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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 Rezac (1901-1956). Rezac 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, Rezac developed into one of the most 

highly regarded authors of Czech ‘psychological analytical’ fiction. In June 

1945, Rezac 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 Rezac at all objectively.

My thesis constitutes a new interpretation of Rezac’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

Vaclav Rezac (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.

Vaclav Rezac’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
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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 Rezac’s work comprises seven novels for adults: Vetrna setba (Sowing 

by the Wind, 1935), Slepa ulicka (Blind Alley, 1938) and during the war, Cerne 

svetlo (Black Light, 1940), Svedek (The Witness, 1942) and Rozhrani (Border­

line, 1944). After the war came the two Socialist Realist novels Nastup (Falling 

In, 1951) and Bitva (The Battle, 1954). At the same time as he was publishing 

his novels for adults Rezac wrote three novels for children Kluci, hura za nim 

(Tally-ho, after him, boys, 1934), Poplach v Kovarske ulicce (Alarm in Smith 

Lane, 1934) and Carovne dedictvi (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, Tv an  v tvar (Face to Face, 1956), the fragment of a 

novel, Pise ft o vernosti a zrade (A Song of Fidelity and Betrayal, 1956) and a 

selection of Rezac’s criticism and theoretical articles, O pravde umeni a pravde 

zivota (On the Truth of Art and Truth of Life, 1960), were published after his 

death.1

In spite of Rezac’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, Rezac’s active involvement with the Party and 

cultural politics after the Communists’ take-over of power in February 1948. 

Until 1940, Rezac worked as a clerk at the National Statistics Office. Then he 

became an editor on the daily Lidove noviny, until he moved to the new trades- 

union daily Prace 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 Maj. These companies were, together with others, united in 

one publishing house, Ceskoslovensky spisovatel (The Czechoslovak Writer) 

which fell under the newly established Svaz ceskoslovenskych spisovatelu (The

1 A number o f published and hitherto unpublished short stories later appeared as ‘Rane prozy’ in 
an edition o f Vetrna setba. See Vaclav Rezad, Vetrna setba: Rane prozy, ed. Dobrava 
Moldanova, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1989.
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Union of Czechoslovak Writers). In his Ideologie a pamef Bauer discusses how 

Rezac 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 

ceskych spisovatelu (The Syndicate of Czech Writers) into Svaz 

ceskoslovenskych spisovatelu, 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 Rezac became responsible for ‘giving the secretariat directives in
o V

matters of ideas’. Rezac 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’, Nastup (Falling In, 1951) and Bitva (The Battle, 1954) in which he 

explored Socialist Realist modes of writing. Nastup was considered by critics of 

the time to epitomise the new approach to literature.4 This fact appears to have 

made it difficult for academic critics to approach Rezac at all objectively.

A great deal of criticism, published after Rezac’s death, focuses on the 

question of continuity versus discontinuity in Rezac’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.5

2 Cf. Blahoslav Dokoupil, ‘Vaclav Rezad’, in Slovnik ceskych spisovatelu od roku 1945 (Dll 2, 
M-Z), Pavel JanouSek et al., Prague: Brdna, 1998, p. 331.
3 See Michal Bauer, Ideologie a pamet’: Literatura a instituce na prelomu 40. a 50. let 20. 
stoleti, Jinodany, H&H, 2003, pp. 74-87, particularly p. 76. Another fact, which may negatively 
influence people’s view of kez£d, is the despicable conduct of his son, TomaS Rezad. From the 
mid-1960s, TomaS Rezad, also a writer, although not o f the same talent as his father, became an 
StB agent and informer. See Jin Rulf, ‘TomaS Rezad’, Reflex, 20.7.2000, pp. 56-59.
4 In 1951, when Nastup was published, over twenty reviews and articles discuss it as the answer 
to the new Socialist criteria for literature. See, for example, -oh-, ‘Rom£n V. Rezade „Nastup“’, 
Druzstevni noviny, 31.5.1951, 19, p.9; jb, ‘Nastup do noveho Zivota’, Hlas revoluce, 16.5.1951, 
20. p. 6; l'St, ‘Velky desky roman ze soudasnosti’, 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.
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Pribanova 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.6 Pribanova’s article is the latest to deal with the question of continuity 

versus discontinuity in Rezac’s work. She traces the similarities and differences 

between Rezac’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 Rezac
n

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 Rezac’s work as opposites, his development does not seem to be either
o V

surprising or inconsistent’. The party-line critics who praise Rezac’s post-war 

novels, Nastup and Bitva, generally condemn Rezac’s earlier novels for focusing 

solely on the isolated individual rather than on the individual within a larger 

social and political context.9 However, some critics see Slepa ulicka (1938) with 

its representation of characters from antagonistic social classes as an exception 

to this; as an indication of the direction in which Rezac’s literary development 

might have gone had the war not made it impossible for him to deal with social 

and political conflicts directly.10 Other critics criticise Nastup and Bitva for not

6 See Alena Pribaftova, ‘Transition in the Work of Vaclav Rezad’, 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.

Ibid., p. 307. Other articles dealing with this question are Radko Pytlik, ‘Historismus v 
Rezadovd Nastupu. K otazce povaledneho literamiho vyvoje’, in Pytlik, Sedmkrat oprdze, 
Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1978, pp. 152-68; Miloslav Nosek, ‘K otazkam typizace ve 
vyvoji Rezadovy prozy’, Ceskd literatura, 4, 1956, 3, pp. 236-63, and Jin Opelik, ‘Promdny 
Rezadovy metody. Od Rozhrani k Nastupu’, Ceska literatura, 10, 1962, 1, pp. 1-22.
9 See, for example, Jan Stem, ‘Rom&n o nastupu lidove demokracie’, Tvorba, 20, 1951, 19, pp. 
459-60, and Jifi Hajek, ‘Nastup k novemu Zivotu naSi zemd’, Rude pravo, 24 June 1951, p. 5. 
Hajek states that in order to achieve Nastup Rezad had to ‘overcome the inheritance of the old 
unpropitious individual-psychological novel’.
10 See, for example, FrantiSek Burianek, ‘Rezaduv Nastup’, in Vaclav Rezad, Nastup, Prague: 
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1985, pp. 383-91. Opelik goes against the views o f other critics in 
this question. He states that ‘Nastup is a different type o f social novel from Slepa ulicka', in that, 
on the one hand, it was an attempt at a programmatic Socialist Realist novel and, on the other 
hand, Rezad could draw on the method he developed in his wartime psychological analytical 
novels. See Jifi Opelik, ‘Promdny Rezadovy metody. Od Rozhrani k Nastupu’, Ceska literatura, 
10, 1962, l,p . 22.
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conforming sufficiently to the criteria of Socialist Realism because Rezac 

employs the method of the psychological analytical novel in a way that distorts 

the balance between the ‘positive heroes’ and the characters in opposition.11 

Communist critics generally interpret Rezac’s pre-1945 novels as preliminary 

writing, portraying the disintegration of bourgeois society, leading to his zenith
1 9m 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 Rezac’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 Rezac’s works being 

labelled ideologically as either ‘anti-Fascist’ or ‘Communist’, depending on the 

political orientation of the critics. In an interview from 1950 Rezac had himself 

contributed to the discussion on continuity versus discontinuity by distancing
• •  13himself 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 Rezac’s five pre-1945 novels for adults. In these 

novels Rezac employed the psychological analytical method in the presentation 

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

11 See, for example, FrantiSek Burianek, ‘Nad dilem Vaclava Rezade’, Literdrni noviny, 25,
1957, [page number missing].
12 See FrantiSek Burianek, ‘Cesta Vaclava Rezade’ [1957], in FrantiSek Burianek, O soucasne 
ceske literature: vybor z kritickych stati 1945-1980, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1982, 
pp. 152-58; Miloslav Nosek, ‘K otazkam typisace ve vyvoji Rezadovy prozy’, Ceska literatura, 
4, 1956, 3, pp. 236-63 and Emil Charous, ‘ Nad dielom Vaclava Rezada’, Predvoj, 1961, 18, p.
9; Pavel Reiman, ‘Rezaduv Nastup’, Kulturnl nedele, 10 June 1951, to mention just a few 
examples.
lj August Skypala, ‘Beseda s Vaclavem Rezadem’, Panorama, 25, 1950, 10, pp. 56-57. Here 
Rez&d describes his three wartime novels as ‘an interruption o f a normal development’ because 
he could not publish a novel with explicit political content during the Occupation. Ibid., p. 56.
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context. This may be explicit, as in Vetrna 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 Rezac’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 Rezac was 

considered one of the prime exponents, together with Jaroslav Havlicek (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.14 In the Conclusion, I look 

at Rezac’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 

Rezac’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.15

14 Rezad was not directly associated with the group of writers, Blok (founded in 1935), who 
were working together with the theorist and critic Bedfich Vaclavek (1897-1943) in developing 
the ideas o f Socialist Realism in their fiction, for example, Marie Pujmanova (1893-1958). 
However, according to Jifi Opelik, that does not exclude their influence on Rezad’s writing. In 
Opelik’s opinion Rezad shared their ‘perspective towards Socialism’. See Jifi Opelik,
‘Romanove dilo Vaclava Rezade’, unpublished PhD thesis, Brno: Masaryk University, 1961, pp. 
86-88. As Opelik states, Vaclavek’s concept of Socialist Realism was quite broad; it was not a 
‘code o f directions’. Ibid., p. 88.
151 refer to Eagleton, who criticises the deconstructionists for being reductive in their approach 
to ideology: ‘But to select Stalinism and fascism as prototypes o f the ideological is drastically 
reductive and essentialistic. For it is simply false to believe that all ideologies, in some
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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’16 the concept of 

ideology has covered various concerns which, according to Raymond Williams, 

fall into three common versions:

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

(ii) a system of illusory beliefs -  false ideas or false consciousness -which

can be contrasted with true or scientific knowledge;
17(iii) the general process of the production of meanings and ideas.

