ho, jak stoji s noZzem v ruce nad svym panem, ktery
pokojné spi. Ale pan vzdychne ze sna, otrok se za¢ne chvét a pusti niiz.
Nebot’ je to jen otrok a boji se i spiciho pana. Nebudu drazit, abych si
prokazal, Ze nejsem otrok, ktery pousti niz, kdyZ pan vzdychne. (p. 213)
Michal conceptualises his conflict by identifying himself with the slave who is
afraid of liberating himself through murdering his master. The whole auction
episode signifies how he once again tries to consolidate his position of power,
although his attempt to uphold the image of himself as the master becomes
increasingly forced. However, the narrator’s subsequent ironic comment on their
marriage makes evident that Vilma is the master of their relationship because of
her lack of desire for him: ‘A dalo by se fici, Ze to byl vlastné znamenity sriatek,

toto spojeni dvou poctaiskych hlav, nebyti toho, Ze jedna z nich byla oblouzena

?! This passage is also an example of how Reza¢ uses descriptions of the wind to create an
atmosphere that either mocks or supports how a character experiences a situation. These
descriptions predominantly occur in relation to Michal Gromus.
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vasni a druhd zistavala trvale chladna. Michal mél brzy ocenit, pro koho z nich
dvou byl vyhodnéjsi’ (pp. 218-19).

The development of their relationship shows how Michal’s idea of marriage
constantly collides with Vilma’s indifference. The power balance is further
pushed in favour of Vilma due to the economic crisis: ‘Jsem v konjunktute,
kdeZto vy se svymi hfebeny nevite kudy kam’ (p. 241)??, she comments to
Michal. Their conflict culminates when Michal during one of their few intimate
moments confronts Vilma with his desire to have a child. This desire has been
strengthened by the pregnant RiiZena who he saw sitting with Jindra when he
was out on a walk.” Vilma’s refusal represents a blow to Michal’s
understanding of his natural rights, not only in terms of marriage, but in the
broader sense of class as well:

Uplatnit svou vili tak, jako ji uplatiiuje sedlak nebo stepni ko¢ovnik. Copak

je mozné, aby mu sméla néco takového odeptit? Ma mu byt vzato, co

ptiroda pfiznala v§emu, co Zije: pravo udrZovat svij rod? Bylo by tak lehké
stisknout to hrdlo a svirat je tak dlouho, aZ by za¢alo chladnout, aZ by
vystydlo tak, jak studena je duse v tomto téle. Ale ¢eho by se tim dosihlo?

Rizenin Zivot se ty¢i v Seru stale neprihlednéj$im jako hora v modravé

délce. Mame snad vymirat, nemajice, komu bychom ptedali vysledky své

préce, kdeZto oni se budou mnozit bez ohledu na svou bidu? (p. 243)

His last thought once again establishes the class struggle as the referent for his
way of seeing human relationships, but at the same time it emphasises his view
of the workers as an inferior mass.>* Michal subsequently tries to impose a
pregnancy on Vilma during intercourse, the only result being that she pushes
him to the floor at the crucial moment. The narrator deals Michal the final blow
in the description of his state after Vilma has run away: ‘LeZel a tma se nad nim
ptrevalovala jak vina mdloby. Nemél sily, aby si poru¢il a vstal. Chvilkami

Skubla mu té€lem nervova kie€ jako vzlyk. Néco mu vyplouvalo pfed oéi. Snad

?2 For the influence of the economic crisis on the Gromus business, see pp. 221-23.

% This is one of the episodes which the narrative discourse repeats from two different
perspectives: first from Riizena and Jindra’s and later we learn about Michal’s reaction to the
situation (see p. 240).

** 1t also expresses Michal’s prejudiced view that the ‘lower classes’ behave like animals; it is
implied that, contrary to this behaviour, the bourgeoisie are civilised.
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to byl RiiZenin Zivot vzedmuti t€hotenstvim, svétélkujici modfe jako hora
podobenstvi’ (p. 244). That the last sentence is the narrator’s comment can be
seen from its abstract character in the form of a simile. The moral of the
narrator’s simile is that Michal could have had what he wanted had he chosen
Rizena. However, Michal’s view of marriage, which is guided by his idea of
power, prevents him from learning any lesson from what happened with Vilma,
as his thoughts about her after the factory’s stores have burnt down reveal: ‘At’
se mezi nimi stalo cokoli, alesponi v takovouto chvili ma byt Zena po boku svého
muze. [...] Takové je manZelstvi: v ném vice nez kde jinde si jeden musi
podmanit druhého’ (p. 272).

The narrator emphasises Michal’s powerless position in relation to Vilma
with descriptions of how he comes to look more and more like the old Gromus
(see p. 272). The narrative presentation of the last conflict between Michal and
Vilma, in which she announces that she is leaving him, shows how he is so
engulfed in his own triumph that the fire has saved him from bankruptcy that he
does not notice the signs of her intention. Instead he arrogantly brags about his
business luck caused by Balada’s suicide (p. 275). Vilma’s decision to leave him
takes him by surprise and he refuses to acknowledge her rejection, again
recalling to himself his Gromus tenacity: ‘Nebylo v povaze Gromust ani
v jejich zakoniku, aby poustéli, co jednou uchvitili, téeba jim to spalovalo prsty
az do kosti’ (p. 277). He insists that she at least gives up Rolin’s factory and
when she refuses he finally snaps and tries to assault her. The episode ends with
the image of Vilma’s light coat in the streetlight as she runs away (p. 279). The
image, that to him symbolised the essence of her independence when they first
met, is now used to ironise him.

The narrative of Michal’s and Vilma’s relationship runs like one extended
mockery of all Michal’s ideas. She surpasses him with her willpower and
determination to get what she wants, although, contrary to Michal, she is
capable of showing compassion: ‘Napadlo mé, jak na ni bude pusobit, co se
stalo s jejim otcem. Ale to je vedlejsi pro vas a snad i pro mne’ (p. 275), she
comments on meeting RiiZena in the street. Actually, this piece of information is

not really correct since Vilma saw RiiZena in the street before she knew about
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the fire and Balada’s suicide. This indicates that the narrator wants the reader to
think that Vilma is not quite as cruel and despicable in her calculations as
Michal. Vilma escapes with a certain amount of integrity because the narrative
discourse shows how she consciously reflects on her own actions. In a long
mixed narrated and interior monologue she scrutinises her own motives for
marrying Michal after Purkl has accused her of deception:
Lhala jste svym siiatkem. Lhala jsem opravdu? Nechci lez, je to zbraii
Zenské slabosti, je to néco, ke Cemu nés vychovavali. [...]. Nékdo se
neodbytn¢ prochazi jejim sv€édomim. Ach ne, s tim si na mne nepfijdes.
Jesté tyhle dvefe otevii. Chei v€dét, co je za nimi. Vilma se dopali a otvira i
tyto posledni dvete. Ma svou hrdost, nikdo ji nesmi Fici, Ze pred né€im
couvla, Ze se né¢eho béla. A pfece to byl podvod. Vzala jsem si ho a ma to
své piirozené dusledky.
(pp. 268-69)
In the preceding narrative presentation of Vilma’s visit to notary Purkl’s office
the reader has learned about Vilma’s difficult childhood, losing her mother at an
early age. Purkl’s reflection on her blames the modern times for what she has
become (although even as a child she was different from the other girls and
wanted to play in her father’s workshop): ‘[...] tvrdy, bezohledny muz v
Zadoucim a krasném Zenském téle. Tady byl vysledek emancipace, koedukace a
jak jeste se ta moderni blaznovstvi jmenuji a technické vychovy, Zena, ktera se
stydé€la za své Zenstvi a citila nejjasnéjsi a nespravedInéjsi zakon ptirody jako
kfivdu a nasili’ (p. 266). This passage expresses Purkl’s misogynous
conservative view of women’s emancipation. Through other descriptions of
Vilma it is evident that the narrator does not share this view. Fundamentally, the
narration of Vilma’s background explains her as a victim of her upbringing and
class. This explains why she does not want to rid herself of her desire for
possessions and why she lives for work instead of for human relationships. The
narrator’s presentation of Vilma’s feeling when she sees the young female
machinists run past implies a slight critique of women’s lot within marriage:
‘Nesly v sobé mladi s dusi¢kami, jez nebyly schopny pojmout $ifi smutku svého

udélu, pohanéla je srdce, jez nedovedlo nic odradit od blaznivych sni. Vilma se

80



za nimi divala s tvrdou zavisti’ (p. 269). This critical view of marriage is
supported by the description of the life of the married working class women (see
p. 269). However, it also serves the purpose of showing Vilma’s privileged
position in this respect. She has the education and therefore the means to leave
her husband if she chooses to do so. Vilma is an ambiguous character in the
novel. On the one hand, her relationship with Michal contributes to showing the
futility and sterility connected with the bourgeois life that is governed by the
desire for money and power. (It is one of the great ironies of the plot that the
man who sees himself as one of the rulers becomes a slave of his own desire
which the plot then shows to be futile.) On the other hand, she, in her own right,
does not completely conform to this stereotype. The narration has also shown
positive elements of her character or rather, a possibility for her of breaking with

the stereotypical bourgeois life.

33 The ideological function of RiZena’s narrative

The function of RiZena’s narrative has gone widely unnoticed in previous
criticism of Slepd ulicka in which critics mostly focus on the amorous intrigues
that surround this character. On the story level RtZena unites the two opposing
worlds of the bourgeoisie and the working class, represented by Michal and
Jindra respectively, by having an affair first with Michal and later
simultaneously with Jindra. However, because RiiZena’s ‘project’ explicitly is
about escaping her class background, it takes on other (ideological)
significations that are put into play in the development of that part of the plot
that involves RiiZzena, but which also have implications for the interpretation of
the whole narrative.

RizZena’s narrative links the two antagonistic narratives of Michal Gromus
and Jindra Poura. It is modelled on the narrative paradigm of the story of the
prodigal son (here the fallen woman) who finds his way back home again
Although RiZena does not at first return to her father, the characterisation of
Jindra reveals that there is some kind of paternal element in her attraction to
him: ‘Zac¢inala milovat toho vychrtlika, ktery ji takika omdléval v naruéi a v

jehoz o€ich nachézela svit uZasného zboznéni, podobny onomu, ktery vidala v
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ocich svého otce, jenomzZe tryskajici z jiného zdroje’ (p. 165). Riizena’s
narrative can be divided into four parts: RtiZena leaves her working-class
background behind and goes through various difficulties (mainly caused by the
Gromus brothers) until she has to become a prostitute in order to save herself.
After her return to Libnice Jindra Poura marries her both because he sees it as
his duty to bring her back to her working class roots, as a lost sheep to the fold,
and because he has never stopped loving her.

RiZena is central to the narrative presentation of class in two ways. First, in
the characterisation of RiiZzena her perception of class appears to be the defining
feature of her character which governs her aspirations and actions. Second,
Rizena’s narrative raises the issues of class conflict that lie immanent in the
narratives of Michal Gromus and Jindra Poura. On the level of plot, this conflict
is narrativised in the form of Jindra’s amorous rivalry with Michal of which,
however, only RuiZzena and Jindra are aware.

The narrative shows in more ways how RliZena is caught up in a double
movement between her hatred of the bourgeoisie and at the same time her
disdain for her working class background that feeds her desire to escape from
her own class. The paradox at the heart of the characterisation of Rtizena is that
although Rlizena has been brought up on the basis of working class values, her
father being a Socialist, her parents have through their adoration of her beauty,
at the same time, nurtured her sense of being different from them, for example
by exempting her from housework so that she can protect her hands (see p. 38).
Riizena’s class hatred thus arises from her experience of lacking. Itis a
substitute for what she cannot get, as the presentation of her thoughts (in
narrated monologue) followed by the narrator’s analysis of her makes clear at
her first incidental encounter with Michal:

Ten mladik se jednou stane zamé&stnavatelem jejiho otce, méla by tedy byt k

nému sludna. Ostatné pro¢? Ucila se nenavidét lidi jeho postaveni; divala-li

se na n¢ho, hucely ji soucasné v hlavé véty otcova poboufeni, nebot’ Josef

Balada byl socialista chlapsky drsny a pismacky zaryty. Vykofistovatelé! V

jejich predstavach Zili nerozluéné spojeni s touhami, jejichz splnéni se nikdy
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nedocka. Nebylo téZko je nenavidét, svét se tim zjednodusoval a nendavist
sama byla sladké, nahrazujic v$e, ¢eho se Zivotu nedostavalo. (p. 34)
For Riizena Michal represents the materialisation of her dream of escaping from
her background. The narrator’s analysis of Riizena’s disillusionment with the
ideas that have been ingrained in her through listening to her father’s
discussions with the comrades from the workers’ union both emphasises the
discrepancy between their ideas and reality and shows how their perception,
seen from RiiZena’s perspective, may be interpreted as futile:
[...] RiiZena, ticha i pozorna, vnimala jejich slova a jeji obrazotvornost je
ihned dopliiovala a rozehrévala ve dvé pasma obrazi, tak nesourodé na
prvni pohled, a pfece pramenici z jednoho zdroje, na sob& zavisla, do sebe
vzrustajici. [...] Dvou hlast spor, dvou melodii svar: ta nenavist utlacence,
ktery je odsouzen Zit z prace pro jiné, ta touha vySinout se tam, jist medové
kolace zahalky a snit o vlastni krase. Josef Balada se svymi soudruhy tonuli
v bezbiehosti vidin, den, kdy se dostane spravedlnosti a rovného dilu viem,
byl jim na dosah ruky, podle nich kapitalismus scipal, rozkladal se sam,
poziral se jako hydra, jejiz hlad nemtiZe byt ukojen ni¢im neZ vlastnim
masem. VSude jsi mohl vidét doklady toho. Nebude tireba ani prilis silné
rany, aby byl doraZen. Ale RliZzena, ktera jiZ tolik let naslouchala témto
feCem a stale nevid¢la prichézet jejich naplnéni, prestavala véfit, Ze se vilbec
kdy doc€ka toho velkého dne. A docka-li se, bude uz pfilis stard, aby se z
ného mohla radovat. V sobectvi své krasy spojovala jej se svym mladim a se
svymi touhami. Jediné v jejich naplnéni mohl miti cenu. Bylo tak lehko
nendvidét ty na druhém biehu, zejména proto, Ze ses tam sama nemohla
nikdy dostat. Ale jak by to bylo, kdyby ses tam opravdu dostala? (p. 36)
I quote this passage at length because in it the narrator sets out the paradigm for
his future evaluation of RiZena and judgments of her action. By ironising how
the workers deceive themselves, through the use of ‘quoted speech’ (in bold) to
mark that he reproduces their opinion, he creates sympathy for RiZzena’s
escapism and youthful egoism. (He does not say that their self-deception is not
justified by their situation, though). The passage comprises what goes on in

RuZena’s mind during the period in which she thinks about whether to accept
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Michal’s invitation to go dancing. It is characteristic that most of it is narrated in
the narrator’s idiom and does not, apart from a couple of thoughts presented in
narrated monologue, express any explicit level of consciousness on Rizena’s
behalf. The narrator summarises her doubts in the gnomic ‘V takovych chvilich
¢lovéku piipada, jako by nebyl sdm, jako by v ném bylo nejméné pét lidi. A
kazdy chee n&co jiného a n&co jiného citi’ (p. 38).%° The discrepancy between
RiiZzena’s thoughts about herself and the narrator’s analysis of her relationship
with Michal reveals the idealism and naivity that characterise her actions. To
herself RiiZena explains her actions as her natural right of choice:

Udglas-li, co chees udélat, budes vlastn€ nevéstka. Nesmysl. Co svétem byl,

zeny vzdycky prodavaly svou krasu. Nékteré hloupé, jiné chytfeji. Bylo to

jejich vlastnictvi, bylo to jejich pravo. Pro¢ by jsi musela vzit tfeba
vychrtlého Jindru, ktery bude vZdycky mit rad vice nez ji svijj jesté

vychrtlejsi prelud revoluce? Jeji Zivot i jeji krasa patfily ptece jen ji. (p. 65)
RuiZena believes in fate as a matter of free will: ‘Jakypak osud, blazinku, pro¢ by
ses nesvezla, mizes-li, to jesté k ni¢emu nezavazuje, jakypak osud, drzis-li jej
sama ve svych rukou’ (p. 61). However, the narrative questions this view by
showing that it is not possible for her to escape her social pre-determination, her
working-class roots, since she has internalised it.

The narrator captures the fundamental difference between RiZena and
Michal’s experience of their surroundings which also implicitly casts RiiZena in
the role of the victim because she is the less calculating of the two; she is
susceptible to the beauty of the place, while he only thinks about whether it is a
suitable place to seduce her (p. 66).

Contrary to her view of herself, the narrator presents RiiZzena as a victim of
her own desires (in this victimisation he judges her on the basis of the general
morality accepted by society). The scene in which she receives the golden
powder-compact from Michal symbolically illustrates how she has been
corrupted by her own desire for beautiful things. At first she resists her

inclination to receive the present, but as Michal threatens to throw it in the

%5 By the way, this quotation appears almost in identical form in the description of Lida in
Svédek. There it refers to why she wants to become an actress; she has more people within her
whom she can express through acting.
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water, she grabs it from him: ‘Vytrhla mu krabi¢ku z dlan¢ a zasmala se
pronikavé z pfekonaného tleku i z neuhasitelné touhy po té pékné véci’ (p. 69).
While describing RliZzena as a naive romantic, the narrator repeatedly
emphasises Michal’s calculation. He comments on how he pretends to throw the
powder-compact into the water with the exclamation: ‘Ach, toto gesto, tak
patetické a omselé!” and openly states Michal’s pretence: ‘A Michalovo
osvédéené herectvi odpovédélo’ (p. 68). When Riizena finally allows herself to
be seduced by Michal the narrator’s description first reveals how RiuZena
surrenders to her own desire, but subsequently his description reverts to a
sentimentality that links sexual desire with social injustice:
To usko¢né a nedockavé, hladové a bez rozvahy tihnouci k ur¢itému cili, co
¢ihalo v jejim téle, to véznéné, zapirané a zakiikované naslo svou chvili a
rozbilo mfize aZ neuvéfitelné slabé. O¢i se chytaly kolotajicich hvézd a télo
se proménilo, proplouvajic pefejemi nesmyslné bolesti. Nasla jen slova
chudé holky, kterou ani chvile opojeni nezbavi vidiny budoucnosti,
vztahujici vychrtlou ruku, aby vybrala svou dail a zaprosila, aby ji nebylo
ubliZeno. (p. 70)
The roles into which RiiZena and Michal are cast at this beginning of their affair
matter because the narrator’s evaluation sets out the semantic framework for the
interpretation of the subsequent development of their relationship.?® However,
Rizena’s thoughts reveal how she sees their relationship in strictly mercenary
terms; it buys her comfort and she can live out her dream of being a lady:
‘Vydrzovana holka. Ale nejsou-li vSechny méstacké panicky, které nedélaji nic
jiného, neZ utraceji penize svych muzi, pravé tak vydrzovany? Ne, to by ji
nedé&lalo nejmensich rozpaki. Chtéla pry¢ z Libnic a néco za to musi zaplatit’
(p. 99). RuzZena’s changed position (she now looks at the workers as if from a
different world) makes her assume the way of thinking of the adversary. Her
writing off the workers’ viewpoint when she overhears them talking about
Michal after he has sacked a number of workers shows this: ‘Nechtéla nadé&je

poletujici po stfechach domu, jeZ dosud ani nestaly. Slysela otce, ktery se hajil,

% In some descriptions the narrator seems quite captivated by Riizena; he seems particularly
fascinated by that part of her who just lives out her dreams, although he doesn’t cease to remind
the reader that they are only dreams.

85



nebot’ roztrpleni propustéct se obracelo na ného, ale citila se tak vzdalena jeho
strasti, jako by v ni nekolovala jedind kapka jeho krve’ (p. 76).

The narrator plays the role of RiiZzena’s conscience as the presentation
focuses on how she distances herself from her home. Here when she talks to
Michal about moving to the bedsit that he has rented for their meetings:

Domov na ni leZel jako stala a neochabujici vycitka. A kdo z nés mé rad

vy¢itky? Nenavidéla domov za jeho prostou pocestnost, za chudobu cit

netratici, kterd si d€la Cest z hlupacké, nic nevynasejici dfiny a kteréd by
prvni po ni plivla pro jeji touhu po uniku. [...]. Jsou pocestni a hazeji na ni
kamenem uz tim, Ze jsou takovi, jaci jsou, a to je neodpustitelné. Nebot’ ona
chce stij co st vefit, ze ma pravduy, a boji se, ach ne, vi pfili§ dobte, ze

pravdu maji oni. (pp. 102-03)

The narrator here exposes his know-all attitude; he generally knows more about
the characters’ real motives than they do themselves. In the case of RiiZena her
escapism is presented rather like a wasted defiance, at times almost as
refractoriness, in the sense that ‘she will grow up one day’. (That is why the
reader never really manages to feel outraged by Riizena’s behaviour; the
narrator has already let it shine through that Riizena will come to her senses.)
This point is important for the evaluative process of the narrative. The narrator
more or less subtly guides the generation of meaning by exposing the
characters’ self-deception.

Rizena’s relationship with the Socialist agitator Jindra Pour signifies
RiZzena’s ambivalent position with regard to her background. The first two
scenes involving RiZena and Jindra contribute to the impression that the
narrator has created elsewhere that RiiZena acts as she does because of her
desire for wealth and possessions, because she is egoistic in a youthful naive
way. On the first occasion when Jindra approaches her she rejects him outright.
On the second occasion the situation is different. He confesses to her that he has
discovered her secret affair with Michal and that he has informed her parents
about it. The reason he gives her is that he wanted revenge because she has

betrayed her class. He tries to persuade her of her obligation towards her class:
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,,Copak to necitite, Ze vase misto je mezi ndmi, Ze svét se rozdélil a kazdy z
nas Ze musi jasné fici své ano nebo ne?“ Vidéla jen nejasné€ jeho bledy
obli¢ej. Byl uzky jako niiz, profezaval tmu a mitil k jejimu srdci. Byla-li
nékde laska, byla v jeho ostfi, byla v citu toho kolektivisty, ktery chtél
rozmetat svét, protoZze mu byla marnym snem. (p. 111)
The narrator here introduces the idea of love into RiiZena’s thoughts. However,
the description of Riizena’s subsequent seduction of Jindra shows how she uses
him to revenge herself on Michal (class hatred) and how her relationship with
either of them is fundamentally about power in reverse:
Strhla ho na sebe aniz dbala, Ze zemée je mokra odpolednim destém a trava
znovu zmacena no¢ni rosou a vzdala se mu divoce a bezohledné, uZasla
rozko$i, ktera ji zaplavila tak jako nikdy v objeti mladého Gromuse. A méla
ptitom pocit podivného uspokojeni, Ze pliva na toho bohatce a Ze je obira o
néco, o ¢em si asi myslel, Ze na to mé sam svrchované a zaplacené pravo. A
jesté jina myslenka, cynicka a vesela ji hvizdala v hlavé: jak lehko je
klamat muZe a ziskavat od nich, ¢eho se ¢lovéku zachce. (p. 113)
This quotation introduces the idea that love and sexual desire are linked to class-
consciousness. It is implied that RiiZena is able to experience sexual desire
because the object of desire belongs to her own class. In contrast, her sexual
encounter with Michal was present rather like an act of submission, a power
relationship (p. 70). Thus it creates positive connotations for the reader’s
perception of the working class. (This is particularly true because within the
whole narrative this makes a contrast to the frigidity of Michal’s wife Vilma.)
Rizena’s seduction of Jindra marks the end of the first part of RiiZzena’s
narrative. The narrator’s summary explains how RiiZzena has deceived both
Jindra and her parents into thinking that they are engaged, while it was only a
way for her to plan her escape: ‘A cely tyden poté véfili Baladovi, Ze RiZena a
Jindra Pour jsou snoubenci, ackoli se z toho pfili$ neradovali. A cela délnicka
kolonie tomu véfila s nimi. Na konci toho tydne RiiZena zmizela z Libnic a uz se

do nich nevratila’ (p. 113).%

%7 The reader never learns what happened during that week, but can only assume that Riizena
never intended to marry Jindra.
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RilZena’s narrative differs from that of the other characters in that she leaves
Libnice. Reading the novel for the first time one would think at this point that
this is the end of RiZena’s narrative. However, she reappears at old Gromus’s
funeral as an enigmatic figure. The narrator limits his description of her to her
appearance and speculates about her motive for turning up at the funeral: ‘Citila,
Ze by méla byt v tuto chvili po boku svého milence, nebo se ji zachtélo
provokovat rodnou louzi?’ (pp. 124-25).

The narrator’s comment about Riizena has the function of informing the
reader about the fact that Michal is still RiiZzena’s lover, which reduces the
episode with Jindra to a mere intermezzo. It also establishes her new role as the
‘fallen woman’ who is the talk of the town. This marks the beginning of the
second part of RiZena’s narrative in which she has been installed in a bedsit in
another town, living like a kept woman off Michal’s money. This part of the
narrative dramatises the growing conflict within RiZena between her new status
and her proletarian background. On the one hand RliZena is the dependent party
in her relationship with Michal. The narrator’s description of her shows how she
changes her attitude towards Michal, implying that she wants him to marry her
(see p. 152 for example). In contrast the narrative presentation of Michal’s
thought reveals how he is caught in the dilemma between marrying her (it would
prove his social power in that he doesn’t have td care about anyone’s opinion,
see p. 154) and getting rid of her. The latter becomes more prominent after he
meets Vilma Rolin, the daughter of another factory owner. On the other hand,
Rizena has taken the worker Jindra Pour as her lover, a relationship in which
she has the power because he is hopelessly in love with her.?® The narrator
reveals the fact that RiZena has another lover in a summary that shows that he is
completely in control of the development of the narrative. He knows what has
been going on behind the scenes.”’

The narrator’s account of how RiZena takes Jindra as her lover both serves
the purpose of showing how Jindra is in a relationship of power with her and

how their relationship embodies the class struggle on an intimate level. It also

8 This has been made clear in earlier descriptions of Jindra.
% Perhaps it is also a matter of Schadenfreude towards Michal Gromus.
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emphasises RiiZena’s inner conflict between her conflicting need for freedom
and her need for belonging within the working class with whom she shares the
same predicament (pp. 164-65). The narrator’s analysis of Rizena’s dilemma
presents RiZzena’s belonging to the working class as something deeply
embedded at the emotional level. In the analysis he identifies himself with
Riizena’s experience of her background. The idea presented of the working class
as an organic whole seems somewhat idealistic and is idealised on the emotional
level. At the same time the presentation of RiiZzena’s thoughts (echoing Jindra’s
socialist idioms) foregrounds how her working class background makes her see
her double affair in terms of class struggle; she feels entitled to cheat on Michal
because he belongs to the class who exploit the workers (p. 165).

The narrator’s presentation of RiiZena persistently emphasises how she lets
her actions be ruled by her desires,’® and at the same time points out her naivety
in doing so. This is, for example, the case when Michal plans to throw Riizena
into the arms of Robert. The whole episode demonstrates how her desire for
adventure completely rules her conduct, despite a moment of fear (pp. 177-81).
However, the narrator openly takes sides with RiiZena by condemning Michal’s
behaviour: ‘P&€kné iloha pro mladého primyslnika, ktery se chce stat magnatem.
Co znamena lidsky osud v jeho velké hie?’ (p. 177).

It is no coincidence (within the ideological framework of the narrative) that
Rizena’s relationship with Robert contributes to her final downfall. Robert has
previously been presented as epitomising the ruthless bon vivant of the
bourgeoisie, living off other people’s money through deception. Rlizena goes
with Robert to Southern France where they live the high life until he runs off to
England, leaving her to manage on her own. RiiZena returns to Libnice having
lost everything, even her sense of herself: ‘Bylo v ni mrtvo, ani setkani s

Michalem na prvnim kroku z nadrazi ji nevzrusilo. Padneme-li tak hluboko, Ze

30 <Clovék nemiize mit viechno, ale &lovek také nekdy nevi, co viechno miiZe mit. Divoka,
lehkomyslnd vira ji zaplavila. VZdycky se ji dostane vieho, po &em zaprahne’(p. 166).

And in the situation in which Michal leaves her alone with Robert: ‘Pfepadla ji slabost a izkost.
Vedela, co se v ni d&je, a bala se toho. Jindra byl pokus uml&et v&&¢n& hlodajici vycitku. Tohle
nebylo nic jiného neZ vabeni bezuzdnosti, neni zakont, neni hranic, neni nic, co by nebylo
dovoleno neuhasinajici Zizni. Vy§la za Michalem na chodbu’ (p. 176).
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uZ sami sebe prestaneme vidét jako ¢loveéka, zlhostejnime ke viemu’ (p. 225).
The description of RuiZzena after her return introduces an idea of purging:
Snazila se necitit své télo, byt jen ¢asteCkou toho tvrdého, jasného a
zavratné ¢istého vzduchu, ktery ji omyval vinami lehkych, vétrnych zavani
a ktery vdechovala s takovou prudkou dychtivosti, jako by véfila, Ze ji miuze
proplachnout, ach, propléchnout tak, jako proud vody promyva lahev, az
neni nez jiskficim tvarem prusvitné hmoty. (p. 225)
It is as if RGiZena has had to be purged of her desires through the absolute
degradation of having to sell her own body. From the description of her
subsequent walk to the dam it is implied that the decision she had to make was
whether to commit suicide or whether to return to her parents and beg them to
let her stay. Both options are presented as impossible to her. The idea of suicide
goes against her deep-rooted thirst for life as her thoughts as she stands by the
dam show: ‘Kdybych mohla alespon fici: Nevim, o tom, to jsem nebyla ja. Ale
vZdyt jsem se do toho sama hnala, vZdyt’ se mi toho vieho chtélo a zdalo se mi,
Ze zajdu, nebudu-li to mit. Do vSeho, jenom ne do té Marseilles, to jsem musela,
paneboze, ty vis§, Ze jsem musela, nemohla jsem tam pfece zajit jak pes’ (p.
226). This is one of the few places in the novel where Riizena’s thoughts are
narrated as if they where her own.?' The use of this mode of narrative
presentation at this crucial point in RiiZena’s narrative emphasises that she is
conscious of her own responsibility for what has happened to her. This
increased awareness of hers becomes a determining factor in her decision to
accept Jindra’s offer of marriage: ‘At feknu, co feknu, musim uZ u toho zistat
na cely Zivot, ach boze, a musim to fici rychle, protoze hlady uz sotva na nohou
stojim’ (p. 229). RiZena’s reunion with Jindra belongs to one of those quirks of
plot of which the narrative offers more examples. Here Jindra tells RiiZena that
he has returned to Balada’s house because the very same day Balada came to

him to ask him to write to the consulate in Marseille so that they could find her

*' I think only later also in the passages where she considers whether to marry Jindra (see p. 229)
— just as crucial a moment for her development.
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and help her to travel home. At the time Jindra refused, but subsequently goes to
seek out Balada because he has changed his mind (see p. 228).%2

RiiZzena’s return to Libnice and her marriage to Jindra mark the beginning of
the fourth and final part of her narrative which also sees the culmination of the
transformation that begins with her awareness of her responsibility for her own
downfall.*® The evidence of RiiZzena’s changed attitude towards her background
comes when her father asks her to ask Jindra to persuade the workers not to
strike in order to keep their job:

Pohlédla na otce, na jeho Eelo orosené namahou pfemlouvani. Zamrazilo ji.

Byla to tvar podlce, ktery se dési, Ze se mu nepodatfilo zastiit rub svych

slov. Nepochybovala uz o tom, Ze tato otcova krev v ni zplsobila, Ze Michal

m¢él tak malo préce, aby ji ziskal i aby se ji zbavil. Jeho krev také se v ni

bala bidy, kterou ji vyhroZoval. (p. 235)
The narrator reveals how Balada refuses to recognise on what side his solidarity
ought to lie in the conflict between the workers and Gromus. Because RizZena is
on the ‘right’ side of the conflict ideologically — a view that the narrator
endorses through the description quoted above of her new awareness — she
becomes morally superior to her father, in spite of the fact that the other workers
see her as a ‘fallen woman’. In this sense the socialist case means more than
social norms. The narrator’s analysis of Balada is further supported by Jindra’s
comment, when RiiZena tells him about her father’s problem: ‘Selhala v ném
vira, a¢ ji nikdy nemél mnoho. Pro sebe nevidi ostatni. Nevymyslil si to $patné,
Ze $el na tebe. Pocital s tim, Ze se zalekne$ bidy a pfemluvi§ mé, abych udélal,
co na ném chté&ji’ (p. 236).

RiiZzena’s marriage with Jindra signifies a transition of the conflict between
Jindra and Michal from the personal to the ideological level. This change was
already foreshadowed in Jindra’s plead to Rlizena when he proposed to her:

‘,,RlZeno, jestli tu zlistanes se mnou, viecko bude jiné. Dam se zas do toho jako

32 Another example of such a quirk of plot is Jindra’s discovery of RiiZena’s affair with Michal.
3 Rizena’s pregnancy is also used as an explanation of her newfound stability: ‘Jeji bticho se
zatinalo zvedat a zaokrouhlovat pokra¢ujicim teéhotenstvim a RiiZena v sobé citila ten neznamy,
nepfedstavitelny klicek, derouci se ze tmy k svétlu, jako kotvu, ktera ji pfipoutavala navzdy k
pevniné€ tohoto Zivota a dévala ji jistotu, Ze se uZ nikdy neodtrhne jako blazniva lod’ka, ktera
chce jen plout a plout a tfeba do zahuby’ (p. 234).
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kdysi. Za sebe, za tebe, za tvého tatu a tvou mamu, za vSecky ostatni®’ (p. 229).
Jindra’s identification with the class struggle culminates in his thoughts, in
interior monologue, in the scene when Riizena and he sit on a bench in the park
and Michal approaches them: ‘Vystav sviij Zivot, vypni jej vic, je to pomnik
mého vité€zstvi. UZ neni sporu mezi nim a mnou, nybrz mezi nimi a ndmi. A Cas
je na nasi stran€. Ne my, nybrZ oni ndm pfipravuji podminky’ (p. 237).

Rizena’s alliance with Jindra transforms her previous egoism into a sense

of responsibility for other people. Her final conversion comes when she decides
to sell the powder-compact that Michal gave her at the beginning of their affair.
Symbolically this signifies a letting go of her past desires and a commitment to
her present life as a working class woman (see p. 249). She supports Jindra in
his conflict with her father when he criticises him for lack of solidarity. Their
decision to leave implies more than just leaving her family since RtiZzena also
renounces her right to inherit the house from her parents. The question of
material possession versus ideological conviction is posed in Jindra’s thoughts.
For him there is no question about what to choose, but RiZena’s thoughts show
how she considers the matter in more material terms — a view which is
reinforced by the thought of the child she is carrying.

RiiZena to nema tak jednoduché jako on. Ji majetek stale jesté vice voni nez
pachne. V tu chvili pravé dité se pohne, jako by se dovolavalo svého
budouciho prava. To vi§, ty drobecku, taky jednou bude§ natahovat ru¢i¢ky
a mezi tvymi prvnimi slovy bude: ja chci, dej mi, to je moje. Ale neda se
nic dé¢lat, musime za tatou, a kdyby se dal tfebas do pekla, musime za nim.
Ostatné, kdo vi, ono to s tim vydédénim nebude tak horké. (p. 251)
However, their decision to leave Balada’s house endows their position

within the workers’ community with a new sense of integrity:
Nikdo uz nemiize pochybovat o poctivosti jejtho smysleni. Zblaznila se,
holka, byla mlada, nedivte se ji, Ze ji vlezlo do hlavy, kdyz se ji ten Gromus
dvotil. Kdo vi, co vSecko ji nasliboval. Ale ted’ je zase nase. Mé mamé usila
Saty, n€co prima, ¢lovéce, a nic od toho nevzala. A nasi Mafené co se uz
nasila hadrt, a o placeni ani slyset. Zkratka cejti s Clovékem, to se pozna, a

vi, jak jsme ted’ na tom. A Jindra, jafku, to myslil vzdycky poctivé s nasi
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vé&ci a nechce se dat krmit za jidasské penize. NahliZeji do svych svédomi a
ptaji se: Kdopak z nas by néco takového dokazal? Na polich se uz
nepracuje, brambory jsou dobyty a zima tlu¢e kostnatym pafatem na dvete.
Zkus to, Elovécle, utéci od plné misy jen tak proto, abys dokazal svou
solidaritu s ostatnimi. Tohle je piiklad; nenaZere$ se toho, ani se tim v
plotné nezatopis, a pfece t€ to néjak hieje a sili. A ti dva chodi najednou
zabaleni do lidské sympatie jako do mékkého plasté a Jindra shledava, ze
jeho slova jsou poslouchéna pozorné a bez posmésku. (pp. 251-52)
This passage captures in its essence the symbolic meaning of RiZzena’s
narrative. The narration reproduces the speech of the workers, expressing their
opinion of RiZena and Jindra. Again the reproduction of this direct speech is
guided by the narrator’s analysis: ‘Nikdo uz nemtze pochybovat o poctivosti
jejiho smysleni’ and ‘NahliZeji do svych svédomi a ptaji se’. The quoted
passage reproduces how the workers’ community has accepted RiiZzena and
Jindra as their own, thus the basic signification of the passage can be
encompassed in the seme ‘solidarity’. In its entirety RidZena’s narrative signifies
her struggle (on the personal level) between egoism and solidarity.** Because of
the narrator’s continuous evaluation of the character RiiZena it can be seen as a
story of learning: RiiZena develops through her experience of her attempts to
transcend her own class that end in a kind of nihilism of fate; she suffers under
her conviction that she can do whatever she wants to do although she has to pay
the price. When she decides to marry Jindra, she reconciles herself with her
working class background — as an affirmative act she decides to part with the
golden powder-compact and thus renounces her aspirations. Once she has gone
through a certain amount of suffering she finds solace by conforming to the
working class values and virtues that she used to resent. The fact that the
narrator in his psychological analysis of Riizena’s development shows the

rightness of her return to her background (it implies that one cannot escape

4 . . . L . .
3% The seme ‘egoism’ is disseminated through the narrative mainly in the narrative presentation
of Michal Gromus and later of his wife Vilma.
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one’s social predetermination) endows the narrative presentation of the working
class and its struggle to preserve life with positive connotations.

RiiZzena’s function in the plot of the whole narrative is ideological in more
than one sense. As I have shown in the above analysis her narrative is informed
by the ideologeme of solidarity versus egoism. In addition to this, RiZena’s
narrative further contributes to the evaluation of the meanings generated in
Jindra’s narrative: in a less obvious sense Jindra goes through a learning process
parallel to that of RiZena’s for which she has the function of catalyst.*® From
the beginning Jindra is presented as an outsider. When he is first introduced in
the narrative his words come before the narrator’s description of him, before the
reader even knows his name. Jindra Pour’s first words create an impression of
political radicalism that constitutes the hallmark in the subsequent narrative
presentation of him — here his words concern the difference between the old and
the young Gromus, the latter of which Balada has just described as a ‘mrcha’:
¢,,Takovi by méli byt vSichni. Pambu nas chran pied dobrackymi
zameéstnavateli, ktefi si ziskavaji lasku svych délnikt. Potfebujeme praveé téch
druhych. Patfi k podminkam revoluce. Musime dostavat denn¢€ své porce piikofi
a bezpravi, jinak bychom se nikdy nerozkyvali*’ (p. 39). This political
radicalism separates Jindra from the rest of the workers’ community,
particularly from Balada.>® However, the narrator’s analysis of Jindra’s
character explains why Jindra is perceived as an outsider, even sees himself as
an outsider. It emphasises Jindra’s ‘sense of fairness’ and his ‘consciousness of
solidarity’ as the central features of his character. The narrator presents him as a

‘true’ revolutionary in the sense that he has remained loyal to his cause to the

3% The role assigned to RiiZena in the plot of the novel places her in the category of female
characters in Rez4&’s novels that I have called the ‘female saviour’. This includes Kama in
Vétrnd setba, to some degree Markétka from Cerné svétlo and Lida from Svédek, Jarmila in
Rozhrani, and to some degree Bagar’s wife in Ndstup.

%8 <] Josef Balada se ho trochu boji. Chlap je jako Ziva vygitka. Ale kdyz &lovek zestarnul v
poctivé sluzb& délnické véci tak jako skladnik Balada, nechce byt obt&€Zovan vy&itkami. Hrome!
Odbyl sviij prvni krimindl, kdyZ se tenhle holobradek jest& drzel maminych sukni. Revoluce! Nu
oviem. Jakmile v3ak ¢love€k zestarne a ma Zenu, dit&, domek a par groi v obycejné
kapitalistické zaloZng, aby zabezpetil své stafi, neni si uz tak docela jist, Ze by s ni bylo nachvat’
(pp- 39-40).

Balada’s political relativism as opposed to Jindra’s radicalism equals the two interpretations of
capitalism that the Gromuses represent.
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detriment of his own material position, in other words an idealist.’” However, he
has also isolated himself in his commitment to the Communist case: ‘I stalo se
mu, jako se ¢asto stava lidem zavienym v jednu jedinou myslenku, Ze zil ve
vakuu, bez piatelstvi, a Ze zaCasté nenavid€l soudruhy prave tak jako jejich
odptirce, shledavaje je pfili§ trpnymi a pohodlnymi ve sluzb¢ ideji, jez je méla
osvobodit’ (p. 40). Because of his radicalism Jindra is excluded from the
‘natural’ solidarity of the workers’ community that is defined by their general
fear of scarcity, by their struggle to be able to feed their families and
themselves. The difference in the way of thinking between Jindra and the other
workers is exposed through the question of possible strike action that is the topic
of the workers’ debates when crisis looms and Gromus begins to sack workers
at his factory. The narrative presentation of Jindra’s role within the workers’
community repeatedly emphasises how he perceives things in terms of political
theory:
Lenin, Marx, Bucharin a Liebknecht promlouvali Pourovymi slovy. Ohéanél
se citaty jako kn¢z pfi nedélnim kazéani a uvadél i stranky, vyvolavaje u
svych poslucha¢i dojem, Ze se snad ucil celym knihdm nazpamét'. Kdyz mu
tak naslouchali s sty div ne otevienymi, mival pfijemny pocit, Ze si poctivé
zaslouzil obdiv, ktery sklizi. [...]. Hle, tito ustradenci, ktefi se chvéli o
Zvanec, jenz jim byl odméten jen tak, aby neumieli hladem, a ktefi kficeli
hrizou, kdyZz jim byl vzat. Nebylo mu jich lito, byli jen §térkem, kterym si
budoucnost dlazdila cestu. Nechépali zakonitosti vyvoje, nechtéli by asi ani
slySet o tom, ze jejich osud je nutny, Ze jich musi pfibyt jesté¢ mnoho a jejich
pocet vzrist do miliénid po celém svété, aby se naplnilo, co nejlepsi lidské
mozky bezpe¢né€ predvidaly: Ze moloch pozie sam sebe a nesmyslna budova
kapitalismu se zhrouti. (p. 77)
The narrator’s presentation of Jindra ironically points out how his political
belief is at the same time also a vehicle for his feeling of superiority that is
fundamentally egoistic. The narrator ironises his vanity (‘Nese$lo oviem na ném

[...]’) and feeling of self-importance (‘obdivem k uloze, kterou na sebe vzal’)

37 The negative evaluation implied in the narrator’s derogatory ‘tlampacem ideji, organiza¢ni
dévkou a profesiondlem revoluce’ is interesting to compare with Reza¢&’s own position in the
post-45 development of Czech literature and literary organisations.
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and so questions the motive for Jindra’s personal identification with the political
cause of socialism. The narrative presentation likewise reveals the conflict
inherent in Jindra’s attitude to life. On the one hand his radicalism supports a
certain kind of cynicism in the way in which his political views influence his
personal life: ‘Chudaci se musi rodit, ¢im vice se jich narodi, tim diiv bude bid¢
konec. I to je jeden z Cinitel promény. Ale ja je nechci plodit. Ja ne. Hnusi se
mi to’ (p. 41), Jindra says to Balada, when he first talks to him about marrying
Rizena. His denial of his own role in the process of history, as he sees it, reveals
a fear of taking part in the physical aspect of life. Jindra’s discourse, here as
elsewhere, shows how he consistently translates his own desires and intimate
feelings into the idiom of political theory (class struggle). On the other hand, his
cynicism goes hand in hand with a romantic idealism that finds its expression in
his desire to conquer RiiZzena. He first tries to court her with a speech that, like
his thoughts, is riddled with political theory. The narrator’s comments, which
appear similar to stage directions in parentheses, repeatedly stress how he gets
carried away by his own words. The narrator’s subsequent description of the
surroundings reflects the intensity of his hope, which is further emphasised by
the last sentence in narrated monologue in which the narrator indentifies with
Jindra’s thought:
Rekl tu ve zkratce vie, Eemu v&fil a ve¢ doufal, mluvil s temnou nadgji, Ze
mu bude porozuméno a Ze z tohoto socialistického kréda bude zaslechnut i
hlas jeho srdce. A vecer zatim vytahl své rudé prapory. Byl to barvotisk v
divokych ténech a v ni¢em nebylo Setfeno jejich sytosti. Sarlatova nadéje
zitrku, splyvajici zaplava i rozervané céary jakoby o¢ouzené bitvami nad
¢ernou piitomnosti, jiZ v tomto ptipadé predstavovaly lesy. A zcela pted
nim, na dosah ruky to dévce, jez se opiralo o pefi stromu, ruce za sebou a
Zivot povypjaty. Byt ve dvou, moci nést spolu tu nad&ji, jez je nékdy tézsi
nez zoufalstvi. (pp. 80-81)
The narrator’s use of political imagery combined with colour in the description
of the contrast between the imagined future and the bleak present, in which
RiiZena represents the only glimmer of hope to Jindra, makes him appear as a

somewhat tragic-sentimental hero. The narrator’s discourse sets the scene with a
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background that emphasises the dramatic passion in Jindra’s emotions, an
element that changes to sentimental pity in passages where the narrator reveals
the discrepancy between Jindra’s fantasy and reality:

Stal tu a usmival se matné. Bylo to spise seSklebeni tvafe nez usmév, a

kdyby se mohl vidét, jisté by se byl polekal. Takovym usmévem se

neziskavaji divky. Ale ona mu nerozuméla, tak jako by mu nebyla
porozuméla ani vétsina ostatnich, mezi nimiz zil. Chtél by ji ziskat, ach,

alesponi ji by chté&l ziskat a pak by se mu Zilo snadnéji. (p. 80)

What emerges here in the narrator’s discourse in the presentation of Jindra is not
the glorified righteousness of the revolutionary hero (such as Jindra would like
to see himself), but the human condition exposed in its prison of personal
desires and vanity.*® Further on the narrator states this conflict between life and
ideas directly: ‘A prorok lepsich zitfka tu stl, cité mrazeni aZ v srdci, aby se
div¢i rty neoteviely a nefekly slovo, jeZ by navzdy zabilo nad€ji, ktera neméla
nic spoleéného s nad¢ji t¥idni’ (p. 82).

The narrator’s characterisation of Jindra shows how this discrepancy
between life and ideas is stifling and creates a social vacuum around him. This
is supported by the description of his voice, that sounds repressed, as well as in
the description of his appearance. In addition to this Jindra gradually becomes
aware of the fact that he is ill with tuberculosis, his body is in decay. It is as if
this waning physicality underlines that as a character he is all words and mind,
which is the impression that the narrative presentation of his thoughts and
speech creates. The narrator ironises Jindra’s political idealism (as above),” but
also shows compassion in the presentation of the effects that the clash between
life and ideal have on Jindra (here in the sitation when he has just seen RiiZena
together with Michal): ‘Byl promokly a dostal ranu palici, harcovnik socidlni
revoluce, ubohy jako hromadka nestésti. At mu nékdo povi, co ma délat.
Obrazotvornost mu sehrala mensi melodramatickou scénu’ (p. 106). The

narrator’s discourse is full of descriptions that reveal this conflict. Another

3% The latter is true for the presentation of the other characters, although the narrator’s revelation
is based on different contrasts pertaining to other character features.

*® The reproduction of Jindra’s thoughts repeating a planned speech for a meeting as he cycles
home is another example of this (see pp. 104-05).
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example is: ‘Pfemahal ji [bolest] se zat'atymi zuby a vracel se na neosobni pole
své viry se zufivosti sttedovékého fanatika’ (p. 107). Jindra represents the
opposite of RiiZzena in whose characterisation the narration has foregrounded her
physicality and her desire for life, as I have shown earlier. RiiZzena has got Jindra
in her power because she lives out her desires without thinking of the
consequences, whereas he longs to possess her (see pp. 112-13, the scene in
which she first seduces him).

Jindra’s relationship with Rizena is presented as one long suffering. He
seeks her out and she takes him into her room as an act of mercy. Their
relationship continues in a mutual dependency — for her because he is her
connection with her past (as I have written earlier), for him because of his
obsession with her. The narrator presents her dependency as an expression of
the fact that she cannot escape her background, and he is the reminder to her of
her social conscience. As long as she does not realise her responsibility towards
him (see p. 166, top) he is deemed to suffer. Jindra’s suffering culminates in the
episode when he has decided to take justice into his own hands and throw a
hand grenade at Michal’s car as he returns from seeing RtiZena. This decision
has been provoked by his anger because of RiiZzena letting him wait outside her
house all day because Michal does not leave. The idea was put into his mind
when listening to the unemployed worker whom he feeds in the restaurant.

The irony of the situation is that the hand grenade does not explode, not even
when he wants to kill himself afterwards:

Jaky mize mit smysl jeho Zivot od této chvile? Zradil vSecko, co dosud byl.

Ty bestie, ty bestie. Busi granatem divoce do dubového kmene. Tak

bouchni, bouchni piece, nefade, a zab alespoii mne. Kira odskakuje a

Zelezny plech obalu je zohyban. Ale smrt, divoka, rvouci a spalujici smrt,

jez je v ném stésnana, se nedd probudit. (p. 174)

Jindra does not appear in front of RiiZena’s house again after this (see her
thought about him (p. 180)). The reader must therefore assume that his position
does not change until RiiZena returns. Her agreement to marry him rescues him
from despair; it is a chance for him to involve himself in the cause with renewed

enthusiasm because this time he does it for someone else, not only for himself
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(see previous quotation). As I have written earlier in connection with Riizena,
their conflict with Balada lends a new legitimacy to their position among the
other workers. They become part of the general solidarity. It also consolidates
their relationship with each other: ‘[...] z tohoto okamziku teprve rosteme
spole¢né&’ (p. 248). Jindra subsequently tells RiZzena why he has become ill, that
is allegedly because of the day when she left him standing outside in the cold for
hours.
Through RiiZena Jindra embraces a different form of solidarity; it is no
longer only theoretical, he does not need his theory as a crutch any longer (see
p. 252 for example). It is as if through her and their expected child he has been
connected with the ‘natural’ solidarity of the working class community.
However, the narrative expresses how his hopes for the future are marred both
by his illness and by the other workers’ resistance to any revolutionary action:
‘Sesouva to v ném den po dni. Za¢ina poznévat piicinu té obecné skleslosti,
ktera zachvatila délnictvo. Tak je to, Clovéce, tieba se to zda sebeneuvetitelnéjsi.
Jako by vSecko, ¢emu se ucil a véfil cely Zivot, v ném bylo podhrabavano a
hroutilo se (p. 254).
As a result of his search for work Jindra’s illness has progressed so far that
he has to lie in bed terminally ill. The narrative presentation of his thoughts
takes the form of his settling of accounts with his past. His thoughts about
Balada’s suicide express the necessity of solidarity as opposed to the futility of
individual action:
Pro¢, Josefe, pro¢? pta se Jindra, a jak u n¢ho ani byt nemtize, zapomina na
lidsky udé€l skladnikiv a pta se po smyslu a vysledku jeho obéti. Trhliny
pochybnosti v jeho vife se opét zacelily za tu dobu, co tu lezel sdm a
premyslel. On sam byl den po dni nemocné;jsi a slabsi, ale jeho vira se
zhojila. Nehnul jsi svétem, Josefe, nikdo z nas jim nemize hnout sam. Taky
jsem se o to kdysi pokusil, pfél jsem si alespoii uvést lavinu do pohybu svym
vyktikem. Marné, Josefe, marné. (pp. 279-80)

Jindra’s renewed hope is closely related with the imminent birth of the child,

who has helped restore his faith. The narrator’s characterisation of Jindra’s faith

underlines the fact that he is about to die. Jindra’s interior monologue while
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lying on his deathbed (partly formed as his address to the dead Balada) also
functions as the conclusionary comment on Michal Gromus’s narrative.
Through Jindra’s thoughts the reader learns what happened to Gromus after
Vilma left him:
Vlka jsi nerdousil, ty stary, bldhovy berane. Shrabl pojistné, zbavil se
neprodejnych skladi a jede dél a dafi se mu jako nikdy pfedtim. Nic jsi z
toho nedélej, Josefe. I na Gromusové dojde. My jsme na to nestacili, ale
ptijdou po nas jini. NemZeme prohrat. Je nas vic, vZdycky nas bude vic, a
Cas pracuje pro nas. Gromusové hniji. Tomuhle utekla Zena. Slysis, Josefe,
utekla mu a soudi se s nim. Tahaji se o Rolinovu fabriku jako psi o kost.
Muz a Zena. Slysels to, Josefe? Ale tobé by to moZna ani nebylo k smichu.
(p. 280)
This passage is important in more ways. First, it provides the reader with
information about events that would otherwise have seemed missing, leaving
one part of the narrative unresolved. Second, the idea that there will always be
others to continue the battle ideologically links the birth of Jindra and RiiZena’s
son with the class struggle. Furthermore, in Jindra’s thoughts the ideal of
solidarity is contrasted with his negative evaluation of the Gromus family,
characterised by their primitive fight (‘jako psi o kost’) over the factory; an
evaluation that encompasses the egoism that has been linked with the Gromus
family in other parts of the narrative discourse, particularly in the narrator’s
characterisation of Michal. Because Jindra’s view does not represent an isolated
moment in the narrative discourse, his evaluation accrues increased significance
for the interpretation of the ideological significations at play in the narrative.
The narrative presentation of Jindra’s death poses the idea of solidarity as
the imaginary solution not only to his personal suffering, but also to the
workers’ struggle. Jindra’s final fever fantasy in which he imagines the coming
revolution indicates that the meaning of Jindra’s narrative has to be found on the
symbolic level:
Slysi Sum, jako by mu nad hlavou tdhlo nekoneéné hejno ptakl, hukot se
vali, n¢kde zaplavy vod protrhly hraze, jsou to hlasy, volaji ho, pfiboj hlast

Fvoucich v opojeni a dunéni, rytmické dopady tisicti parti pochodujicich
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nohou, soudruzi, soudruzi, kfi¢i Jindra, nenechavejte mne tady! Jdou, Jdou,

rud4, rud4, ruda bubnuje jejich krok. UZ je to tady! Tenounky kvilivy

hlasek se vznese nad tuto boufi a pronikne k jeho sluchu. Jindra se usmiva.

Pojd’ mtij mali¢ky, ¢ekal jsem jenom na tebe. Soudruzi, soudruzi, pockejte

na nas! Jdeme s vami. Hlasy umlkly, jenom ten tenky hldsek kfi¢i a kroky

duni pomaleji a stale vzdalengji. Strasliva uzkost sevfe Jindrovo srdce a

vzapéti néco sladce dusivého se mu vzedme v prsou a stoupne k hrdlu. Krev

se mu vyvali z Gst. Jindra se poloZi na tvaf. Ptijde den! Soudruzi, vZdyt my
jsme to vyhrali. Krev ruda jako prapor jeho viry stéké po schodech vstfic

ditéti, které jinou krvavou branou vstoupilo pravé do Zivota. (p. 282)

The description of Jindra’s last mental sensations with the image of marching
revolutionaries that merges with the screaming of his newborn son suggests that
the child represents a symbolic solution to the conflict between the ideas and life
that has characterised Jindra. Jindra’s last thought ‘Pfijde den! Soudruzi, vzdyt
my jsme to vyhrali’ may be interpreted as referring to the hope that although he
dies, there is someone who will continue the struggle.*® The context of both
Rizena and Jindra’s narratives suggests, through their emphasis on solidarity,
that this last thought means the cause of socialism will survive the man. The
final colour imagery links the revolutionary struggle with birth; that is with a
new beginning.

The relationship between the narrator and Jindra Pour — the narrator’s
attitude of ironic pity that gradually changes to sympathy after Jindra marries
RiiZena — consolidates the framework for Jindra’s learning story. In the
beginning Jindra has the function of a mock-hero who is more proletarian than
the proletarian — a feature that the narrator repeatedly stresses in the
characterisation of his appearance — despite his intellectualism.*' The union with
RizZena endows Jindra with credibility in the eyes of the narrator, as well as in

the eyes of the other workers because he becomes one of them and suffers like

0 Riizena and Jindra could perhaps be interpreted as the ‘body and mind of Socialism’ with the
child being the synthesis of the two.

*I At one place the narrator describes him as *[...] Jindra, vychrtly, skoro okazale proletarsky, s
¢ernave zlyma o¢ima’. He partly conforms to the stereotype of the intellectual proletarian. In
this Reza¢ might have been inspired by Russian socialist realism.
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them. He is no longer isolated in his intellectualism. In the description of
Jindra’s death there is no irony on the part of the narrator. The narration
alternates between narration focalised through Jindra and the narrator’s
presentation of Jindra’s thoughts in narrated monologue or in interior
monologue (partly addressed to Josef Balada). Parts of the interior monologue
appear in a fragmented form that both expresses the urgency of his thoughts at
this moment when he knows that he is going to die and the incoherence of his
fever fantasy:

Riizeno! Chee ji posilit alespoii tim, Ze si Septd jeji jméno. Néhle se ho

zmocni zufivost. Silu, dejte mi silu! Vrat'te mi ji! Ukradli mi ji, ro$t’aci, a

ted’ nechaji chcipnout mou Zenu i mé dité. Kdo je ma Zivit, kdo se o n€ ma

starat? Zivot, chci Zivot! Vzepne se na loktech, ale slabost ho pfimackne
zpatky do propocenych podusek. Hore¢ka mu sko¢i do mozku. Néco na
nocleh kamarade. Pojd’ se mnou, Hejle, povim ti o pelisku, kde se to mekce

chrni. (p. 281)

Jindra’s fever fantasy continues until we learn from Baladova’s exclamation that
he has fainted. The fact that the narrator presents Jindra’s final thoughts without
distancing himself from them, and that his last exclamatory thought with its
political content is left unquestioned, lends emphasis to Jindra’s conviction (p.
282).

In the context of the whole narrative the narrator’s positive evaluation of
RiiZzena and Jindra creates positive connotations for the ideological struggle of
the workers, posing (class) solidarity as the solution to their problem. The
narrative discourse transforms the paradigm of class struggle immanent in the
choice of characters into an ideological conflict that manifests itself in the

narrative in the form of the ideologeme of egoism versus solidarity.

34 The ideological significations created around the seme ‘class
conflict’
The theme of the economic crisis runs like a thread through the narrative

discourse like a hidden force that creates fear among the bourgeois factory
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owners and the workers alike. It is directly foregrounded in Michal’s*
conversation with the waiter in the borderland restaurant that he visits with
Riizena. The waiter’s comment provides the diagnosis of the background for the
economic crisis:
,Je to krize, pane,” fekl shovivavé vysvétlujicim ténem. ,,Dnes doslo na nas,
zitra dojde na jiné. Jsme teprve na zacatku a bude to stale horsi. Co tikate
textile na severu? Zavira tovarnu za tovarnou. Pfili§ mala zem¢ a pfilis
mnoho primyslu. Bylo snadné zni¢it ¥§i, ale ¢im ji nahradite? Odbyvaly
jsme kdysi padesat procent své vyroby na jejim Uzemi a za to jsme
nedovedli najit ndhradu. A vlada (jizva se zkfivila a prohloubila) o nés
nedbd a je hlucha k nasim nafktim. V t€chto chalupach, pane (ukdzal oknem
na staveni, rozptylena po svahu), nebyval nikdy blahobyt. Dnes je tam
hlad.” (p. 63)
His comment reproduces the ideologeme of old versus new that in this particular
passage relates to the historical transition from empire to republic. This
ideologeme is likewise evoked in old Gromus’s thoughts about the changed
relationship between the factory owners and the workers:
Di#ive byvali jaksi tvou $ir§i rodinou. Chodivali se s tebou radit, kdyZ chtéli
koupit domek nebo dat kluka na studie. Nebo ti pfivadéli své syny a ti po
Case zaujimali u tebe mista svych tatikli. Tehdy se jest€ sami smavali
socialismu, nazyvali jej zidovskym vymyslem a oktikovali ty, ktefi o ném
mluvili pfili$ hlasité. [...] Ale dnes mluvi o tfidnim boji, v&si t€ na lucernu,
kdykoliv si na tebe vzpomenou, maji poji§téni nemocenské i starobni a ty
abys jim na né platil. (p. 72)
The changed preconditions for the relationship between the factory owners and
workers that have been brought about by the new form of government signify a

move in the perception of solidarity: a relationship of mutual solidarity has

2 Michal several times uses ‘the time’ as the excuse for the workers’ difficult situation. For
example after Balada’s death: ‘Msta to byla snad také, ale v §ir$im smyslu, nez se domnivate.
Octl se mezi dvéma kameny a byl rozdrcen. Je mi ho lito, ale fekl bych, Ze vina neleZi na nikom
z nas, nybrz n€kde dal, v dobg, kterd si s ndmi pohrava vic, neZ je nam viem milo. Nutil jsem
ho, aby pracoval, i kdyZ tovéarna stila, nebot’ jsem nemohl byt bez skladnika, a jeho kamaradi ho
obviiovali ze zrady. Zni to divoce a neuvéfitelng, ale nedoved! z toho najit jiného vychodiska
neZ prave toto’ (pp. 273-75).
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changed into a class conflict in which the individual worker’s solidarity is put in
the service of the workers’ organisations. However, the individual narratives of
Jindra, Riizena and Balada question this paradigm shift (from old Gromus’s
perspective a horror vision) and so does the general description of the workers.*

The narrative of the workers (as a ‘collective character’) is interwoven with.
the other narratives in that the narrative deals with two areas of conflict: the
class conflict between Michal Gromus and the workers and also the conflicts
inherent within the workers’ community as represented in the narratives of
Jindra, RiZena and Balada.

The seme of “class conflict’ has been introduced at the beginning of
Michal’s narrative in his thoughts about the workers on his return home to
Libnice: ‘Jednoho dne se s nimi utkd, tomu se asi nevyhne; kazdy, kdo je
zam&stnava, musi se s nimi jednou stfetnout’ (p. 13).* In his mind the prospect
of ‘revolution’ looms on the horizon: ‘Po pfevratu z nich $la tak trochu hriiza,
rozpinali se, povzbuzovani vysoko $lehajici zafi ruského ohng, citili se uz soudci
a pani’ (p. 30). However, his Social Darwinism does not allow for the possible
reversal of the master-slave relationship that a revolution would imply: ‘Jsou
stvofeni k tomu, aby byli ovladani’ (p. 30).*° In the description of the bourgeois
factory owners this desire to be master is presented as a basic need. Rolin’s
thought when Anna Gromusova offers him a deal to save his factory is an
example of this: ‘Misto celého otroctvi bylo mu nabizeno otroctvi o néco mensi.
Ale bude zaroveii panem, panem na jednu tfetinu, ale pfece jen panem’ (p. 207).

The theme of the workers’ narrative is the impact of the economic crisis in
the form of dismissals and their relationship with Michal Gromus. The first six
dismissals are the topic of discussion between Michal and old Gromus. Later,
the reader learns from the reproduction of Jindra’s thoughts that eight more have
been sacked and, finally, further dismissals are the topic of Michal’s thoughts

about his business (p. 146). The narrative predominantly presents the workers as

* The changed relationship between workers and factory owners is also behind Michal’s initial
reluctance to begin an affair with RiZena because Balada is chairman of the workers committee
(see p. 59).

* 1 have already quoted this passage once in the analysis of Michal Gromus.

* Cf. Michal’s interpretation of the situation in Russia in conversation with Riizena, p. 64.
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a passive object of the thoughts and speech of the other characters (apart from
the scene in which they come to speak to Balada and Jindra after the first
dismissals). To RiiZena they are an object of derision, to Jindra they represent an
object for political and economic forces*® and to the Gromuses they are an
object of power. This reflects their own reluctance to act in terms of striking. As
a group they are given a voice in the reproduction of their speech in the
narrator’s discourse in the form of direct or indirect speech or in the narrator’s
analysis of their thoughts and feelings:
Bylo jim, jako by na né ukazal boZi prst a oznatil je k zahubé. Zadny z nich
nenachazel utéchu v tom, Ze neni sam. Naopak jejich hnév byl rozdélen a
obracel se nejenom proti Gromusovi, nybrz i proti kamaradim, ktefi nebyli
postiZeni, tfebaZe k této druhé sloZce se nechtéli znat a pokouseli se ji
potlacit. Rozbéhli se ke svym ditvérnikiim. Musi se jim pfece pomoci, nac je
tu organizace, do niZ takova léta platili ptispévky, zehrajice na tyto
zbihdarma vyhazované penize. [...]. Ale ty ¢asy uz minuly, holenku, kdy si
mohl zaméstnavatel délat se svymi délniky, co mu napadlo. Josef se do nich
da, Josef jim to vytmavi. A co Jindra? To je vosk? Nechtél bych byt na
misté Gromusi, az jim to Jindra za¢ne sazet. (p. 73)
The variation in the mode of narrative presentation lets the workers voices be
heard. It creates sympathy for their experience of injustice mixed with hope and
despair. However, the narrator’s description of their meeting with Balada and
Jindra (focalised through the workers) foreshadows how their hopes will be
proved unjustified: ‘Ale Josef Balada mél takovy pohled, ktery se dival na
vSechny a na Zadného z nich, a Jindra Pour tu sed¢l, nohy nataZeny, div Ze mu ta
kuchyné¢ postacila, a foukal do stropu koui”’ (p. 74). The narrative presentation
of the workers repeatedly reveals the seme ‘scarcity’ in their manner of thinking
and perception of themselves. Their main concern is that of survival, of whether
they are able to feed themselves and their families: ‘Co je d€lnik? ptavali se ti

lidé, svirajice pésti na stolni desce. Otrok, pes. A jest€¢ méné. Otroka i psa musi

“® One other exception is the worker Hejl who was one of the first sacked workers. When Jindra
meets Hejl, who is begging, what is to him basically only an object for political forces suddenly
acquires a human face. It is not until Jindra experiences the same fate as the unemployed
workers that he really feels solidarity with them.
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pan Zivit, ale tebe vyhodi, kdy je napadne, a nikdo se nezepta, co budes Zrat’ (p.
36). The narrative presentation of RiZena’s thoughts in the moment of
confrontation with her father implies an idea of biological predetermination in
her way of explaining her fear of scarcity to herself: “‘Nepochybovala uz o tom,
Ze tato otcova krev v ni zpusobila, Ze Michal m¢l tak malo prace, aby ji ziskal i
aby se ji zbavil. Jeho krev také se v ni bala bidy, kterou ji vyhrozoval’ (p. 235).
So the fear of scarcity runs in the families of the workers just as the desire for
power runs in the families of the bourgeoisie.

The narrative discourse opposes the seme ‘scarcity’ in the presentation of
the workers with that of ‘abundance’ in the descriptions of old Gromus, and
later of Michal’s hedonistic eating habits.*” Old Gromus’s love of good food
develops into his main purpose for living:

Jeho den pak probihal radostn€ mezi témi rozko$nymi zastavkami, jejichz

jména byla: pfesnidavka, obéd a vecete. Nebot” zatimco zdrZzoval na svém

patfe chut’ jidla pravé pozitého a prodluzoval svou rozko§ jako zkuSeny
milenec, jeho obrazotvornost, tak naprosto a blazené télesna, ji za¢inala

prolinat pfedchuti jidla budouciho. (p. 86)

In the Gromus family’s house they always eat schnitzel — a food that symbolises
their wealth because the workers would not be able to afford it: *Zdi se pfestaly
otfasat, buSeni v kuchyni ustalo. Nyni dava kucharka fizek na panev’ (p. 56).
Even after the fire in which Balada has died Michal’s feeling of superiority is
emphasised by the fact that he orders the cook to do him a schnitzel, just like his
father might have done. The cook’s thought about him expresses the likeness
with his late father (see p. 272). Contrary to the Gromuses’ pleasure in eating,
the description of Balada’s way of eating emphasises how he gobbles up his
food (‘jal se hltat sviij obéd’, p. 33), more concerned with how much there is of
it: ‘Josef Balada polykal sousta takika bez Zvykani jako silak, jemuZ nesejde
tolik na chuti jidla jako na jeho mnoZstvi, [...]" (p. 33).

The narrative discourse presents the conflict within the workers’ community

as fundamentally that of the ideologeme of solidarity versus egoism (self-

7 Much of the imagery used in the characterisation of old Gromus is taken from the
consumption of food.
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interest). Michal Gromus’s first sacking of the workers brings to the fore the
question of strike action. However, the narrator’s characterisation of the
workers’ mentality shows how concrete action remains an anathema because of
their ingrained fear of scarcity (p. 78). The workers’ attitude is contrasted with
Jindra Pour’s political radicalism: ‘Byl pro stavku, jestlize nebude dosazeno
napravy, nebot’ délnicka solidarita musi byt projevena vzdy a za kazdych
okolnosti’ (p. 77). As I have shown in the analysis of Jindra Pour’s narrative, the
characterisation of Jindra at first mocks his opinions as selfish idealism that is
rooted in political theory. His views do not gain credibility until he becomes a
fully accepted member of the workers’ community in the sense that he suddenly
has something to lose having given up his position as an intellectual outsider.
His narrative therefore also plays out the conflict between ‘egoism’ and
‘solidarity’.

In another way the narrative of Josef Balada revolves around the same
conflict between ‘solidarity’ and ‘egoism’. Balada holds a somewhat privileged
position among the workers. He works as a stores manager at Gromus’s factory
and is chairman of the workers committee, as well as being foreman at the
factory. However, already from the beginning the narrator’s characterisation of
him reveals a certain political relativism in his way of thinking that is governed
by his personal interests: ‘Jakmile vSak ¢lovék zestarne a ma Zenu, dit€, domek
a par grosu v oby¢ejné kapitalistické zaloZn€, aby zabezpe¢il své stafi, neni si uz
tak docela jist, Ze by s ni [revolution] bylo nachvat’ (p. 40).*® Balada feels
superior to Pour because he is older and deserves respect. In this sense, their
relationship mirrors that of Michal Gromus and old Gromus.