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
1 Spossesses semiotic value.’ As regards the literary text (in this case the novels) 

this view of ideology implies that any narration generates ideological 

significations.19 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 o f 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 Lukacs -  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 ecriture.’ See Terry Eagleton, The Function o f 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 o f RezaC’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 o f the critic him/herself, or to have read the novel as directly reflecting historical reality.
16 By Destutt de Tracy.

17 Cf. Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1977, pp. 55-56.
18 Cf. V. N. VoloSinov, Marxism and the Philosophy o f Language, New York and London: 
Seminar Press, 1973, p. 10. V. N. VoloSinov developed the first semiotic theory o f ideology. See 
Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, London and New York: Verso, 1998. For a 
discussion o f 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_l l.pdf>; Jorge 
Larrain’s chapter ‘Ideology and structural analysis’ in Larrain, The Concept o f Ideology,
London, Hutchinson, 1979, pp. 130-71 and Terry Eagleton’s chapter ‘Discourse and Ideology’, 
in Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction, London and New York: Verso, 1998, pp. 193-220.
19 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

http://www.zbi.ee/~kalevi/148_l%20l.pdf


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.21 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
77called ‘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
7^

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

21 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.
23 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 o f Language (1930).24 These theorists 

introduced the concept in a very broad understanding as an ‘ideological 

product’25 and, as van Schendel points out, one has to deduce from their works
96what exactly they could have meant by it. After Bakhtm and Medvedev the 

concept did not reappear until Kristeva used it, drawing on the works of the 

Bakhtin Circle,27 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
28strict semiotic sense.

The American critic, Fredric Jameson, deploys the concept of the
90ideologeme 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
TOprecondition 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
T1as ‘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 o f Medvedev, but it has later been attributed to Bakhtin as well. For a discussion of 
authorship see the introduction to this edition.
24 V. N. VoloSinov, Marxism and the Philosophy o f  Language, trans. Ladislav MatSjka and I. R. 
Titunik, New York and London: Seminar Press, 1973.
25 See M. M. Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. A 
Critical Introduction to Sociological Poetics, p. 8.
26 Michel van Schendel, ‘L’ideologeme est un quasi-argument’, in Fitch and Oliver (eds), Texte. 
Revue de Critique et de Theorie Litteraire: Theories du Texte, p. 53.
27See Julia Kristeva, Le Texte du Roman: Approche semiologique 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: Cornell University Press, 1981; A. Wilden, System and Structure, second edition, 
London and New York: Tavistock Publications, 1980; M. Angenot, Critique de la raison 
semiotique, Montreal: Presses de l’Universite de Montreal, 1985. Ibid., p. 26.
29 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative As a Socially Symbolic Act, London 
and New York: Routledge, 2002.
30 Ibid., p. 60.
31 Ibid., p. 64.
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‘the smallest intelligible unit of the essentially antagonistic collective discourses 

of social classes.’32 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.34 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.
33 Ibid., pp. 72-73.
34 Ibid., p. 68. The semiotic square describes a 'visual structure o f 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 o f operations (transformations) leading 
from a given unit to its contrary (or contradictory)’. Cf. Gerald Prince, A Dictionary o f 
Narratology (Revised Edition), Lincoln and London: University o f Nebraska Press, 2003, p. 87.
35 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 o f 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; 

[ . . . ] .38

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

36 Ibid., p. 81.
37 Ibid., p. 84.
38 Ibid., p. 84.
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-2Q
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 object41 The purpose of van Schendel’s critical account and 

development of the concept is to open up its semiotic potential.42

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 intertext43 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’44 

in which he deducts that the ideologeme is ‘a vector for the inscription of the 

intertext into the text’45 which conforms to the notion of the ‘intertextual 

function’ as introduced by Kristeva:

39 See A.-J. 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’ideologeme est un quasi-argument’, in Fitch and Oliver (eds), 
Texte. Revue de Critique et de Theorie Litteraire: Theories du Texte, pp. 21-132.
41 Ibid., p. 26.
42 Ibid., p. 25.
43 Van Schendel’s description o f the intertext: ‘Certes, l’intertexte est deja la, il est historique, il 
est immense, indefinissable en son entire babelien dans la pratique. Sa saisie ne peut etre que 
ponctuelle, elle est effectuee dans un texte local. Et cette realisation locale et singuliere decouvre 
les traits situationnels de l’intertexte, c’est-a-dire les formes de la selection operee sur lui, seule 
fa$on de delimiter une realite transhistorique autrement intangible, inconnaissable.’ Ibid., pp. 
111 - 12 .

44 This relates to J. Kristeva, Semedtike. Recherches pour une semanalyse, Paris: Seuil, 1969, pp. 
113-15.
45 Ibid., p. 112.
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Si I’ideologeme est une fonction d’un intertexte qui ne peut plus alors etre 

considere comme une totalite inatteignable, s’il est aussi un function d’un 

texte local qui ne peut plus etre considere comme la simple doublure de 

Fintertexte, si des lors l’ideologeme n’est ni l’un ni 1’autre tout en 

participant de l’un et de l’autre, il ne peut etre q’un vecteur de I ’inscription 

de 1’intertexte dans le texte. Plus precisement, il devient un vecteur de 

F inscription de la conjoncture, ou sont coalises plusieurs ordres historiques 

de temporalite, dans la situation multiformatrice du texte local produit en
i • 46circonstance 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’ (‘integrativite’).47 The 

function of this network is, at the same time both internal and external; *[...] elle 

est une fonction de connexion de reseaux dans le texte, dans le discourse, dans 

Fensemble intersemiotique considere.’48 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’.49 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’.50 

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 I have outlined above is 

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

46 Ibid., p. 112.
47 Ibid., p. 121.
48 Ibid., p. 121.
49 Ibid., p. 125.
50 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.51 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
c'y

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.54 This thesis asserts that if the ideologeme is considered intrinsic to the

51 This is so whether secondary signification is grasped in terms o f the dyadic signifier/signified 
} signifier/signified or whether one conceptualises it by using Peirce, as van Schendel does.
52 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, A Dictionary o f 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 o f the ideologeme 
suggests, a given work may be in a rather more complex relation to ideology, even if it seems to 
support one doctrine.
53 See Jameson, p. 67.
54 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 o f 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 o f 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 Rezac’s novels. Rezac’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 Rezac’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’)55 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 sememe56 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,

55 Definition o f ‘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 ‘signifie’ 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.
56 I use ‘sememe’ in the Greimasian sense as ‘a particular acceptation o f a given word’. See 
Gerald Prince, A Dictionary ofNarratology (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
57ideologeme. 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’). 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

57 Definition o f ‘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 
Hebert (2006), “ Figurative, Thematic and Axiological Analysis ”, in Louis Hebert (dir.), Signo 
[on-line], Rimouski (Quebec), < http://www.signosemio.com > [Accessed February 2007]
58 The conjuncture is described as ‘1’amplitude des aspects sociaux, politiques, economiques et 
culturels investis ensemble dans V intercourse, et la conjonction de leurs temporalites 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.59 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’.61 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.64 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)65, as well as 

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

59 See Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse, trans. Jane E. Lewin, Oxford: Blackwell, 1980, pp. 
212-62.
60 Ibid., p. 213.
61 Ibid., p. 214.
62 Ibid., p. 215. Genette’s description of the narrating situation basically corresponds to Stanzel’s 
‘Erz&hlsituation’ as developed in Franz K. Stanzel, Theorie des Erzahlens [1976], Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995.
63 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 o f the real or fictional situation in which that action 
takes place’. See Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse, pp. 26-29.
64 For how narration can be used as ‘access’ I refer to Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance 
Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity, Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1996, p. 2.
65 This category is more important for the analysis of Cerne svetlo 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,66 but I will refer to other theorists’ concepts, for example 

those of Stanzel, Cohn, Chatman and Schmid, whenever I find them appropriate
A7for 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 ‘perspective’)68 and plot.69 

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
70narrated 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
71text. As Dorrit Cohn has formulated it, the narrative presentation of