Balada’s thoughts about old Gromus, while standing next to his coffin at the
funeral about to give his speech, place Gromus and Balada on the same side of
the semantic opposition between ‘old’ and ‘new’. They both represent the old
world when there was still a degree of respect between employer and workers
(p- 125). In Balada’s thoughts Michal Gromus represents the ‘new’ that has

plunged him into a position of insecurity. Michal Gromus embodies the new

* Another example of this: ‘Josef Balada citi, ¢ mu nezaleZi na 24dné promeng svéta, ktera by
nepfinesla $tésti jeho dcefi. At mi vynadd m&3t'aki, ale my nejsme Rusko. Jsou také jiné cesty’
(p. 42).
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approach to production which has destabilised the previous relationship of
mutual solidarity between factory owner and worker. Balada’s thoughts reveal
the information that Michal Gromus has promoted him which, considering
Ruizena’s relationship with Michal, makes him look like a traitor in the eyes of
the other workers. His speech only contributes to strengthening this impression.
The narrator’s analysis of Balada shows how he gets himself into a pickle
because of the mental strain he is suffering:
Usili, jez musel vynaloZit, aby ovladl rozpolceni svych myslenek, pisobilo,
Ze se zacinal potit, ackoli vitr val stale chladné&ji. Upinal sviij pohled na
rakev, aby nevidél nikoho z téch, kdo stali kolem, odmli¢oval se a vzdychal
stale Casté&ji, a jak vzdoroval pifivalu skute¢ného citu, druhy, vyvolany na
obranu a umély, ho zacal ovladati tak, Ze jeho fe¢ se stdle vice proméfiovala
ve lkani nad nenahraditelnou ztratou a mrtvy v ni ozival jako vzor
uslechtilce, jehoZ jedinou starosti a laskou byl dé€lnik a jeho blaho. (p. 126)
The narrator describes Balada’s trouble with sympathy but he also shows the
anger and frustration that Balada’s praise of the opponent causes the workers:
Avsak ti, jimZ byla ur¢ena tato vycitava a lichotna slova, tu stali jako stado
zarytych a pali¢atych berani. Divali se do zem¢, jako by se bali svych
pohledd, a bylo jim trapn€. Hnév se mezi nimi prochazel a postuchoval je.
Preslapovali a svirali pésti. Nékdo by mél skoéit a zacpat tomu vrtakovi
hubu. Neni dost na tom, Ze se na kus Zvance zostudil sim, musi do toho
tahat vefejné i viechny ostatni? (p. 126)
Balada’s speech at the funeral already signifies the conflict between ‘egoism’
and ‘solidarity’ that sets in motion the events which eventually catch up with
him and cause him to commit suicide. The narrator’s analysis shows the irony of
the situation, in that Balada’s speech was not intended to have the given effect,
but was a result of his inner conflict: ‘Ubohy skladnik Balada, fe¢ mu strojila
uklady, byla jako sitiny a tfaslaviska, nemohl se z ni vymotat a kazdym dal$im

slovem se bofil hloubgji do svého zmatku’ (p. 128).%

* Just before Balada’s speech the narrator has already given some kind of warning in one of his
gnomic comments: ‘My3lenky jsou odevZdy ptesn&jsi nez slova, ktera t& unaseji. Chces-li ubit
my3lenku, mluv, ¢lovéde, a ona zanikne ve tvém huhléni jako volani odsouzencovo v rachotu
bubnl’ (p. 125).
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As a result of Balada’s speech at the funeral the other workers deselect him
as chairman of the local union. The narrator’s characterisations of Balada focus
on his increasingly untenable position among the workers:

Mluvi sam se sebou a s mnoha jinymi, nosi v sob¢ rusny svét. Byl patnact

roki pfedsedou odborové organizace, lidé ¢ekali na jeho rozvazna slova a

stavéli na nich sva rozhodnuti. Pfed ¢trnacti dny fekli: Ne, Josef Balada uz

nebude nasim pfedsedou. Chodi v prazdnoté, zdivo jeho Zivota se sesulo a

fi¢i ledové do prostoru jeho srdce. Nepieje si, aby se na n€ho mluvilo,

hovoti sdm se sebou a s mnoha jinymi, pokousi se objasnit, co hofi, a ptece

zustava v temnot€. Pojd’ se mnou, Josefe, mam préci pro tvé ruce. (p. 172)
The last sentence echoes Jindra’s thought when earlier, on the way to throw a
hand grenade at Michal Gromus, he saw Balada stand by the window as a dark
shadow. At this point Jindra has not yet written off Balada completely.
However, the workers’ community remains hostile towards Balada, even when
RuiZena returns and marries Jindra: ‘Ztratil své misto v tom malém vesmiru,
kterym byla dé€lnicka kolonie, a krouzil jako samotaiska hvézda odsouzena k
zaniku’ (p. 229). The narrator’s simile signifies an implied morality that without
solidarity one is doomed. This again functions as a foreboding of Balada’s
unhappy ending. The narrative presentation of Balada repeatedly foregrounds
the dilemma he is facing between showing solidarity with the other workers and
egoism, here in narrated monologue that emphasises his conversations with
himself: ‘Co na ném chtéli, co mél délat, aby jim nepachl jako boty pohodného
psim? ME¢I snad tehdy, kdyZ mu bylo nabidnuto toto misto, odmitnout, dat
vypovéd’ a chcipat hlady? Nebo to mél udélat jeste ted’? Néco takového piece po
ném nemohli chtit’ (p. 230).

The narrative focuses on how Balada’s position becomes increasingly
difficult because he is caught between the two sides of the conflict. On the one
hand, Michal Gromus requests from Balada that he, through Jindra, dissuade the
workers from striking when he plans to lower the wages, otherwise he threatens
to stop the running of the factory. The narrative presentation of their
conversation reveals how this is a game of power in which Balada is powerless

because of his unwillingness to resign his position. Michal Gromus has figured
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him out, as his thoughts about Balada reveal: ‘Rekl bys, Ze tenhle dédek je
posedly po penézich, Ze neni, ¢eho bys za n€¢ u n€ho nedosahl, a najednou je tu
hranice, pies kterou ho nepfetahnes’ (p. 232). On the other hand, as Michal’s
thoughts also indicate, Balada has reached the point where he does not want to
play the game any longer. He finally makes the decision to oppose Gromus:
‘Ale jednou to musi$ skoncovat, ¢lovéce. Tva dcera je vdana, proc ty by ses déle
pokotoval, pro¢ bys dale hral ni¢emu, jehoZ est tan¢i a poskakuje za korunu
jako obecni blazen. ,,Dojde-li k tomu,* fekl kone¢né, ,,budu solidarni s
ostatnimi*’(p. 233). The tragic irony of Balada’s narrative is that this gesture of
solidarity remains unknown to the other workers because of his isolated position
within the workers’ community. It is characteristic that in Balada’s case the
narrator does not make any judgments. He shows Balada’s stubbornness of
mind, but also his knowledge of the other workers that prevents him from giving
in (pp. 233-34).

The nature of Balada’s moral dilemma is foregrounded in the scene in
which he, as a final option, turns to RtiZena to ask her to talk to Jindra about
Gromus’s request. RiiZzena’s rejection, ,,Nestydite se, tatinku? fekla tise*” (p.
235), again underlines the necessity of what he ought to do.’® The conflict
between Balada and his own family culminates in a row with Jindra which has
been provoked by the content of the family’s dinner (p. 245). The description of
the family’s dinner signifies an abundance that, seen against the background of
the workers’ situation, equals that of the Gromus family. Within the semantic
opposition abundance/scarcity, which governs the description of the bourgeoisie
and working class respectively, such abundance is clearly inadmissible to the
other workers and only contributes to emphasising Balada’s privileged position.
The argument between Balada and Jindra results in Jindra and RiZena moving
away from her parents. The narrator’s characterisation of Balada following this
episode again refrains from passing any direct judgment on his lack of action,

although it foreshadows Balada’s fall:

%0 Jindra’s subsequent diagnosis of Balada, ‘Selhala v n&m vira, a¢ ji nikdy nem&l mnoho’ (p.
236), underlines the point that Balada is an agnostic within the church of Socialism that the
narrative propagates through Jindra and RiiZzena’s narratives.
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Skladnik vySel na silnici. Bude chodit dlouho do noci a setfdsat ze svych
pleci hnév jako krutého jezdce, ktery mu rozdira srdce i mozek ostruhami,
bude se znovu a znovu hadat s RiZenou, s Jindrou, se svou Zenou, se vSemi
ostatnimi, a &¢im ostfeji bude citit jejich pravdu, tim nedstupnéji bude trvat
na své. Nenajde ulevy, nebot’ balvany, jeZ se pohnuly k padu, dochézeji
zastaveni aZ na dné propasti. (p. 248)
Balada’s isolation becomes complete when his own wife turns against him after
the women in the shop have scorned her: ‘Ackoli kazdé to slovo se ji
propalovalo aZ do srdce, souhlasila s nimi se v§emi. Mély pravdu ty Zenské,
bylo to pravé takové, jak fikaly’ (p. 256). In addition to this the boys in the
street call him Judas and throw stones at him. The narration of Balada’s last
night is held in the dramatic present tense that describes his emotions and
thoughts in the situation, mixed with the narrator’s summary of his state of
mind. The narrator’s characterisation alludes to the title of the novel: ‘Sed¢l a
hledal my$lenky, néjakou cestu z té slepé ulicky, do nizZ byl zahnan nebo do niz
sam vbehl, ale jeho mysl byla plna vykiikii a obrazi’ (p. 258). It is in this
dream-like series of thoughts that he gets the idea to set fire to Gromus’s stores
and sets out in the early morning to take direct action. His thoughts during this
early morning walk reveal that RtiZena represents the key to his own
interpretation of what has happened to him: ‘Nebyt toho dév¢ete a jeho
nepochopitelné krasy, nebyl by dnes tam, kde je. Kdyz jsem ji plodil, plodil
jsem svijj osud. Ale snad ani ona za to nemohla, snad kazdy z nas vice musi, nez
chce’ (p. 260). Balada interprets his life in terms of fate in the form of RiiZena,
by means of which he explains away to himself his own part in the events.
However, his reflection ‘snad kazdy z nas vice musi, nez chce’ that reconciles
him with his fate, refers to another kind of fate that I shall call ‘narrative fate’.’!
From the beginning of Balada’s narrative the narrator’s discourse has provided
sign after sign that Balada is doomed. His final direct action in which he
commits suicide only represents the fulfilment of a narrative inevitability that

culminates in the great irony of Balada’s last vision:

3! “Narrative fate’ is related to the macrostructure of the narrative. It concerns how the
development of plot contributes to the evaluation a given character within the semantic
framework of the narrative.
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Josef Balada stoji na vrcholu bednového valu se smyckou na krku a diva se
oslnén na vlnobiti plamend, jeZ zaplnilo prostoru pod nim a vzpina se k
nému. Po bfise se budou plazit, po bfise. Ale v okamziku, kdy déla krok s
bedny do prazdna pod sebou, vidi par vysmé$nych o¢i Michala Gromuse, a
dfive nez se splav krve pfevali pfes jeho védomi, jako by mu n¢kdo vykiikl
do usi otazku, na kterou uZ neuslysi odpovédi: Pro koho jsem to udé¢lal?
(p. 265)™
Balada’s ‘narrative fate’ coheres with the conflict between ‘solidarity’ and
‘egoism’ that his narrative enacts. In the context of the positive semantic
connotations that have been ascribed to ‘solidarity’ through the narratives of
RaZena and Jindra, a working class character who fails to adhere to this
imperative has to be shown to be defeated somehow. Thus, in the context of the
whole narrative, Balada’s narrative accrues the function of foil for the
promotion of an ideal of working class solidarity that the narrative ultimately

signifies symbolically as that of socialism.

35 Conclusion

In Slepd ulicka Rez4¢ has put the aesthetic conventions of psychological realism
to work upon a social theme, manifest as the seme of class conflict. He has done
so by means of the concept of theatre, that is, by structuring the narrative
discourse in scenes/dramatic episodes. The psychological model of explanation
in the presentation of characters is combined with an ideology of character
which is governed by naturalist pre-determination.>® As I have shown, Michal’s

desire for power is explained as running in the family, it is in the blood, just as

>2 In the moment when he stands with the rope in his hands he justifies his action to himself as a
way of rectifying himself against the accusations made by the workers’ community: ‘Ji-da-3i, Ji-
da-3i, kolik ti to vyna3i? Vzpamatuj se, Josefe, vzpamatuj se. UkaZe$ jim, kdo byl Josef Balada.
AZ tenhle chamrad’, kterou praskaji sklady, bude pry¢, az za¢nou zase d&lat. Co budou k¥icet
pak? Uz, maminko, nebudes plakat, Ze si na tebe ukazujou prstem, Ze pfed tebou utikaji. Po btise
k tob& polezou, po bfise, aby t€ odprosili. Jako svatd mezi nimi budes, jako svata, povidam’ (p.
264).

%3 On the construction of character, see Culler, Structuralist Poetics, p. 237.

112



Riizena’s belonging to the working class (her fear of scarcity) is in the blood.>*
This is used to explain why she cannot escape her own class.

The previous analyses have shown how the oppositions on the level of
character (story), factory owner/ worker, man/woman, parent/child (these
already come with certain ‘ideological baggage’), are used, through the
development of several interconnected plots in the narrative discourse, to create
a new series of oppositions that constitute the semantic axes of the narrative:
abundance/scarcity, egoism/solidarity, master/slave, power/weakness,
femininity/masculinity, tradition/progress, old/new, sterility/fertility,
individual/collective.

The analyses have shown how the narrative discourse ascribes particular
semes to certain characters and how these particular semes are given either
positive or negative connotations through the narrator’s discourse or through the
development of plot (ultimately the ending).

The semes distributed through the plot lines involving Michal Gromus
(‘egoism’, ‘progress’, ‘materialism’,5 3 “natural selection’, ‘will to power’,
‘sterility’, ‘ruthlessness’, ‘anti-nature’) are provided with negative connotations
in the narrator’s discourse that consistently deconstructs Michal’s opinion of
himself as self-deceit. The development of plot furthermore shows the futility of
his approach to life — symbolised by the fact that although he succeeds in
business (more or less by chance) he does not get the child he wants. The
dramatic irony of his story is that it happens, as the narrative shows, because he
fails to recognise how he repeats his father’s mistake of choosing the wrong
wife.”® The plot involving Vilma points out why his choice of wife was wrong:
the semes distributed in Vilma’s narrative (‘materialism’, ‘emancipation’,
‘frigidity’, ‘sterility’, ‘desire for power’) are ascribed negative connotations

either in the notary Purkl’s discourse or the narrator’s discourse. The plots

** Gtz explains this fear of scarcity mainly as a residue of peasant mentality of the now partly
industrialised rural community. See Frantidek Gotz, Vdclav Rezdac, Prague: Ceskoslovensky
s?isovatel, 1957, p. 58.

%> Elsewhere I have named this ‘desire for possession’ in the narrative of Vilma.

% There is a difference between the two, though, in that Ferdinand Gromus’ choice was
governed by his ‘romanticism’ (according to Michal’s analysis) whereas Michal’s choice is
based on his desire for power.
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concerning the will, as well as the public auction of Rolin’s factory, in both of
which Michal competes with his stepmother Anna for material wealth,”’
likewise foreground the semes of ‘materialism’ and ‘desire for power’ in the
presentation of the bourgeois characters.”®

The plot line of the conflict between Michal and old Gromus puts into play
significations around the semantic oppositions young/old and tradition/progress.
The semantic oppositions relate to the ideologeme of old versus new which is
manifest as the conflict between tradition and progress; that is, modernisation of
the previous mode of production (industrialisation). The semes distributed in the
narrator’s description of Libnice parallel those distributed in the narrative
presentation of the Gromus conflict. However, the narrator’s discourse questions
the validity of the new mode of production and implies an ideological critique of
the perception of human beings (seeing people as machines) on which it is
based. In the narrative presentation of Michal Gromus the seme of ‘progress’ is
linked to the seme of ‘desire for power’. It represents one part of the opposition
in the ideologeme of the master and slave that the narrative plays out in the plot
of Michal and Vilma. This ideologeme again creates connotations that link the
characterisation of Michal with the ideology of Nietzsche’s superman combined
with Social Darwinism.>® In showing the futility of Michal’s pursuit of power
and material wealth the narrative provides an implicit critique of these
ideologies.

In the narrative presentation of the workers, RiiZzena’s plot governs the
process of signification in a movement from the semes ‘egoism’, ‘materialism’
and ‘class envy’ towards the seme of ‘class solidarity’. Riizena’s plot has a

didactic function in the way in which it constitutes a learning story. The plot

%7 In my analysis of Michal’s narrative I have shown how the public auction scene also as a
whole signifies Michal’s desire for power and his materialism (in the sense that he basically
thinks to himself that he is buying a wife).

58 The narrative of Robert (Michal’s stepbrother) shows a character whose only desire is that of
having a good time. He is not driven like the rest of the bourgeois characters, which, in the
context of the ‘values’ propagated in their narratives, lends him an air of decadent depravity. He
may be compared to the decadent uncle Rudolf in Cerné svétlo whose function is to illustrate
‘Napoleonism’ gone wrong.

% Gotz interprets Michal’s narrative as showing the ‘road towards fascism’: ‘Jde tu o objektivni
proces zatinajiciho rozvratu burZoasie, ktera se proti naporu proletariatu brani vili k moci a
nastupuje tak cestu k faismu’. In Franti§ek Gotz, Vdclav Rezdc, p. 68.
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shows how she fails in following her materialist aspirations that are shown to be
problematic (signified through the development of her relationship with Michal
Gromus). At the same time it provides her with an alternative in the form of
Jindra who gives her a chance for a new beginning. In doing so it both shows
the wrongness (impossibility) of wanting to transcend one’s own class, but also
uses her failure to imbue the working class values (work and solidarity) with
positive connotations and showing the rightness of her return to her background.
In different ways both Balada and Jindra’s plots foreground the same
ideological conflict between egoism and class solidarity. Balada’s plot shows
how he has to pay for his egoism/lack of solidarity. He is punished because he
commits a crime against the solidarity of the community. However, the
narrator’s discourse also characterises him as a victim of the ideological
paradigm shift in the relationship between the factory owners and workers (due
to the changed mode of production), which again is related to the ideologeme of
old versus new.® Jindra’s plot resembles a didactic learning story in the same
sense as RiZena’s. It shows a movement from ‘individualism’ in the form of
alienated intellectualism and political radicalism that converge in ‘theoretical
solidarity’ towards a different kind of ‘collective’ class solidarity that one could
call ‘organic’ or ‘natural’ solidarity. This type of solidarity has been ascribed
positive connotations in RliZzena’s narrative, in which the narrator has posited
this kind of solidarity as an ideal of biological belonging. Therefore it might be
most precise to name this phenomenon ‘organic solidarity’.®'

The analysis of the semantic oppositions in the narrative shows how the
narrative discourse transforms the basic seme of ‘class conflict’ into an
ideological conflict between ‘egoism’ and ‘solidarity’. The various plots and
sub-plots of the novel support the narrator’s evaluation of the characters, thereby
pushing the ideological movement of the signifying processes towards a

rejection of what the narrative presents as bourgeois values, and in particular the

% Critics have generally described this paradigm shift as the conflict between two modes of
Capitalism; an ‘old’ type and a ‘new’ type, illustrated by old Gromus and Michal Gromus
respectively.

¢! One of my dictionary’s definitions of ‘organic’ reads ‘consisting of different parts that are all
connected to each other’. In the sense in which the narrator’s discourse postulates this, the
connectedness is based on an idea of biological pre-determination.
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values ascribed to the younger generation of the bourgeoisie. At the same time it
places an ideal of organic solidarity of the working class as its positive
opposition. This ideal of organic solidarity accrues political connotations
through the ending of the novel, where the narrative presentation of Jindra’s
death colliding with the birth of his and Riizena’s son produces the semes ‘class
struggle’ and ‘solidarity’. The child represents a new member of the collective
and its birth signifies that the struggle will continue in spite of Jindra’s death.
Thus it is possible to say that the ending poses socialism as a possible solution
to the problem of class struggle. The problem of class struggle has emerged not
only through the ideological significations implied in the initial choice of
characters, but mainly through the way in which the narrative discourse puts
these significations into play in dramatic conflicts.

In the analysis of Balada’s narrative I have suggested the concept of
‘narrative fate’ to express the fact that within a given narrative there are certain
solutions that may be seen as more right than others, in terms of the semantic
parameters which the narrative discourse sets out from the beginning.®* As I
have shown in the individual analyses, in the case of Slepd ulicka the narrator’s
discourse has a controlling function that guides the processes of signification in
a certain direction that is supported by the narrative organisation of events. In
the light of this it is difficult to assign credibility to the view that the narrative
‘objectively portrays the social conflicts at the time of the economic crisis’.®> On
the contrary, the analyses have shown that the way in which the narrative
produces conflicting ideologies is far from innocent. The narrator’s discourse
creates a semantic framework that is expressed in the ideologeme of old versus
new. This ideologeme emits connotations of nostalgia for the past and
scepticism towards the new capitalism, as presented in the narrative, imbuing
the narrative with an undertone of conservative ideology. The narrative presents
the workers as victims of the general ideology of capitalism and places the only

solution to their situation symbolically in the future, in socialism. The ideology

62 See Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology, pp. 87-88.
 Arne Novék gave his article about Slepd ulicka the headline ‘Roman ptisné& objektivni’. See
AN., ‘Roman pfisn¢ objektivni’, Lidové noviny, 26.2.1939, p. 9.

116



at work in the narrative is thus created in the tensions between a conservative

ideology and an ideology of the future.
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Chapter 4

Cerné svétlo (1940)

Vaclav Reza&’s third novel, Cerné svétlo, deals with the problem of evil. The
novel’s title is the oxymoron with which the first-person narrator and main
character Karel describes the evil within himself. His narration of memories and
past events that have contributed to shaping his life reveals a fundamental
ideological conflict between good and evil of which the second part of the
opposition is the focus of the narration. However, this fundamental ideologeme
only becomes fully graspable through a number of other ideologemes that work
together and conflict in the structures of narration. This reading of Cerné svétlo
seeks to open up these structures of narration in order to convey the relations

between the ideologies that interweave in the narrative.

4.1 General characterisation of the narrative

Cerné svétlo can be characterised as an autobiographical narrative.'! Karel’s
story is set in Prague at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of
the twentieth. The novel is divided into two parts consisting of nine and fifteen
chapters respectively. The last four pages of the novel take the form of an

epilogue in which the narrator reflects upon his own story. The first part of the

! This type of Ich-narrative poses certain problems in the discussion of ideology, because
fundamentally, the /ch-form constitutes a personal ideology of the narrator. It is possible to
problematise this through a discussion of the immanent contradictions that the characterisation
of the narrator reveals; that is, his idiosyncrasies, his psychology and his relationship with his
younger self (in technical terms the ‘experiencing’ self). This is opposite to the ‘pseudo-
objectivity’ that characterises the third-person narrative. The discrepancies inherent within the
narrator’s discourse may indicate the *presence’ of the implied author. According to Genette
everything that one cannot attribute to the narrator must belong to the author. Genette rejects the
concept of the implied author except in the definition ‘everything the text lets us know about the
author’. See Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1990, pp. 147-48.
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novel covers, episodically, the period of time between the narrator’s fourth and
eleventh year. The second part of the novel covers one and a half years of the
narrator’s life when he is twenty-one. There is thus a temporal gap of about ten
years between the novel’s two parts. The first chapter of the second part
contains a flashback in which the narrator summarises some events in his life
(his parents’ death and the loss of all the family’s money) which have led to the
fact that Karel, when the second part begins, must stay at his uncle’s house. It is
not clear from the story how wide the gap is between the time of narration and
the narrator’s suicide attempt that ends his story. However, the narrator’s
comments indicate a large temporal distance: ‘Znam jenom prochézky, jeZ
vedou v jejich stopach, jen Hastalské ulici se vyhybam, kde ddvno uz zbofili
rodny dtim mdj i toho zla, jeZ jsem ptinesl jinym’ (p. 321).2
From the first sentence of the novel the reader finds himself as if in the mind
of the narrator: ‘Dnes v noci vratil mi sen jednu z mych nejstar$ich vzpominek’
(p. 7). The narrator presents his story as an attempt at investigating how the
incident in early childhood that created this memory came to influence his life in
a crucial way:
Nebudu vypravét sen, jeho alchymie mne dési, obratim se ke vzpomince. I ji
bude té¢zké zbavit nanosu ¢asu. Mozna, ze tvaf té pitihody bude dnes jina,
neZ jak se mi jevila tehdy. Ale na tom pfili§ nesejde. Nevyhrabavam ji
proto, abych se ji t&Sil nebo tryznil, pidim se po souvislostech. Vinim ji, ze
jako tajemny hlubinny vybuch vynesla na povrch mé povahy ur¢ité
vlastnosti a jiné zasula. Nemohu tvrdit, Ze do mne vnesla néco, co ve mné
vibec nebylo, ale jist¢ zaplisobila na mé vnimani a city, i na to, jak jsem se
pozd¢ji choval ke vemu, co mé potkavalo. Dalo by se fici, Ze byla vsunuta
jako vzorek do stavu, na némz mél byt utkan muij Zivot. (p. 8)
The narration of the first part of the novel is characterised by a general tension
between then and now (‘tehdy’ and ‘ted””) which marks the temporal distance
between the adult Karel and his younger self. The tension, at the same time,

expresses a difference in the level of consciousness, since Karel — the narrator —

? Vaclav Rezag, Cerné svétlo [1940), Prague: Borovy, 1943. Further references to the novel will
be given in parentheses directly after quotations or references.
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in the retrospective process constantly interprets previous situations with regard
to how they have influenced his later development: ‘AZ mnohem pozdé&ji jsem
pochopil, Ze rodie o mné svadéli tichy, ale ustavi¢ny boj. Pudové v3ak, myslim,
jsem z toho t&Zil uZ mnohem dfive’ (p. 36). The narrator constantly draws the
reader’s attention to himself by means of phrases like ‘Pfedstavuji si’,
“Vzpomindm si’, and ‘Domnivam se’. His reflections show how the process of
narration is dependent on the process of remembrance:
Nejvétsi potize pfi mém vypravéni mi piisobi udrZet své vzpominky na
uzdg. Rozhrabl jsem mraveni§té a nyni se to hemzi. Obklopuji mne a
domahaji se slySeni jedna pifes druhou: lisaji se mazlivé, dotiraji drze,
odhanéjice ostatni s cesty, ale pfece jen jsou nejnaléhavéjsi ty, které se
shromazdily stranou a jenom se divaji, ml¢ky a upfené. V§a milackové!
Dojde na vas na vSechny. Rozhodl-li jsem se byt sdm sob& soudcem, musim
uréit vahu vasi dlleZitosti. Nedam se svést od svého umyslu ani kiikem, ani
pohledy. Budete uspofadany podle stéati a podle zavaznosti. V fadném
vyuétovani i pofadi poloZek hraje svou roli. I bude vam uréeno misto,
hlasové obsazeni i doba nastupu a z n€kterych z vas bude utvoten sbor,
zpivajici v pozadi. (p. 41)
The passage can also be interpreted as a statement of the narrator’s strategy of
narration. He dramatises the events of the past and has his younger self play the
main part. In this sense the evocation of the past is not only memory, but
fundamentally a creative act in which the narrator has to use his imagination.
Because of the distance in time between him and the narrated events he cannot
know for certain what actually happened and how. The narrator’s frequent use
of the adverbial deixis ‘patrn€’, ‘snad’, ‘moZnd’ and ‘asi’ emphasises this
uncertainty in the narrator’s knowledge. At the same time it also suggests a

sense of his possible unreliability.>

* In his Narrative Discourse Genette discusses these ‘modalizing locutions’ that ‘allow the
narrator to say hypothetically what he could not assert without stepping outside internal
focalization’. They can function as ‘the alibis of the novelist (quoting Marcel Muller) imposing
his truth under a somewhat hypocritical cover, beyond all the uncertainties of the hero and
perhaps also of the narrator. For here again the narrator to some extent shares the hero’s
ignorance; or, more exactly, the ambiguity of the text does not allow us to decide whether the
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4.2 The narrator’s model of self-explanation: the ideologeme of
inferiority versus power

In the first part of the narrative the narrator’s discourse develops a psychological

model of explanation of how he became the person he is. This explanation is

shaped by the ideologeme of inferiority versus power and informed by the idea

of the Oedipal conflict.

The ideologeme of inferiority versus power dominates the narrator’s
presentation of his childhood. According to the narrator the traumatic
experience of seeing the butcher pan Horda squeeze a rat to death with his naked
fist, without the then four-year-old Karel being able to save it, had an impact on
him which was to shape his relationship with strength and power in the future.
The narrator does not consider the episode the cause of his problem, but it
brought already existing feelings of inferiority and loneliness to the fore. The
butcher Horda, who little Karel used to consider his friend, is the person whose
behaviour functions as catalyst for Karel’s hatred of power and strength:

Nevzpominam na ného s nenavisti, ackoli v jeho pésti se zrodila ta ¢ast mé

povahy, jez méla ovladnout cely mij dalsi Zivot. Myslim jenom na ironické

zaliby té nepojmenovatelné moci, jiz n€kdy fikame osud. Zlo, nebot’ bylo to
zlo a je zbyte¢né hledat pro to jakékoli jiné jméno, se zrodilo v pé&sti
dobréka [...] Od té doby vsak mne sila zacala dé&sit a naucil jsem se ji
nenavidét, at’ jsem se s nim setkal kdekoli a v jakékoli podobé&, pudilo mé to

jit proti ni. Pro&? Odpovéd hledam. (pp. 39-40)*

In his retrospective analysis the narrator gives a psychological explanation for
his problematic relationship with strength which he then goes on to define as

‘evil’. In this place the narrator does not give a more specific account of the evil

perhaps is an effect of indirect style — and, thus, whether the hesitation it denotes is the hero’s
alone’ (p. 203).

* The narrator never in the process of narration realises or acknowledges that his relationship
with power has envy as its basic element whether it be ‘psychological’ envy — the desire to be
like the others and ‘material’ envy (class envy). He may criticise the bourgeois society, but he
also thinks of it as the paradise lost of his childhood. Envy is at the root of his uncontrollable
‘will to power’, together with fear of poverty. According to Henri F. Ellenberger, Adler
distinguishes between two types of envy: ‘the feeling of envy as being a natural consequence of
social inequality, as opposed to pathological envy resulting from aggressive drives.’ In The
Discovery of the Unconscious, USA: BasicBooks, 1970, p. 611.

121



to which he refers. However, his remark establishes the semantic opposition
between evil and good that informs the narrator’s way of interpreting his own
actions; an opposition that structures the whole narrative as the ideologeme of
good versus evil. Within the semantic context of the narrative (the narrator’s
presentation) this opposition is inseparably connected as this particular episode
exemplifies — ‘Zlo [...] se zrodilo v pésti dobréka’ (p. 40).° Furthermore, the
narrator attributes this interconnectedness to an irony of fate.

The boy Karel’s experience of strength finds its expression in the image of
the midget against the giant (or the biblical David against Goliath).® Pan Horda
represents the giant in the scene with the rat; later the teacher Zimék and the
itinerary fish vendor Prach have a similar function in the episodes that illustrate
Karel’s relationship with strength. The common feature of all the situations in
which Karel encounters strength is his desire to surpass his feeling of inferiority
through revenge. He makes his mother read the story of David and Goliath to
him again and again and he finds delight in David striking Goliath to the ground
with the stone. The ideas that ‘strength punishes strength’ (there are several
examples of this) and that the powerful are always corrupted by their own
strength permeate the way in which the narrator presents Karel’s relationship
with strength:

Rekl bych, Ze sila silnych je zarodkem jejich zkazy. Vidi Zivot jen v roving

své moci a zapominaji skloniti se a naslouchati, co se d€je pod ni. Tupnou

jistotou bezpe¢nosti a nezranitelnosti. Silni se vali nedbajice, kam dopada

’ The motif of ‘good’ that unintentionally causes ‘evil® occurs again in the situation in which
Karel’s aunt reveals the truth to Klenka, thereby causing even more misery.

® In his account of Adler’s work Henri F. Ellenberger discusses how the term ‘feeling of
inferiority’ is used by Adler, it ‘actually has two different meanings. One is related to a natural
inferiority, such as that of the size of a child when compared to that of an adult, or a factual
inferiority resulting from disease. But individual psychologists mostly use the term in the sense
of a value judgment, which is implicit in the German word — Minderwertigkeitsgefiihl — which
includes the radicals minder, “lesser,” and Wert, “value.” It thus means a judgment of “lesser
value” pronounced by an individual upon himself.’ Ibid., p. 612. It seems to me that Rez4&
manages to play on these different meanings, both in his choice of imagery and in the
characterisation of Karel. Further on, in his comparison of Adler’s and Freud’s ideas Ellenberger
sums up the oppositions between them. One of them is ‘FREUD, The infant has a feeling of
omnipotence (hallucinatory wish fulfillment)’ versus ‘ADLER, The child has a feeling of
inferiority (relation of midget to giant)’, Ibid., p. 627.
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vaha jejich krokii. Tak obranou slabych, nechtéji-li byt rozdrceni, zstava

vétsi pohyblivost, bystrost a houzevnatost. (p. 48)

Karel develops his defence against the powerful through a strategy of
manipulation which he later employs with aptitude in his adult life. He uses
other people as means to gain power and revenge himself. The first character to
have that function in Karel’s life is the school bully Frantik Munzar whose
friendship Karel buys with his packed lunches. Karel manipulates him into fight
after fight without any sense of compassion for Frantik’s sufferings. On the
contrary, Karel manipulates Frantik, time after time, into confirming his theory
of strength that punishes strength. To the narrator Frantik is the embodiment of
dense strength (without intelligence).”

The narrator’s interpretation of his relationship with his parents resonates
the idea of the Oedipal conflict. The boy is the object of tacit rivalry between his
parents (see earlier quotation), but according to the narrator, they both end up
having a detrimental effect on the psychological behaviour of Karel.® The
portrait that the narrator creates of his mother shows her as an, on the one hand,
unattainable and, as regards her attention for Karel, unstable character who
suffers from migraine and prefers aloneness. (She only bothers with him during
the holidays). On the other hand, she embodies an idealised mother figure. The
narrator’s characterisation of the little Karel’s feelings for his mother reveals
that he still at the time of narrating idealises his love for her: ‘Miloval jsem ji
tak, jako jsem nikdy potom uZ Zadnou Zenu nemiloval’ (p. 22). This is the older
Karel speaking from his perspective of trying to capture his past feelings. It
shows that Karel in his adult life still holds the ideal of unconditional and
uncritical love as an ideal for romantic love which is in fact just another
expression of self-love. The mother overprotects him and in order to prevent the
trauma caused by the experience with the rat from reappearing she isolates him

from other children. As a result the little Karel is totally unprepared to deal with

7 One has to remember that in the first chapter the narrator’s consciousness and knowledge
govern the interpretation of events. A four- or eleven-year-old boy would not be able to
verbalise such a degree of psychological analysis or description.

® In Freudian terms Karel suffers under an unresolved Oedipal conflict that means that he is
always crushed again and again like the rat.
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other children when he has to start school. The mother’s idea of upbringing
consists in asserting an ideal of ‘social behaviour’ (p. 36) in the manner of ‘what
people will think about him’ (p. 37). She refuses to acknowledge the fact that
Karel does wrong and refrains from disciplining him: ‘VazZné détské
zlomyslnosti, jichZ zanedbani ukryva v sobé ohroZeni budouciho charakteru, at’
uZ byla sama jich svédkem, nebo at’ si ji na n€ st€¢Zoval n€kdo jiny, karavala
vZdy velmi ledabyle’ (pp. 36-3 7). The narrator’s portrayal of his father shows
why Karel as a child never managed to separate from his mother. Karel’s father
has a distant presence in Karel’s life. As a consequence he becomes excluded
from Karel’s symbiotic relationship with his mother: ‘Nedovedu dnes fici, mél-
li jsem ho rad nebo ne, ale byl jsem tehdy ve véku, kdy dit¢ se rodi po druhé, a
to svymi city z citd mat¢inych. Otec byl n€kdo, o kom maminka fikévala: —
Musi$ mit rad tatinka, milacku, stara se o tebe a Zivi t&’ (p. 25). He has a
function similar to that of the God Karel is required to love without
understanding why. Like God his father represents a figure of power: ‘Podobné
jako Bohem i tatinkem se mi hrozilo, jestliZze jsem dostate¢né neposlouchal,
podobné jako Biih i tatinek byl bytosti trestajici v posledni instanci’ (p. 26).
However, because of his poor background he feels inferior to Karel’s mother
into whose bourgeois family he has married. This feeling of inferiority hinders
him in asserting himself in relation to Karel. So, when he could have forced
Karel to go to school, he instead follows the same principles in his relationship
with his son as he does in business. He figures Karel out and bribes him to
persuade him to go even though he is scared of it. Thus the father shows Karel
how people can be bought.'® The narrator reveals how he even then understood
his father’s weakness in relation to the mother. Later Karel’s mother rescues
him from punishment by lying to the father. In this way both parents set an

example of manipulation which Karel is to follow later in life.

® An example of the little Karel’s bullying behaviour once he is in a position of power is that he
beats the caretaker’s little girl because she does not want to wipe her nose and tries to catch the
snot with her tongue (p. 34). However disgusting this may be it is a peculiar detail for the
narrator to include. Perhaps it has the function of showing Karel’s hypersensitivity; a character
feature that he may have from his mother.

' The description of the father indirectly criticises him for letting his business mentality
influence his personal relationships — a feature which the narrator later spots as his uncle’s
weakness and accordingly uses in order to manipulate him.
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The narrator’s presentation of how his parents have contributed to forming
his relationship with other people contains a critique of their bourgeois morality.
His father’s upbringing differs from that of Karel’s in that he was allowed to
have his freedom. It is implied that this was so because he comes from a petty-
bourgeois family: ‘Narodil se na Zizkové jako syn malého obchodnika
smienym zboZim a Zil vice na ulici mezi kamarady neZ doma u maminciny
sukné’ (p. 35). The narrator describes the values of his father in positive terms:

Obchod mu nebyl prostfedkem k obohaceni, nybrz ¥adnou praci jako kazda

jina. Nic mu nebylo v Zivot& darovano, veho, i své Zeny se domohl jen tim,

Ze byl takovy, jaky vskutku byl, bystry, rychle se rozhodujici chlapik,

Sestny, pfimy a do (padu pracovity. Takovy hoch, jemuz se postéstilo.

Pfi¢inil se a Bih mu poZehnal. Nebyl nic a stal se velkym panem. To byla

jisté jeho pycha, jiZ se vSak tésil jen ve skrytu své duSe, nebot’ nebylo v jeho

povaze, aby se nad nékym vypinal, a to také byl zdroj slabosti v jeho vztahu

k mamince. Tu nepfestaval byt chudym chlapcem, ktery se ozenil s

princeznou ze zdmku. (pp. 37-38)

Thus, the father’s positive values never were passed on to Karel because of his
inferiority complex in relation to his wife. As regards his mother, the narrator
indicates that with hindsight her actions have not only been based on motherly
love, but have also been influenced by social prejudice: ‘Ale kdovi, mozna, Ze
pravé tak siln¢€ a smiSen k nerozeznani s tim druhym [mother love] promluvil
v tobé i hlas pfedsudku’ (p. 91). Thus the narrator’s analysis of his relationship
with his parents reveals that their experience of class had a crucial, although
indirect, influence on his perception of relationships between people. Social
prejudice was at the heart of the power struggle of their relationship which had
important consequences for Karel’s experience of strength/power. The
narrator’s implicit conclusion is that the evil that came to dominate his mind
was allowed to develop because of his parents’ permissiveness that had class
prejudice as one of its reasons. The idea of the Oedipal conflict is crucial for
understanding why the narrator came to perceive everything through the
strength-weakness opposition contained within the ideologeme of inferiority

versus power.
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In the process of the narration the psychological explanatory model
functions as a legitimising ideology or alibi for the narrator’s tendency to
perpetrate the evil that dominates his mind. In the second part of the novel the
narrator recurrently refers to the psychological profile that he has created of
himself in the first part of the novel; he lets one episode or recognition in the life
of the young Karel evoke the memory of a similar moment of his childhood. In
terms of plot the psychological model of explanation thus has a mirror function.
For example, the way in which the young Karel fantasises about power is
similar to his way of fantasising as a child; both are characterised by the same

illusion of omnipotence.

4.3 The ideologeme of the decay of the bourgeoisie

At the beginning of the second part’s first chapter the narrator’s discourse
establishes a semantic contrast between the time during which the events of his
story happened, the end of the nineteenth century, and his present (‘today’), the
temporal dimension of the ‘then’ and ‘now’ of the narration. Apart from the
brief comment with which the narrator emphasises the difference from ‘today’
(‘Nem¢lo nic spole¢ného se ztrnule pochodujicim pismem dne$nich firem,
sloZenych z bieven, tramt a studnaiskych skruzi’ (p. 99)), the narrator’s focus is
on the time of the events. ‘Then’, the favourite colours were purple, black and
gold, because ‘they’ associated them with ‘vzneSenost’. The ‘they’ to whom the
narrator refers is the bourgeoisie, the ‘patriciat’. Purple and gold were used in
the houses, whilst the businesses associated themselves with black and gold.
According to the narrator these colours signified pride as well as the ‘bytnost’ of
the businesses. However, the narrator’s sarcastic comparison ‘V té dobé
nahrobky a firmy se sobé podobaly’ (p.99) implies the view that the pompous
shop fronts only serve the purpose of hiding the decay beneath them. So it
implicitly questions the subsequent description of the writing above the shop
fronts in that it produces connotations of dissimulation and falseness. These
connotations keep reverberating in the background of the subsequent

presentation of the narrator’s uncle’s music shop. In this the narrator satirises
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the bourgeois claim to respectability and position as guarantor of general
morality:

Mohutn4 firma zabirajici celé priceli domu tak jako stryctiv kram, vedle

n&hoz zbyvalo uz jen misto pro domovni vchod, vnukala vim vaznost a

piesvédCovala vas, Ze zbozi ve vykladcich pod ni jest skute¢n€ seridsni,

kdybyste snad byli jati pochybnostmi pfi pohledu na barevné obalky sesitd a

vielijak vlasaté, vousaté, parukaté, obrylené a obareténé podoby genid.

Nebot” m&st'an, jdouci koupit n&jaky ten klavirni kousek své dcefi,

vychované urSulinkami, postaven pted lvi hlavu Beethovenovu miiZe pocitit

nepiijemné zamrazeni pii pfedstavé, Ze by tento chlapik usedl za jeho still, a

zalit uvaZzovat, zda je vhodné, aby jeho vytvory se dostaly do rukou divky,

jejiz souCasna divei a budouci manzelska ctnost jsou budovény s takovymi

naklady a uzkostlivosti. Ale firma Metod¢j Kukla, dlistojnd, vazna, zlata a

zdobna zda se mu byt dostate¢nou zarukou, Ze snad pfece jen muZe koupit

to ‘Fiir Elise’, bez obav, Ze n€jaky d’abel, zacarovany v tény, vystréi své

drapy z klaves, aby pokousSel nevinnost kvétu jim zplozeného. (p. 100)

The narrator’s analysis of his uncle’s music shop simultaneously makes it
signify the quintessence of bourgeois values and mocks the bourgeois attitude
appertaining to these same values; that is, obsession with appearance and
decorum, fear of passion, seriousness and fear of sexuality.

The narrator’s critical presentation of his uncle’s shop serves as a pretext for
his description of his own position within his uncle’s family. At the time when
the twenty-one-year-old Karel comes to stay in his uncle’s home he has lost first
his father, then his mother. Furthermore, previous to his mother’s death his
decadent uncle Rudolf, who took over the business after Karel’s father, lost all
the family’s money. Karel is thus completely without any financial support. The
narrator presents this older version of his younger self in the third person so as
to emphasise his changed social status. In using the third person he presents
himself as a fictional character, thereby creating a greater distance from his
younger self. He has him judged by the norms of the bourgeoisie (cf. the last

two sentences) and so sets the scene for his stay in his uncle’s family:
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Vyzably mladik, ozdobeny knirkem a krotkymi licousky, vstoupil do
obchodu svého stryce, bylo mu jedenadvacet let. Nemél uZ nikoho na svété
a nemé&l v kapse takfka ani vindry, nehledé k tomu, také nic neumél. Byl
piijat z milosti. Tehdy je$t¢ m&stanstvo bylo vzpirano na své vysi dvéma
silnymi nosniky: rodinnou soudrZnosti a rodovou pychou. Zchudly
piibuzny, ktery se tould svétem neschopen postarat se sam o sebe, je
vzdycky nebezpedim pro vasi dobrou povést. M&me ho rad€ji na o€ich.
(pp. 100-101)
The narrator presents his inclusion in the uncle’s family as an act of mercy, but
one which is a result of the family’s need to preserve their good reputation, as an
attempt to keep up appearances.'' The quoted passage once again implies a
deterioration in the state of the bourgeoisie which is indicated by the temporal
adverbial *Tehdy jesté’. At the same time, however, the narrator’s explanation
also reflects upon himself, showing how he is a product of the same way of
thinking as that which he ascribes to his family. Through his portrayal of the
bourgeoisie the narrator (as older man) establishes the values (the ideals) that he
has destroyed through his evil deeds. These were values that were part of his
own background as the son in a bourgeois family. The narrator’s need to tell his

story might suggest that he still suffers from nostalgia for what is past.

4.4 The perspective of the outsider: the ideologeme of isolation versus
community

The narrator’s description of the bourgeoisie and the uncle as a member of this

social class establishes his own social position as that of the outsider. Karel’s

position within his uncle’s family as well as in the shop hierarchy (pp. 114-15)

further enhances his feeling of exclusion. For example, he describes himself as

‘zdédény kus nabytku’ (p. 112). His isolated attic room functions as the spatial

"' The motif of mercy occurs again, in the epilogue, in the narrator’s explanation of why he was
given the job as municipal clerk. This was because he was the son of ‘a Prague bourgeois’ (see
further p. 320). Also here the motif of mercy is linked with the bourgeois idea of respectability.
However, the narrator’s later description of his uncle and aunt indicates that he is probably not
right in assuming that he was accepted only as an act of mercy. His characterisation of his aunt,
for example, shows that she is fundamentally someone who wants to do good (whatever the
reason).
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signifier of his outsider position: ‘Podkrovi, tot’ misto, jeZ vice neZ jiné je
schopno stupiiovat ve svém obyvateli pocit osamélosti a pfedstavy, Ze ostatni
svét by mél leZet u jeho nohou’ (p. 111). The narrator’s account of the time
spent in his attic room explains how he identified himself with the isolated
location of the room, explaining his dreaming then as a product of his loneliness
(see p. 112). However, the outsider position is also a catalyst for another way of
viewing things, in a literal sense as well as figuratively. According to the
narrator, Karel’s isolated position within the shop provides the perfect climate
for his dreams of power.

The narrator’s presentation of his isolation constitutes the opposite of the
positive connotations associated with ‘community’ elsewhere in the narrator’s
discourse, for example; ‘Lidé maji potiebu se druzit’ (p. 239) — about Zdejsa
and the verger. An idea of community also emanates indirectly through the
narrator’s account of what he is lacking; he wants to be like other people as his
thoughts, holding Markétka’s letter to Klenka, express: ‘Mij Boze, jak ty si se
mnou pohravas! Snad bych byl lepsi, kdyby mé¢ ona milovala. Den by se ve mné
rozsvitil a vidél bych, jako vidi jini lidé. Cozpak se mi nechce mezi né€, cozpak
jsem od usvitu rozumu touZil po né€em jiném, neZ podobat se jim ve viem, byt
jako oni, byt jednim z nich?’ (pp. 234-35). The quotation also shows how envy

is a key factor in his relationship with other people.

4.5 The ideologeme of inferiority versus power: Karel’s relation with
power

Karel’s growing insight into his uncle’s business methods inspires him to find
the ultimate goal of his power dreams; that is to become the ruler of the uncle’s
universe — the music shop (see p. 117). The uncle’s music shop represents the
complete commodification of art. The musicians who come to sell their
compositions have given the uncle the nickname ‘Zralok’ because his view of
music is entirely based on its sales value. His business credentials allow him to
treat the musicians themselves from a position of superiority (see pp. 116-17) —
he plays God in the universe of the business, which his remark to Karel

illustrates: ‘Spilaji [the musicians], ale pfichazeji opét, védi, Ze beze mne by nic
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nebyli. Vétsinu jich jsem stvofil, ano, stvofil’ (p. 115). Karel also discovers
another dimension of power; the immortal power of art, which Karel assesses
according to its business value:

Chapu to, ¢lovége, chapu to. Tady se prodava to nejdrahocennéjsi zboZi:

lidské mozky a vic, jejich nejvnitinéjsi obsah, to nejprchavejsi z nich,

myslenky, jeZ se po druhé nevraceji, myslenky, jeZ se rozplyvaji jako dym v

soumraku, a hle, tady jsou, tady zlstaly ukuty v tvrdost tvrd$i a nezmarnéjsi

oceli. Mozky uz nebudou a mnohé se jiz skute¢né rozpadly v prach, ale
jejich obsah nevychladly, teply, Zhavy, tepajici mdme na sklad¢ v kolika jen
exemplafich si rate prat. Ach, to je zbozicko, to se mi libi, n€¢kde se
namahala a vzpinala sila, nepostihnutelnd, nehmatatelna a prece tak
mohutn4, Ze udolala svého nositele, a tady, vaZeni zdkaznici, leZi to nejlepsi,
co ukofistila. P€kna veminka jste po sob& nechali, vzneSeni geniové, tryska

z nich zlaty ¢trek. To by se mi libilo, Zdimat plody vasi sily. Nerozumim

prili$ hudbé, odehravala se vZdy nékde nad mym obzorem, ale tenhle

obchidek mé 14k4, cenil bych si jej nad obchod s démanty. (p. 132)

The excerpt shows how Karel’s relationship with power has become ever more
conscious and focused. The final thought also emphasises his lack of
appreciation of the true value of music, as well as crudely revealing his lack of
respect for excellence — a feature that indicates his own intellectual mediocrity.
On the contrary, the true value of music is embodied in the character Klenka
who is a real artist.

The narrative presentation of the second part of the novel alternates between
passages of interior monologue — moments in which Karel sits alone, planning
his manipulations in order to gain power — and dramatic episodes in which Karel
carries out these manipulations.

The interior monologues tell the story of how Karel’s desire for power also
destroys him, how they are based on a fantasy of omnipotence. The narrator’s
presentation of Karel’s power fantasies eventually evolves into long interior
monologues that support the interpretation that Karel is trying to be a superman
in a Nietzschean way. However, before the ending the narrator has indicated

that this is a complete delusion. Through the symbol of the walking stick that
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used to belong to Karel’s uncle the narration already hints at Karel’s possible
Fate. Uncle Rudolf committed suicide. The Napoleonic symbol of the walking
stick reveals what caused Rudolf’s despair. It was a misapplication of the will to
power (also associated with Napoleon in Nietzsche). 12

In the dramatic episodes the narrator uses manipulation as a narrative
strategy. Karel’s position alternates beween that of an actor and that of an
observer: ‘Jsem v tuto chvili mélo pozornym divakem dgje, jehoZ jsem jindy
zaujatym hercem’ (p. 135). A good example of manipulation as narrative
strategy is the scene in which Karel manipulates the uncle into dismissing the
bookkeeper. In his games of manipulation Karel takes advantage of his position
as outsider. In the way in which the narrator presents this position, it gives him a
kind of second sight or an enhanced awareness of other people:

Postavte ¢lovéka do kouta a on se z n€ho nikdy nevyhrabe. Ma to byt mij

osud, stat vzdycky stranou, bezmocné se mracit a ptihliZet, jak se druzi

raduji a berou si ze Zivota, ¢eho se jim zachce? Ach, ne, ¢lov€k v kouté ma

svou vyhodu: vidi, zatim co ti druzi se motaji, oslepeni sami sebou a

zmatkem, ktery plisobi. (p. 123)
The narrator’s presentation of his actions then consistently focuses on how he

tried to ‘read’ other people in order to manipulate them.

4.6 The idea of Romantic love and the idealisation of art
On the semantic level the narrated events that take place while Karel is living
with his uncle’s family create conflicts that establish the values to which Karel
is a complete antithesis and whose destruction Karel brings about.

The dramatic episodes of the second part have at their centre Karel’s pursuit
of Markétka, the uncle’s daughter, who has just returned from her Austrian
convent school. (In this her life represents the stereotype of the bourgeois girl at

the time of the narrated events). In Markétka Karel finds the means to achieve

"2 The influence of Nietzche’s ideas on the characterisation of Karel could be discussed further.
Some of it might be due to the fact that Adler was greatly inspired by Nietzsche. At the time
when Rez4¢ was writing, Adler was read by the Czechs, although one cannot say for certain
whether Rez4¢ did. The Napoleon symbol also links Cerné svétlo with Dostoevsky’s Crime and
Punishment and the theme of guilt.
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his goal of acquiring his uncle’s shop. The narrator’s analysis of Karel’s
relationship with her shows how he in his fantasy about her projects onto her his
mother’s function in his life. At the same time, Markétka does not conform to
this ideal, which creates in him the same reaction to power as he experienced as
a boy:
Vétsinou nevim, co bych mluvil, poti se mi dlan€, rudnu a koktam a
Markétka se bavi mym trapenim. Neméla by to délat, nevi, s ¢im si zahrava,
neni dobfe tropit si Zerty z lidi, ktefi vyrostli tak, jako ja. Jsem do ni
zamilovan, nepochybuji o tom, ale jak vypada laska lidi mn€ podobnych?
Hledam v ni cestu k své vlastni sile a jistot&, chtél bych do ni usednout jako
do lodi, ktera mé ma bezpeéné dopravit k uskute¢néni mych plénil, ma se mi
stat od¢inénim slabosti a pokofeni, jimiZ jsem trpé€l. A hle, co se mnou d¢€l4!
Proménuje mne v roztieseného panaka, v strasaka a zajice zaroven. Loudi se
mi do ni pocit, Ze se ji musim pomstit za to, jak si se mnou pohrava. Znal
jsem na svét€ jedinou Zenu dobie, svou matku. Markétka s ni nema nic
spole¢ného, chtél bych, aby se ji podobala, spoléham na tebe, vezmi mé za
ruku a ved’ mne. A zatim mé tryzni jeji smich. (p. 121)
As a typical feature of the narrative presentation of Karel, the episode with
Markétka (when she teases Karel) is followed by one of Karel’s interior
monologues in which he ponders what is happening and prepares himself for the
part he is going to play while being with other people (there is nothing sincere
about Karel’s behaviour, except when he regresses to earlier modes of reaction).
These monologues are typically stylised as Karel talking to himself in questions
and answers:
Ptemyslim o tom u svého vikyfe. Hlupaku, fikam si a biju se péstmi do
hlavy, takhle se ji pfece nemtzes zalibit. A ty musis, slysi§, musis. Je to tva
jedind nadé&je. Znechutis se ji, odpudis si ji docela. Co ji povi tvé ml¢eni a
krhavé o€i hladovce? Tim ji mizZe§ nahnat jenom strach. Musi$ byt vesely,
kdyz chce byt vesela, a rozjimavy, je-li naloZena smutné; musi§ umét
Zertovat a usmivat se na ni. Ale jak se ma Zertovat s divkami jako je

Markétka, co se jim vilbec ma povidat? Jak se mam usmivat? Usmivam-li
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se, mam pocit, Ze cenim zuby jako zufivy pes. Kdypak jsem se ja usmival,

kdypak jsem se smal? Lépe nevzpominat. (p. 122)"?

These monologues nearly all occur while Karel is sitting by his dormer window
and they support the narrator’s previous comment about the location of his room
nurturing bad thoughts. Their function is to legitimise the narrator’s analysis of
himself. The present tense of the narration signals that here the narrator
identifies himself with his younger self and without commenting he recreates his
thoughts as they might then have gone through his mind. However, the inquit
phrase ‘fikam si’ shows that this is a recreation of past thoughts, rather than a
recording of them in the moment they occurred.'* The fact that the narration
preceding the monologue is in the present tense also adds to the inner drama of
the situation.

The narrator shows how Karel has invented a fantasy about his love for
Markétka because she represents the means for him to achieve what he desires.
His thoughts on seeing Markétka’s reaction to his proclamation of love for her
show how the ideas of love and power are closely connected in his mind:

Néco ve mné mavne pohrdavé rukou. Chtélo by se mi mugit ji, az bych

vidél, jak place nad sebou a pro mne, ale na¢ to? Laska nelaska, kohopak

jsem ja kdy krom matky miloval? Zatouzil jsem po tob€, Markétko, snil
jsem o tob€, mé sny se proplétaly, Markétka a zavod, laska a touha byt nade
vSemi pan a ti ostatni i s tebou u mych nohou, pé¢kné klubko hadi se
vyhtivalo na pal¢ivém slunci mé samoty. Je$t€ jsem se t& nevzdal,

Markétko, ale kdo tiké4, Ze t€ jest¢ miluji? Tim vice musim je$té stfezit

kazdé slovo, pohled i ¢in. Ted’ se zasméj, niCemo, hezky zvesela a dobracky

jako nad povedenym Zertem. (p. 189)

The narrator dramatises Karel’s interior monologue in the moment. It is not
entirely obvious whether the last self-address belongs to the narrator’s present,

as a stage direction to his younger self in his dramatisation of the past, or

" From his previous thought it appears that his experience with women is limited to flirting with
the barmaids while out drinking with his bought friends (see p. 122, above).

" Dorrit Cohn has defined this type of monologue within first-person narration as ‘self-quoted
monologue’. See Dorrit Cohn: Transparent Minds. Narrative Modes for Presenting
Consciousness in Fiction, Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press, 1983, pp. 161-65.
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whether it refers to his thought of himself in the moment. However, addressing
himself as ‘ni¢emo’ seems most likely to come from the narrator, expressing a
judgment of his former self. The narrator’s thoughts about Markétka also reveal
that his desire for her is based on the idea that her love for him would help him
to redeem himself: ‘Takova byla Markétka; byl v ni klid, sila a rozhodnost, $la
za svym cilem, nedbala pfekazek, méla vse, Eeho se mi nedostavalo. Opiraje se
o ni stal bych se teprve muZem, mohl bych Zit a upevnit se jeji silou’ (p. 205).
This idea suggests Markétka’s function in the narrative as that of ‘the female
saviour’ who represents an ideal woman. The quotation shows that Karel’s idea
of love is fundamentally parasitism. The narrator’s characterisation of Markétka
as ‘méla vse, ¢eho se mi nedostavalo’ epitomises Karel’s general attitude; he
always desires what other people have, be that strength, power, love or secure
social standing. The characterisation thus captures the feeling of envy that is an
aspect of his sense of inferiority — the nature of the driving force behind Karel’s
actions.'

The idea of love as redeemer occurs again in a central passage that plays on
the imagery of the title of the novel. The passage concerns Karel’s thoughts
about the letter with which Markétka has entrusted him to deliver to Klenka, the
real object of Markétka’s love:

Pro¢ na ném misto J. B. Klenka nestoji mé jméno? Razem by bylo vse

jasné. Nebot, hle, adresat nezmizel neznamo kam, vZdyt’ sidli zde a cely

Zivot ¢eka na takovy dopis, jehoZ jadro by propalovalo svou skofapku.

Kdyby na ném stalo mé jméno, lijak bilého svétla by se spustil, aZ bych jej

oteviel, a spdlil a smyl by ve mne vse, co potfebuje spalit a smyt. Ach,

nebude bilé svétlo. Tma ve mné vzplane a erné svétlo se rozléva, jdu opét
svou cestou, dlouhou tmavou chodbou nikde ani $térbinky, jiZ by se dnilo.

Stati se mi jedem, co mi mohlo byt 1ékem, jsem vyprahly a musim pit i za

cenu nové smrtelné zizné€. (p. 235)

' The statement ‘mé&la vie, &eho se mi nedostavalo’ word for word echoes the narrator’s
description of Petr and Vit’s relationship in Vétrnd setba, another protagonist of Reza&’s who is
characterised by envy.
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In this passage the redemption has the form of a purging by white light — the
opposite of the black light that dominates Karel’s mind.'® However much,
however, Karel tries to persuade himself that he is in love with Markétka, one
can only judge, on the basis of the narrator’s general presentation of Karel, that
he does not know what love is.

The narrative presents the alternative to Karel’s idea of love in the love that
develops between the uncle’s daughter Markétka and the young, talented
musician Klenka. The story of Klenka and Markétka evokes the idea of
Romantic love as true love, the supremacy of love over all other loyalties, as
well as an idealisation of art and a loyalty to one’s art. The narrative
dramatisation of the narrator’s perception of these ideas is structured by the
ideologeme of inferiority versus power. It is envy and power that shape Karel’s
actions in what is fundamentally a conflict between truth and lie (falseness),
which the narrator interprets as the conflict between good and evil.

The triangular drama between Markétka, Klenka and Karel sets this conflict
into play through a series of semantic oppositions (antinomies) that shape the
narration. These are lie / truth, falseness (dissimulation) / sincerity, business /
art, insensitivity /passion, evil / good, ‘non-love’/ love, impurity / purity,
weakness / strength. Karel is constructed as an antithesis to the values that
eventually break down (symbolised by the destruction of the other characters’
lives). Karel mocks and destroys these out of envy (caused by his feeling of
inferiority), but at the same time they regain validity, in that they have the
function of a Paradise Lost to Karel.

Unlike Karel, Klenka is the embodiment of strength which the narrator’s
description, fascinated, points out: ‘Veliky, silny mladik; zda se, Ze frak je
nacpan k prasknuti jeho rameny, zady, paZemi a hrudi’ (p. 166). ' The narrator
describes his encounter with Klenka’s playing as if he was completely captured

by the power of the music.'® His description captures the passion of the music, a

'® The motif of purging is familiar from Vétrnd setba in which Petr is purged through Kama’s
love.

'” And further on: ‘Nevéil bys, Ze n&co takového miiZe vyjit z téch tézkych muzskych pazi’ (p.
168).

*® In this description of Klenka’s piano playing (see p. 168) the narrator reveals a knowledge of
music which one would not ascribe to him, considering his various remarks about not
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passion that is alien to Karel himself, and, at the same time, records the effect
that the music has on him:
Bylo to mé prvni setkéni s hudbou v této podobé a propadal jsem jeji moci s
temnym vztekem a vzdorem. Chobotnice musi byt milosrdné&jsi. Ale to, co
vychazelo z klaves zpod Klenkovych rukou, strhovalo mé a vsakovalo do
sebe jako vir, svitilo to jako straglivé slunce do vSech koutd mé mysli, az
vSechno v ni se dalo do pohybu, zapomenuty a neviditelny Zivot procitl a
hemzil se jako kdyZ pohnes rozvalinou. Vidél jsem se, to bylo nejhorsi ze
v$eho, a nenachazel jsem na sobé nic, v ¢em bych mohl dojiti zalibeni. Ta
Chopinova Polonaisa se dala jesté€ vydrzet a snést, peklo se otevielo zplna
aZ pfi Beethovenové Appasionaté a chiiapalo po mné€ svymi plameny. Ani z
nebeského Andante con moto nesprchlo na mne o€istné€ a nedychlo
vykoupenim. K¥i¢elo a dupalo to ve mné, jako bych byl zmitdn zachvatem
zufivosti, kdyZ mi doétla ptib&h o Davidu a Goliasi: Ty jsi tim vinna,
nemélas mi to Cist! (p. 169)
The association that music is like a ‘frightful sun’ that shines ‘into all corners of
his mind’ supports the interpretation that, within the semantic framework of the
narrative, light symbolises consciousness; here Karel’s awareness of his own
irretrievable defiled state. The narrator suggests that music could have a purging
function; however, with Karel it is not the case. Instead, he reverts to his
childhood pattern of reaction. What was then the spontaneous reaction of a four-
year-old has been internalised because it was not responded to appropriately.
The narrator acknowledges music as something that has a power of its own and
he evaluates it, just as does Markétka, according to its ability to transport him
away, to influence him — music is associated with feeling: ‘V Klenkovych
skladbach [...] bylo mnoho nového a nezvyklého, ale byl v nich také duch ryzi
hudby, nebot’ i mne, ktery byl proti nim uZ napted zaujat, chvilemi strhoval a

unasel tak, Ze jsem zapominal na sviij odpor k umélci, zrozeny z Markétéina

understanding music. This is one of the inconsistencies of the characterisation of the narrator
that make him seem either completely unreliable, devious or rather a vehicle for the (implied)
author’s perception. The other possibility is that one might think that he had spent the years
between his suicide attempt and the time of narrating educating himself. His encounter with
Klenka’s music could have instigated a desire to learn about music.
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obdivu’ (p. 174). According to the narrator’s interpretation of Klenka’s playing
the power of his music lies in its purity — the narrator idealises music by
ascribing to it this almost spiritual character. Klenka’s ability to connect with
this kind of power (true art), and Markétka’s affection for him because of this,
immediately attracts Karel’s feeling of envy. The narrator’s analysis of Klenka
elsewhere also indicates that Klenka possesses strength because he, unlike
Karel, is true to himself (for example, in his behaviour in front of the concert
audience). He does not need to act out a role. Also, unlike Karel, Klenka seems
reconciled with his past: ‘Byl asi z lidi, kteti dovedou opoustét své minulosti
[...]I" (p. 176). Klenka, just like the Horda of Karel’s childhood, represents the
good power in the novel.

With his strength Klenka unawares turns Karel’s urge to destroy the
powerful towards himself. Karel’s interference with Markétka and Klenka’s
relationship only represents a new enactment of the ideologeme of inferiority
versus power. This becomes most clear in the scene where Karel seeks out
Klenka at his hiding place, carrying the letter from Markétka. Karel’s
conversation with Klenka reveals the fundamental difference between the
characters of the two men. Klenka appears as the idealist who lives for his art
(see p. 251) and who also applies this idealism to the rest of his life (p. 253). He
also cares for other people, though, and it was his kindness towards BoZena that
created the situation in which he has apparently lost Markétka. Karel plays his
role of manipulator, and his successful attempt at destroying Klenka’s hope of
ever seeing Markétka again reveals his complete lack of sincerity and
compassion. On the contrary, he revels in Klenka’s pain at the situation (see pp.
250-51) and uses it for his intention of severing the bond between Klenka and
Markétka for good. The contrast between Klenka and Karel signifies another
fundamental ideological conflict, that between truth and lie (sincerity/falseness).
The narrative plays out this conflict in the sense of whether the characters live in
truth, although this is different for each of them and sometimes destructive for

them. The question of truth appears in the aunt’s way of living her religious
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conviction (which can be likened to religious Decadence),® the uncle’s business
mentality that governs everything he does, Klenka’s passion for his art and
Bozena’s passion for Klenka. In the context of the narrative Markétka by
definition lives in truth because of what she represents to the narrator:
innocence, purity and ideal love.

The narrative of Karel’s destructiveness in his pursuit of power creates an
image of an order of things which is not sustainable (is in decay). Bourgeois
society is deteriorating from the inside. All the characters appear as somehow
perverted or amoral. The only exceptions are Klenka and Markétka who
represent the love which is unattainable for the narrator. These are the only
characters who do not play games, are honest, although in the end all the

characters become victims of the narrator’s manipulation.

4.7 The idea of Fate

In the epilogue the narrator returns to the temporal setting of the narrating. His
comments reveal that his motive for telling his story was not the wish to
discover what had really happened and why, but a wish to revive the shadows of
the past and the notion of good, which they still embody for him: ‘Ale nikoho by
uz nezajimaly ty staré historie, i véfim, Ze jsem byl ponechan na Zivu, abych,
sam nic nemohouci, Zivil ty stiny, v nichZ bylo tolik nekoneéné krasné&jsiho a
lep$iho Zivota. Nepokou$im jim uklouznout, patiim jim (p. 322).

The idea of Fate is crucial to the narrator’s understanding of his own
narrative. He repeatedly refers to Fate as if to a higher power that determined his
actions:

Tady jsem mohl snit a obirat se svou budoucnosti sotva za mnou zapadly

dvete. Nedobré sny ke mné pfichazely, nebot’ samota a pocit odstréenosti

nejsou stvofeny, aby plodily zdravé ditky. Dnes mi pfipada podivné, Ze mne
ani tehdy, ani kdy pozdé&ji nenapadlo, abych se ohlédl po jiné zaméstnani.

Byvalo by to bylo pfece mé pravo a nikdo by se byl nad tim zv14st’

** 1t is one of the ironies of the narrative that the aunt in her quest for truth about Karel’s
intrigues causes more unhappiness, rather than helping anybody.
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nepodivil. Ale od pocatku jako bych byl citil, Ze mé sem postavil osud a Ze

pro mne neni jiného mista na svété. (p. 112)

The above passage, like my previous quotations, shows how the idea of Fate
shapes the narration teleologically. The narrated events are things that are meant
to happen because the narrator/ character cannot act otherwise. The narrator’s
use of the concept of Fate can only be justified by his superior knowledge of
what had happened then. He knows how the story ends. The danger of his
method is that, just as the psychological explanation might mask a certain kind
of alibism, so the idea of Fate might allow the reader to find the narrator less
guilty. The narrator’s numerous addresses to the narratee suggest that he is
trying to awaken sympathy and understanding for his actions.

The question is, do we want to believe him? The novel could be interpreted
in two ways: it can be seen as an essay in self-delusion, of explaining away the
evil that he has committed, or it can be part of the characterisation of the
narrator/Karel as an irredeemable trickster. The narrator’s increasing lack of
distance from his younger self in the process of narration would support such an
interpretation. Because the narrator knows what had happened to him, it is
possible to interpret the allusions to Fate in the narration as a game he is playing
with the reader. He is still the same manipulating self as he was at the time of
the story. Through telling his story he has once again carried out an act of
manipulation, this time in relation to the implied reader. Fate also has the
function of the punishing power. In this it creates the great irony of the
narrative: that is, the fact that Karel, the son of a respectable bourgeois family,
receives his punishment and ends his life as a cripple and a municipal clerk, a
job that puts him in a position of power in relation to those lower in the
hierarchy, but not the power that he had striven for. Karel, in a way, repeats the
uncle’s Fate, except that he survives his suicide attempt and thus lives to tell his

tale.
4.8 The ideologeme of good versus evil

With its final epiphonema (‘Lidigky, pozor! Zivot jde kolem vasich déti a z jeho

hrsti prsi zrno nepfeCisténé’ — the novel’s last sentence) the narrative presents
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itself as a moral fable. This final comment of the narrator’s seeks to determine
the way in which the preceding story should be interpreted and by its simplicity
reduces the ideological tensions of the story to the fundamental conflict between
good and evil. The title of the novel supports this because it indicates the
symbolic code by means of which the narrator interprets his actions of the past.
The light / darkness dichotomy is his way of making sense of what drove him in
his destructiveness. So the recurring image of ‘the light at the end of the dark
tunnel’ could also symbolise the process of achieving consciousness through
narrating past events.?® In his analysis of himself the narrator gives a
psychological explanation of the evil that he perpetrated in the form of his
inferiority complex and his social isolation/ exclusion.?! The criteria against
which the evil that the narrator perpetrated is to be judged are not fully
developed in the narrative events. However, a notion of good power does appear
in the novel in the characters of the teacher Zimék or pan Horda (or Klenka, as
already mentioned). The narrator posits an alternative to Karel’s approach to life
(the position of the outsider) as that of being part of a community. The
narrator’s discourse contains several references to the positive evaluation of
community, for example, ‘Ale ¢loveék patfi mezi lidi’ (p. 176). The narrator
presents his most detailed vision of what this ‘community’ means in an
epiphanic address to his younger self — in the scene when Karel waits for Zdejsa
outside the church:
Kostelni vrata jsou oteviena, zvuk varhan a zpé€v doléha az ke mn¢ a dole
pode mnou huéi divoka jarni feka, trochu rozvodnéna. Citis, jak to vSechno
patii k sobé? Ten ozafeny Hrad, majestat sily, vyrostly z kofent viry,
vladnout 1ze, kamarade, jen silou, zrozenou z lasky a duvéry, ten dravy
proud, i Zivot mé své jarni zaplavy, ale tob¢ by se chtélo z nich jen kofistit,
to jaro na vétvich kiehnouci, kiehké a ptece silné nadé€ji, Sum k¥idel

zboznosti, vzlétlych ze zpévu a nesoucich vsechna srdce k jednomu

%% This is the Freudian way of the ‘talking cure’.

2! The aunt’s opinion of Karel represents a biblical interpretation of evil. She sees Karel as the
punishment brought onto the family because of the uncle’s ruthless exploitation of other
people’s talents.
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ohnisku. Progpak jsem vlastné nevesel do kostela? Snad se mi zdalo, ze
bych tam byl komusi pfili3 na o€ich a nebylo o¢ stat. (pp. 237-38)
The language of this passage is so unlike Karel that it is tempting to interpret it

as a comment from the implied author.