66 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse, and Gerard 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, ‘ErzShlperspektive’, 
W_Schmid_Erzaehlperspektive.pdf,
<http://www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGN03.nsf/FrameBvKev/MKEE- 
54S275-DE-p> [accessed 26 March 2005]. I shall define a term in a footnote the first time I use 
it.
68 Wolf Schmid has given a useful account of the differences in the definitions o f what the 
concept covers in the various theories of narration. See Schmid, ‘ Erzah lperspekti ve ’, pp. 1-13.
69 I 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.
70 See Genette, Narrative Discourse, pp. 185-89.
71 See Lubomir Dolezel, Narrative Modes in Czech Literature, Toronto and Buffalo: University 
of Toronto Press, 1973, p. 4. Dolezel bases his typological model o f narrative modes on the 
combinations and variations in the relationship between the narrator’s and the character’s 
discourse. Ibid. pp. 3-13.
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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.72 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.74

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 o f 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.
74 Here I agree with Moretti, who in a comment on Barthes’s ‘effet du reel’ and realism declares 
that ‘the ideology and rhetoric of realism must be located in the macrostructures o f plot, point of 
view and ending.’ See Franco Moretti, The Way o f 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 o f the microstructure o f 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 Rezac’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.75

75 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 Muller (eds), 
What is Narratology? Questions and Answers Regarding the Status o f 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 Rezac’s first novel Vetrna setba 

(Sowing by the Wind, 1934) can be categorised as a descendant of novels such 

as Stribrny vitr (The Silvern Wind, 1910) and Telo (The Body, 1919) by Frana 

Sramek, and outside Czech literature, of novels such as James Joyce’s Portrait 

o f the Artist as a Young Man (1914), Herman Bang’s Haablose slcegter 

(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.1 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 Rezac 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 slcegter Villy Sorensen comments that4 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

1 ‘The novel o f 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.
2 See Herman Bang, Haablose slcegter, 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 krehkem a citlivem tele v puberte a osudneji na 

mravmm, teprve se ustavujicim svedomi vsecky otresy rozvracene spolecnosti
A V

ve vyhladovelem a demoralisovanem zapolf. Rezac 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 prolite ziravinou neschopni 

dat zivot setbe jednotici idey, vime, proc jsme takovi’.5 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.6 These novels can be described as anti-war 

novels, but Vetrna setba was not perceived to be particularly anti-war. One 

critic, (E.D.), criticises Rezac for isolating the individual too much from the 

context of the war, and, in Nemec’s view, Rezac has not fully exploited the 

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

3 See, for example, F. NSmec, ‘Roman o mladi za valeCnymi frontami’, Rudepravo, 4.5.1935, p. 
4; Arne Novak, ‘Nova prosa’, Lidove noviny, 15.4.1935, p. 5; Bozena BeneSova, ‘VStma setba’, 
Panorama, 1, 1935, p. 4; FrantiSek Gotz, ‘Novy romanopisec’, Ndrodni osvobozeni, 28.3.1935, 
p. 8; Karel Sezima, ‘Z nove tvorby romanove. (Romany generadm 3. -  Surrealism.)’, Lumir, 62, 
1935/36, pp. 471-72; jmk, ‘Roman Vaclava RezaCe “VStma setba’” , URO, 2, 48, 1946, p. 8; M. 
Hlavka, 'Vaclav RezaC: VStma setba’, Studentsky casopis, 14, 9 (10.5.1935), p. 256; Jan Snobr, 
‘NSkolik mladych’, Cin, 7, 12, 6.6.1935, pp. 182-84.
4 Arne Novak, ‘Nova prosa’, Lidove noviny, 15.4.1935, p. 5. Holas describes the protagonist Petr 
as 'Clenem te obStovane generace’, see Holas, ‘Vaclav Rezad, VStma setba’, Rozhledy, 4, 10, 
1935, p. 84.
5 Vaclav Rezad, ‘Kolem me knihy’, Panorama, 1, 1935, p. 4.
6 Knap comes close to accusing Rezdd of plagiarism when he writes that ‘[...] Vetrna setba silnS 
pfipomina nSmecky roman Emsta Glaesera „Rodnik 1902“ i celou jeho tvurCi atmosferu, ne 
zrovna dost stravitelnou pro toho, kdo od romanoveho dfla poiaduje kus Cistoty obsahu a tvaru, 
[ ...]’. See Knap, ‘VStma 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 o f about thirteen, is also the narrator. 
The narration thus has a much more innocent tone than Rezad’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’. RezaC 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 (RezaC), 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,
v O

that Vetrna setba represents Rezac’s testimony of a generation -  a premise 

which is understandable considered the relatively fresh memory of the Great 

War -  Rezac’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.9 Moretti discusses eight novels 

from the period 1898-1914 which he calls ‘the late Bildungsroman’.10 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.11

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

7 See E. D., ‘Vaclav Rezad: V£tma setba’, Mlada garda, 17.9.1935, p. 4, and F. NSmec, 'Roman 
o mladi za valeCnymi frontami’, p. 4.
8 Mravcova also uses the label ‘subjektivizovana generadni vypovdd’, in connexion with Vetrna 
setba, thus highlighting the autobiographical character of the novel. See Marie Mravcova, 
‘Personalizace vypravSm”, in Daniela Hodrova (ed.), Promeny subjektu, vo. 2, Pardubice: 
Mlejnek, 1994, p. 58.
9 See Franco Moretti, ‘Appendix. “A Useless Longing for Myself’: The Crisis o f the European 
Bildungsroman, 1898-1914. In The Way o f the World. The Bildungsroman in European culture 
(New edition), London, New York: Verso, 2000, pp. 229-45.
10 The eight novels are Joseph Conrad’s Youth (1898), Thomas Mann’s Tonio Kroger (1903), 
Robert Musil’s The Perplexities o f Young Torless (1906), Robert Walser’s Jakob von Gunten 
(1909), Rainer Maria Rilke’s The Notebooks o f Malte Laurids Brigge (1910), James Joyce’s A 
Portrait o f  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.
11 Ibid., p. 229.

28



19‘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
1 ̂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.14 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.16 According to her, ‘The ambiguities

12 Ibid., pp. 229-30.
13 Ibid., p. 236.
14 Ibid., pp. 230-32.
15 Ibid., p. 244.
16 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
1 7be generalized, they help to clarify a culture’s values and thus its literature.’ 

Contemporary critics of Vetrna setba, as well as Rezac 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 Rezac 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 Vetrna setba Rezac 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, Vetrna 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

17 Ibid., p. 11.
181 refer again to Marie Mravcova, ‘Personalizace vypravSnf, 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 Vetrna setba immediately places the main character 

Petr in the realm of adolescence. He is described as ‘mlad’ and ‘smutny’ and 

‘Jeho telo vzpouzelo se pohybu’ (all p. 7).19 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 soucasne hochem, ktery si hraje, i jinochem 

bolestne pfemitajicim (p. 41) or after the episode in which he considered 

suicide: 4 [...], pryc s poslednim zbytkem detstvi, jez spina ruce a prijima 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 chlapcu, hrajicich v kulicky, vyryly nescetne doliky do pudy 

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

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

kdyz namesticko patrilo jemu a jeho kamaradum. Nevrati se tam 

nikdy, aby si hral. Uz nikdy nebude Mompracemskym Tygrem ani 

Vinetouem, uz nikdy se nebude skryvat za rohy a vraty domii, pllzit se 

pomyslnymi travinami a krovim k plvnove lampe, jez byla taborovym 

ohnem, s drevenym nozem v zubech, strfleje z kapslikove pistolky. K

19 Vaclav RezaC, Vetrna 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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cemu byl odsouzen? Nebyl jiz chlapcem, ktery si hraje, nebyl dosud ani 

muzem, ktery jedna. Nepoznal radosti, ktera by oblazovala tato leta. (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. 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 sobe zboznost svych 

detskych let, silu modliteb opakovanych s takovou duverou, viru, ktera se 

vytratila z jeho srdce v nepripamatovatelnych chvilich, nevedel jak. Snad 

proto, ze se tolikrat nesplnilo, oc prosil, snad proto, ze druzi rekli: Ty jeste 

vens? a smali se a zustavali nepotrestani, snad proto, ze jeho rozum, tak 

pysny na svou silu v tech ohnivych letech objevovani sebe a sveta, nachazel 

trhliny, jez se mu staly propastmi. Snad pro to vse a pro mnohe jine, co 

vabilo vice nez radost verit.