4.9 Conclusion

The narration contains incoherent aspects. The narrative reveals a great degree
of difference between the narrator and his younger self: the narrator is
compassionate — Karel is not. The narrator possesses knowledge of psychology
and music (perhaps other things as well).?> These discrepancies let the implied
author appear through the narration.”> What consequences does this have for the
interpretation of the novel? Could the narrator have acquired all that knowledge
in the time that has passed from the end of the narrative until the time of
writing? The language of the narration, its imagery and lyricism indicate that it
is the implied author to whom we can ascribe the nostalgia for the Romantic
ideal of love, for the passion for art, for the traditional values and for the
positive evaluation of community. Karel’s narrative could be a way of mourning
the decay of the old bourgeois society around the turn of the nineteenth century.
The psychological explanatory models resonate the ideas of Nietzsche, Freud,
Adler and Jung. With its theme of evil and power the novel relates to the
aesthetic ideology of the pathological individual that was predominant among
authors of the psychological analytical novel between the 1930s and the 1940s.
Namely, Jaroslav Havli¢ek’s Neviditelny (1937) and Egon Hostovsky’s
Ztraceny stin (1931), but also Emil Vachek’s Nepritel v téle (1937), and
Miroslav Hanu$’s Ménécennost (1942), even the much earlier novel by Ivan

Olbracht, ZaldF nejtemnéjsi (1916). This thematic preoccupation with the

22 The narrator’s psychological knowledge (Karel’s ability to ‘read’ other people) becomes
apparent in his description of Karel’s manipulation of the other characters. These reveal a
sensitivity to other people that one would not infer from the narrator’s descriptions of himself. In
this the mode of narration contradicts the statements of the characterisation.

2 According to Genette: everything that one cannot attribute to the narrator must belong to the
author (implied author); that is everything that one can say about the author on the basis of the
narrative. Cf. Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, p. 148.
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pathological individual does however date back to the turn of the century as
well.

In previous criticism the evil in the novel has mainly been interpreted as the
expression of a Fascist type of individual. That may be because of the time of
the novel’s publication (during the German occupation), but no less because of
Viaclav Reza¢’s own description of the novel in an article from 1950. 24 Here he
characterised Cerné svétlo as “a reaction to Hitlerism’ in which he ‘unmasked
the monstrosity and cul-de-sac of bourgeois morality’. Such a uniform
interpretation of the novel is, however, based on a vulgar interpretation of
Nietzsche, one of which Reza& may also be guilty, and, furthermore, it dismisses
the ideological tensions of the novel that the present analysis of the ideologemes

has drawn attention to.

** See August Skypala, ‘Beseda s Vaclavem Rezatem’, Panorama, 25, 1950, 10.
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Chapter 5

Svédek (1942)

Svédek is the second of Vaclav Rezag’s novels published during the Second
World War. It has been interpreted as Reza¢’s response to Fascism, as
representing the victory of good over evil. Franti§ek Gotz, for example, writes
of how at this time ‘Fascism peaked after having been cultivated by the
capitalist-bourgeois world through decades as an effective tool against
Communism’.' Gtz sees the novel’s central character Kvis as an incarnation of
fascism.” Daniela Hodrova interprets Kvis in the context of war and pre-war
novels that have the aberrant type as their main character. The theme of these
novels, among which she classifies Svédek, is to ‘unmask the aberrant type as a
false saviour’ and to ‘reveal the ideology and moral degeneracy for which the
aberrant type is an open or hidden spokesman’.® Both Gtz and Hodrové’s
interpretations reduce the meaning of the novel to a narrow ideological message.
In this chapter I shall argue that, although it might be possible to interpret Kvis
with reference mainly to the historical and political situation at the time of
writing (and publication), the novel with its positing of timeless moral conflicts

calls for a broader interpretation.

5.1 General characterisation of the narrative

Svédek consists of nine chapters. The titles of the chapters indicate the circular

structure of the narrative: the first chapter is entitled ‘“M¢&si¢na noc’ (Moonlit

! Frantisek Gotz, Viclav Rezdc, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 88. This is the only
monograph on Reza¢’s work.

2 Ibid., p. 90.

3 Daniela Hodrova, Hleddni romdnu, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1989, p. 228.
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Night) and the last chapter ‘Druha m&si¢na noc’ (Another Moonlit Night). The
story is set in the small fictional town of Byteil. The characters form a
representative section of Bytefi’s society, from the mayor, Nol¢, down to the
farmhand, Nejtek. The represented social order could be applied to any small
town. Byteii is a microcosm.* The novel has a number of secondary main
characters; that is, the characters who, in the course of the novel, resolve an
inner conflict that has dominated their life.’ In addition to this, the novel has a
‘central’ character, Emanuel Kvis. I have named him a ‘central character’
because ‘central’ expresses his pivotal function in the novel. His story
contributes to the novel’s circular structure in that he arrives in the first chapter
and dies in the last. He is the only character who appears in every chapter.

The sub-plots of the individual characters work on a structure that I shall call the
ideologeme of the repressed.® The narration shows how each of the main
characters subconsciously grapples with an inner conflict. In each case the
conflict concerns the given character’s hidden desires, fears and dreams that, if
they were acted upon, would damage either him/herself or others (or both). Until
Kvis’s arrival in Byteri this conflict has remained latent. However, Kvis’s
inquisitive behaviour stirs the apparently quiet surface of their lives and the
characters’ conversations with him become a catalyst for their confrontation

with what in the novel is named ‘the inner intransgressible boundary’; it refers

% Because Byteil serves as a microcosm, Svédek has been compared to Jan Drda’s novel
Mestecko na dlani (1940). See K. Milotova’s review, ¢, Mé&steko na dlani* zevnitt: V. Rezaé:
Svédek. Borovy, roman, listopad 1942°, Venkov, 29 November 1942, p. 8, and Dobrava
Moldanova, ‘Variace na téma zla’, in Vaclav Reza&, Cerné svétlo. Svédek, Dila, vol. 3, Prague:
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1988, p. 526. As the title of Milotova’s review implies, Svédek
differs from Méstecko na dlani in its mode of narrative presentation of the characters. In Svédek
the focus of the narration is on the characters’ consciousness, which can be seen from Rezad’s
frequent employment of narrated monologue (a form of erlebte Rede) in the presentation of their
thoughts. In contrast the narrative presentation of the characters in Méstecko na dlani
predominantly takes place by means of narratorial analysis and the narration of action. The
psychological analytical approach is the reason why another reviewer, (k.m.), rejects the
comparison with Méstecko na dlani. See km, ‘Véclav Rezag: Svédek. (V Praze, F. Borovy
1946.)’, Vysehrad, 32, p. 16.

> These are the mayor Nol&, his wife Katefina Nol€ova, the policeman Tlachag, the dean Brazek,
the farmer Josef Dastych, the judge Filip Dastych (Josef’s brother), and the farmhand Nejtek.
Apart from the main characters the novel has a number of characters whose function can be
compared to the supporting cast in a play.

® I shall give an account of how this works in a separate section devoted to the ideologeme of the
repressed later in this chapter.
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to the moment that separates desire (impulse) from action.” The narration
presents the characters gradually unravelling until their inner conflict culminates
in an epiphanic incident for each given character. Here I shall give a brief
summary of each of the conflicts:

The policeman Tlacha¢ toys with the temptation to unlock the largest shop
in the town (the affluent Harazim family’s shop). He possesses the skill to do it
because he once trained as a locksmith. Tlacha¢’s temptation to commit
burglary represents the opposite of everything he believes of himself. He regards
himself as the embodiment of law and order in Byteri, an image which the Byten
people respect. Through Kvis’s mediation his temptation gets the better of him
and one night he actually unlocks the shutters and so makes it possible for
someone else to burgle the Harazims’ shop. He manages to prevent personal
disaster by catching the burglar so that he can salvage his reputation. The fact
that he is injured in fighting the burglar gives him hero status in Byter.
However, his awareness of what he is himself capable of makes him retreat
behind the ‘inner intransgressible boundary’.

Nol¢, the mayor of Byteni, does not find any meaning in life. He feels guilty
because of his increasing material wealth and alleviates his guilt by sharing his
riches with the people of Byten. His annual garden party is one example of this
(see p. 115).% He also secretly sponsors different projects in the town which he
organises as a private joke by inventing a fictitious donor. At the same time his
life is controlled by his concern for his wife, pani Katetina, who cannot get over
the loss of their first child — a stillborn son.

Katefina NolCova spends her life in a mental state in which it is difficult to
recognise the boundary between dream and reality. For her their stillborn son
still lives on in dreams and she longs to follow him into the dream world (that is

death).’

7 A. M. Pi3a calls it the ‘boundary between impulse and action’. See A. M. Pi3a, ‘Zlo ve svétle’,
in PiSa, Stopami prozy: Studie a stati, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1964, p. 251.
® Vaclav Reza¢, Svédek [1942], Prague: Borovy, 1943. Further references to the novel will be
§iven in parentheses directly after quotations or references.

Note that her disappearance into her dream world takes place when the moon is full.
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The farmhand Nejtek lives with a feeling of having wasted his life and with
the consciousness of the fact that he has destroyed his wife. He searches for
eternal beauty in the pieces of wood that he carves, but always ends up throwing
his work into the fire. At the same time he is himself burning up inside from the
forbidden desire for his stepdaughter BoZka, who personifies the beauty he is
searching for: that is, her resemblance to her mother when she was young.

The priest Brizek excites confidence and calmness in those who confide in
him. However, within him smoulders a latent conflict between two worlds:
Bruzek’s love for his garden and his joy in his work against his need to protect
the Law of God, if necessary by using physical force (to play God on earth).
Kvis’s strange behaviour in the church ignites Brizek’s suspicion, and in a
crucial scene Kvis reveals that Briizek was almost succumbing to his impulse to
hit him.

The farmer Josef Dastych is haunted by a fear of time. In the narration this
is symbolised by the image of a time machine that is going to crash in his mind.
At the same time he suffers from a sense of inferiority in relation to his late
father who was a very successful farmer. He also battles with his desire to
gamble and drink, which he allegedly has inherited from his grandfather. He
transgresses his own inner boundary, because Kvis manipulates him into
thinking that it is never too late to win the big game that his grandfather lost. He
then throws himself into drinking and gambling and is thereby in danger of
losing his farm.

The judge Filip Dastych dreams about absolute justice. He lives in silent
conflict with his younger half-brother Josef because Josef inherited the farm
whilst he himself was sent away to study. He lives waiting for this injustice to
be avenged. He fails to advance his career because that would mean leaving
Byteti, which would ultimately mean giving up his revenge. The question is how
far he will take his passivity in not helping his brother when the latter
experiences financial difficulties because of his gambling.

The narrative discourse foregrounds the nature of the characters’ individual
conflicts in a series of scenic episodes. The trick of the narration is to reveal the

conflicts gradually by means of a variety of narrative perspectives. The episodes
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are narrativised as scenes with dialogues that are interspersed with narratorial
analyses and descriptions, and the presentation of a given character’s thoughts.
These episodes typically present the characters in dialogue with another
character; however, the focus of the narration is on the characters’ inner
experience. Large parts of the narration deal with the presentation of these
‘mental events’.'® These may take the form of a character’s memory of an event
so that a given episode is presented in the thoughts of a character and thus
creates an analepsis within the narration. This happens, for example, during the
narration of the garden party at the point where the priest Briizek recalls his
meeting with Kvis in the church.

This mode of narrative presentation creates a pervasive scenic impression.
The shift to the present tense is a typical feature of the narration in the scenic
episodes. In these passages the narrator’s descriptions often take the form of
setting the scene or stage directions that describe the characters’ actions. The
scenic element is used to its full potential in the narrative presentation of the
mayor’s annual garden party that constitutes the third chapter.

The narrator’s initial description of this places the narratee (and the reader)
in the midst of the atmosphere of the party. The description is mainly a setting
of the mood, dominated by acoustic impressions created by the band playing:

Muzika vyhrava a slunce procezené korunami stromt pada na travnik.

Kfidlovka stoupd na $picky a zalké vysoko, aZ se ji ton roztfepi pfepjatou

slasti, §t€benec dumld svou melodii jako kluk cukrovou ty¢inku a kdyz to

nejmii o¢ekavas, uchychtne se vysmeésné, viola se vemlouva jako milenec v

podvecer, pikolka bublé i cvrlikd, zmizi a opét se vznese, basa vas drzi

pohromadg¢, vy smecko tfestidel a opilcti, ale housle, ach, housli¢ky, ty mij
smutku a opojeni, ve vas zpivame a placeme vSichni. Es-tam-tam, es-tam-

tam, tai-rara-raa... (p. 113)

The narrator gets rather carried away by his own description and its
playfulness sets the tone of the sound impressions that frame the characters’

dialogues during the party. In such a setting the characters take on the role of

'% In the presentation of mental events the pace of the narration slows down because the
discourse time is stretched in the moment of a character’s reminiscing. See Seymour Chatman,
Story and Discourse, p. 73.
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actors who meet on stage. The narrator is the stage director who describes the
setting: for example, how the chairs and tables are placed, how the characters
interact, and he also fills in information about the characters. Apart from the
direct conveying of information, the description of the characters’ actions and
reactions to each other is used to convey inner psychological tension. A single
little episode between the farmhand Nejtek, who serves as a waiter at the party,
and his stepdaughter Bozka, who is a waitress, foreshadows the tension between
Nejtek’s suppressed desire for her and her awareness of this, that will be
explored later in the novel:

Kdy?z se otec s dcerou potkaji, ptivie dévce vicka tak prudce, jako by

pohlédlo do bilého Zaru a chvili potom vidi v§echno rozmazané: cukrovi na

podnose, cestu, vysypanou Zlutym piskem, i hosty, k nimZ mifi. A Nejtek

sotva dojde k nalevnimu stolu popadne sklenici, kterou mu stale dotaceji, a
Nejtek and Bozka’s feelings can be deduced from the narrator’s observation of
their reaction, narrated through external focalisation. However, the momentary
shift to the personal internal perspective — BoZka’s visual impression that can
only ‘be seen from within her mind’ and the narrator adopting the exclamatory
‘Zatracena Zizefl’ — as if thought aloud by Nejtek — underscores the intensity of
their emotion. Such a fleeting personalisation of the narration is typical of the
narrative presentation of the characters. It adds to the scenic impression, in that
it refers to the character’s moment of experience which is also foregrounded by
the use of the present tense. At the same time the whole episode creates an
enigma that remains to be solved.

The narration teems with such little enigmas. The narration of the
characters’ individual stories plays on the doubleness of knowing and not
knowing. This happens on more than one level of the narrative. It manifests
itself in the narrative tension between not knowing the reason for a character’s
action and the narrator’s explanation. One example of this comes in the first
chapter when Nol¢, on his return from his nocturnal walk to the pharmacy to
buy sleeping pills, begins to run up the stairs of his house as if struck by a
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sudden panic. It is not until a little further on that the reader finds out that it is
because he has forgotten to lock the door to the bedroom.

Starosta tedy b&zi rychle a tise po schodech do druhého poschodi, b&zi o to

tiSeji, Ze uz hned po svatbé dal pokryt schody i chodby Sedymi plySovymi

béhouny. Mésic osvétluje tuto stranu domu a okenni ramy se promitaji
stinovymi k¥iZi na koberec, ktery se proménil v stéibrny proud mezi ¢ernymi
sténami. Kdovi, co starosta v té chodbé ocekéval, Ze vyrazil takovy vzdech
vida ji prazdnou. Zapomnél zamknout dvete u loZnice a vzpomnél si na to,
az kdyz otacel klicem v domovnich vratech — to je, co ho tak polekalo.

(p-19)

However, the narrator’s explanation only contributes to creating a new enigma:
why would the mayor find it so important to lock the door to the bedroom?
Again a little further on, once Nol¢ is reassured that everything is all right (the
first part of the following quotation is a reflection of Nol&’s thought in the
narrator’s discourse), the reader learns through the narratorial analysis that this
night is a special night: ‘NuZe, v§echno je v pofadku a starostu jenom trapi, Ze
zapomnél na svou opatrnost pravé dnes’ (p. 19). The narration acquires its
enigmatic character because it shifts between the narration of the character’s
unexplained action and focalisation through the mind of the character. There is a
continual shift in the narration between the narrator’s descriptive and analytical
and explanatory narration, focalisation through the character (the narrator
narrates what the character perceives or feels) and the presentation of the
character’s thoughts.

An example of the quick shift between description, the character’s thoughts
and narrator’s explanation occurs at the moment when the policeman Tlachag is
watching the mayor’s house after the mayor has disappeared into the building:

Tlacha¢ ¢ekal marné, ani jediné z oken se nerozsvétlilo. Stracha se tam

potme jako zlodgj, to snad ma strach, aby ji nevzbudil. Straznik vzpominal

na starostovu Zenu. M4 ji opravdu tak rad, nebo to jen tak hraje? Tlachag
tim opakoval pfesn€ otdzku, jak ji v kone¢né podobe vyslovilo vefejné

byteriské minéni. (p. 18)
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In this paragraph the focalisation shifts between external and internal
focalisation: first, there is the narrator observing Tlachag¢, then a shift to
Tlacha¢’s thought in interior monologue (the present tense is a marker of this
shift), followed by the narrator’s explanation of Tlacha¢’s thought and then
another thought in interior monologue. The narrator’s final comment marks a
shift back to external focalisation before the scene changes with the beginning
of the next paragraph, ‘Starosta zamkl diim a nyni spéchd’, in which the focus
shifts to the mayor. The narrator’s omniscience is made clear because the latter
narrated event must necessarily happen simultaneously with Tlacha¢ watching
the house. Thus in this section about the mayor the knowing/not knowing is
embodied in two narrative stances in the narration. When the narration follows
the character’s perceptive and spatial perspective'’ the reader only knows what
the character knows in the moment as opposed to the narratorial perspective that
guides the amount of information which is made available to the reader at any
one point. It is always the narrator who knows. In this way the narrator’s
discourse becomes dominant for the overall generation of meaning in the
narrative.

On the story level the knowing/not knowing drives the characters’ thoughts
and conversations about other characters. A great part of the information about
the characters is conveyed in this manner so that the reader learns about the
characters from different perspectives. It is present in one character’s
speculation about another character, of which the above quotation is also an
example. Tlacha¢’s curiosity about the mayor is only a symptom of his general
desire to know everything that happens in Byteri, as the description of him
shows in the first scene where he discovers that he is not alone in the night:

Tlacha¢ vaha. Ale je pfili§ chlap, aby se rozhodl zménit smér cesty a

odpliZit se tie v nadé&ji, Ze jeho boj se stinem nebyl zpozorovan. Musi se

ostatn€ pfesvedcit, kdo se to tu v noci potlouka, tfeba jen proto, aby si

opatfil 1€k. Mésto je mu pfece svéfeno a on si uZ ddvno navykl dovidat se

1 See Wolf Schmid, ‘Erzéhlperspektive’, Download: W_Schmid_Erzaehlperspektive.pdf,
<http://www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGNO3.nsf/FrameByK ey/MKEE-
54S275-DE-p> [accessed 26 March 2005].
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viechno o jeho obyvatelich, a nejde-li to vZdy pfimo, i trochu slidit.
Nezneuziva toho a nikdy nikomu nepovida, co vi, vezme s sebou do hrobu
vielijaka podafena tajemstvi, ale blazi ho védomi, Ze ma celé mésto jakoby
v hrsti. (pp. 10-11)
Tlachag&’s very name is the epithet of his desire to know: ‘tlachat’ means ‘to
gossip’. Tlacha¢’s job naturally provides him with the opportunity to be out and
about in the town. It connects him with the public opinion of Bytefi whose
representatives are mainly the women who gather on the town square to
exchange gossip. The narrator characterises small-town nosiness as a ‘natural
law’: ‘NuzZe, snad je to takovy tajemny pfirodni zdkon mést, jako je Byten, Ze v
nich neutaji3 ani myslenky, kterou jsi nikdy nepronesl, nenapsal, ba ani
nehvizdal nebo nevyt'ukaval prsty na stil, Ze i nevyslovena prosakuje zdmi a
poletuje od hlavy k hlavé snaSejic do nich sva kukac¢i vejce (p. 373). However,
Byteii’s public opinion (to which the narrator refers several times) only
represents one mode of knowing: that which we think we know. This
recognition is present in the priest BriiZzek’s explanation of why people were
hostile towards Libuse Bila, the spinster who left her house to Kvis: ‘Byla ndm
cizi proto, Ze véfime, Ze vime jeden o druhém, pro¢ Zijeme. A o ni jsme to
nevédéli’ (p. 48). This mode of knowing only concerns the appearance of things,
the surface of everyday Byteri life.

5.2  The introduction of the ideologeme of good versus evil and the
ideologeme of God versus the Devil

The first chapter sets out the parameters for the interpretation of the whole novel

in that it links the ideologeme good versus evil with the symbolic imagery of the

light/darkness dichotomy and the ideologeme God versus the Devil. It does so

by means of the aesthetic and psychological ideology of the uncanny.'? The first

paragraph introduces Byteii in the dreamlike state of moonlight:

12 By ‘uncanny’ I understand that which is ambiguous or uncertain to the faculties of the mind:
that of which one cannot know the origin or the known that suddenly appears unknown. Freud
touches upon these aspects of the uncanny (‘das Unheimliche’) in his essay of the same title. See
Sigmund Freud: ‘The Uncanny’, in Freud, The Uncanny, London: Penguin, 2003, pp. 123-61.
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Ozafena mésicem Byteti spi v oteviené krajing. Bila véz dékanského
chramu stfeZi jeji sen, prosta, étyfhranna véZ, jen tak zhruba omitnuta a
kryt4 sindelovou stfechou. A jako by ptejimala odraz té véZe, noc sama se
zda v3ecka bilé, takova jasné noc, prosvétlena do vSech kouti, rozechvéld a
vabiva, jen st&Zi skryvajici trosky svého tajemstvi ve vrzenych stinech.
Cerven se prochazi po lukach a zahradami a kdyZ dechne, zavoni seno a
fialy. (p. 9)
This description of Byteti already states the dichotomy of light versus darkness
in the contrast between the white moonlit night and the shadows. The white light
is associated with the protective quality of the church tower, metonymically
invoking the presence of God, whereas the shadows are associated with the
secrets of the night."?

In the conversation between Tlacha¢ and Brizek the latter directly makes the
first connection between the light-darkness dichotomy and evil. He asks
Tlachaé: ‘Pro¢ si v8ichni myslime, Ze zlo se mize skryvat jenom v temnot&é?’ (p.
41). Tlacha¢ answers logically that nobody can hide in the light (see p. 41).
However, the light to which BruiZek refers is not the light that in the narrative
carries positive connotations — in Tlacha¢’s discourse the light that is associated
with good activities, the familiar light.'* Briizek refers to the moonlight that
Tlacha¢ describes as ‘podvod’:

Ve tm¢ miZete hmatat, ale co chcete délat v tomto svétle, jeZ vam ukazuje

véci, jaké nejsou a jaké by snad ani nemély byt? Vite uz, pro¢ jste Sel k

vaznimu domku pln obav, tfebaze rozum vam fikal, Ze zlo si nevybira noci

tak jasné ke svym vypravam? Podivejte se na tu véz. Nezda se vam, Ze to

The imagery also brings to mind the Fin-de-si¢cle topos of the moon that signifies the in-
between state of things.

" That the shadow also symbolises a psychological aspect is apparent in the description of how
the policeman Tlacha¢ tries to hit his own shadow on the head and later, the narrator’s address to
Tlacha¢ from which one can infer that the shadow could be the ‘suspicious stranger’ within
himself. See Svédek, p. 28.

1 <Pohled na ta ozatend okna vréti straznika razem jeho obvykle mife. Vesely vétfik se zato&i v
uzké uli¢ce jeho mysleni a vyfoukne dusny zmatek. Tot’ svétlo ze zdroje, ktery znas, svétlo, pti
némZ se lidé druZi, pracuji a €tou, svétlo naZloutlé, prosté a lahodné jako sklenice piva, svétlo,
jez s tebou nesehraje Zadny proradny kousek’ (p. 30). The narrator again speaks in the second
person singular as if Tlacha¢ were talking to himself. However, the narrative context shows that
it is the narrator’s discourse with an element of ‘personalisation’ (Stanzel’s term), in that he
identifies himself with Tlacha¢’s idiom.
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neni v&Z, kterou oba zname? Citim, Ze bych mél na ni vstoupit a modlit se
tak dlouho, dokud tma nepohlti toto svétlo, pokojna vlidna tma, jaka slusi
spanku a odpocinku. Zda se mi, Ze si dovedu pfedstavit kazd€ zlo, jeZ se
plizi v tmach, ale selhavdm, kdyZ myslim na to, jeZ se miiZe zrodit a skryvat
v tomto svétle. (pp. 41-42)
In this comment Briizek indicates a greater evil that is somehow related to the
moonlight. His idea that he ought to prevent this evil through praying hints at a
biblical context, which is supported by the narrator’s description of his reaction
to Tlacha¢’s comment: ‘— Rad bych vidél nékoho, komu by se chtélo 1ézt pres
plot nebo bourat zdmek v tomhle svétle’ (p. 42). Brizek does not reply, but in
the given context he may be thinking of the Devil in the biblical or theological
sense: ‘Knéz otevie Usta a opét je sevie, aniZ co fekl. Slova, jez se chystal
pronést, mu v poslednim okamziku pfipadla otfeld a n€kde vyctend nebo
nauena’ (p. 42). Later the hint at the presence of the Devil crops up again in
Briizek’s conversation with Nol¢ at the garden party. Although Nol¢ does not
say the name, it is clear that he is thinking of the Devil when he refers to the
impression that Kvis has created among the inhabitants of Byteri: ‘Za n¢kolik
dni by si mohlo celé mésto Septat, Ze na$ novy obcan je ... — Nic takového,
prerusi ho knéz prudce. Clov&k postai iplné a kostelnik bude miget’ (p. 123).
In the conversation with Tlacha¢ the dean repeatedly alludes to the feeling that
there is something against which people have to be on their guard, that they
have to be vigilant: ‘Jaké bdé&losti je nam tedy tfeba? Nevim. Vim jen, Ze mame
bdit. Vy i ja jsme strazci, tfebaze kazdého z nas ustanovila jind moc a na jiném
misté. Jd&te, piteli, a bdéte. Dobrou noc’ (p. 50)."° This feeling has been
strengthened by the experience of seeing the moonlight make the cross on the
top of the church tower cast a shadow onto the front door of the late Libuse
Bila’s house. The full significance of this only becomes apparent later when the
reader learns that this is the house in which Kvis is to live; that is anticipated in
Tlacha¢’s comment that the shadow of the cross is an omen. At this moment in

the narration the shadow of the cross on the door mainly has the function of

'* The priest’s words echo the last words of Cerné svétlo where the narrator urges people to be
vigilant about the evil inherent in their children.
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contributing to the general impression of uncanniness that the description of the
moonlit night evokes. The uncanniness mainly consists in the sense of
uncertainty about the nature of things (compare BruZek’s comment to Tlacha¢
about the false impression of things that the moonlight creates). This uncertainty
is also evoked in the presentation of the characters’ perception of themselves.
Tlacha¢’s experience is permeated by the sense of a sudden instability of
things:'® A zatim od chvile, co s mim jeho vlastni stin sehrél Salebnou hru,
posloucha feéi, jeZ jako by byly uréeny, aby v ném vzbudily dojem, Ze zem po
které kradi, neni stara dobra zemé&, nybrz jakési Zertovo kolo, jez mu kazdym
okamzikem miZe utéci pod nohama. Chtél by to razn¢ skoncovat’ (p. 40).

The experience of the uncanny forms a contrast to the quiet sleepiness and
sense of security that the narrator’s descriptions otherwise associate with Byteri
and its inhabitants. Byteri is a market town in which nothing much has changed
over the past hundred years (p. 53-54) and the Byten inhabitant is someone who
knows ‘co vazi a predstavuje’ (p. 52).

Uncanniness likewise characterises the presentation of Kvis’s arrival at
Byteii station. Kvis arrives on the midnight train from Prague. The attribute
‘midnight’ signifies the equivocal element that later becomes a fundamental
feature in the characterisation of Kvis; it is as if he were both of and not of this
world; it is the witching hour:

Nuze, toto je skute¢né ptilno¢ni vlak, jak si jen muiZzete ptat, jeho kola brzdi

na kolejnicich byteriského nadrazi v téch n€kolika vtefinach, jimiz kon¢i

jeden a za¢ina druhy den, v hodin€ dvacété ¢tvrté i nulté zaroveri, na onom
¢asovém rozmezi, jez slynulo vZdy tajemstvim a jemuz byla pfiznavana

moc kli¢e, otvirajici dvefe mezi dvéma svéty, jeZ k sob€ jinak nemohou. (p.

55)

'® Another example is Ter3ik, the temporary station assistant, in whom the moonlight evokes an
existential consideration of himself; almost a pastiche of Hamlet’s ‘to be or not to be’: Takovy
mésic a takova melodie, dychan do dlani, vyplavi ledasco, na¢ nemas ptes den kdy. Co je to
vypomocny zfizenec? Pfed lidmi se miiZe§ naparovat v té &epici s ok¥idlenym kolem, ale my dva
si nemame co Ihat. Dnes jsi tady a zitra nemusi3 byt. JenomZe ten, kdo jednou &ichl ke kolejim,
ten se jich nevzda, radsi by na né poloZil hlavu’ (see pp. 54-55).

154



The fact that Kvis arrives exactly at midnight at the station, which is
drenched in moonlight, links his character to the uncanniness which this
particular moonlit night has evoked in the characters who have had the
experience of it. He arrives in the ambiguous time zone around midnight, just as
he dies when the clock strikes midnight. In the novel, but also generally in
popular mythology, midnight is a time that is associated with something
supernatural and uncanny, and it is also the time when the devil may appear.
The dogs barking in a chain reaction to something which their owners cannot
figure out, just as Kvis arrives in Byte1i, indicates that something is not well
with him. Briizek’s discourse directly links the uncanniness of midnight with the
idea of the Devil so that in the context of the early and medieval Christian
ideologeme God versus the Devil, Kvis will unambiguously carry connotations
of the Devil'” and through Briizek’s reference to ‘the evil that hides in the light’
(p. 42) also of evil. The narration develops the imagery of ‘the evil that hides in
the light’ in a number of situations where Kvis poses under one form of light or
another, for example at the garden party when he stands under the Chinese
lanterns (p. 157) or when he encounters Tlacha¢ on his nocturnal walk:
‘Emanuel Kvis se postavil pfimo pod lampu, takZe svétlo nari dopadéa kolmo
shora a okraj klobouku mu spousti ptes tvar zavoj ¢erného stinu’ (p. 264). By
employing the light/darkness symbolism, the narration thus repeatedly enforces
the link between Kvis and the idea of evil.

5.3  How the ideologeme of good versus evil is played out in the sub-plots
of the individual characters: the ideologeme of the repressed

The characters’ individual stories concern a different mode of knowledge; that is

their knowledge of themselves. The presentation of the characters’ growing

consciousness of the nature of the inner conflict that troubles them reveals a

structure of meaning that I have named the ideologeme of the repressed. By

‘repressed’ I understand the psychological conflicts that the characters live

(almost an idée fixe that governs their lives), but of which they have not been

17 On Briizek: ‘Piilnoc uz mu nepatti a nesmi ho najit na mist&, kde d’ablu se méize kdykoli
zachtit pfisednout k stolu’ (p. 34).
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aware or which they have not acknowledged until Kvis’s arrival. Kvis makes
things happen both within them and around them.

The narrative organisation of the individual stories follows a pattern typical
of all the main characters: first, the narration foregrounds a given character’s
inner conflict through the narration of their reactions, actions, thoughts or
dialogues with other characters. Then the character has an encounter with Kvis,
whose prying and manipulative mode of speaking sets things in motion within
the characters, one after another. The narrated events (these may also be mental
events) subsequently explore how the character’s inner conflict escalates until it
culminates in an epiphanic incident.

Kvis puts the characters he encounters to the test because he is able to sense
their inner conflicts. In the course of the narration Kvis functions both as a
catalyst for the characters’ growing awareness of what remains unresolved in
their lives and, at the same time, he registers their experience. In this way he
becomes an analyst for the characters or an ‘analytical mirror’'® that provokes
reflection within the minds of the characters with whom he converses. Kvis
knows how to ask the right question since he is able to perceive what is hidden
to the characters themselves. In this Kvis constitutes a central compositional
device for conveying information about the other characters.

However, Kvis is no passive witness. He desires to know everything there is
to know about others’ secrets in order to use this knowledge for his
manipulative purposes; it is an expression of his desire for power. One example
of this is the scene in which he gradually manipulates the proprietor Josef
Dastych into thinking that he can fulfil his grandfather’s destiny through
drinking and card playing. Kvis challenges Josef Dastych’s abstinence in both
matters with a suggestive comment that sows a seed in Dastych’s mind:
‘—Mozn4, Ze mu [the grandfather] to nestaci. Vyhral spor a pak pfiSel v kartach
o vSechno. Tieba by chtél dokazat svétu, Ze dovede vic. UdrZet statek i hrat v
karty a vyhravat. Jeden Zivot n€kdy nestaci na vSechno, tak se na to musime
divat’ (p. 147).

'* I take this term from Jiti TravniSek, Poezie posledni moznosti, Prague: Torst, 1996, p. 32.
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The dialogue between Kvis and Josef Dastych shows how Kvis completely
destroys Dastych’s view of his own situation and replaces it with the temptation
to give in. His realisation of what Kvis is trying to make him understand comes
in a brief moment of consciousness that the narrator ironises through his choice
of imagery and at the same time uses to create a dramatic effect at the garden
party:

Seda ptevalujici se mlha pred o¢ima statkafovyma se roztrhne a z ni zasviti

veliké, oslnivé bilé slunce, ale neni stra§né, naopak veselé, jako by na tebe

nahle nékdo vystréil takovy holy kypry zadek. Lidem v zahrad€ prejede po
zadech mraz. Kruci, co to je? Jen klid, vaZzené obecenstvo. To Pepek

Dastychi se zasmal. Pro Krista, to je smich. Snad uz to s nim prasklo. (pp.

148-49)

Subsequently Dastych begins to drink and the narration describes how he
experiences the transgression of his inner boundary: ‘Statkat vstane t€¢Zce, neni
opily, nemtiZe byt, to jenom tak podlehl svému dojmu; praskla v ném néjaka
hraz, pfival se Zene a nese ho s sebou’ (p. 155). This short quotation captures
Dastych’s experience in that moment. The language is the narrator’s, but the
perspective is Dastych’s.

In Dastych’s case, as in others’, Kvis’s role is that of tempter.'® He attempts
to interfere in other people’s lives through manipulation®® and tempts them to
transgress their inner boundary. Kvis has the ability and the power to
manipulate the other characters’ thoughts without them noticing. The turning
point in the characters’ plots happens in a sudden realisation of the nature of
their inner conflict. It is played out in a confrontation with their ‘inner
intransgressible boundary’. This moment has an epiphanic quality that brings
about a change for the better in the given character’s life.

To illustrate the function of epiphanies in the individual plot-lines of the
characters I shall use the example of Nejtek. From the first chapter the narration

has presented numerous demonstrations of Nejtek’s being consumed by desire

' His black Inverness cloak is reminiscent of Mephistopheles’s in Goethe’s Faust.

*% In this he is related to Karel from Cerné svétlo. Opelik has carried out a useful comparison of
Karel and Kvis. See Jifi Opelik, ‘Roméanové dilo Vaclava Rezage’, unpublished PhD thesis,
Brno: Masaryk University, 1961, p. 145.
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for BoZka, his beautiful stepdaughter, who still lives with him and his wife. His
forbidden but incessant desire is captured in the recurrent flashbacks in his
thoughts to an episode that took place during the first moonlit night.?! While
Nejtek is lying sleepless in bed he watches BoZka illumined by moonlight:

‘[...] a v tom bilém, piebilém svétle, jeZ se jesté vice rozsviti odrazem jeji pleti,
udeti t& do oéi jeji noha, obnazena po ky¢li, ruka naha aZ po rameno a jeden prs,
ktery vyklouzl z vystfihu lehké kosile’ (p. 219). This sight comes to epitomise
the evanescent beauty that Nejtek searches for in his woodcarvings as a
substitute for everything he did not have in life:

Cerv hloda na viem, na& Nejtek pohlédne. Véci i 1idé se stavi proti tobg,

sotva sis usmyslel, Ze je uchopis§ a setrvas u nich. Krasa se drobi nebo ti

unika, je vzdycky né€kde jinde, nez ji hledas. Coz nebyla krasna tva Zena,
kdyZ ses na ni po prvé zahledél, a co je z ni dnes? Ze je to tva vina? A kdo
tedy je vinen tim, co v sob& nosi§? Nekde je tva prilezitost, jiz by se mohl
tviij Zivot proménit a ustalit, ale co kdyZ ji nikdy nepotkas? Nékde je krésa,
vé¢na a neproménna, jenomze ktera cesta k ni vede?
This passage, apart from the first sentence, is narrated as if it were Nejtek
addressing himself in an interior monologue. However, the narrator has already
suggested that Nejtek is incapable of verbalising his emotional condition.?” This
indicates that it is the narrator who addresses Nejtek, as if in his mind, and
guides his experience.

Kvis pushes Nejtek towards giving in to his temptation by reminding Nejtek
that BoZka is not his real daughter. However, it is BriZek who finally provokes
Nejtek’s epiphanic moment by offering him his hand in sympathy because he
has heard of his wife’s illness. His gesture makes Nejtek explode in anger
because it reminds him of when Briizek physically forced him to agree to stop
beating his wife. It also reminds him that his desire for BoZka is morally wrong:

‘ale zaroven se mu zda [Briizek’s outstretched hand] vznaset jako spar nad jeho

2! “Yzpomei si jenom na tu noc, bylo to v &ervnu nebo kdy, jak se tentokrat rozst&kali psi po
celé Bytni. Takové dusnd noc to byla, sama viiné a neklid, a m&sic svitil tak bile, Ze se zdal
skorem den. Stél v Uplitku zrovna proti chudobinci a tekl jim do své&tnice, jako kdyZ mléko z
putny vylévas, svitici, zafivé mléko, nazloutlé ptebytkem smetany’ (pp. 218-19).

*2 Jaky by vlastn& mé&l byt Zivot, po jakém Nejtek prahne? Jednou takovy a po druhé jiny, nelze
ho popsat slovy, kter4 se sta&i lihnout v Nejtkové mozku’ (p. 214).
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pravici, kterou znovu a znovu v nekone¢nych obménach svého sluncem
rozzhaveného snu vztahoval po vidiné plozené a pohlcované rudou vyhni’ (p.
396).

Subsequently, he runs off in terror into a coppice. In the meantime a storm
has blown up and when the reader next encounters Nejtek he is taking shelter
under a dead tree and is in a state of numbness (p. 400). In this setting Nejtek
has a melodramatic vision of beauty when lightning strikes the dead tree; the
climax of this vision strongly reminds the reader of the ending of ‘Genenda’ in
Posvdtné ohné by the Decadent Jifi Karasek ze Lvovic.

Klikaté noze bleskd vylupuji ztracenou krajinu ze slupek zétopy. Zjevi se na

oslepujici okamZik, cizi a nepoznatelna, jakoby nikdy pfed tim nevidéna, a

zmizi opét v propastech $era za buracivého rachotu. Hrom bije. Kazdy

zablesk uzavira bortiva detonace. Ted’ Nejtkovi se zda, Ze svételna jama se
rozeviela zrovna pod nim a Ze bez konce pada se zhroucenym kouskem

svéta, na némz stal. JeZi se na ném kazdy vlas, zalyka se vlastnim dechem a

citi, jak néjaké hrozné napéti v jeho téle usiluje ho roztrhnout, jako by sdm

byl nabojem, naplnénym tfaskavinou. Blesk zasahl mrtvou hruSen.

Ztrouchnivélé dfevo vzplane navzdory lijdku a proméni se v ohnivy sloup.

RozptaZené paze, hlava zvracena dozadu, touhou vypjaty luk bilého téla, to

narudi se rozvira po Nejtkovi. Nikdy jest¢ neuziel svou vidinu tak

dokonalou a krasnou jako v tomto planoucim vtéleni. Ztuhlost jeho udd
povoli, srdce se mu rozbusi. Pokro¢i vstiic své ohnivé milé. Ud€l4 sotva
krok, kdyZ hoftici hrusen se s praskotem zhrouti a zhasne s dra¢im sykotem

v baZin€ rozmoklého tthoru a zaplave desté. (pp. 400-01)

The symbolic imagery in this passage indicates that Nejtek would not ever be
able to verbalise his emotion. Nejtek’s revelation signifies both the symbolic
redemption of his desire and his physical release from it. He who has never
cried in his life now howls ‘as if attacked by an animal’ (p. 401). The epiphanic
moment reappears to him the following, moonlit, night when he is again
tempted by his desire for Bozka. This time the image of the burning pear-tree

reminds him of the fact that his vision of beauty is unattainable: ‘Hoikost
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nezménitelného osudu mu naplni srdce poznanim a resignaci’ (p. 425). As a
result of this recognition he finally chases BoZka out of the house.

The epiphanic moment is narrativised differently for each character: for
Nol¢ it takes the form of an encounter with a tramp when he, rather like Nejtek,
is out walking in the woods outside Byteti (pp. 173-84). While watching the
tramp asleep on the ground Nol¢ is confronted with the desire to kill him. The
narration of the mayor’s thoughts during this scene forms a long narrated
monologue in which he, sometimes more through the apostrophising narrator’s
voice, ponders on the meaning of his life compared to that of the tramp. His
thoughts culminate in the recognition that he thinks he can revenge himself on
life for his son’s death by killing someone else:

[...] aty vejdes branou jeho smrti do svéta, ktery jsi ztratil v den, kdy se ti

narodil mrtvy synek a kdy tvé mysleni zacalo ¢ervavét predstavou: Zivot za

Zivot, jako akt msty na osudu a nepfi¢etném hospodafeni pfirody. Je to tak

nepfirozené, ¢eho se chees dopustit, je to tak z1é? Copak neumirame vSichni

jen proto, abychom u¢inili misto jinym? Odvazis-li se toho, pfestane za

tebou chodit stin smrti a zhasinat barvy Zivota. (p. 178)

This passage shows how the resurfacing of the repressed gives rise to a
fundamentally ethical conflict: is it right to use one’s power to kill and can one
be master of one’s own destiny? After this episode the mayor rediscovers his joy
in life. As for the other characters, Tlacha¢’s awareness of what he himself was
capable of brings him firmly back within the boundary of the law (p. 346); the
Dastych brothers finally abandon their idée fixe about each other, Brizek
recognises his own power-lust and that in the end only God can judge whether
he is right to use his power (p. 272) and Katefina Nol¢ova is brought back to life
by discovering that she is expecting another child.®

On the story level the characters’ conflicts are of a psychological nature, but
the succumbing to the desire that lies at the core of the conflict has an ethical
aspect: for the policeman Tlacha¢ it would mean committing burglary, and Nol¢
would commit murder. Nejtek would commit incest with his stepdaughter; Josef

Dastych would gamble away the farm or commit murder not to lose it.

% This epiphany has the form of a supernatural event.
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Dastych’s brother and Briizek’s dilemmas both involve matters of law and
justice on a more speculative level: can one take the law into one’s own hands,
be that the Law of God or secular law? How may one use one’s own power?
Katefina Nol&ova’s conflict manifests itself in her longing for death that carries
associations with suicide.?* Within the overall semantic structure of the novel it
is possible to interpret the characters’ inner conflicts allegorically as expressions
of evil. The individual stories carry connotations through which this evil can be
associated with the idea of the Seven Deadly Sins. All the sins appear in some
form in the characters’ conflicts: Pride characterises Tlacha¢’s view of his own
importance in Byten, just as Nol¢’s contempt for other people contains an
element of arrogance. Envy (jealousy) lies at the core of judge Dastych’s desire
for revenge on his brother Josef; the desire for revenge is in itself an element of
Wrath and his desire for property may be understood as Avarice. Nejtek’s desire
for his stepdaughter represents Lust. Josef Dastych’s gambling and drinking
represents Gluttony, although in his case Gluttony constitutes an expression of
his idea of fulfilling the destiny of his grandfather. Katefina Nol¢ova’s lack of
desire for life, her taking refuge in the dream of her lost son, embodies the
notion of Sloth (or Despair). Hence, on the allegorical level, the characters’
confrontation with or transgression of the ‘inner intransgressible boundary’ (the
psychological barrier that prevents that which is repressed from being acted out)
stands for the fundamental conflict inherent in the human condition, the

continuous need to choose between good and evil.

5.4  Kyvis’s function in the novel: the ideologeme of the saviour versus the
tempter

The first piece of information that the narration gives about Kvis is a description

of the tag on his luggage, which reads ‘Emanuel Kvis — Bytedi’ (p. 56). In

Hebrew ‘Emmanuel’ means ‘God with us’. It occurs in Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew

1:23, where it is the name used in the prophecy of the coming of the Saviour.

** Within the semantic framework of the novel it is considered unethical not to want to live
because of the narrative’s positive evaluation of life. Here I think of the recurrent image of birth,
manifest in the image of the pregnant women around town. I shall discuss this imagery later in
this chapter when I discuss the plot of the whole novel.
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Kvis corresponds to the Latin interrogative pronoun ‘quis’; that is ‘who’.% In
the following I shall explore how Kvis becomes the point of convergence for the
structure of meaning that I have named the ideologeme of the tempter versus the
saviour.

The question ‘Who is Kvis?” is paradigmatic for a number of meanings that
the narrative poses as a possible answer. From beginning to end, the
characterisation of Kvis ascribes to him an air of ambiguity and uncanniness.
Kvis’s position of stranger is foregrounded in the narration of his predilection
for the fountain that is situated at the centre of Byte, in the little park on the
town square. The running water in the fountain, which the narrator ironically
compares to the ‘pulse, the labour of Bytei’s heart’,”® represents the flow of
time. The fountain thus assumes the representation of the inertness of small-
town life of which Kvis stands outside, but in which he would like to participate
and to which he therefore keeps returning. The very name Bytei recalls the
meaning of the verb ‘byt’ — ‘to be’ — and Kvis exactly is nothing in himself. He
stands by the fountain and, figuratively speaking, lets the water flow through
him — a situation that at one point brings about a change to his otherwise empty
face:

[...], ted’ se k ni [his face] ¢as vratil jako k zapomenutému dilu a dokonéuje

svou praci chvatnymi, drsnymi surovymi vrypy, pracuje piekotné a neurvale

jako by se mstil, tvoii tvaf starce — stafeny, naprosto bezpohlavni, ryzi

neutrum, to stafi, dost, dal uz nelze, dechnu jest€ a rozpadne se to v§echno v

popel. Nikdo tu neni svédkem té promény. (p. 87)

The face that has become wrinkly returns to its peculiar blankness without the
passing of time. In other words when Kvis is not standing by the fountain he is

excluded from time, left to his own emptiness.

%* The name may perhaps suggest the Norwegian fascist Vidkun Quisling. ‘Emanuel’ might, at a
stretch, also refer to the ‘Gott mit uns’ that German soldiers had inscribed on their belt buckles.
But these are elements too minor to persuade the reader that this is an anti-Nazi novel. After all,
the one Jewish family we know of in Bytei, the shopkeepers Harazim, are stereotyped as
avaricious Jews.

%6 “Déme-li se svést obraznosti mistniho basnika, mtizeme Fici, 2¢ Emanuel Kvis, ktery se tu
zastavil a naslouchd s hlavou ke stran€ naklonénou Sumu a zvonkim tekouci vody, nasloucha ve
skute¢nosti tepotu a préci bytetiského srdce’ (p. 87).
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Ambiguity also characterises the descriptions of Kvis’s appearance when he
is not by the fountain. It changes like that of an actor on stage: he is a
chamelion. The motif of theatre permeates descriptions of Kvis. People think
they must have seen him before somewhere, that he is some provincial-town
actor. When he appears, it is as if he were stepping onto a stage. He looks as if
he were wearing make-up with the two characteristic pink spots on his cheeks.
His speech is accompanied by exaggerated gesticulation and he moves in a
mechanical way. His strange dress strikes a sharp contrast to his empty face.
The former makes him look like a bird or an obliging old man or an
unapproachable stranger. Sometimes he looks alternately like a woman or a man
and he suffers strange fits that frighten the other characters. Finally, he speaks in
a mechanical, resonant voice that expresses his essence: that is his emptiness.”’

Kvis’s empty expression becomes a space for the projection of the other
characters’ emotions. His face is like a mirror to the person with whom he
speaks since his facial expression changes to reflect the other’s thoughts and
emotions. His eyes are the one remarkable feature of his face. When he is on the
track of some secret in the other person they stick to the other person’s face like
cupping-glasses.28 For the rest of the time they are empty. When his eyes meet
those of another increased consciousness appears to arise. An example of that in
the novel is the tense atmosphere between the mayor Nol¢ and Kvis as
expressed by their eyes. One notes here that Kvis’s eyes have a vampiric
quality; altogether, they are the eyes of a zombie:

Kvis v8ak nevydrzi odporovat jeho naléhani [that of the mayor’s gaze].

Zizet prazdnoty v ném procitne, musi se napit z tohoto pramene i kdyby mu

to melo pfinést okamzitou smrt. Pozdvihne o€i a setka se s o¢ima

starostovyma v kratkém stfetnuti, jako kdyz o sebe tiesknou ¢inelové

27 Kvis’s interior is compared to an empty attic, see p. 259. In his essay on the uncanny Freud
refers to E. Jentsch’s idea that ‘waxwork figures, ingeniously constructed dolls and automata’ as
well as epileptic fits produce an uncanny effect ‘because these arouse in the onlooker vague
notions of automatic — mechanical processes that may lie hidden behind the familiar image of a
living person’. See ‘The Uncanny’, in Freud, The Uncanny, p. 135.

2 Elsewhere the narrator compares his eyes to those of a dachshund on the track: ‘Emanuel Kvis
se nakloni dopfedu, zamZika o¢ima a pak je Siroce otevie. Ach, ty jeho oéi, takovi proradni
jezeveici, neslidi a neCenichaji jenom po tvati, nybrz hrabou si nory v o&ich druhého, cht&ji
dovnitt, aZ na dno, kde sedi kofist, schoulena a vrgic smrtelnym strachem’ (p. 144).
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puklice. Dost. Vic neni tfeba. Oba vé&di prave tolik, kolik pro tu chvili
snesou. (p. 200)
The narration’s focus on eyes whenever Kvis appears, generally ‘to see, to
observe’, suggests that Kvis is a witness who senses and absorbs other people’s
thoughts and emotions in order to live himself. He is the vampiric, somewhat
feebly vampiric, witness embodied in the novel’s title. Only when he succeeds
in finding out about someone else’s innermost secret does he live fully with a
complete register of emotions. Apart from that, the single emotion he knows is
vanity. He daily stands in the empty church in order to absorb what might be left
of the troubles and confessions of others. In contradiction to his own emptiness,
the emptiness of the church seems inhabited to him. Kvis’s being in the church
contains his ultimate dream of power:
Co by to pro n¢j znamenalo, kdyby se mu podatilo, kdyby se zmocnil jeho i
jich? [Kvis is thinking of God and people]. UZ by nepotieboval dolévat
prazdnotu troSkami ndhodné posbiranymi, zaplnila by se cel4, byl by
zabydlen jako své&t a protoZe by v sebe pojal i jeho striijce, mohl by fidit
pohyby svych loutek, jak by se mu zachtglo. (p. 268)
Kvis’s thoughts here reveal how the essence of Kvis is perhaps not emptiness,
but rather his desire for power.?’ Kvis lives from usurping other people’s minds
and even he has to acknowledge that he has an inner boundary.** This becomes
evident at the moment when he has succeeded in becoming all the persons he
wants to be. From this moment it is as if all the processes that he has ignited in
the other characters had turned against him. He is unable to protect himself from
other people’s hostile feelings towards him which he senses not only as he
walks in the square, but also in his own house. It becomes impossible for him to
separate his inner and outer world. It is significant that Kvis dies after realising
that he does not have the strength to encompass the lives of everyone: ‘Chtél

jsem Zivoty vSech. Neunesl jsem to’ (p. 430). Trying to be God kills him.

% This is further emphasised in one of the descriptions of him as Napoleon-like: ‘Emanuel Kvis
se vypne ve svém haveloku a stoji tu jako Napoleon’ (p. 260). This brings to mind Karel from
Cerné svétlo.

%% This happens in the fifth chapter which is structurally the middle of the narrative. See p. 225.
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From the moment Kvis first arrives in Bytefi he becomes the subject of
Byteii’s gossip. However, in the course of the novel people’s fascination with
Kvis is replaced by suspicion until, finally, the public opinion of Bytefi turns
against him. The narrator’s reflexion on the essence of Kvis comprises Kvis’s
function of catalyst for the release of what is repressed. It anticipates the
function of scapegoat that the Byteri people will later ascribe to him:

Emanuel Kvis uhodl na prvni pohled, pro¢€ si statkaf zvolil prave toto misto

a jeho Ziznivé nitro se ihned otevie, aby vssalo tento ptipad a napojilo se

jim. Co je to byt sam sebou, mohu-li byt dnes tim a zitra onim? Co to

znamena, mit jeden Zivot nevyznamny, prazdny a Sedivy, mohu-li jich mit
desitky? Ne desitky Zivoth, jaké jsou, nybrz takovych, jaké by mohly byt,
jen tukneme-li do nich trochu, jen podafi-li se nam pohnout tim, co v sob&
skryvaji a dusi. Vysvétluje to pfipad Emanuela Kvise? Dychtil a prahl praveé
po tom, nemaje, z ¢eho by Zil sim v sob€? Je to jen to a nebyl nic vic ten

Elovikek, ktery pobyl tak kratko mezi nami a tak mnoho zavinil? (pp. 142-

43)

In his last question the narrator sides with the public opinion of Byteri in
attributing the blame for what happened in Byte1i to Kvis. Using Jung one might
interpret Kvis’s function in the novel as the scapegoat onto which people project

their shadow. *! Nol&’s imaginary accusation against Kvis captures this relation:

31 According to Terence Dawson ‘Jung used this term [shadow] to describe two related but
nonetheless different phenomena: (1) the entirety of the unconscious: i.e. everything that we fail
to recognize about ourselves; and (2) a specific personification of what a person “has no wish to
be” (CW 16, para. 470), “the sum of all those unpleasant qualities” a person likes to hide: CW 7,
p. 65n). The shadow is thus a personification of an aspect of one’s personality as it really is.
Because the ego tends to repress such aspects of its personality, the shadow often manifests
itself compulsively.” See Terence Dawson, ‘Jung, literature and literary criticism’, in Polly
Young-Eisendrath and Terence Dawson (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Jung, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997, pp. 260-61. The following words of Jung almost directly
illustrate Kvis’s function in the novel: ‘The meeting with ourselves belongs to the more
unpleasant things that may be avoided as long as we possess living symbol-figures in which all
that is inner and unknown is projected. The figure of the devil, in particular, is a most valuable
and acceptable psychic possession, for as long as he goes about outside in the form of a roaring
lion, we know where evil lurks; namely, in that incarnate Old Harry where it has been in this or
that form since primeval times. With the rise of consciousness since the Middle Ages, to be sure,
he has been considerably reduced in stature. But to take his place there are human beings to
whom we gratefully resign our shadows. With what pleasure, for instance, we read newspaper
reports of crime! A true criminal becomes a popular figure because he unburdens in no small
degree the consciences of his fellow men, for now they know once more where evil is to be
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‘Vinim jej z toho, Ze probouzi v lidech, co v nich ma spat a Ze tak rozvraci boZi i
lidsky pofadek’. Likewise, the inhabitants of Byteii collectively project all their
fears onto him. The narration contains recurrent references to this, but suspicion
of Kvis peaks after Josef Dastych’s accident. The Byteti people are searching for
a reason why their town’s usually sleepy atmosphere has suddenly been
disturbed:
Zeny u zelina¥skych stankt zmlknou a divaji se za nim s rukama sloZenyma
na zivotech. Drazdil jejich zvédavost od samého pocatku, co se objevil v
mést&, a nyni oviem, co mezi nimi koluji Septy pestiejsi a pfizdobenéjsi o
barvy kazdého, kdo je podava dal, ji napina téméf nesnesiteln€. Povércivé
mrazeni jim b&Zi po patefi, ukazuji si vzajemné husi kiZi, jeZ jim vyskocila
na pazich. StraSidelné zkazky se probouzeji v jejich paméti, jsou pfipraveny
uvétit kazdému nesmyslu, bat se nebo se proménit v zufivé litice, $tvané
podvédomym strachem o mlad’ata. Ty z nich, jejichz Zivot je zabydlen od
noci Kvisova pfijezdu, kfiZuji se potaji setkavse se s jeho pohledem a
odplivuji si, aby zabranily utknuti svého plodu, druhé pak Zasnou, pro¢
pravé v tu chvili se pohnula v jejich myslich ta neb ona myslenka, z niz se
uzZ ani nezpovidaji, protoze ji povazovaly za ddvno odumfelou. (p. 373)
This passage shows how the gossiping women project their shadow onto Kvis
and indicates how the shadow projection is associated with a premonition of
something evil that may harm them. The idea of a collective evil of which Kvis
could be the embodiment is inherent within Filip Dastych’s impulse during their
first meeting to sentence Kvis to eternal damnation. His reason for this is: ‘Pro
zlo. Pro zlo skryté v nas, rozptylené mezi nami, pro zlo viibec’ (p. 93). These
words are important for the interpretation of the whole novel because they state
that evil is not only related to Kvis and his arrival, but that it already exists in
Byteii. Kvis simply brings this evil out in helping the repressed become
conscious.
In connection with the description of midnight as the in-between state, at the

time of Kvis’s arrival (p.55) it is possible to interpret Kvis as the carrier of the

found.” Jolande Jacobi (ed.), Psychological Reflections: An Anthology of the Writings of C. G.
Jung, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1953, p. 213.
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key to the two worlds separated by this state; the two worlds that represent the
conscious and the subconscious respectively. Kvis brings moonlight to shine
into the darkness of the subconscious and makes the hitherto repressed appear.
The end of the first chapter supports such an interpretation since here the moon
is placed in opposition to ‘the merciful unconsciousness of the darkness’.** It is
no coincidence either that the outcome of Kvis’s manipulations is most
successful with those characters that somehow have something in common with
him; the characters who do not live their lives to the fullest because they are
caught up in the past.>*> However, in bringing this evil out Kvis actually brings
about a change for the better in the characters’ lives. The moment when the
characters become conscious of their own repressed emotions instigates a kind
of mental rebirth. The idea that Kvis represents a collective evil has its
counterpart in the projection of the Devil figure onto Kvis. As I stated my initial
comments on the first chapter, Briizek becomes the spokesman for this view of
Kuvis. It forms part of the ideologeme of God versus the Devil. Thus it is Brizek
who in the last chapter sees it as his mission to go out into the stormy night to
fight that evil ‘that one does not talk about’ but whose presence is implied in his
Christian Weltanschauung.

The possibility of Kvis as a saviour has been inscribed from his first
appearance in the novel through the emphasis on his name: Emanuel. The fact
that Kvis actually does not commit evil, but finally engenders good creates an
intertext with Goethe’s Faust.>* To Faust’s question ‘Nun gut, wer bist du

denn?’ Mephistopheles answers: ‘Ein Teil von jener Kraft, / Die stets das Bose

32 <Psi se uz této noci neutisi; jejich dt&kot vybuchuje ptes tu chvili, jako by novi a novi cizinci
vstupovali do Bytng&, a neustane, dokud mé&sic nezmizi pod obzorem a krétka pfedjitini tma
neponofi svét v milosrdné bezvédomi’ (p. 64).

33 A. M. Pi3a points this out in his article on Svédek. See A. M. Pi%a, ‘Zlo ve svétle’, pp. 254-55.
An example of this is the farmhand Nejtek who has brought himself to despair by destroying the
beauty in his life, epitomised by his wife whom he used to beat before the dean put an end to it:
‘Ten nejtkovsky Zalm se natolik podobé vi¢imu vyti kvisovskému, Ze uz nevime, vypravime o
jednom nebo o druhém. Bytost bez Zivota touZi po zivot& a kdyZ se ji podati pfipnout se na jiny,
rostouci z vlastnich kofent, shledava, Ze ssaje jen jinou touhou, jesté bolestn&jsi a
neukojiteln&j$i’ (p. 387).

3 A. M. Pia makes the comparison between Kvis and Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust. See
A. M. Pi8a, 'Zlo ve svétle’, p. 253. Because of this aspect of the plot Pi¥a reads the novel as
Rez4&’s “declaration of his faith in life and humanity’. Ibid., p. 253.
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will, und stets das Gute schafft’.>* This intertext demonstrates the ambiguous
quality of Kvis as interchangeably a tempter or a saviour.

The role of Devil that the other characters attribute to Kvis is partly
undermined by Kvis himself. The air of ambiguity and uncanniness that
surrounds him is broken in the fifth, middle, chapter when Kvis tells Katefina
Nol&ova the story of his childhood that made him what he is. He particularly
stresses how his relationship with his apathetic mother, who did not show any
interest in other people, has marked him. The Devil figure postulated by the
narrative cannot endure such an openly human admission. Instead of incarnating
the Devil Kvis comes to appear a poor Devil. Finally, it is questionable whether
Kvis is a character at all. Because of the focus on his clothes, manners, voice —
the theatrical element of his character — he rather becomes a type, more a cipher

than a character.>

5.5 The ideologeme of good versus evil: the version of good in the novel
My analysis of Kvis has hitherto shown how he becomes a structural as well as
ideological focus point for the discussion of evil. The narrative presents the
alternative to Kvis in the girl, Lida Dastychova, whose greatest dream is to
become an actress.’’ The narrator’s first description of Lida as she feeds the
hens in the farmyard foregrounds the positive connotations of youth with which
her plot is associated:
Na mou véru, je to skupina [Lida and the hens] jako pfichystana pro
fotograficky snimek, takovy obraz miru a radosti, jaky mtize vykvést jen v
¢ervnovém dopolednim slunci v zemi krasy a hojnosti. To dévEe tak svézi a
rozhotelé krvi, to dév¢e skoro drobné, ale vznosné v prsou a tak pivabné v

tvafi, az ti srdce trne néhou, to dévcée s vinami elektricky ¢ernych vlasi,

3% Quoted from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Faust: Der Tragodie erster und zweiter Teil,
Munich, dtv, 1970, p. 43.

38 This is supported by the narrative presentation of Kvis. Unlike the other (main) characters
Kvis is predominantly presented from the outside in the discourse of the authorial narrator.
Kvis’s thoughts are only presented in moments when he lives through other people’s thoughts;
they are fundamentally not his. Only once is there a glimpse of an interior monologue in Kvis’s
discourse: in the passage where Kvis is standing by the fountain and, for a very brief moment,
experiences himself a part of time, there is a first-person form ‘dechnu’ (p. 87).

37 Lida’s name also means ‘dear to the people’ (‘lidu mila).
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stazenych nad &elem bilou stuzkou, to dév¢e v modré skladané sukni a v
bilé bluzce, z jejihoZ skrytého obsahu t& mrazi, takové dévce, Ze by mohlo
byt spi§ dcerkou dnes$niho rana, nez jakéhokoli lidského paru, mij Boze,
takové dévée! (p. 74)
The narrator sounds as if he were in love with Lida, although elsewhere he also
mocks her, but in a very goodnatured way. For Lida acting involves a life-giving
transformation of the part she is playing: ‘Pfipada mi, Ze nejsem jedna vite, Ze je
ve mné mnoho lidi a vSichni jako by byli némi, jako by byli chromi, dokud ja
jim neddm slovo a pohyb, jako by byli mrtvi, dokud je neprobudim k Zivotu’
(pp. 276-77). This definition of acting represents the opposite of Kvis’s
vampiric habit. Hence the Kvis/Lida opposition represents naturally antagonistic
approaches to life.*® Kvis does not have the ability to become an actor in his
own life, to play himself, because he is empty. He is only a spectator to other
people’s theatre: ‘Spokojil jsem se vZdycky divadlem, které mi sehravali druzi’
(p. 378). By contrast, Lida plays herself by giving life to other people; that is
why she lives.* Together with the young Jew Jenik Harazim, Lida is the only
character who is able to resist Kvis’s manipulative power. The reason for this,
according to Kvis, is their youth that does not know any boundaries: ‘Je jenom
jedna nepfekroditelna hranice v mladi, a tou je smrt’ (p. 282). Lida possesses the
same curiosity as Kvis; however, it originates from a different source: ‘Narazil
[Kvis] na stejnou zizeti zvédavosti, snad jesté silnéjsi, nez jeho vlastni, jenomze
tryskajici z jiného zdroje a mitici k jinému cili. Nevi si rady, zmociiuje se ho
strach’ (p. 377). The narrative does not state directly what this other source of
curiosity is. It may be youth. The narrator’s discourse gives yet another context
for understanding why Lida defeats Kvis*® in that he points out how Kvis does

not perceive the things that characterise the good in life: ‘Léto sem vnika s nimi,

*® The opposition between Lida and Kvis crops up in Katetina Nol&ova’s thoughts during her
conversation with Lida: ‘Pani Katefina se zachv&je zamrazenim. V rozhovoru s tou divkou je
mnoho zaraZejicich obdob. Nevzpomnéla si snad v tuto chvili na jiného ¢lov&ka, ktery také
mluvil o lidech v sob&? JenomZe ten je netouZil vysvobodit a dat jim Zit pro jiné, jako tady ta
rozdychténa divka’ (p. 277).

3% In connection with the opposition between watching and living Jiti Travni&ek ascribes an
existential dimension to the interpretation of the ‘svédek’ topos: ‘Spole&nym rysem Rezatova
roménu a [Orten’s]Elegii je védomi toho, kdo hraje, a toho, kdo vidi, pozoruje, [...]’. See
Travnitek, Poezie posledni moznosti, Prague: Torst, 1996, p. 32.

“ This is yet another version of the woman-as-saviour topos.
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viiné slunce a de$t, vétri a orosenych sadu, hojiva, silna vlin€, stvofena z
nejsilnéj$ich substanci Zivota: lasky, plodnosti a prace, ale Kvis je nevnima’ (p.
387). The narrator here poses the alternative to Kvis’s desire for power; that is
love, fruitfulness (fertility) and work. In contrast to Lida’s Kvis’s life is sterile
in the sense that his pursuits lack any creativity and only feed off other people.
Lida eventually transgresses her inner boundary and leaves Bytei (in the same
moment as Kvis dies). The narrator gives this piece of information at the end of
the novel, together with a comment that captures the moral dimension of Lida’s
sub-plot: ‘Ano, Lida jedina ptestoupila neptfekroditelnou hranici své lasky a Sla
za Zivotem, ktery obsahne vic, neZ co miiZze prozit jediny ¢lovek. Probouzet
spici osudy a davat je druhym. Tak je to? Nebot’ nikdo nemtiZe Zit sam a vSichni
touzime jeden po druhém’ (p. 434).

The opposition between Lida (good) and Kvis’s (evil) approach is
interpreted in the last sentence of this quotation as that between isolation and
community (society). The ideologeme of isolation versus community (society)
shapes the narrator’s discourse about good, but it is also present in the
characters’ thoughts about themselves and each other. For example, in Tlacha¢’s
thoughts about the need to protect Nol¢ from evil: ‘Pane, jsem s vami, d¢&j se co
d&j. Je to ovSem nesmysl, protoZe copak miZe hrozit takovému bohaci v jeho
pevném domé, ale konec koncti je to take jen ¢lovek, a lidé maji stat pfi druhém’
(p. 409). It appears most expressively in the episode in which Nol¢ encounters
the sleeping tramp. The narrator describes how this ‘human carcass’ has
excluded himself from others, who therefore in turn avoid him. He seems to be
impossible to categorise as a human being. The episode culminates with a view
of human interconnectedness that cuts across any social order: ‘A ¢lovék piece
n€kam musi patfit. To si jen tak n€kdy myslime, Ze jsme sami mezi ostatnimi,
nestadily by nam vs$ak prsty na rukou, kdybychom méli vypoditat, co nas s nimi
poji (p. 176).*!

The novel contains other minor characters whose life-stories testify to what
happens when people become isolated from others. This is true for the old man

Balchan who is the ‘village idiot’. The explanation implies that the isolation he

41 A similar view is expressed in pani Katetina’s thought on p. 275.
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suffered during working hours eventually provoked him to act and end up in
prison, which brought on his madness. Another example is the spinster LibuSe
Bila (Kvis’s cousin) who also lived her life in isolation. Kvis’s explanation of
her predicament again points out the danger of isolation: ‘— Nebyla zI14, ani
hodna. Hledala cestu k lidem a tim se jim stavala podezield’ (p. 233). Thus the
narration in numerous ways foregrounds companionship (society) as central to
human relationships, at the same time as it shows how isolation fundamentally
means evil.

Katefina Nol&ova’s epiphany directly links light with good in the meaning
of life. Her recognition takes place after she has recovered from the dreamlike
state in which she has the vision of the baby she lost, and finds out that she is
pregnant again: ‘— A ted’, Rudo, jdi a rozhrii ty hrozné ¢erné zaclony a zitra je
dej strhnout. Tady ted’ bude bydlet Zivot, tady musi byt svétlo’ (p. 433). This
realisation of life as light is also connected with consciousness on the
psychological level, in the sense that life means bringing what is repressed out
into the light. The narrator’s description of Kvis’s failed effort makes the
connection between light and awareness: ‘OzZivil zmirajici pudy a vrétil jim silu,
a vyhrabal zasuté myS$lenky a vyvedl je na svétlo; a nakonec jen bezmocné
pfihliZel, jak se vymykaji jeho zamértim a podléhaji duchu, ktery je zrodil.
Starosta, Tlacha¢, oba Dastychové, ti vSichni pfekro€ili hranici, ale vratili se
opét hloub&ji nez predtim’ (p. 375-76).

It is also implied in this passage that where there is awareness, evil will be
defeated.

The possibility of the victory of good over evil has been present from the
beginning of novel and has been developed in the recurrent images of pregnant
Bytetit women. The description of the moon’s erotic impact on the frightened
women during the first moonlit night (first chapter) contains a foreshadowing of
the novel’s ending: ‘Nakonec zaZenou [the men] vréici psy do bud a jdou
uklidnit své Zeny, v nichz strach a mési¢ni svétlo se zatim podivnou alchymii
proménily v jiné pocity’ (p. 64). This night was the origin of the pregnancies
that characterise the last image of the Bytefi women: ‘Zeny v kabatech a $atcich,

s rukama slozenyma na Zivotech, namnoze uz nakrouhlych, rozpravéji
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o uplynulé noci’ (p. 433) — that is, the night in which Kvis died. The birth image
is related to the fact that during the last moonlit stormy night Byteil experiences
a kind of collective epiphany that brings about a change in the general
atmosphere of the town: the sun lights up Byteii ‘that the previous night’s storm
and wind has washed and swept’ (p. 433). With Kvis’s death it is as if Byteri has
been cleansed of evil. Byteni has woken up from its bad dream. The plot of the
whole novel thus in several ways corresponds to Katefina Nol¢ova’s sub-plot of
death and the birth that is to follow the pregnancy. The use of the imagery of the
moon adds yet another dimension of meaning in that in popular mythology the
moon has been associated with birth and transformation. It would probably not
be an overinterpretation to say that the whole novel is imbued with the idea of

transformation (rebirth), on the psychological as well as the symbolic level.

5.6  The narrator’s evaluative function

The narrator is an extradiegetic-heterodiegetic narrator;* that is, the narrative is
a first-degree narrative (only one narrative level) of which the narrator is
omniscient, but not a character in the novel. However, some ambiguity
surrounds the narrator’s position in relation to the narrated events (story)
because the narrator occupies two positions at the same time.

He repeatedly places himself among the people of Bytei as if he were part of
their world. For example, he knows what they gossip about at the time of the
narrating (the narrator’s present). This is evident in his description of Kvis’s
clothes in the first chapter, in which the narrator comments on his own
narration: he does not have to describe Kvis in detail because the Byteri people
remember all too well how Kvis was dressed and while he lived in Byten they
never saw him dressed differently (see p. 57). However, this description is not
meant for the Byteil people, but is a manner of conveying information to the
narratee (ultimately the reader) whom the narrator addresses repeatedly, for
example: ‘Staci o to zavadit slovem a budou vam do omrzeni vypravét o jeho

bilé mé&kké kosili s nasitym limcem’ (p. 57).