(pp. 86-87)

20 Here I 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.

32



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:

Strazmkova ramena se zdvihla rozpaky. Delo se, co predvidal. Hnevive 

zavrcem se mu ozvalo v hrdle, kdyz se ohledl po Petrovi. A jak se otacel, 

na jediny okamzik, otec a syn se setkali ocima. Prudceji nez predti'm, 

silenstvi strachu a nenavisti zavirilo chlapcovou dusi. Nemohou odejit, 

nemohou je tu nechat s nim samotne. Zdalo se mu, ze smrt po nem sahla z 

tech zurivych modfych oci, cekala na ne, jako tam za vraty cekala ta zrzava 

devka. Nikdy pozdeji si nedovedl odpovedet na otazku, co vice, zda strach 

nebo predstava te cekajlcf zeny, mu vyhnalo z ust 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 

samotne’ (p. 106), from the passage quoted above. The slide between passages 

in focalised narration, narrated monologue and dissonant psycho-narration is
91typical of the narrative presentation of Petr. 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

21 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 o f 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 pozdeji si 

vzpomnel na tento vyjev, pripadal mu jako divadlo hrane pateticky a spatne’ (p.
99201). The narrator typically uses psycho-analogies to encompass a given mood 

or state of mind; for example, ‘V kvetnu vzpiral svou samotu jako balvan, ktery 

mu hrozil rozdrtit srdce’(p. 21), or ‘V jeho tele se vzbourily smysly a lomcovaly 

jako zurivi veznove slabymi stenami sveho vezeni’ (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’.23 

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.24 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 Vetrna 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.
23 See Mravcova, ‘Personalizace vypravSni’, p. 58.
24 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 vsemu, co se dalo mimo nej, a osetroval svuj 

zal. A hrozil se, kdykoli jeho myslenky, unavene stalym krouzemm kolem 

jednoho predmetu, se vydavaly jinym smerem. Coz ji dost nemiloval? I 

kdyz pro nej byla ztracena, musi ji zachovat vernost. Sestavoval si 

dlouhe reci, kterymi ji presvedcoval a ziskaval pro sebe. (p. 20)

25 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.
26 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 radostf (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 

prece dostanou do rukou te, jiz byly urceny, a pak budou svedectvim 

vymluvnejsim vsech prisah’ (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 nezny, vpravde 

milenecky a nekdy oklaman sam sebou. Roztridil peclive dopisy, jez ji kdysi
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psaval, ale neodesilal. Vybral z nich vsechny, kde se zpovidal ze sveho ponizem 

a kfivolakeho bloudeni sve touhy, a ostatrn ji prinesl. Ctla je a plakala’ (pp. 207-
97  •08). Before this point, he has carefully thought out his strategy to win her 

love: ‘Usoudil, ze Kama je z tech divek, na nez je treba jit pomalu a jez nutno 

presvedcovat’ (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 vie pusobit na srdce divky, zjevne 

kolisajici, nez basnici? Usta basmku at’ mluvi za neho, ktery se bal vyslovit 

jedinou sentimentalm vetu. At’ zpivaji Toman, Baudelaire, at’ vabi Hamsun. 

Kdyz v nem dovedli probudit hlad po krase a po zivote, at’ mu opatri dan, po 

ktere 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 cliches 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 basnicich, aby za ne vyslovili to, co oni dva by se nikdy 

neodhodlali fici. Kamu jiz unavoval ten divoky beh za uskutecnovamm 

predstav. Nenachazela kamaradu, o jakych snila. Naopak -  zamlcela to 

ovsem Petrovi -  v nekolika pripadech se z predstiraneho kamaradstvi 

proklubalo namlouvam. Premyslela stale casteji 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
j o

a romantic dream of love -  so the narrator informs the reader: ‘Chtela byt

milovana jednou provzdy (Vit byl jen zkusenost, jiz se ucime) a byla 

presvedcena, ze to dokaze. Ano, za jejimi poletujicimi sny kracelo pevne 

odhodlam’ (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 vseho, co Bertik uchvatil. Byl kruty rozdil v konani jeho a 

Kamine. Kama si vydelavala sve zivobyti zpusobem nejpocestnejsim a 

obetovavala sve odpuldne praci pro ty, jez bida a hlad postihovaly nej vice. 

Avsak Kamina prace ve Studentske stravovaci akci byla Petrovi prilis 

pomala, nenapadna, piplava, vpravde zenska; jeji vysledky nebylo nikde 

videt. Horlivost jeho ducha byla zadostiva vzrusem, cinu okazalych a 

hlomoznych. Co by v tom nasel odlisneho od sveho kancelarskeho 

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 

zivote nebude uplne ciste. Ostatne pryc s takovymi povidackami! Radeji zit lepe 

nez hur. Co je mu po tom, jakym zpusobem hodla Bertik nabyt sve 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

28 One cannot help thinking that this is a bit too convenient for the narrator. The Kama character 
could be the background for RezaC’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 o f 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, vse by se opet zmenilo a bylo ciste jako 

dhV (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 mocnejsiho 

nez jeho chteni vedlo jeho skutky, at’ se vzpouzel nebo poddaval. Nenavidel to 

neco, jez ho vzdy zavleklo pod biciky hanby a pokorem’ (p. 66) -  here in 

connection with the waitress Zicka, 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 ocistila a zbavila vsi zadosti. Setrvaval nejradeji u snu o Kame’ (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 Marte mu 

pripadal jako umyslna vzpoura proti vsemu, co predstiralo, ze je lepsi, a pritom 

lhalo a zrazovalo’ (p. 145). This time he turns his negative feelings into sheer 

egoism: ‘Petr citil priliv jistoty, sily a lhostejnosti ke vsemu, co nebyl on sam’

(p. 145). From this moment Petr’s relationship with Marta also changes: 

‘Probouzela se v nem 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 nedfvala, miloval jeji telo tak dokonale utvarene, bilou plet’ 

zruzovelou jeho polibky, zahyby zjemnene modrymi stiny, klid ziveho masa, jez
9Qse vlnilo dechem a slabe vonelo’ (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 prece jine. Snad ho omyvalo jako vlny cistych pramenu 

ze vseho, co bylo’ (p. 208). The ‘snad’ of the thought raises ambiguity about the

29 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, o, moci tak bit do toho bileho a 
lhostejneho tSla’ (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 hrichu, predcasne 

zralosti a podleho 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 ocisten pred Kamou touto nemou 

zpovedi, a prece ji nerekl ani slova. [...]. Ale je to pochovano od teto chvile a 

nikdy se uz k tomu nevratf (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.30

The end of the narrative suggests, parallel with the end of the war, that Petr 

is ready for a new beginning: ‘ Je cas, Kamo, abych opustil Bertikovu spelunku, 

je cas zacit znovu a z jineho cepu’ (pp. 212-13). Kama is the inspiration for
T 1Petr’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: ‘Bezel v kruhu. Zde zacal jeho blaznivy beh za 

nedostizitelnym preludem a zde mel skoncit. [...] Opojeni, v nemz dosel az sem, 

vyprchalo, a cevu za cevou zacala se v nem rozlevat studena hruza. Byl 

presvedcen, ze mini k cili vlastniho odhodlam. Nyni ho napadlo, ze byl veden

30 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 o f all because her age had previously been said to be 
the same as Petr’s: ‘Kama byla stejnS stara s Petrem’ (p. 9).
32 She is the first of a series of female saviours in RezaC’s novels: Lida in Svedek, Jarmila in 
Rozhrani, even Bagar’s wife has such a role in Nastup.
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rukou mocnejsi, nez byla jeho vule’ (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 

prave zivot a byla to silna, radostna vec. Vcera 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 desire9 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’ 

(‘surove podanf) and ‘coarse’ (‘sprosty obraz puvabu nezname 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 hnusne, ale Petr nechtel 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 -  ‘vedomim nizkosti’ (p. 58). Once, the 

narrator states directly that fear of the cellar contributes to his pangs of 

conscience: ‘Z kazde te schuzky si odnasel pevne rozhodnuti, ze se uz nikdy
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sem nevrati. Sklep se svou spinou, vlhkem a krapniky zaprasenych pavucin ho 

desil a upevnoval v nem pfesvedcem, ze jedna spatne’ (p. 52).

The narrative presentation of Petr’s awakening desire contains the 

ambivalence typical of the adolescent’s first experiences of sex (‘Citil se 

stndave chlapecky a hrozne 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 pam Hazova, 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 neho v lehkych satech a volnym krokem, 

mijely ho lhostejne, aniz ktera z nich si vsimla jeho pohledu. Ne, nikdy mu 

nebude dopfano... Napadlo ho, ze by mohl zemrit, aniz by poznal. Musi tomu 

zabranit stuj co stuj’ (p. 67). The stories of his school mates have already 

prepared him for this (‘Ostatne nebude prvm ani posledm ze tridy. Slysel o tom 

uz dost, aby vedel, kudy do toho’ (p. 67).34 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 poprve, milanku, ze ano’” . The thought that 
follows those words expresses a violent reaction to his own feeling of inferiority in the situation: 
‘Bit, o, moci tak bit do toho bileho a lhostejneho tSla’ (p. 69). His perception o f her body as 
’indifferent’ also indicates a sense of disappointment with his expectations.
34 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 Len 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 denne a stale si nebyl jist, cim je k m vaben a poutan. Laska 

to bylo posmivane slovo v ustech jeho spoluzaku. Proc by mel milovat 

prave on, kdyz jeho pomer byl ze vsech nejmene cisty? Dovolaval se stale 

znovu sve pychy nad tim, ze ma milenku. Zacal privykat rozkosi, kterou mu 

poskytovala, a dychtil po ni. V zapolem se stinem otcovym vyvolaval v 

sobe nenavist tak silnou, ze pocit’oval uspokojem nad tim, co se stalo. Tak 

se jeho pomer k Marte ustaloval a pevnel. (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 dobre umysly. Stala se mu prostredkem, ktery mu mel pomoci 

od vojny, a nachazel velike uspokojem v tom, ze ji mohl takto srnzit sam pred 

sebou. Nemiloval ji prece nikdy, mstil se jen a nym 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: ‘Chtel se ji zbavit a nym 

videl, ze si s nim hrala 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

43



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 dobre a krasne, je pryc, na svete zustali jen Bertici a
T7Marty, a valka trva, jako by nechtela nikdy skoncit’ (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: ‘Zachtelo se mi neco urvat, neco mit, nez nebude nic. 