42 See Genette, Narrative Discourse, pp. 228-29 and p. 244.
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The adverbial ‘ad nauseam’ in his comment reveals that, although the
narrator is familiar with the ways and opinions of the Byteii people, he, at the
same time, creates an ironic distance to their gossiping. He distances himself
from the small world of Byteri. At other times the narrator himself adopts a
confidential, gossipy tone before the narratee. For example, in the narration of
how the dogs were barking in the night of Kvis’s arrival in Byteii: ‘Povidam, Ze
to musel byt $t€kot, kdyZ vyhnal z postele Korce, ktery nebyl o nic ¢ilejsi nez ti
dva jeho mamlasové a pro svou lasku k pelechu byl kdysi zbaven ponocenstvi’
(p. 63). The expressive tone in the description of the dogs, calling them ‘ti dva
Korcovi halamové’ (p. 62) or ‘mamlasové’ (as above) and ‘co, to ta jejich psiska
raflo’ (when the men get out of bed to see what is wrong) creates a sense of
familiarity with these people, since the expressions are likely to be those that
people would use themselves in referring to the dogs. Likewise the narrator
sometimes adopts the Bytei people’s idiom when he presents a character as, for
example, in his description of Ter$ik, the assistant station attendant: ‘Ale Ter$ik
byl pisisvor, takové malé pivo bez pény, jak mu fikali, a jestli n€kdo fidi b&h
véci, mél rozum, Ze ho tak dlouho drZel ptfi zemi a zkratka’ (p. 57). In this
description one can see how the narrator ‘translates’ the meaning of a word to
the narratee, assuming that he/she will not know since the narratee is not to be
part of the Byten world.

In one comment the narrator refers to Kvis as ‘ten ¢lovic¢ek, ktery pobyl tak
kratko mezi nami’ (pp. 142-43). This indicates that the narrator is an inhabitant
of Byteii (or poses as one). This would explain and make plausible his
knowledge of Byten and its inhabitants. The narrator tells the story as if he were
a homodiegetic*® narrator who, at some unspecified time after the narrated
events, relates what he has witnessed. It would not be plausible for the narrator
to claim to have witnessed all the narrated events. This characterisation of the
narrator will support the notion that the novel’s title refers not to Kvis, but to the
narrator and his function of witness to what happened then in the little town

called Byten. By narrating the events the narrator is not only a witness, but also

“ Genette’s definition of ‘homodiegetic” is that the narrator is present as a character in the story
he tells, either as the hero of his narrative (‘autodiegetic’) or in a secondary role as, for example,
an observer or witness. See Narrative Discourse, pp. 244-45.

173



bears witness. He bears witness to the fundamental conflict between good and
evil as it is played out among and within (in the minds of) the characters of the
novel. However, the narrator is not a neutral observer. From his position of
omniscience he analyses as a psychologist and judges the characters’ actions
and thoughts. He moralises in the sense that he knows how it is in life. All these
elements are present in his address to Tlacha¢ on the first moonlit night;
therefore I quote the whole passage:
Tlachati konej svou povinnost. Tva obchiizka se jesté neskoncila a pitomy
mésic, nafvany a naduty jako selsky krasavec, si nesmi dovolit, aby
zasahoval do Gfedniho vykonu. Nestdj tady, Tlachaci, a nemudruj, s
mySlenim ti to vZdycky vys$lo nakratko a o této noci nebude vydana utedni
vyhlaska, z niZ bys vy¢tl, pro€ a jak, a nikdo ti neda v tuto chvili rozkaz, co
délat. Je to nepochybné nepfistojnost, proméni-li se straZznikovi ulice, jimiz
prochazi po tficet let, v cizi mésto a potka v nich sebe sama jako
podezielého cizince. Ale kdo je za ni odpovéden? Kdo zavinil, Ze radni¢ni
véz, k nizZ vzhlizi§ denné, je ti ted’ pravé tak nepovédoma, jakobys ji vidél
po prvé v Zivote? Proc€ jsi zapolil se svym stinem a proc€ t&€ starosta
ohmataval jako feznik, kupujici byka, ur¢eného na porazku? Vidéls vibec,
cos vidél, a délals, cos délal? Vzdyt véci se d€ji jen ve chvili jim ur€enou a
pak se vytraceji jako hrstka tabaku, ktery palis§ ve své dymce. [...] Ach, ty
potapéli ve vodach tajemstvi, jsi pfili§ dychavi¢ny, abys dosahl dna a
vynesl odtud byt jen hrst pisku, ktery unika mezi zat'atymi prsty. Mas
mozek vyluhovany rozkazy, i kracej po této podesvi drZe se Cary,
narysované povinnosti, ktera t&€ nikdy nezklame a neda ti zbloudit.
(pp. 28-29)
This passage illustrates how the narrator with his mocking questions conveys
what kind of character Tlacha¢ is while he is at the same time summarising
previous events. The narrator addresses Tlacha¢ from a superior position that is
characteristic of his way of dealing with the characters, whether he is being
ironic or good-natured. In places it is difficult to know whether or not the
address in the second person is the character addressing him/herself in an

interior monologue, but mostly the language reveals that it is the narrator
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speaking. The ambiguity is most evident in the narration of Nol¢’s thoughts. The
reason for this could be that Nol¢, with his ironic approach to life, is the
character for whom the narrator has the most sympathy. It is thus characteristic
of the narrative presentation of consciousness in the novel that it comes mostly
from the outside and by means of imagery, rather than constituting a direct
recording of the characters’ thoughts in interior monologue. There are short
insertions of interior monologue, but mostly the narrator’s intrusive way with
the characters’ minds does not allow them to think for themselves. For the
narrator, the characters’ minds are objects of analysis and evaluation. He
frequently hypothesises about the characters’ thoughts and emotions,* which is
again simply a way of presenting his own assumptions. In terms of the
perspective of the narration, the narration to a very large degree follows the
characters’ spatial perceptive, which creates the scenic character of the
narration. However, the introspection into the characters’ minds is hardly ever
narrated through the characters’ inner perceptive perspective. The tendency
towards this is most significant in the moments of a character’s epiphany which
underscores the importance of these moments in the narration. A consequence of
the narrator’s dominating approach to the characters is that it is he who guides
the production of meaning in the narration. By means of his analytical and
evaluating approach he gradually nudges the characters towards their epiphany.
On the plot level this is supported by the narrative organisation of events.
Within the semantic structure of the novel it would not be acceptable if, say,
Nol¢ had killed the tramp or Byteri had been left devastated by Kvis.

The narrator behaves as God in relation to the characters. At the same time
as he describes them and analyses them he also creates them. This is of course
true, in a sense, for all narration. However, in Svédek, the narratorial perspective
of God is directly foregrounded in the narration in the episode where judge
Dastych is sitting, watching the fly by the window:

Jak tu tak sedi a diva se na mouchu, soudce Dastych si pfedstavuje, Ze

nékdo jiny tak n€kde s rukama v klin€ pozoruje nase vifeni a ¢ekd, najdeme-

“ Examples of this are numerous; see for instance p. 324, where the narrator speculates about
Tlacha&’s doubts about how to offer greetings as he walks past the door of the church.
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li sami okno, jeZ nam nechal otevieno. Mohl by stat a ukazat ndm cestu,
nebo unaven a zoskliven na$im Zalostnym bzukotem mohl by méavnout ruku
a zmafit nas. [...] Nékde zistalo oteviené okno, soud¢e Dastychu. Proc€ je
nevidime a pro¢ nés to vabi pravé k tomu zavienému? (p. 69)

The idea of the narrator as God also comports with the narrator’s function of

stage director. In Svédek the characters’ lives are conceived of as theatre.*’

5.7 Conclusion

As I have shown, Svédek deals with several kinds of evil. The ideologeme of the
repressed works on a psychological conception of evil, whereas the ideologeme
of isolation versus community (society) also includes a notion of social evil. On
yet another level, the novel comprises metaphysical evil in the ideologeme of
God versus the Devil and the ideologeme of tempter versus saviour. There is no
evidence in the narrative that Kvis is ‘the incarnation of Fascism’. Although the
characterisation of Kvis contains the lust for power and his name may, in part,
allude to historical circumstances, Kvis cannot be reduced to a dictator type.
Kvis, on the contrary, has a much more complex function in the novel which is
as the point of convergence for the different levels of meaning in the narrative.
First, the employment of the image of the moon, with which Kvis is connected,
lends the narrative a mythic quality that carries connotations of transformation
and fertility. On the psychological level, this inner transformation is found in the
resolution of the characters’ psychological conflict that signifies a rebirth. On
the metaphysical level the notion of evil is linked through Kvis unequivocally to
Christian ideology that centres on the dichotomy between God and the Devil. In

terms of its semantic structure the novel supports the victory of good over evil.

* See for example p. 240 about the judge.
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Chapter 6

Rozhrani (1944)

In Vaclav Rezag’s fifth novel, Rozhrani (Border-line), the first-person narrator,
Jindfich Aust, a teacher at a commercial academy in Prague, tells the story of his
struggle to write his first novel. He describes the process from the moment he
first sees the actor Vilém Haba in a daydream. Subsequently, the two characters’
stories become intertwined as Haba’s story unfolds in Aust’s imagination.
Aust’s story thematises the process of writing fiction and the relationship
between life and art as it manifests itself in the relationship between Aust and
his fictional character Haba, as well as between the events of Aust’s novel and
those simultaneously happening in his life. Because of the novel’s theme, the
process of writing a novel, critics have usually characterized Rozhrani as a
‘novel within a novel’.! However, strictly speaking the actual ‘novel within’
only appears in the novel as the drafts that Aust gives to his girlfriend Jarmila to
read. What the reader gets of Haba’s story is what takes place in Aust’s mind as

he thinks out his story and comments on its various possibilities and solutions.

! The novel’s presumed meta-fictional level is the reason why it has been compared with André
Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs (1925). See, for example, Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava
Rezate’, in Vaclav Reza&: Rozhrani, Spisy, vol. 4,  Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1986, p.
424, Frant1§ek Gétz, ‘Rozhrani’, in Gotz, Vdclav Rezdc, Prague Ceskoslovensky spisovatel,
1957, p. 99, and Daniela Hodrova, ‘Sebereflexivni romén’, in Hodrova et al.: Poetika ceské
mezivdlecné literatury (Promény Zdanri), Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1987, p. 172.
However, in a comparison of the two novels, Opelik concludes that there are only ‘vague
connections’ between them, chiefly because both novels are a ‘novel about the writing of a
novel’. See Jiti Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Reza&ova Rozhrani’, Shornik Vysoké skoly pedagogické v
Olomouci. Jazyk a literatura, 6, 1959, p. 108. In my view the comparison of Rozhrani with
Gide’s novel is contrived since the frame narrative of Les Faux-Monnayeurs is a third-person
narration with segments of Edouard’s journal inserted into it. In this sense it is not really a first-
person novel.
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When the novel ends Aust has hot yet finished writing his novel about Haba, but
the narrator reassures the reader that he did finish: ‘Dopsal jsem knihu o
Vilémovi a na$lo se nakladatelstvi, jeZ ji vydél’.2 Thus the ‘novel within the
novel’ has to be understood in a purely thematic sense since Haba’s story
belongs to the same narrative level as that of Aust’s story.” It is therefore
questionable whether Rozhrani is a meta-narrative in the strict meaning of the

word.*

6.1 General characterisation of the narrative situation

The frame narrative situation of Rozhrani proceeds in the first-person narration
of the autodiegetic narrator Jindfich Aust. Hereafter, I shall, to avoid confusion,
refer to this level as that of the frame-narrator. The object of his narration is
himself during the specific time of his life when he started writing a novel. It
follows that the frame-narrator’s present is different from Aust’s, but the actual
time difference between the time of the narration and the narrated events of
Aust’s past is not clear. Thus the narration displays two meta-levels: Aust, the
frame-narrator’s comments on his previous self, and Aust, the writer’s
comments on the story about Haba as they happened in the past. Haba’s story,
though, constitutes a part of Aust’s story. There is no demarcation line between
the two story-lines since Haba’s story is narrated as if it were unfolding in
Aust’s mind when he is thinking out the plot of his novel. This is visible from
the fact that Aust refers to himself in the present when he thinks about Haba: ‘Je
mi uzko z postaveni, do néhoz jsem Viléma ptivedl’ (p. 59). Aust is virtually

? Viclav Reza&, Rozhrani [1944], Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1966, p. 382. Further
references to the novel will be given in parentheses directly after quotations or references.

3 This will be clear after my analysis of the narration in the next section of this chapter.

* Prince defines meta-narrative as ‘a narrative referring to itself and to those elements by which
it is constituted and communicated, a narrative discussing itself, a SELF-REFLEXIVE
NARRATIVE’. See Gerald Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology (Revised Edition), Lincoln and
London: University of Nebraska Press, 2003, p. 51. A better example of this type of narrative
would be Milada Sou¢kové’s Bel Canto which came out in 1944, the same year as Rozhrani, or
Olga Barényi’s Romdn from 1945. However, much earlier K. M. C‘apek-Chod reflected on the
writing of fiction in Vétrnik: Romdn autoanalyticko-syntheticky (1923). Opelik sees Rozhrani as
part of a trend that employs new literary devices in the writing of psychological analytical
fiction. His examples are Vitézslav Nezval’s novels Jak vejce vejci (1933) and Monaco (1934),
as well as Bohumil Nohejl’s Zdzrak s Julii (1941). See Jifi Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Rezaéova
Rozhrani’, Sbornik Vysoké Skoly pedagogické v Olomouci. Jazyk a literatura, 6, 1959, pp. 100-
01.
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living Haba’s story, experiencing the pertinent physical sensations as he
imagines the events. Another example of this is the situation in which he, hidden
behind the door, overhears an argument between his sister and her husband. He
imagines so vividly what the characters of his daydream experience that he
forgets himself and is discovered by the couple (pp. 34-35). However, the
frame-narrator is the mediator in the shift from Aust’s to Haba’s story, which is
evident from the temporal deixis of the frame-narrator’s discourse: ‘mé
myslenky, jeZ se toho dne, at’ jsem byl zaujat ¢imkoli jinym, nepiestavaly
zabyvat Vilémem Habou a hledat pravou pficinu jeho pfitomnosti na no¢nim
nabiezi, byly zasko¢eny hrou obrazotvornosti, jez jim nabizela pfijatelné
vysvétleni’ (p. 33). Then follows Aust’s reflections on the development of an
argument taking place between Haba and the director of the play in which Haba
plays the lead role. An effect of Aust’s daydreaming is that his present moment
is sometimes extended over several pages of the novel; a slowing-down of the
narration is taking place at the same time as various dramatic events are played
out in Haba’s story.

The time distance between the two levels of first-person narration matters
because, as the narration shows, the frame-narrator speaks from a position of
knowing which is linked with his motivation for narrating his story.> At the end
of the novel Aust, the frame-narrator, tells us that the process of writing a novel
has changed him from the man he used to be: ‘Jsem jiny ¢lovek, nez jsem byval’
(p- 382). This explains why the narrator from the outset seeks to create a
distance from his previous self. For example, he comments on the drafts in his
old notebook:

Kdyz se dnes vracim k tomu zapisniku a listuji v ném s neochabujicim

zahanbenim, zd4 se mi, Ze poskytuje vérny obraz toho, jak jsem v té dobg

vypadal. V&Ené plany a rozb&hy nikdy dovedené ke konci. Blizil jsem se k

Ctyficitce a zistavil jsem za sebou jen rychle projeté stanice, z nichZ nebude

Zadna na mne pamatovat ani vyrazenym oknem. A pfece pomysleni, Ze jsem

se minul svym cilem a Ze jsem budiZkni¢emu, mne zneklidiiovalo jen

3 Unlike, for example, the autodiegetic narrator of Egon Hostovsky’s Ztraceny stin (1931) who
narrates from a position of searching for answers.
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ziidka. Stale jesté jsem chodil s hlavou vzty€enou, pohrdal jsem okolim a
svymi povolanimi, jichZ jsem vysttidal p¢knou fadku aZ po toto ucitelstvi na
obchodni $kole. Stale jsem jesté véfil, Ze jsem byl poslan na svét, abych tu
vykonal néco zvlastniho. (p. 7)
The mixture of self-pity and pride which shows in Aust’s characterisation of his
previous self is characteristic of his attitude to life and other people at the time
of the narrated events. However, the emphasis on ‘yet still’ (stale jeste) also
indicates that something will change in Aust’s life. The frame-narrator’s
expressed shame at his previous self foreshadows the fact that, fundamentally,
Aust’s story is a story about transformation and the frame-narrator Aust’s
discourse sets the norms according to which his transformation into a better
version of himself takes place. Thus the frame-narrator Aust also establishes his

narrating position as one of moral integrity and maturity.

6.2 The motif of the double

Associations with the double are present from Aust’s first encounter with Haba
when Aust is invigilating an exam in Italian at the commercial academy. The
reader’s encountering Aust for the first time coincides with Aust seeing Vilém
Haba for the first time. Instead of concentrating on what his pupils are doing, he
falls into daydreaming about Haba: ‘ProhliZel jsem si ho tak pozorné, jako by
byl mym vlastnim obrazem a jako bych se poprvé v Zivoté vidél v zrcadle. Bylo
mi ho az lito, jak tu tak stal, zcela mi vydan, bez ochrany, v mé moci. V té chvili
aspoii jsem si tim byl jist’ (p. 6).

The notion of the double instantly introduces a number of intertextual
possibilities into the semantic level of the novel. As a literary motif the double is
associated with Romanticism and the fin-de-si¢cle as a representation of the
demonic other within. As a psychological phenomenon the double transmits
ideas of personality disorder, splitting and the dark side of a character.® The

latter brings to mind, for example, Dostoyevsky’s The Double (1848). In the

¢ Otto Rank discusses the double, as both a literary and psychological phenomenon. See See
Otto Rank, ‘Examples of the Double in Literature’, in Rank, The Double: A Psychoanalytic
Study, ed. and trans. Harry Tucker, Jr., New York, London and Scarborough, Ontario: New

American Library, 1979, pp. 8-33.
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Czech context, Egon Hostovsky has developed the motif in several works,
among them Ztraceny stin (The Lost Shadow, 1931) and Sedmkrdt v hlavni
uloze (Seven Times in the Leading Role, 1942).7 However, the double motif of
Rozhrani has most frequently been linked with Ivan Olbracht’s novel Podivné
pratelstvi herce Jesenia (The Actor Jesenius’s Odd Friendship, 1919).® The
novels have in common that they have acting as their theme — in Rozhrani
chiefly in the story about Haba, but even Aust has a failed career as actor behind
him and expresses his opinions on actors and acting. He also employs principles
of acting when he considers how to structure his story about Haba. Opelik
argues that there is a fundamental difference between the two pairs of doubles:
in Podivné pratelstvi herce Jesenia Jesenius and his double Jan Vesely belong to
the same narrative level, whereas in Rozhrani Aust’s story is the primary in
which Haba’s is nested.” As I pointed out earlier, I disagree with this in one
aspect: Haba’s story is nested within Aust’s only on the thematic level. In terms
of narration the two characters belong to the same level of the narrative
discourse.

In Rozhrani the motif of the double accrues the function of structuring the
layers of meaning on several levels of the narrative. This is reflected in the
narration as the focus moves between Aust and Haba’s stories and in the
contrasting characterisation of the two characters. A great deal of Aust’s

fascination with Haba derives from the fact that Haba has succeeded in life and

7 See Marie Mravcova, ‘Fenomén dvojnictvi v Hostovského rané proze Ztraceny stin’, in
Dokoradn, Bulletin Obce spisovateli, 26, 2003, pp. 18-24. Another example is Weiner’s short
story ‘Dvojnici’ (The Doubles). In Richard Weiner, Litice, Prague: Aventinum, 1928, pp. 9-48.
& See Bohumil Novak, ‘Vaclav Rezag: ,,Rozhrani“. Roman. Nakladem Fr. Borového, Praha
1945°, Kriticky mésicnik, 6, 1945, 1, pp. 30-31; Frantidek Gotz, ‘Rozhrani’, in Gotz, Vdclav
Rezac, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 101; Jiti Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Reza¢ova
Rozhrani’, pp. 101-02. Opelik devotes part of his article to a discussion of the connections
between Rozhrani and Podivné pratelstvi herce Jesenia. One of the similarities that he points out
is that both novels were written during a war; Olbracht’s during the First World War and
Reza&’s during the Second. Opelik sees the novels as an expression of the need to investigate
anew the relationship between life and art during a difficult time. Similarly, Harry Tucker Jr. in
his introduction to Rank’s study of the double, draws attention to the fact that ‘the interest of the
reading (and listening) public seems especially to have been drawn to the theme of the double
during or just after major upheavals of society’. He suggests that this is because ‘extensive
disturbances of society are among those occasions which cause man to ask himself fundamental
questions about his identity — an identity which he finds existing on various levels or even in
fragmentation.” See Rank, The Double: A Psychoanalytic Study, pp. 19-20.

? See Jifi Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Rezitova Rozhrani’, p. 104.
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has become a famous actor at Prague’s National Theatre. Haba’s apparent
success contrasts with Aust’s sense of inferiority. Aust refers several times to
the fact that, approaching the age of forty, he has not yet achieved anything. The
frame-narrator’s descriptions of Aust (his previous self) consequently presents
himself as a failure: ‘Minulost se ve mné probudila z do¢asné diimoty a zacala
skuhrat znamé litanie. Byl jsem syn ztroskotance a muj vlastni Zivot nebyl nikdy
nic jiného neZ nepfetrzita fada ztroskotani’ (p. 50). The reason for Aust’s sense
of inferiority lies in his family background. His father lost his small porcelain
works because of the industrial change from craftsmanship to factory production
and the family had to live on the town’s charity. The father losing his living was
not in fact a matter of personal failure, although it later transformed itself into
this in his son’s mind. Aust suffers from a constant anxiety of being in debt to
somebody; he feels haunted by life: ‘CoZpak se bude mij Zivot vZdycky sestavat
jen z drobnych nepfijemnosti, jeZ mi budou stale pferdstat pres hlavu, protoZe si
s nimi nikdy nebudu védét rady?’ (p. 143). Once he establishes a relationship
with his girlfriend Jarmila, he is troubled by the idea that he can only ever be
happy with a woman’s love if he is able to offer her security and earn more than
she does (see p. 235 and 375). In his feeling of social inferiority he is akin both
to the main character Petr in Reza&’s first novel Veétrnd setba and to Karel in
Cerné svétlo.

The motif of the double is also the subtext in the different nature of their
two stories. Aust’s life plays itself out in a trivial, sometimes comic, way (the
narrator leading his previous self) in intrigues with horrible landladies or a
publican’s wife. The frame-narrator frequently ironises Aust’s insecurity, for
example, in the scene where he first meets a new landlady: ‘A vSechny
pochybnosti a rozpaky, jimiz jsem byl v tu chvili stihan, pochézely jen z toho,
jak jsem se snazil pfimé&t své myslenky, aby se zabyvaly také né€im jinym nez
hodnocenim fiader mé nové bytné’ (p. 50). Haba’s life, on the other hand, takes
the form of dramatic events: Aust imagines him as a young man joining an
itinerant theatre company, running away from a secure future in his parents’
grocery shop, until he becomes an actor at the National Theatre in Prague. This

journey involves a dramatic love triangle between Haba, the old theatre director,
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Palas, and his young wife, Eva, who becomes Haba’s mistress. The theatre
director’s death, presumably by falling from the top of a cliff into the river
below, is a mystery that marks Haba with a sense of guilt. The character Haba is
the antithesis to Aust, which is underlined by his first name, Vilém, that carries
associations with the robber hero of Macha’s narrative poem Mdj (May, 1836).
It seems that in the creation of Haba, Aust is compensating for the lack of
adventure in his own life, something he reflects on himself while sitting in the
park:

Jsme si vZdycky tak vzdaleni, mily Viléme Habo, okolnosti nasich Zivott se

k sobé blizi jen vahavymi oklikami, a sotva se vzajemné dotkly, prudce se

od sebe rozbihaji, jakoby polekany. Chtél bych se proménit v tebe, aby mij

zmateny a beztvary osud nabyl na zdvaznosti a vyraznosti. Pfipada mi

nesmyslné, Ze tvé piib&hy ma vypravet Clovek, ktery si vasei snad n€kdy

vymyslel, ale nikdy nemél odvahu dat se ji unést, pan Nikdo, ktery nikdy
neochutnal uspéchu a v blaté nezdaru nedokézal najit suchou p&sinu. (pp.

147-48)

However, despite the different nature of the two characters, Aust and Haba
have in common that each of their stories describes a process of transformation.
This transformation is connected with their perception of art and its function in
their life, whether that be writing or acting. I shall argue that the narration
produces meanings that form the ideologeme of isolation versus community

(companionship) that structures the narrative’s views of art and life.

6.3 The ideologeme of isolation versus community — Haba’s
transformation
From the moment Aust first encounters Haba he knows that this character will
have a crucial influence on his life. In the first scene of the novel Aust is
encouraged by this fantasy figure to resign from his teaching position. Before
this the narrator had already indicated a sudden change in Aust’s life: ‘Mélo se
mi zahy dostat drsného pouceni, jaky vyznam mé pro mne a pro mou
budoucnost setkana s Vilémem Habou’ (p. 14). After this episode he becomes

obsessed with Haba. Aust’s preoccupation takes the form of a quest to discover
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who Haba is and what has brought him into the state of despair in which Aust
first finds him. By the end of the second chapter a sense is created of the state
described by the novel’s title; both Aust and Haba are on a border-line before
which lies the unknown. Haba, Aust imagines, has just experienced a strange
moment playing Solness in Ibsen’s The Master Builder. Suddenly he was
speaking in a voice unknown to himself:
Pro¢ tolikrat, hledaje ve svém vlastnim Zivoté, jak bys dal najevo lasku,
néZnost, vztek, pohrdani, druZznost, vysméch, Zarlivost a viibec vSechno, co
hybe kazdym z nas, nachazel jsi bezpe¢né a rychle hlas n€kterého z nich,
takZe jsi ustavi¢né hral i své osobni city, jako bys byl na scén€? Byl jsi to ty,
vSechny ty postavy, nebo ses mezi nimi tak beze zbytku ztratil? Kdo to tedy
z tebe dnes promluvil, pronaseje zpisobem, na némz jsi nepoznaval nic ze
sv€ prace, ton, barvu, ani zachvév, tu vétu: — Vy jste, Hildo, vy jste mladi ?
(p. 12)'°
Finding the answer to the question of what led Haba first to lose and then to
rediscover his own voice becomes the central question in Aust’s creation of
Haba. This early episode displays the crux of Haba’s problem: acting has
become his way of being to such a degree that he has lost any sense of himself
and his own emotions. He has become isolated from other people, from life,
concealed behind a multitude of masks.'' According to Aust’s analysis of events
this process had begun at the moment when Haba refused to return to his native
town to see his ill father:
Octli jsme se v mistech, kde se ve Vilémovi stfetl dvoji cit, kde snad
naposled v ném zapasil €lovek, ale kde si take poprvé pfivolal na pomoc
herce. Tento pomocnik mél byt od té chvile volan stale ¢astéji, tak dlouho,
az by zcela ovladl pole a jednal misto svého pana. Nebot tam, kde se ¢lovék
probijel jen po pidich, kde svédomi a pfirozeny cit se mu vésely na paty

olovénymi koulemi, tam herec lehce stoupal a proklouzaval bez thony a

19 With its theme of psychological crisis Ibsen’s The Master Builder (1892) resonates with Aust
and Haba’s stories.

' The description of Haba’s face as a succession of changing masks (p. 296) brings to mind
Kvis’s changing facial expressions in Svédek.
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vy¢itek, maje na vSechno vhodné slovo, pfiméfeny ton hlasu, spravny

posunék a okolnostem odpovidajici vyraz v tvati. (pp. 150-51)

Aust characterises this development in Haba as a strange loss of personality (p.
199). He sees it as an effect of Haba’s determined rehearsal of his roles which
he carries out in order to escape from reality (p. 199), but also as egoism in that
Haba takes from others what he needs at their expense (p. 205); his acting
ambitions allow him to love only himself (p. 273).

The crisis in Haba’s life emerges when he starts a love affair with the young
daughter of a powerful Prague millionaire, Anka. Aust portrays the fraught
nature of their relationship from the beginning: although thinking of herself as a
modern, emancipated woman, Anka has modelled her image of her ideal lover
on her father (somewhat stereotypical psychology) and Haba, in a manipulative
way, adapts himself to her ideal: ‘Objevil zahy, ¢emu se Anka na svém otci
obdivuje a co ji na ném vadi, a zacal pro ni vytvaret hrdinu, ktery se schizku za
schizkou vice bliZil jejimu snu’ (p. 298). However, Anka’s youth awakens his
lost sense of himself which Aust stylises in a contrivedly sentimental
description:

Objal a pritiskl ji k sob¢ jeste ve stylu své role, ale sotva se jejich rty dotkly,

procitl v ném touzici chlapec ze vzru$ive krasnych vecer v rodném mésté.

Div¢i viing ho nesla, viin€ hofici ¢isté krve, napojena z kvéti lip a fialek,

rozemnutych trav a zranéné zemé¢, viin€ kvetoucich hvézdnatych noci a

rosnych ran. (pp. 305-06)

In Aust’s narration the idea of youth as the receptacle of the true character of a
human being is closely connected with the topos of the native town. Haba’s
crisis culminates at a time in his life when he plays Solness. At this point the
young theatre director, Hordk, has already voiced the content of Haba’s inner
conflict in an argument: ‘Ale, pane, kdo je Vilém Haba podle toho, jak se
podava? Clovek, ktery vi a umi, ale neciti. Ktery uznava a obdivuje sebe, a
vSichni ostatni jsou mu lhostejni. JenomzZe tak to nejde, pane, tak se nesmi délat
zadny kumst, a divadlo ze viech nejmifi’ (p. 349). Hordk’s comment brings
about a moment of madness for Haba, but also a moment of epiphany. At home

in his study, surrounded by mirrors, he becomes aware of the parallel between
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his own situation and that of Solness who has become a captive of his own
ambition and egoism (p. 349). Gazing into the mirror he searches for his own
face among the masks of the roles he has played. The impossibility of this task
evokes the anger, caused by his growing insecurity, and in a cathartic rage he
smashes all the mirrors (p. 350).'> The episode manifests its effect that same
evening at the opening night of The Master Builder. This is the night on which
Aust first met Haba, the night when Haba, unexpectedly, experienced a different
voice in his acting. Aust returns to this episode in his analysis of Haba to
emphasise that the voice was that of Haba’s youth, the voice that calls him back
to who he once was: ‘[...], lakal ho nékam, kam musel dojit, vabil ho za n¢kym,
koho musel najit, mél-li jest€ vibec zit a hrat’ (p. 351). As a result that same
evening Haba sets out on a journey back to his native town. Here he experiences
another epiphanic moment when he is recognised by the old innkeeper, Dlask,
because of his gait, which has retained its original character despite all the roles
he has played (p. 364). Aust uses this point of Haba’s story to enlighten him
with his philosophy of acting, or writing:
[...] nesmime se dé€lat pany svych postav, Viléme, natolik, abychom na nich
péchali nasili. Nesmime je znetvofovat a nesmime jim podléhat. Jsou z nés,
a my jsme z nich. Pf¥ichazeji k ndm a bytuji v nas jako ve svém rodisti, rodi
se z nas a nachazeji své domovy v druhych. Zijeme v sobg, jeden v druhém
navzajem. Nejsme sami, Viliku, jsme ¢astmi buhvi¢eho, a pfece sami o sobé
bihvi¢im. Nejsme a nemiiZzeme byt jeden bez druhého. (pp. 364-65)
Eventually, Aust has Haba recognise that his mode of acting is misguided. His
motive for acting is to satisfy his own vanity when he should have been sharing
his gift for acting with others (p. 366). Haba’s new awareness is the complete
opposite to the selfishness that has characterised his life this far. The novel’s
title, ‘border-line’, denotes the division between Haba’s isolation in his art and
the view that, even in his acting, he is part of an interconnectedness of people to

whom he is responsible:

' This episode brings to mind the final mirror scene in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian
Gray (1891). However, where Dorian Gray condemns the idea of beauty and youth that has
destroyed his soul, Haba wishes to re-find the self of his youth.
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Tvéie a tvafe, svét sloZeny z tvafi, popsanych tim, co se déje pod nimi.
Poznava se v nich, ve v8ech a v kazdé zvlast'. Jeho ukol je byt jejich
tlumoé&nikem, snimat z nich zakleti, jez je odd€luje od ostatnich, lustit tajné
pismo jejich povah a osudi a vracet je t€ém, jimZ naleZeji, vZdy jednu
kazdou z nich v8em, jako by to byl jejich spole¢ny majetek. Byval pySny na
sebe, a zatim mél byt py$ny za viechny, kdo ¢ekaji, Ze jim objasni jejich
Zivoty svym umeénim. (p. 367)
The above quotations show how the view of acting towards which Aust has led
Haba is founded on an idea of community, on an idea of responsibility towards
other people. Haba’s journey thus constitutes a transformation from isolation in
egoism to a sense of belonging and interdependency, as postulated by Aust.
However, the latter quotation also introduces the idea of the artist’s (actor’s)
function within the community; that is, one of educator, someone who possesses

an insight which it is his task to communicate.

6.4 The ideologeme of isolation versus community — Aust’s
transformation

The characterisation of Aust, the would-be writer, plays on the romantic
stereotype of the poor, starving, isolated writer who goes unrecognised and
unappreciated by the public. A comment made by pani Rosova, the publican’s
wife who offers to cook his meals, expresses this view of writers: ‘Jesté jsem se¢
nesetkala se Zadnym spisovatelem, vy jste prvni, ale uZ jsem o nich leccos étla.
A myslim si, Ze to byvaji lidé, ktefi hladovéji Castéji, neZ je tieba, protoZe se
nedovedou o sebe postarat a ostatni o n€ dbaji az po smrti’ (p. 106).
Aust himself accepts this view, but the frame-narrator frequently ironises or
exposes his previous self’s tendency to self-pity. Aust stands isolated from other
people through his pride and contempt for them which serves him as
compensation for his sense of inferiority. One example is Aust’s thoughts when
he smells the food from open windows while other people are having the hot
lunches he cannot afford:

Pfedstavoval jsem si vSechny ty jedliky, jak funi nad svymi talifi se

zpocenymi Cely a zatylky. Tvafil jsem se znechucené. Vétsing lidi, fikal
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jsem si, pfedstavuje osklivost, je Zivot jen kusem Zvance a shankou po ném.
Neékdo by jim mél jednou pfesvéd&ivé vyloZit, Ze si tim obZerstvim ukracuji
vék, Ze pod horami Zradla v nich hyne, co je na ¢lovéku nejvznesené;si:
schopnost myslet a snit.
(p- 100)
Aust’s sense of isolation slowly begins to change while he is working on his
story about Haba. Aust sees him as a challenge to overcome all his unsuccessful
attempts at finishing anything he has begun to write. (He has an old suitcase, his
late father’s, full of fragments of writing that he, in moments of honesty, refers
to as ‘the coffin’, p. 13). So far Aust has lived under the influence of an ideal of
work that he has never been able to realise: ‘Vzdyt smysl prace neni v obZive€, v
praci se ma ¢lovék poznavat, ma ji vtiskovat svou podobu a ona na oplatku jej
ma pretvafet k svému obrazu a zpivat v ném neumdlévajici radosti’ (p. 55). Aust
is an intellectual who is jealous of the workers’ (in his eyes) unproblematic
relationship with their work and their sense of community. The descriptions that
he gives of the workers in the street where he lives show this; for example, his
characterisation of Franta Vapenka, the old worker who has managed to earn a
fortune without letting it change him: ‘[...] nepfestal byt nikdy ve svém chovani
ani do nejhlubsich zahybu své povahy délnikem’(p. 196). For Aust, Vapenka
and the other ordinary people in the street embody ‘poctiva prace’. Aust’s
description of the smoke from the local factory chimney where the workers go
to work emphasises his sense of isolation. First, it is described as a tribute to the
working day: ‘[...] komin se promé&ni v stozér a kouf bude na ném vlat po vétru
k slavé pracovniho dne’ (p. 193). Then Aust succumbs to self-pity; the
description of this underlines his changing view of work:
Jenom ten Eerny, pokojné se valici proud ve mné budil tisefi. Nechaval mé
stranou jako vzpurnou kapku, vyvrZzenou na zprahly bieh. Kamaradi, fikal
jsem si, hled€ za nimi, jak nastupuji ke svému kazdodennimu dilu, nesmite
se ve mné mylit. J4 jsem se neboufil proti vim. Nemate ponéti, jak byva
¢lovéku trpko, kdyz nemize dé€lat v part€ a je na sviij kol sim. Dobra.
Sam, ale ne pro sebe. Doufam, ptatelé, Ze pochopite ten jemny rozdil,

protoZe v ném prave je misto pro nas vSechny, pro vas i pro mne. (p. 194)
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Aust’s work on Haba’s story and Haba’s positive influence on him provide him
with the determination he needs to work. Aust’s work also improves as he
senses the confidence that the people who surround him show him in believing
that he really is a writer: ‘Tolik lidi uvéfilo v mou praci a ja ozdravél jejich
diivérou jako chory ve vysokych horskych polohach’ (p. 264). He refers to this
feeling as the ‘network of human trust’ (‘sit’ lidské duveéry’, p. 253). His
changed position among the people in the street where he lives constitutes their
acceptance of him, as well as his acceptance of himself as a writer. The real
turning-point in this process occurs when the local tobacconist invites Aust to
the pub after someone has written graffiti on Aust’s shop front (he lives in an
old shop). At first Aust is suspicious of them and expects to be made fun of.
However, the workers’ genuine interest soon makes him talk about his planned
novel about Haba. The whole scene is constructed as a dialogue between Aust
explaining to them Haba’s relationship with the young woman, Anka and their
comments and questions. It has a comic slant that mocks Aust in the way in
which it contrasts his self-important (and educated) literary approach to the
creative process with the workers’ focus on the action. Aust here makes a
judgment in favour of his own novel as against the adventure stories that the
tobacconist Pecha reads (p. 299). Eventually Aust passes out (after having drunk
too much) while shouting condescendingly at the workers because he thinks
they do not understand him. Despite this, the whole episode has consolidated his
belonging among the local people.