Protoze co je to cest, slusnost, ohledy nebo treba laska, chces-li z hlediska 

cloveka, ktery umira? A ja treba urmram’ (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 tve telo je vsechno, co mas, ze je to velky 

pan, o ktereho je treba se bat a kteremu je sladko slouzit, ze bez neho 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 uvolneny svah a sesouval se nan. Kameny 

domacich nesvaru, sterk valky o drt’ bidy, dusivy jil predcasne probuzene 

smyslnosti’ (pp. 148-49) and ‘Nedovedl si rici, ze vsechno jeho dychteni je 

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

35 ‘Privykal cynismu a skryval cit, jemuz se bal uvSrit’ (p. 149) the narrator states in one of his 
analyses of Petr.
36 Another passage that shows this is the following description of Petr’s relationship with Kama: 
‘Byly dny, kdy prace ve Studentske akci zdrzela Kamu az do noci, a byly jine, kdy primo 
odmitala se s nim sejit, nebof, jak fikala, chtSla mit trochu casu i sama pro sebe. Tehdy jim 
zurivost zrovna zmitala. VSechno jeho usili bylo mame, ztracel jen zbyteCnS 5as. A snil o tom, 
jak by se ji pomstil, jak by ji ponizil a dokazal si, ze o ni nedba. [...] Navykl u Marty t^lesne 
lasce; jeho nyngjSi odrikani trvalo pnli§ dlouho a vSechny hezke zeny, jez potkaval, se mu 
zaCinaly zdat svudn6j§i a snadngji dosazitelne nez Kama. Byl hlupak, ze u ni tak tvrdoSijnS 
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: 

‘Takove holky jako ona budou pomalu prezitkem. 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 tvar, jak ho mijela, nadotcena bidou, jasna v sedi 

ulice, na jeji divoka hadra, jez chuze kolebala a oddelovala kazdym krokem. 

Zachytila jeho pohled, otocila se a usmala. Jit za ni. Jake dobrodruzstvi! 

Kam by ho vedla? Dnesek je piny moznosti. Zeny ztratily stud ve vasni, jez 

zustavala 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
• • • • IQtheir 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.

2.3 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

38 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 vsem byl zivot stedrejsi 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 pratelstvi byl navrchu ten, pro nehoz tolik 

neznamenalo. Vit spojoval v sobe vse, ceho se Petrovi nedostavalo. Byl ze 

stare mest’anske rodiny, dite zrozene v souladu a hojnosti. Jeho budoucnost 

byla zabezpecena. Cesta, po niz mel jit, byla vykacena jeho dedem a 

vydlazdena jeho otcem. Jednoho dne prevezme rodinny zavod a bude jej 

vest v pokome posloupnosti. Tak Petrova laska k nemu se rozhorivala z 

plaminku zavisti a rostla z horkosti 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: 4V Petrovi probouzela [krasa] neustale chveni, zmatene tuzby, 

byl ji rvan a nesen jako vichrici; Vit ji vnimal klidneji, cite, ze z darn sveta 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 cafe 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 uzkost tak opravdova, ze 

Petr sevrel pod stolem pesti’ (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):

Neznici skutecnost zavfenim oci. Aniz se vzajemne dohodli (nemeli k tomu 

dosud prilezitosti), jiste uvazuji Kama i Vit, jak by se ho nejlepe zbavili. 

Nechteji mu ublizit. Pripommal si Kamino chovani, kazdy jeji pohled, 

postoj, posunek, kazde slovo. Nebylo pochyby. At’ delala a mluvila cokoli, 

vsecko bylo urceno Vitovi. K nemu, Petrovi, se obracela jen ze slusnosti. A 

ujist’oval se, ze tomu tak bylo od prv niho dne jejich spolecne znamosti. 

Ti dva si byli urceni. Bylo mezi nimi tolik pojitek, ktera nikdy nemohla 

vzniknout mezi nim a Kamou. Co mohl mezi nimi chtit on, ktery nemel nic 

a ktery, kdovi, snad vsechen svuj zajem o umeni predstiral jen proto, aby se 

mohl pratelit s Vitem. A ze vseho nejvic ho pokorovala mvslenka, ze jeho 

pritomnost na jejich schuzkach je placena Vitem, tim Vitem, ktery by 

ho patrne videl nejradeji za horami, ale nedokaze mu to rici. Proc si 

vubec kdy vzpomneli chodit s tou divkou? Bylo jim lepe bez m. On vsak uz 

dele nebude hrat ulohu z milosti trpeneho. (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

47



overlook it, is in the passage where he describes Petr’s coat: ‘Ten kabat, 

nezapommejme, 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 matcinym udelem a kolikrat snil, jak vse bude jednou napraveno! Slysel-li 

vsak taz obvinem z jejich ust, vzpiral se je uznat. Ton sebelitovani, ktery 

postfehl v matcinych vycitkach, 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:

Proc matka nejde? Proc ji tarn zdrzuji tak dlouho, proc ona sama nema tolik 

odvahy, aby rekla: Je uz noc, pani, musim domu. Nyni tarn stoji nad 

neckami pradla v mlhovem oparu, ktery se srazi na oknech a steka dolu v 

slzach. Konecky jejich prstu jsou ryhovany jako valcha, na ktere vypira 

spinu z kosil, spodku a prosteradel sveho panstva. Zivitele. Nezapomen, 

Petre, polibit ruku milostpam, az pujde dolu. 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 castuji v putykach, oslovujice 

ho „pane inzenyre“, shleda v tomto pnzemnim kutlochu, ze je pouhym 

domovmkem, jehoz manzelka se vraci z posluhy shrbena unavou, rozzuri se 

znovu. Ceho mohl dosahnout pri svych schopnostech, kdyby ho byl zivot 

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

nemu chovaji mazavkove s akademickymi tituly jako rovny k rovnemu. 

Nebyl a nebude nikdy domovmkem, 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 

‘mazavkove 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 opet tim, kym byval, nez ho 

valka uvrhla v podradnost a tupe poslusenstvi chlapikum, ktefi mohli byt v miru 

jeho spolecniky a od nichz ho nyni delilo strlbro hvezd a zlato prymku’ (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 Hazova because 

he wants to surpass his friend Bertik’s stories of his adventures with women: 

‘’’Sluzky, to nem nic pro mne. To dovede kazdy,” odpovedel vztekle’ (p. 28).
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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: ‘Tvaric se pohrdave, cekala, az ji 

udelaji mlsto, aby mohla projit. [...] Matka zdravila pokome. Dva kroky za pani 

Hazovou stala 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: ‘Siroka, statna Frida a vysoky, 

drobny Petr’ (p. 51). However, the characterisation ‘Od toho dne, kdy od m 

prijal lahve malaga, probudila se v m odveka stedrost sluzek k milencum’ (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 -  ‘Petruv mladistvy hlad a mlsnost premohly jeho odpor proti tomu, 

aby si nechaval takto platit sve schuzky s m’ (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 jasnozreni jako 

by zahledl celou svou budoucnost: snad nikdy nebude mit sily, aby utekl od 

neceho, co zacal s jinymi. Zivot bezi dvema cestami, nikdy se nesetka to, co by
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chtel, 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 vyjevene devce z vesnicke pouti, ktere tam stalo, 

hledic nan zamcenyma ocima v pokome tvari’ (p. 63)) exposes his lack of 

compassion for her. The description of Frida following Petr with Bertik and 

Zicka only further emphasises this: ‘Frida sla za nimi stale, smutna a tezka jako 

tazny kun’ (p. 63). The narrator’s final summary of Frida: ‘Stala tam nehybne ve 

svych pestrych satech vesnicanky, hledela za odjizdejicim pamickem, cizi a 

hranata, 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:

Hnedy nabytek vydechoval tezke ticho a zasla cerven plysovych povlaku 

kresel byla sarlatove temna. Na masivmm pribomiku, podobnem 

zavrenemu oltari poutmch kosteliku, ztuhlo v hlubokych zavitech rezby 

virem prachu. Nad misou s umelym ovocem se vznasel falesny ton touhy po 

blahobytu a vylhaneho rodinneho stesti. Pokoj byl jako konserva 

zapomenutych ctnosti, tezko stravitelne jidlo se zarodky mrtvice a jatemich 

nemoci. Vladl v nem poradek a horky vzduch byl prosycen vuni latek, dreva 

a lakovanych listu umele palmy, jez pod svymi vejiri hostily orient 

maskamich plesu a odalisek z predmesti. (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:

Vedel toho opravdu velmi malo, nebot’jeji zpoved’ se podobala zpovedi 

nevestky, ktera ospravedlnuje svuj pad. Byl-li tu rozdil, tedy jen ten, ze si 

nevymyslela pribeh sveho zivota, nybrz davala mu jen barvu a ton, ktere by 

nejvlc dojaly tohoto posluchace, touziciho skryte, aby nikde nebylo ani 

vlasky uhony, 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 valka ji vysvobodila’ (p. 123) -  and therefore he 

wants to trust her: ‘Petr byl dojat. V jeji povidce bylo mnoho, co mu 

pfipominalo jeho vlastm mladi. Nesvoboda a touha po volnosti. Rozumel 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: ‘Petruv vzdor nebyl tak pevny, jak by si 

pral. Saty z anglicke latky, tkane z hnedych a bilych niti. Takove zavidival 

synovi domacich. Predcil by v nich vsecky mladence ve tride’ (p. 126), and 

‘Oblekl jimi nejen sve telo, nybrz i sebevedomi. Predstihl mnohe, ktery az 

dosud zavidel, a vyrovnal se nekolika ojedinelym ze tridy’ (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 biciku moci, ktera je 

dohnala az sem a pozene je dale. Snad za chvili s m splynou, budou ovladani a 

uzivani k ovladani’ (p. 158). A moment later, after Petr has avoided the front, he
I Q

thinks: ‘Bylo vyhodne byt slabochem, kdyz silakum 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.

2.4 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 cafe they 

encounter a soldier with his girlfriend: ‘Mlady vojak s prymky jednorocmho 

dobrovolmka je uvital zamracemm a devce otocilo rychle hlavu k oknu, aby 

ukrylo slzy’ (p. 8). Vit’s room faces the main street ‘stale plnou lidi a ruchu, kde 

jezdily cervene tramvaje a cas od casu pochodovaly mlcici rady vojaku na ceste 

k nadrazf (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 skoncil 

unavou a bez radosti z uspechu. Valka a bida uzavrely zelena vrata prazdnin’(p.

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

39 This thought echoes some of Karel’s reflections on power in Cerne svetlo. As I shall discuss 
in the chapter on Cerne svetlo, Karel’s view of power likewise has its origin in his experience of 
inferiority.
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‘Cas i v olovenych dnech nevlidne zimy horel rychle a unor kdysi veselych 

zabijacek a maskarmch reju byl jim pohlcen hladovy a vyzably, tak jako jindy 

tucny 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 vojaka, stizeneho nervovym otfesem. Jeho nohy byly vymrsfovany 

do vyse desivou silou mezi dvema holemi, o nez se nest’astnik opiral; skakal 

pres tajemnou prekazku, preskakoval smrt, ktera jim proletala jako niciva 

vichrice zotvlranym domem. Kdyz se zastavil, trasl se jako chabe dvere, 

jimiz lomcuje silenec, a kroutil hlavou v udesnem zaporu. Petr se odvratil a 

obesel ho pulkruhem. Ale zjev trval na sitnicich oci a sestupoval do neho; i 

v nem jako by se neco 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: 4Trapny pocit stval jeho 

myslenky v kole bezradnosti; napinal se v nem a bolel tak, ze touzil po nejake 

muce telesne, zatinal zuby do rtu a lamal 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 divne, ze cely zivot a snad cele dejiny lidstva lze slozit z takovych 

nicotnych prihod. Jak poznas, ze tato prihoda je dulezita a tato opet ne?

Zijes vsechny stejne. Ted’ sedi Vit zde, je to vojak na dovolene, ktery se 

chce bavit, je to chlapec, ktery chce presvedcit sebe i jine, jak zmuznel a jak 

pohrda hloupostmi, jako je cit. Dnes je tedy zde a za nekolik dm bude opet

54



tam, kde se valci a kde se tvori dejiny. A pro nej to zase bude jen rada 

pfihod, drobnych udalosti, ktere jen svym mnozstvi'm a svymi nasledky jsou 

dulezite. Kdo vi, snad dnesku je urceno, aby pro nej nebo pro Vita byl 

vyznamnejsi nez nejvetsf bitva. (p. 38)40 

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.41 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:

4 Snad i on tam nekde obchazi nyni cizi dvere a prosi oskubany, sesly, na pokraji 

zhrouceni. Vina litosti jim prochvela’ (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, mel-li clovek ztratit svuj sotva 

zacaty zivot. Ne Kamou a laskou, nybrz Vitem, otcem a vsemi, kdo byli vydani 

stejnemu nebezpeci, mely se obirat jeho myslenky’ (p. 26). The narrator shows 

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

40 Later it appears again when Petr is doing history homework: ‘Nic vSak nebylo vzdalenSjSi 
jeho mysli nez tyto dSje davno mrtve, letopoCty, milniky minulosti, kolem nichz se ntil Cas k 
dne§ku. Nebyl-li dne§ek sam dSjinami? Cely svSt byl v ohni’ (p. 43).
41 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 dobS tak Casto hraval 
napCvy vlastni razby, jez mCly vyjadfit nevyslovitelne z toho, co se v nSm dSlo’ (p. 26). Earlier 
the narrator has informed the reader that ‘[...] Vit tihl spi§e k hudbC, 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 videt cerne. At’ 

jakkoli hrozna, valka mela pro ne i sve svetle stranky. Vycitili je a chteli 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: ‘Clovece, 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, clovece. 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 udelaji. A uz je to jedno, jestli z Mad’aru nebo z nasich’ (p. 

27)) and therefore he becomes a target for Petr’s disdain and envy: ‘Bertici to 

maji nejlepsi. Prikrci 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 te bidy’ (p.

57). On the contrary, Petr’s experience of the war is of a self-preoccupied 

nature: ‘V jake dobe se to narodil, v jake psi dobe! Ostatne bylo by to pro neho 

nejlepsi, nebyt valky? NevedeT (p. 37).42

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, neveda uz, co by si pocal sam sebou, vzpomnel si na Bertika, na toho 

Bertika, jehoz nemel rad, ale ktery byl prece jen lepsi nez nikdo’ (pp. 58-59). 

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

42 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: ‘Ud61aji-li tohle z Vita, bude ho mit jestS 
rada? OSkubaneho pachnouciho? Podle knih jistS’ (p. 19).
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Kama, he again turns to Bertik for help: ‘ Vzpomnel si na Bertika. Jak to, ze 

prave na toho klacka, jehoz vzdy nenavidel a jimz pohrdal? Ale Bertik mel 

styky, znal se s kdekym a nebylo, obrazne receno, vod, do nichz by nespustil sve 

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 svihak a leskl se blahobytem’ (p. 114). In a 

passage that reflects Petr’s opinion of Bertik the narrator depicts Petr’s 

realisation that he has himself become an opportunist: ‘Srovnavaje se s nun, 

nema uz Petr ani te opory, jiz mival v dobach, kdy chodil s Vitem. Jeho 

nicemnost je snad vetsi nez Bertikova, boji se vsak otevrene k m doznat, udelat 

si z ni zivotni zakon a postavit se na pevne nohy pohrdam’ (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.43 The contrast 

between the two friends makes Petr’s cynicism seem false.44

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, vydrazdenou zivocisnosti, jako by nebylo valky a na 

zadneho z nich nedolehla jeji strast’ (p. 115),45 with descriptions that emphasise 

the dehumanisation of people whose life has been reduced to mere subsistence, 

to a mass existence (or death):46

43 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, jeStg spici, m£l pocit, ze vzdycky bude zabijet, co ma 
v sobe nejlepSiho. ChtSl si pnsahat, ze uz nikdy. Ale zasmal se. Uz se nebude pfelhavat. Jak 
znSlo heslo? Vezmi, co chce§ a mu2e§’ (p. 201).
44 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 
jelenum, jako jsme byli my, nejenze je smrt a strach, ale ze je taky zivot a ze se ma brat, dokud 
je. Docela podle dneSniho vtipu: kupte si, nebude’ (p. 37).
45 Petr cannot identify with the others’ enthusiasm, though: ‘Petr prechazel od skupiny ke 
skupinS, smal se a naslouchal s ostatnimi, zatim co v n6m skripgla pila zavisti. ZavidSl v§em, ale 
nenachazel uCasti na nidem, co se tu dSlo, zavidSl i Samkovi jeho poctivy zal’ (p. 115).
46 Another example of this is the scene in front o f the butcher’s shop where people are queuing 
for food: ‘Plynova lampa, jejiz svStlo se chystalo zemriti s tmou, modelovala Cem6 houfec lidi a 
tahle vzdechy, bzudeni obdasneho neklidu a Soupani nohou je pripodobftovaly spicimu stadu’ (p. 
76).
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Lide zbaveni domovu zili ve stadech. Daleko v zakopech a doma v 