Another influence that sparks Aust’s move out of his isolation is his meeting
Jarmila, the young woman who becomes his girlfriend and later wife.'* For
Aust, Jarmila acquires the function of the ideal reader with whom he can discuss
his writing. However, she does not only read his novel, he also has the feeling
that she ‘reads’ him (just as his mother used to), which provides the
encouragement that he needs (p. 263)."* Just as Haba discovers himself at the
age of forty, Aust has a similar experience of discovering himself by means of

his work: ‘Pfipadalo mi, Ze dortistim a dospivam, jako by mé détstvi trvalo

' The name Jarmila, just like Vilém, creates an intertext with Macha’s Mdj. This potential is not
developed in the narrative, although the name plays into Aust’s romantic dreaming.
' Jarmila is yet another example of the ‘female saviour’ in Rez4¢’s novels.
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dlouhych &tyficet let — Etyficet let polosnu, z n€hoZ teprve nyni procitdm ke
skute¢nosti. CtyFicet let jsem si hral na néco, co teprve nyni za&inam Zit> (p.
316).

Aust’s narration repeatedly stresses the importance of community and
companionship in bringing about the change that has taken place in his life: his
growing sense of belonging among other people has made it possible for him to
write and, simultaneously, the writing has earned him a place within the
community. Thus, similar to Haba’s, his story marks a journey from isolation to
belonging. Where Haba’s isolation was caused by his egoism, Aust was
imprisoned by his feelings of inferiority and his pride. Aust’s transformation is
connected with the function of writing in his life. As with Haba’s acting, Aust’s
narration posits the social function of writing as the answer to his crisis. Thus,
Aust and Haba’s stories represent a journey by which they have become aware

of their social responsibility; both writer and actor perform a social role.

6.5 Art as truth

In Rozhrani the social function of art and the artist’s role within the community
are linked to the dialogue about the relationship between life and art which is
manifest in the way in which Aust and Haba’s stories interconnect with each
other, as well as in Aust’s reflections on this.

Aust’s creation of Haba places in the foreground the relationship between
author and fictional character, as well as the relationship between life and art, in
the form of the fictional world or acting. The fact that Haba’s story is narrated as
if taking place in Aust’s thoughts creates a certain reciprocity between the two
fictional worlds of the narrative. The intertwining of their story-lines, in parallel
events in Haba’s fictional world and Aust’s life (as viewed by the frame-
narrator’s previous self), poses the question: what makes things happen, what is
the driving force of a life or a story? In the process of working on his novel Aust
discovers that life and art (literature) influence each other in ways that he had
not previously imagined. From his initial sense of power over Haba (see p. 6),
Aust suddenly finds himself taken over by him, as if they had merged: ‘Zije v
tobé€ kdosi, kdo ti bude vnucovat své pocity tak dlouho, dokud ho za sebe
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nevyhosti§ posledni te¢kou za poslednim slovem, jeZ o ném musi$ povédét’ (p.
198). Events in Aust’s story about Haba begin to occur in parallel in his own
life, for example, in the form of characters who resemble each other or have
similar functions in both stories. Aust goes as far as suggesting that the events
he invents in Haba’s story actually create similar events in his own life. For
example, Aust makes a connection between the death of the old theatre director
Baroch who has helped Vilém, and the death of the editor Fridryn who has
supported Aust (see p. 339 and p. 354). He entertains the idea that Baroch’s
fictitious death has somehow instigated Fridryn’s death, in his own life.

Aust compares the process of inventing a story to the mind’s creation of
dreams, a process that brings to awareness the repressed (p. 133)." This view
tallies with the view of Fate that Aust’s reflections also express: ‘Neni
pravdivéjsi, Ze kazdy z nas si nese sviij osud v sobé€ a jenom odviji z jeho civky
zapis uz davno napsany?’ (pp. 59-60). Aust seems to view Fate both as
something inner, a psychological pre-determination, and as a higher power that
is beyond man: ‘Jsme sotva z¢4sti pany svych skutku, ten druhy, vétsi jejich dil
je ndm vnukan a fizen moci, kterd je mimo nasi vili a dosah’ (p. 24). In places,
he explains Fate as the creative force of life (for example, p. 104). The idea of
the individual’s interconnectedness with other people is continued in a statement
that every life is just a repetition of an old pattern: ‘Konec konci je kazdy z nas
jen novou obdobou starého motivu €lovek a jeho Zivot a vétSina naSich osudu se
hraje v jakémsi matném a nevyrazném unisonu’ (p. 59). Aust’s narration of
Haba in itself thematises the role of the author as Fate; the author as the hidden
power who pulls the puppet strings (p. 81).

The ideas of Fate and life as a creative force are connected with a demand for
truth. Fate has the power to bring out that which is already written within the
character or the human being: ‘Je-li v ¢lovéku néco rozhodnuto a hotovo tak,
jako v té dobé bylo ve Vilémovi, Zivot si uZ najde svij zptsob, jimzZ by to

pfivedl na svétlo’ (p. 187). That is what Aust’s reflection describes as the

1> Against the background of this explanation, one could interpret Haba as Aust’s repressed
shadow (in a Jungian sense) which harbours not only the negative aspects of a personality, but
possibly also creative potential. This would provide one possible psychological explanation for
Aust’s experience of merging with Haba as the narration proceeds.
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inherent truth of the character story. This applies both to life and to fiction, the
fiction written or acted. Aust applies the demand for truth as a moral category:
he criticises Haba for having confused life and acting, for using art as a device
for making life easier for himself, by which he means a lack of honesty.
Similarly, in order to write truthfully, the writer must adhere to the same
demand for honesty; he must be true to himself:
Je n&jaky rozdil mezi pravdou uméni a pravdou lidskosti? Nesmi a nemize
byt, protoZe uméni, to je velika zpovédnice, v niZ se vSichni znovu
obrozujeme virou ve smysl svého Zivota, v fad ndm vSem spolecny, Zizni po
Cistoté, vtélené v dokonaly tvar, v krasu, jez je sama fad a sama pravda.
Proto, kamarade, nemize zrazovat pravdu ten, kdo ji chce stvofit v této
nejvyssi podobé. (p. 180)
The irony of Aust’s narration is that, at the same time as stressing the
importance of truth and honesty, he has deceived Jarmila because he has told her
that a short story he had written has been accepted by a publisher when it has
not. However, he does rectify this situation, indeed uses it as self-
encouragement to write more. In the above quotation Aust equates the truth of
art with the truth of human-ness (what makes one a human being or connects
one with humanity). In Haba and Aust’s stories the realisation of this connection
constitutes their journey, whose meaning is governed by the ideologeme of
isolation versus community. Isolation is ascribed negative connotations in the
narrative discourse whereas community represents the only positive alternative.
In Aust’s case the narration slightly mocks Aust’s romantic attitude to life and
fiction, an attitude which results in his attitude of arrogance. Any irony, though,
seems to be cancelled out by the novel’s rather idyllic ending where Jarmila,
returning with Aust on their two-day honeymoon to Aust’s (and Haba’s) native
town, finds that he has presented everything truthfully.'® In his review of the
novel, A. M. Pisa comments that he finds the ‘happy ending’ ‘mechanical’.
agree with him. However, within the semantic evaluative parameters set out at

the beginning of the novel in the frame-narrator’s discourse it is hard to imagine

' See A. M. Pida, ‘Romén o romanu’, Ndrodni prdce, 29 April 1945, p. 2.
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a different ending, since the frame-narrator writes from a position of knowing.
This does, nevertheless, contribute to the didactic slant of the novel.

As the alternative to the writer’s isolation, the narrative posits a view of
writing as a craftsmanship towards which Aust develops. This view of writing
connects the writer with ordinary people (who are represented in the positive
description of the working-class street where Aust lives). The novel presents the
creative act as a social activity, since Aust develops many of his hypotheses
about Haba in conversation with other people. Aust plays with the possibility of
art being more truthful than life in the way in which he has the roles that Haba
plays represent the truth about him. This is the case with The Master Builder; at
another point Peer Gynt has a similar function: ‘Zivot a skutenost se zdély stale
However, it is only when Haba reconnects with life that his acting becomes true
art, as Aust has Anka, Haba’s wife, state after she has seen him play Solness:
¢Zase jednou se mu hra meénila v Zivot, ale jinak, docela jinak nez dfiv’ (p. 373).

Aust himself finds his truth in writing by reflecting himself in Haba’s story.

6.6 Conclusion

The semantic and narrative structure of Rozhrani works on a didactic imposition
of the ideologeme of isolation versus community. This imposition happens
through the employment of a double-layered narrator function which governs
the production of meaning on each narrative level. The frame-narrator, right
from the beginning, possesses the answer to the question that the novel poses:
what is the meaning and function of art? In the narration this is emphasised
through the judging distance that the frame-narrator creates to his previous self.
Aust, the struggling writer, performs this judgment in relation to Haba, which
strengthens the didactic aspect of the narration. The motif of the double
structures the intertwining of the two characters’ plots. These, each in its way,
play out the assertion that for art to be true, the artist must be interconnected
with the community. The double motif functions on all narrative levels through

the structures of meaning attached to the two character aspects that it represents.
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Thus it structures the shift in both stories from the pole of isolation towards the
pole of community."’

At the time of its publication in 1944, during the German occupation, the
social role of the writer and the social dimension of art would have been
associated with the idea of the writer’s role as the guardian or conscience of the
nation. The writer’s task became to promote Czechness. This idea is embedded
within the nineteenth-century National Revival when the writer was seen as a
leader and teacher of the nation. Such an interpretation would have been further
supported by the topos of the National Theatre which occurs in some of the
descriptions of Haba, most evocatively described when Haba sees it for the first
time after his arrival in Prague:

Ozafena zespodu svétly obloukovych lamp nabyvala divadelni budova proti

ohvézdénému nebi vétsi mohutnosti, nez jakou pisobi za dne. Vilém pied ni

stal a zapolil se vzruSenim, jehoZ pivod ani obsah si nedovedl v tu chvili
ujasnit. Bylo mu, jako by se potkal s n&jakou zivou bytosti, nabitou silou, jiZ

ho strhovala k sobé&, jako magnet pfitahuje pilinu a plamen vabi jepici. (p.

205)

In the fiction of the time, the National Theatre was seen as a symbol of
Czechness, or symbolising the resistance of Czech culture. Likewise, a
contemporary reader would have noticed a hidden reference to the Czech
Revivalist composer Bedfich Smetana in the symphonic poem played at the
concert which Aust attends with Jarmila (p. 273)."®

After the Communist assumption of power in 1948, and the ensuing changes
in the political and cultural climate, the critics’ view of Rozhrani, not
surprisingly, came under the influence of the Party’s view of literature and the

general process of the politicisation of fiction. In May 1948, in a review of the

'7 Because of its views of literature and art Rozhrani has often been interpreted as the expression
of Rezag’s personal creed. See, for example, [Pi%a, A. M.] p., ‘Roman o romanu’, Ndrodni
prdce, 29.4.1945, p. 2; -vz-, ‘Véclav Reza&: Rozhrani. Roman o dvou dilech’, Argus, 21, May
1945, 5, pp. 75-76; Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava Rezéace’, in Vaclav Reza&: Rozhrani, Dila,
vol. 4, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1986, p. 423. Such a biographical reading is only
possible if one sees the narrator as the author.

'® Smetana’s symphonic poems are based on motifs from Czech legends and history, particularly
Libuse and Md viast, and thus carries strong nationalist connotations. Smetana himself fought on
the barricades of Prague in 1848. See John Clapham, ‘Smetana: a century after’, The Musical
Times, vol. 125, no. 1694, April 1984, pp. 201+203-5.
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second edition of the novel, Truhlaf considers Rozhrani in the context of what
has been published by ‘progressive authors’ after the ‘social revolution’. He
likes the novel because it, in his view, shows the ‘psychological and physical
countenance of today’s life’. However, he indicates that Rez4¢ ought to write ‘a
more modern work’ next time, meaning more Socialist Realist.'* Whether it can
be ascribed to him or not, the headline of his review, ‘The turning-point of our
fiction’, implies the idea that Czech literature is facing a new type of writing for
which Rozhrani is a precursor. Later critics have latched onto this critical stance
in their interpretations.?’ One example of this is Filip&ikova, whose article is a
textbook example of the 1970s Party-line approach to literature. In this she
argues that Rozhrani represents a turning-point in Reza&’s writing. In the
context of the Protectorate she interprets it as showing ‘the struggle against
individualistic subjectivism in art’ and the struggle for the ‘Czech
intelligentsia’s souls’.?! Filip&ikova sees the novel as “a key to how Reza¢
solves the problem of good and evil’. 22 According to her, Haba is a traitor
because ‘he has not arrived at the transition from the individual “I” to the

299

collective “we’”’. She interprets Haba’s journey as a choice between good and
evil, where he chooses evil. For her, evil means Haba’s choice to marry the
daughter of a millionaire through which he acquires ‘not only real wealth, but at
the same time widespread contact with business and social circles’.”> He is
shown to be ‘amoral’. Aust, in contrast, embodies the ideal of the future writer

because he has found ‘the right path to the people’.24 Filip¢ikova argues that by

1 See Bfetislav Truhlat, ‘Rozhrani nasi prézy’, Smér, 1, 17, 27.5.1948, p. 14.
20 See, for example, Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava Rezage’, in Vaclav Reza&: Rozhrani, Dila,
vol. 4, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1986, pp. 420-27. Pytlik argues that Rozhrani
‘signals a significant turn’ away from ‘the vicious circle of the psychological method’. Ibid., p.
427. Along similar lines Jaromira Nejedla designates Rozhrani as representing the second phase
of Reza&’s writing before the 1950s novels. She praises the truthfulness in Reza&’s ‘odvratu od
bytosti rozpolcenych, nihilistickych a usurpatorskych k zablesku své&tla v temnotach, k hledani
svétlych rysd v lidském charakteru’. See Jaromira Nejedla, ‘Mistr psychologické prozy. K
nedozitym osmdesatindm narodntho um&lce VACLAVA REZACE’, Tvorba, 6.5.1981, 18, p.
13.
2L R. Filip¢ikova, ‘Poslani uméni jako téma umélecké literatury’, Ceskd literatura, 24, 1976, 4,

. 306.
gz In this question, Filip¢ikova is uncompromising: ‘Dobro a zlo. T¥eti cesta v mravnim Zivot&
¢love&ka neexistuje.” Ibid., p. 307.
2 Ibid., p. 307.
2 Ibid., p. 309.
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Rozhrani RezAt is adhering to the concept of ‘lidovost’, which was one of the
criteria that the Party applied to literature. She finds evidence of this in Reza¢’s
choice of the characters who help Aust become aware of literature’s connection
with the people.? Filip&ikova’s argument is problematic because to consolidate
her argument she refers to an article by Rezag himself, published in June 1945.
Here he reflects on the, according to him, changed role of the writer after the
end of the war. He argues that the writer’s task is both to serve the people and to
learn from them.?® However, Rozhrani, was written over a year earlier and,
although its narrative foregrounds the writer’s connection with other people, it
describes this connection in terms of ‘lidskost’, meaning that which is common
to all human beings. The idea of the people or the common people is not
expressed in any political way, although Filip¢ikova would probably argue that
this fact is due to the censorship of the Protectorate. Filip¢ikova, perhaps unduly
influenced by the time in which she herself was writing, subscribes to the view
that the war necessarily meant that the writers had to express themselves in
coded language: ‘Doba, v niZ vznikl roman, si Zadala “zhustény” vyraz, Casté
pouzivani slov — znakd, které dovoluji za vnéjsi strankou ukryt druhy, hlubsi a
pravy smysl.”*’ This is a very convenient view when one, as she does, claims to
know the ‘true meaning’. Particularly, in the context of the idealisation of work,
which Aust’s discourse represents, it would also be possible to interpret Reza&’s
argument for literature and art’s connection with the people as ‘lidovy’ (of the
people) in a Masarykian sense.

% Ibid., p. 308. She sees the pub scene, in which Aust talks to the locals about his novel, as
crucial in this respect. In 1945 another critic, Bohumil Novék, expressed a less favourable view
of the same scene. He criticises Reza&’s writing for its ‘zanrovitost, jednoduchost a strojena
lidovost’ and comments ironically: ‘Pochybujeme, Ze by se na své&té nasel vycep, kde by se sesla
spole¢nost tak trp&liva, tak pfimo&afe bodrd, jadrna i bezelstn& srdena, jako je spolecnost
Rezadova!’ See Bohumil Novak, ‘Vaclav Rezag: ,, Rozhrani®. Roman. Nakladem Fr. Borového,
Praha 1945°, Kriticky mésicnik, 6, 1945, 1, p. 30. I tend to agree with Novak in that this scene is
close to caricature. However, it does support the didactic slant of the novel as I have shown
above.

% Vaclav Rezag, ‘Umélci hledaji cestu k lidu’, Rudé pravo, 8 June 1945, p. 3. Reference quoted
after Vaclav Rezag, O pravdé uméni a pravdé Zivota, ed. Jiti Opelik, Prague: Ceskoslovensky
s;)isovatel, 1960, pp. 65-66+120.

' Ibid., p. 309.
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Chapter 7.

Conclusion

Nastup (1951) and Bitva (1954) represent Reza¢’s attempt at writing according
to the criteria of Soviet Socialist Realism. It has not been the purpose of this
thesis to discuss to what degree Reza¢’s novels conform to Socialist Realist
aesthetics.! First, I wish, very briefly, to consider them in the light of my
previous analyses of the earlier novels, paying particular attention to the
evaluative function of the narrative discourse, as well as plot development. Then
I shall proceed to a discussion of the ideologemes in the context of all Rez4&’s

novels.

7.1 Ndstup and Bitva from the perspective of the analyses of earlier
novels by Reza¢

Ndstup and Bitva inscribe themselves among a group of novels written between

1945 and 1952 that have as their theme the historical events in the Sudetenland

almost immediately after the Second World War.? The story of Néstup focuses

on the establishment of a local Communist Party organisation and its

contribution to redeveloping the area on Socialist principles. The narrative

! Régine Robin has argued that, despite the monologic tendency of so-called Socialist Realist
novels to express one single viewpoint, thus conforming to the reader’s stereotypical expectation
of a novel labelled as such, it is still important to read these simply as novels; that is to see what
they actually consist in at the level of story and narration. She argues that Socialist Realist
novels display differing degrees of conforming. See Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An
Impossible Aesthetic, trans. Catherine Porter, Stanford CA: Stanford University Press,1992. For
other treatments of Socialist Realism, see, for example, Katarina Clark, The Soviet Novel:
History as Ritual, 3rd edition, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2000, or
C. Vaughan James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and Theory, London and Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1973.

2 These are, for example, Anna Sedlmayerova’s Diim na zeleném svahu (1947) and Prekroceny
prdh (1949), and Bohumil Riha’s Zemé dokordn (1950).
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presents the expulsion of the Germans as a necessary precondition for achieving
a successful organisation of the new society.® The novel finishes at the end of
1945 with the departure of the Red Army. The political, cultural and personal
conflicts arising between the Germans and the new settlers, as well as the
conflicts within the two groups are the novel’s central themes. These conflicts
are played out in a large number of scenes spread over thirty-eight chapters.
Likewise the narrative involves a large number of characters who represent the
people already living in the border area, as well as the newcomers. The central
character of the novel is the loyal Communist leader Jifi Bagar. He represents
the Communist ideal against which the other characters are measured. Bitva
constitutes a loose continuation of Ndstup. The novel’s events similarly follow a
large number of characters, some of them from Ndstup, but also some new ones.
Bagar is still the central Communist character. The organisation of events in
Bitva resembles that of an adventure novel, which involves love intrigues, fraud
and murders. The two main plot-lines are constructed around a struggle over a
cattle-breeding co-operative and a similar struggle over the nationalisation of a
factory.4 The narrative presents these conflicts as the struggle between the
Communists and the, alleged, reactionaries who attempt to sabotage the running
of the cattle-breeding co-operative by siphoning off the good cattle or to
sabotage the running of the textile factory by not providing the materials needed
for the production — again the capitalist administrator of the factory profits from
secretly selling off the fabrics. Another element of the struggle over the factory
is the local capitalists’ attempt to stop the nationalisation process by having the
factory returned to the nephew of the previous owner. The novel ends just after
Gottwald’s speech on 25 February 1948 when he announced the resignation of
the government and that president Benes had accepted his suggestions for who

must constitute the new one.

3 The topoi of Czechisation of the Sudetenland, the expulsion of the Germans, the establishment
of a local Communist Party organisation and its role in the political reorganisation of society are
common fopoi in the Socialist Realist fiction of the time.

* Hodrov4 has analysed the structural features and questions of genre in the Czech ‘construction’
novel. See ‘Vaclav Rezag. Nastup’, in Ceskd literatura 1945-1970. Interpretace vybranych dél,
Prague: Statni pedagogické nakladatelstvi, 1992, pp. 70-79.
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Under the constraints of the new Communist-Party-led order, Reza¢’s
attempt to portray the historical, political and social processes of the border area
within the framework of one narrative demands a different approach to the
presentation of characters from that employed in the psychological analytical
novels. In Ndstup and Bitva the characters tend to lose their psychological
individuality. They acquire the function of actants who carry the ideas of the
novel according to their place in the socio-political order. This is most evident in
the case of Bagar whose psychological development is completely identified
with his struggle to live up to the ideal of the perfect Communist and to master
his political function. Many of the presentations of his thoughts, in either
narrated monologue or interior monologue, take the form of Bagar’s self-
analysis with respect to the ideal according to which he lives.’ The characters’
past provides them with ideological credibility within the evaluative framework
of the narrative, or, in contrast, serves to discredit them. For example, Bagar has
the ideal past for a Communist: he fought in the Spanish Civil War, worked for
the Czech Resistance during the war and spent time in a concentration camp.
The political reasoning contained within these monologues creates a peculiar
stultified impression of Bagar as a human being.® Although the narrative
contains such presentation of characters’ thoughts, the focus of the narration
tends to be on exterior attributes and gestures which contribute to the impression
of the characters as carriers of ideas, or types. Bagar and other Communist Party
officials are typically provided with the epithet of youth. Likewise, the
presentation, typically in dialogues, stresses the necessity of work in the
Communists’ understanding of their function in the socio-political process.’

Generally, large parts of the presentation occur in dialogues, either at larger

% In a 1955 article Mukafovsky discusses how Reza¢ used the technique of the interior
monologue in Bitva. See Jan Mukafovsky, ‘K novému roménu Vaclava Rezace’, Literdrni
noviny, 6, 1955, p. 6-7.

SAlthough he generally considers Ndsrup ‘the greatest post-war novel’, the Party-line critic
Petrmichl has also commented on this, noting that Bagar appears ‘little human’ (‘mélo lidsky”).
See Jan Petrmichl, Patndct let deské literatury 1945-1960, 3rd amended edn, Prague:
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1962.

" In his article on Futik’s Reportdz psand na oprdtce, Macura has demonstrated how Fugik’s
text already ‘constructs the emblematic character of post-February culture’ for which ‘work’ and
‘youth’(among other things) are crucial in indicating the goal of the glorious future. See
Vladimir Macura, ‘Motéky jako literarni dilo’, in Julius Fu¢ik, Reportdz psand na oprdtce
(Prvni uplné, kritické a komentované vydani), Prague: Torst, 1995, p. 295.
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meetings or in smaller groups. Naturally, the collective element of the novels
depends on extended employment of dialogues. The distribution of characters
falls predominantly into two groups: those who are with us, and those who are
against us; ‘us’ being the Communists. However, it is possible for the characters
to move between the two positions, but only in an affirmative direction; that is,
becoming one of ‘us’. In both Ndstup and Bitva the polarisation involves the
capitalists versus the Communists, the capitalists being portrayed as
reactionaries who wish to stop the development toward Soviet-style socialism.
One example is the high court judge, Zima, in Bitva. In his capacity of judge,
Zima assists the capitalists in the process of having their property returned to
them after the war. Zima has friends in high places, namely the Minister of
Justice, who is also the brother-in-law of Rosmus, another capitalist character.
Zima is discredited in the narration by the mentioning of his having collaborated
with the Protectorate government during the war. Because he is allowed to carry
on his functions, the narrative thus alleges that the present legal system is
corrupt. This view is further supported by the narrative’s critical stance toward
the Minister of Justice, who promotes a judge who has apparently been involved
in the sabotage related to the cattle-breeding co-operative. This criticism of the
Minister of Justice, at the time Prokop Drtina, is an example of how authentic
real-life characters are drawn into the narrative to support its didactic message.
This is a new feature in relation to Rez4¢’s earlier novels. Similarly, the
description of Gottwald’s speech is used to reinforce the message of how
popular the Communist party was among the population.

The function of the narrator’s discourse, in both Ndstup and Bitva, is to
summarise the political agenda of the time from the Communists’ perspective,
and to create the links between the novels’ dramatic plot-elements. In this the
narrator’s discourse acquires a decisive evaluative function in that it affirms the
judgements made by the Communist characters.

The narrative evaluation of events and characters is structured by three
predominant ideologemes: the ideologeme of the old versus the new, the

ideologeme of egoism versus solidarity and the ideologeme of the individual
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versus the collective.® In each of the last two oppositions, the second is judged
as the ‘right’ position which is played out through the distribution of characters.
By this I mean that the narrative in all its elements confirms this position; that is
in dialogues, characters’ thoughts, narrator’s discourse, plot-solutions: the
collective provides the condition for the new, idealised future, whose arrival is
presented as part of a necessary dialectical development. This is what Susan
Suleiman, following Barthes, has named ‘semantic redundancy’; the narrative
discourse creates a surplus of meaning, a kind of overdetermination, which
ensures that the narrative is read in the way that it wishes to be read. This
implies a strong didactic element.’ For example, the narrative consistently
emphasises the egoism, and greed, of the capitalist characters as opposed to the
Communists’ sense of solidarity. In this dichotomy both Ndstup and Bitva share
an ideologeme with Slepd ulicka’s portrayal of the egoistic, power-lusting
Michal Gromus. This is directly foregrounded in the aforementioned judge
Zima’s identification of ‘strong individuals’ with the bourgeoisie. '

Although Reza¢’s pre-1945 novels cannot be labelled didactic in the same
way, my analyses have demonstrated that they share certain didactic features
with Ndstup and Bitva. This is most apparent in the fact that all the novels
display a conscious use of plot which affects and, to some extent, constitutes the
evaluation of the narrated events and characters.!! In my analyses of Slepd
ulicka and Rozhrani, I have suggested that some of the characters’ plots
resemble that of a learning-process story. This is so in terms of RiiZena’s plot —

she learns to value the solidarity of her working class background. To some

# These are typical ideologemes manifested in the Socialist Realist novels of the time, for
example, Anna Sedlmayerova’s Pfekroceny prah (1949) or Bohumil Riha’s Zemé dokordn
(1950).

® See Susan R. Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The ldeological Novel As a Literary Genre,
New York: Columbia University Press, 1983.

19 His full comment goes: ‘Mam na mysli nas vSechny, které bolSevici ozna&uji slovem
burZoasie. Onu skv&lou spolecenskou t¥idu, kterd vznikla tim, Ze silnym jedincim bylo
dovoleno, aby v neomezené mite uplatiiovali své schopnosti’. Cf. Vaclav Rez&g, Bitva, Prague:
Statni nakladatelstvi krasné literatury a umeéni, 1954, p. 174.

1 Although critics have noticed this, they have not to my knowledge, analysed what
implications this may have for the interpretation of the novels. For example, Dokoupil describes
this feature of Reza¢’s writing as ‘konstrukéni zim&rmost’. See Blahoslav Dokoupil, ‘Vaclav
Rez4&’, in Slovnik deskych spisovateli od roku 1945 (Dil 2, M-Z), Pavel Janousek et al., Prague:
Brana, 1998, p. 332.
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degree this applies to Jindra’s case as well; he learns that true solidarity is to be
found among the workers and not in his intellectual, non-compromising and
fundamentally egoistic approach to the building of Socialism. Likewise, Aust
and Haba progress through a process of learning, expanding their awareness of
the function of art in their life and the wider community. All these characters
have in common that they move from a position of isolation towards an
increased sense of their connection with other people and society as a whole. In
a less definitive way, this is also true for Petr in Vétrnd setba; his future
socialisation is at least present as a potentiality, suggested by his relationship
with the entirely socialised Kama. Similarly, some of the characters in Ndstup
and Bitva undergo a process of education in the Socialist view on life. One
example is the postmaster Brendl, a typical Masarykian intellectual, who
experiences a transformation in political conviction that resembles a religious
conversion.

Other didactic elements in the development of plot, evident already in the
pre-1950s novels, involve the use of communal scenes in the novels that
perform a didactic function. An example of this is the pub scene in Rozhrani,
which I discussed in that chapter. Some of the novels’ situations resemble
epiphanies in which the character gains a sudden awareness. These may
similarly have a didactic function in terms of the resolution of the plot.
Generally, Reza¢’s novels deploy a narrator function that performs the overall
evaluation within the semantic framework of the given narrative; these
evaluations are sometimes of a didactic nature. '

Rezad’s pre-1950s novels display a fascination with the pathological or, at
least, darker psychological aspects of character that emanate from the earlier
narratives’ treatments of power, inferiority, envy and egoism.'® The narratives
tend to explain these aspects, at least partly, as founded in isolation, whether that

be of a social or psychological nature; the sense of inferiority that is typical of

12 This is particularly the case with Reza&’s novels for children. The ideologemes of good versus
evil and of individual versus collective are central to these novels as well.

13 He shares this fascination with other writers of the time, for example, Egon Hostovsky’s
1930s novels, Jaroslav Havli¢ek, particularly in Neviditelny (The Invisible, 1937), Miroslav
Hanu¥’s Ménécennost (Inferiority, 1942) and Emil Vachek’s Nep¥itel v téle (The Enemy in the
Body, 1936).
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Reza¢’s male characters makes them isolated prisoners of their own minds. In
contrast, the main female characters represent ideas that the narrative imbues
with positive connotations. Reza¢’s female characters are less psychologically
complex because they are often idealised. They appear as the Fin-de-si¢cle
Salut-par-la-femme motif in all Reza&’s pre-1950s novels, what I have called the
female saviour-type. Unlike the earlier novels, the polarised distribution of
characters in Ndstup and Bitva mainly resists complexity. The ‘positive’
characters only tend to question themselves in matters of allegiance to the Party,
whereas the characters who are evaluated negatively only attract psychological

characterisation with the purpose of presenting their badness."

7.2 The ideologemes

My analyses have demonstrated that the ideologemes that run through the
novels interact in different ways, both within the novels and between them. For
example, the ideologeme of power versus inferiority combines with the
ideologeme of isolation versus community/collectivism. The characters who are
caught within the ideologeme of power versus inferiority tend to find
themselves isolated from the collective. In Ndstup and Bitva the narrative
evaluation moves towards idealisation. Collectivism as Soviet-style socialism
displays an idealism of an almost religious nature. This idealisation was present
already in Vétrnd setba through Kama: she represents ideal love, not only in the
individual sense, but as caritas, working for the general good. Similarly,
Markétka in Cerné svétlo is idealised by the narrator; he would like her to save
him from himself. However, he, as the knowing narrator of past events of his
life, already knows that this will not happen.

The ideologeme of good versus evil informs Reza¢’s novels in such a way
that it creates an impression of a Manichaean fictional universe, even when the
good and evil are represented in the form of an evaluation through other
ideologemes. For example, what is judged as ‘evil’ in Rozhrani is isolation —

one of the oppositions in the ideologeme isolation versus community.

' An exception is the daughter of judge Zima, Alena, in Bitva. She is allowed, up to a certain
point, to question her place in the hierarchy of characters. However, she is killed off towards the
end of the novel.
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Subsequently, in Ndstup and Bitva, the notion of isolation is transmuted into
‘isolation from the political collective; that is, the Party’. The characters who do
not identify with the Party collective attach to themselves a negative evaluation
in the narrative presentation of events and characters.

As the above comparison of ideologemes suggests, Reza¢’s fictional
universe has been informed by recurrent ideological structures already from the
beginning. These have been played out and dramatised in various forms,
whether that be third- or first-person narratives, and in different themes. One
cannot, with this in mind, talk of a truly sharp discontinuity among Rez4¢’s
novels. However, Reza¢’s politics of narration changes. In the 1950s novels the
narrative evaluative function is put in the service of Soviet-style socialist ideas.
Literature acquires a legitimising function in the interpretation of historical
events; not only of past events, but also of contemporary.15 This enhances the
didactic character of the novels.

The ideologemes that structure the novels tend to be rooted in nineteenth-
century ideas. Reza¢’s novels play with ideas of Decadence, as in Cerné svétlo,
or with the Nietzschean superman or Napoleon-types. These feature strongly in
the characterisation of Michal Gromus’s desire for power in Slepd ulicka, or in
Karel’s megalomania in Cerné svétlo. The same applies to Rezaé’s Romantic
idealisation of art and the passionate artist, for example, the pianist Klenka in
Cerné svétlo, as well as the use of the double motif, which carries strong
Romantic connotations. The idea of solidarity, part of the recurrent ideologeme
of egoism versus solidarity, can also be traced back to nineteenth-century
socialism. In the time span of Rezal’s writing, these ideas became related to the
shifts in the political and historical situation. From the mid-1930s, with the anti-
Czech propaganda coming out of Germany, evil particularly referred to the
German threat. Later, from 1945 onwards, evil became the bourgeois threat in

the political discourse of the time.

' Thus Ndstup was described as “historicky roman o sou¢asnosti’. See Jiti Opelik, ‘Historicky
romén o soucasnosti’, Host do domu, February, 1962, pp. 74-79. See also Radko Pytlik,
‘Historismus v Reza&ové Nastupu. K otdzce povéle&ného literarntho vyvoje’ [1972], in Pytlik,
Sedmkrdt o préze, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1978, pp. 152-68.
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It is in a way meaningless to talk about continuity versus discontinuity.
Modes of narration and ideologies appear and reverberate in different aspects of
the works depending on Reza¢’s choice of theme. One could, arguably, link the
ideologemes to the function of the implied author, not as a person, but as a
purely textual function, a function which expresses the evaluative process of the
narration.'® There is no reason to deny that Reza&’s development to Socialist
Realism was immanent in his earlier novels. Nonetheless the censoriousness of

his Socialist Realist works in no way diminishes the value of his earlier novels.

' See Tom Kindt and Hans-Harald Miiller, The Implied Author. Concept and Controversy,
Berlin and New York: de Gruyter, 2006, for a discussion of the different definitions of the
implied author function.
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