dlouhych radach pred vyjedenymi kramy. Chleb a rise se rozpadaly. Tupa 

lhostejnost a zoufale nadeje se strldaly v myslich. Chleb piny dfeva a rise 

plna nepravosti splyvaly vjedno v ubitem vedomi. Vycerpana tela a zeme 

neodpocata a mrazy neuzavfena zrodily chorobu. V dlouhych frontach lide 

ji dychali jeden na druheho. Vraceli se domu s prazdnymi brasnami, s 

ochablou mysli, s ocima, v nichz planuly zahrobni ohne horecek. Umirali 

houfne, snad proto, ze duse byly tak mdle, snad proto, ze uz nevedeli proc 

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, zaril blahosklonnosti a nabadal Vita k 

vlastenectvi ve smyslu rise, chvalorece jeho hrdinstvi’ (p. 32). On the contrary, 

the form master, whom the pupils like, is a patriot who teaches them about the 

Revivalist Havlicek: ‘Meli ho radi a krotili pred mm svou jankovitost. Prednasel 

o Havlickovi a zvolna se rozehrival. Zapomnel, ze chtel mluvit po tichu, na 

vyhublych licich mu vyskocila cerven. A minulost, jiz ozivoval, se podivuhodne 

podobala pntomnosti’ (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 znelo prilis neurcite, ale volny ja, tomu 

rozumeli vsichni podle svych predstav’ (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.47 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 mladickem hofi a 

nadejich nem mista pro nikoho a pro nic jineho nez pro nej sameho. Vse 

ostatni bylo jen maskarada citu, tak opravdova, jako jsou vsechny lzi 

osmnacti let: do krve. Aniz o tom vedel, ve vsech tech velikych dejich, o 

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

anebo ve chvlli melancholie mrtveho pod nimi. Ano, sedet sam nad svou 

vlastm mrtvolou a nkat: Jak statecny 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 vedel’ 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 Kamine a Petr byval 

trochu skepticky. Veril jako ona v blizici se osvobozeni, ale ptal se, co prinese. 

Jeji vlastenectvi mu pripadalo trochu plane a zbytecne nadsene. Chudaci 

zustanou asi chudaky, nkal, a jakapak je to svoboda’ (p. 208).48 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.

47 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 
dob6, kdy kolem dokola umiraly miliony?’ (p. 192).
481 do not agree with Gotz when he writes of RezaS: ‘Neda se mylit ve sve snaze po nahe pravdS 
ani nacionalni horeCkou 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 FrantiSek Gotz, Vaclav Rezac, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 45.
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In his review of Vetrna setba A. M. Pisa criticises Rezac for concentrating 

too much on Petr’s erotic development and using the war as a mere backdrop. 

Pisa points to an essential feature of Vetrna 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.49 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

4 9 See A.M.P., ‘Roman valedneho mladf, in Pravo 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’.50 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.

50 See Terry Eagleton: Criticism and Ideology, London/New York: Verso, 1998, pp. 87-88.
See also Franco Moretti: The Way o f 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.51 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. Nemec, for example, uses the word ‘obroda’ to 

describe a new perspective for Petr. Novak interprets Kama as the hope of the 

novel, ‘statecna a cista zena uprostred porusenych slabosskych muzu’.53 Sezima, 

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

51 This is in accordance with the narrator’s judgmental attitude to pani Hazova.
52 F. NSmec, ‘Roman o mladi za valeinymi ffontami’, p. 4.
53 Arne Novak, ‘Nova prosa’, p. 5.
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4[...] vrati mravni odpovednost a zjasni jeho pohled na svet’.54 Thus the critics, 

unanimously, tend to focus on only one side of the ideologeme of purity versus 

impurity. Rezac’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.

54 Karel Sezima, ‘Z nove tvorby romanove. (Romany generaCni 3. -  Surrealism.)’, p. 472.
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Chapter 3

Slepa ulicka (1939)

v  1 • •Vaclav Rezac’s second novel Slepa ulicka (1939) has been widely perceived as 

a ‘social’ novel2, although at the time of its publication it was also described as a 

‘novel of the family,’3 a ‘psychological’ novel,4 a ‘generation novel’5 or a ‘novel 

of marriage’.6 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 Rezac employs in the novel and

1 According to Jifi Opelik Slepa ulicka, in spite of the fact that 1938 is generally given as the 
year o f publication, was not published until 1939. Its first edition (Borovy) came out at the 
beginning o f February 1939 (Opelik refers to Lidove noviny, 3.2.1939, p. 7). Apart from that it 
came out in instalments in the library of Lidove noviny from 4 January until the middle of 
February 1939 (Opelik refers to Lidove noviny, 16.12.1938, p.7 and 11.2.1939, p. 11). See Jifi 
Opelik, ‘Romanove dilo Vaclava RezaCe’, unpublished PhD thesis, Brno: Masaryk University, 
1961.
2 See, for example, Frant[i§ek] Krelina, ‘Roman spoleCensky’, Venkov, 1.4.1939, p. 7; 
[Anonymous], Lumir, 1939/40, 31.1.1940, pp. 207-08; -Rja-, Ceska osveta, 35, April 1939, 8. 
The review was placed under the headline ‘socialni roman’ together with Jaroslav HavliCek’s Ta 
treti (1939) and Karel Novy’s Treti vetev (1939). In other issues of the same journal novels 
reviewed under this headline are, for example, Benjamin KliCka’s trilogy Generace, Vaclav 
Prokupek’s Ztracena zeme (1938) and FrantiSek Erik Saman’s Muj kamaradpanbuh (1937)
The notion o f 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, Slepa ulicka has most often been compared 
with Lide na krizovatce by Marie Pujmanova. See, for example, A.N., ‘Roman prisnS 
objektivni’, Lidove noviny, 26.2.1939, p. 9, or J.B.C., ‘Vaclav Rezad: Slepa uliCka’, Nase doba, 
47, 1939/40, pp. 120-21.1 find, however, that there are significant differences as regards the 
type o f narrator and the narrative organisation and presentation of events. This suggests that the 
comparisons are related to the ideological content o f the novels.
3 See J.B.C,‘Vaclav Rezd£: Slepa ulieka’, Nase doba, 47, 1939/40, pp. 120-21.
4 See Josef Sup: ‘Vaclav Rezad: Slepa uliCka’, Kriticky mesicnik, 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’.
5 See review [Anonymous], Lumir, 1939/40, 31.1.1940, pp. 207-08.
6 See v.b.k., ‘Roman mnoha osudu’, Narodniprace, 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 Slepa 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, Ruzena’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 

Ruzena between the young Michal Gromus and the Communist worker Jindra 

Pour and in the conflict between Michal Gromus and Balada, Ruzena’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 o f man/woman by the sole fact that he is a male character.

65



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
Q

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.9 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 napfna mlady mozek a mlada 

odvaha’ (p. 20),10 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:

Prejel si dlani usta v nenapadnem posunku, aby zachytil jeji vuni. Ne, ne. 

Stan nevom. A zadival se zfznive na sklonenou hlavu sveho syna. Michal uz 

opet pracoval, pramen hebkych vlasu, jez bylo tezko ucesat, mu spadl pres 

spanek a visel do tvare. Ti mladi snad nemaji zadny cit. Clovek by rekl, ze 

bude pobihat a vykrikovat, neveda, ceho by se radosti drive chytil. Nu,

8 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.
9 The very first word of the novel is Michal Gromus. Originally RezaC wrote the novel with only 
one main character who may well have been Michal Gromus. Opelik thinks that Rezac changed 
the structure of the novel due to pressure from Bedrich Vaclavek, to whom Rezac sent a first 
draft, as well as being inspired by Pujmanova’s Lide na krizovatce that came out in 1937. See 
Jifi Opelik, ‘Romanove dilo Vaclava Rezade’, Brno: Masaryk University, 1961, pp. 90-91.
10 Vaclav Rezad, Slepa ulicka [1938], Prague: Mlada 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 patme nerozumi mne. A pfece v nem ziji, to je to 

jedine, co ze mne zustane. (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 zivote, mysli 

si ten mlady clovek, ktery je nabit zdravim, a zda se mu, ze ve svem odhodlam a 

ve sve sile je vzneseny jako idea sama. A nerozumi tomu starci, ktery si trese o 

kazdy tep srdce, jenz mu zbyva. Nevsima si ani toho, jak chytracky skryl za 

nadsenim pro vec svuj vlastni zajem’ (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 

Ruzena sums up this ‘contemporary man’:

Ten protiklad zadumciveho klidu prirody, kterym byl obklopen, a tepajici 

stroje odpovidal podivuhodne pohode jeho tela a mysli. Telo si hovelo a 

myslenky uhanely. Tak to melo byt: ten chvat, ten ustavicny vzruch, to bylo 

jedine, ceho ses nemohl stale nasytit. Sotva jsi byl hotov s jednou veci, vrhal 

ses na jinou a svet ti odpovidal, stval te k novym a novym vykonum, chci 

neco noveho, neco jineho, ricel usty zastupcu a obchodnich dopisu, tohle uz 

tu bylo, ach, to je stare, dejte nam neco noveho. Neco noveho. Zajiste tento 

pokrik, otrasaj id  celym svetem, byl spravny, vyjadroval citem a touhu 

soucasneho cloveka, a na mou veru, libil se ti. Kam to povede? ptali se 

oslove minule generace, prezvykujice bodlak sve opatmicke a astmaticke
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moudrosti. [...]. Jedina uzkost te ji'ma. Aby zivot byl dosti dlouhy na 

vsechno, co bys chtel. Zeneme se rychleji, bylo by tudiz spravedlive, aby i 

nase zavodni draha byla prodlouzena. Nove a nove. Je to spravne? Ano. 

Nebot’ to jedine chceme, nebot’ to jedine nam 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 blase approach to life 

as he has experienced it in Prague.)

The narrator further expresses his dislike of the modem 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’:11 The description emphasises 

the daily relentless routine under time pressure and the monotony of the work 

process: ‘ nezastavuj se, clovece, tvuj cas je rozpocten a tvoje pohyby 

svazany s obratkami stroje, neohlizej se a nemysli na nic, stoje na svem miste 

spej stale vpred, ta-ta, ta-ta, predpazit, pripazit, predpazit, pripazit’ (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’ uz davno nem na svete 

dosti rohu a kopyt, aby postacily zasobit lidstvo hrebeny - odtud pochazeji. 

Divajice se na ne, zda byste uverili, ze jedny z nich jsou vlastne mocovinou 

a druhe byvaly tfeba tvarohem. Smekame klobouk pred silou lidskeho 

dumyslu, ale nepokoreni pravime: Uzasne, ale jak to prispelo k nasemu 

stesti? (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:12

Ach, tady trci v malem, zapomenutem, mestecku nejaky mladik, hodne 

bezvyrazny, ani barva jeho vlasu se mi nelibi, nejsou ani plave, ani 

kastanove, jako bys do nich popelu nasypal, v sirokem, zbytecne ruzovem 

obliceji mu sedi vystouple oci, jako by mu lezly z hlavy nepochopitelnym

11 Similar descriptions of the dehumanisation of the work process and the mechanisation of 
human beings can be found in Pujmanova’s Lide na krizovatce (1937) and earlier in 
Hostovsky’s Ztraceny stin (1931). In the latter, however, the narrative presentation focuses more 
on the effect o f this on the psychology of the main character, rather than placing the 
phenomenon in a larger social context of class struggle.
12 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 vsetecnymi a vsudypntomnymi 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 Ruzena:4 A tu 

se k m naklonil, a poule sve oci, beztak dosti vystouple, a pokouseje se o usmev, 

ktery mu nepodarene nadmul tvare, rekT (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 protejsi stfese a o malo vie dole na ulici. Bily oblak za jedirim 

z korninu. Nemem se, civi na jednom miste. [...]. Dum se chveje 

pravidelnym dunivym dusotem, jak palice rytmicky dopadaji na kozene 

pasy prostrene na kovadline. V podzemi je zlatotepecka dilna. Zlatotepec, 

zlatotepec. Zlato, zlato. (p. 5)

With the repeated 4 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 mlcky do domu a odlozili v rozlehle predsini. Nikdo je 

neprisel uvitat, dum byl tichy, jenom z pfizemi, kde byla kuchyne, zalehaly 

sem pravidelne, trochu dunive udery, jak kucharka naklepavala maso. 

Zlatotepec, zlato, zlato. Michal se usmal siroce na otce, ktery pred mm stal 

zamlkle a rozpacite. (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’:

‘Opet ten romantik, ktery v nicem neuznava vyhrad, a chce-li neco, chce to cele 

a beze zbytku. Jak tenhle clovek mohl byt obchodnikem a jak se mohl dodelat 

uspechu tak znacneho? Snad jenom proto, ze ti, s nimiz mel co delat, mu byli 

vicemene 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: ‘Veci se proste nedaji 

lamat pres koleno a tovama nej sou jen stroje, jsou to take zivi lide’ (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: ‘Neseslo mu tak na tech sesti, ale mival vzdycky povest 

lidskeho 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 zakoreneno, jak to v nich sedi. Mozna ze to maji uz v krvi, ze se s 

tim rodi. Vyrostl mezi tim, ale uz na to zapomnel. Jednoho dne se s nimi 

utka, tomu se asi nevyhne; kazdy, kdo je zamestnava, musi se s nimi jednou 

stretnout. Jak na ne? (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: ‘Uniformm, stejne, bezvyrazne. Pfipomlnaji dav, az to mrazi (p.

30). The passage also reveals Michal’s way of thinking about power:

Michal je mijel s pocity tisne i vdecnosti, ze nem jedirim z jejich obyvatelu. 

Po prevratu z nich sla tak trochu hruza, rozplnali se, povzbuzovani vysoko 

slehajici zari ruskeho ohne, citili se uz soudci a pany. Nesmysl. Jsou 

stvoreni k tomu, aby byli ovladani. Priroda neplytva svymi silami, a vytvori- 

li nekolik mozku lepsich nez hromady ostatnich, je to proto, ze jim 

prisoudila zvlastni ulohu. Nekdo musi vest ta zmatena stada, jez by se jinak 

utopila v bide a bezradnosti. Socialismus a kapitalismus. Vcelku to nem nic 

jineho nez spor o zpusob a rusky priklad to jen potvrzuje. Nakonec zustanou 

jedni nahore a druzi dole, na jedne strane kvalita a na druhe mnozstvi, a 

mezi nimi se mele, zmita a sviji beztvare cosi, stredni stav, administrativa, 

urednik -  touha nahoru a ploskonohe myslenky a na nich neseskrabatelne 

blato plebejskeho puvodu a urcem. Spokojen mistem, ktere mu, jak si prave 

vylozil, nalezelo ve svete pravem zrozeni i nadani, mlady Gromus si
1 3vykracoval stale pevneji. (pp. 30-31)

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

13 The passage continues: ‘ToCil hulkou, starou SpanSlkou s kulatou hlavou ze slonoviny, 
pozustatkem otcova mladickeho Svihactvi, kterou vyhrabal kdesi ve skrini a jiz si od sveho 
navratu zvykl nosit na svych prochazkach’ (p. 31). The walking stick is important because in 
Rezad’s novels it functions as a typical bourgeois emblem. In Cerne svetlo 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 Ruzena 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 

MichaTs analysis of his family’s relationship with power and the need for 

leaders:14

“To je v rode,” odpovedel Michal. “Neboztik dedecek musil mit alespon 

psa, ktereho vubec nepotreboval, jen aby mohl nekomu poroucet. Bez lidi, 

jako byl muj otec, by svet upadl do anarchie, bezvladi by pohltilo jedny i 

druhe a pozirali se navzajem jako smecky vlku. Bez vule k moci by nebylo 

poradku. Kdybych chtel mluvit nafoukane, rekl bych, ze tvonme blahobyt a 

s nun vsechny hodnoty, pro ktere zivot stoji vubec za to, aby byl zit.” (p. 

141)15

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: 

‘Zuril nad prekazkami, trebaze je zmahal trpelive a nedaval se jimi znechutit.

14 The Napoleon topos links Slepa ulicka with Cerne svetlo (see footnote above). The topos also 
occurs in Pujmanova’s Lide na krizovatce in Ruzena’s thoughts about pani Hauslerova: ‘Uboha 
pani! VSichni muzSti jsou stejne potvory. Co dSlat, sv£t je takovy. SilnejSi vitSzi, a jiz agenti v 
kamaSich mluvivali s oblibou o Napoleonovi. Co chcete, tof zivot’. Marie Pujmanova, Lide na 
krizovatce [1937], Prague: Borovy, 1948, p. 401.
15 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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Proc nebylo mozno vzit kladivo a rozdrtit je, proc nebylo mozno ovladnout vuli 

tu smecku, ktera se jmenuje zakaznictvo?’ (p. 146). The narration repeatedly 

returns to his ideas of power and the necessity of leaders.16 However, these are 

consistently ironised in the narrator’s discourse, for example, in the above case:

4Byl by se musel smat svym myslenkam, kdyby vse co podnikal, nebral az 

ponure vazne’ (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 4egoism’ 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.17

The narrative presentation of Michal’s relationship with women, first with 

Ruzena, 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 Ruzena for my analysis of the function of 

Ruzena’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),
1 ftthat he somehow senses that she is intellectually superior to him. The 

description of MichaTs 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: 4Moci se ji tak zmocnit, podrobit sobe, ucinit ji na sobe 

zavislou. Byl to nesmysl, nikdy by se nepodrobila. Byl by to vecny souboj dvou 

inteligencf (p. 150).

The presentation of MichaTs 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

16 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).
18 In the case of Ruzena, it is her belonging to the working class that makes him curious -  ‘to 
know what they are really like’.

74



thinking as typically female, as opposed to his own self-confident (implied 

masculine) way of thinking:

Naopak pocitil nahle silnou duveru ve sve jednostranne, pfimocare mysleni. 

Musi to pfece cloveku dodavat sily, jestlize si mysli o vecech bud’ to, nebo 

ono a nikdy dvoji nebo troji najednou, jestlize nikdy neni na pochybach, 

jestlize si nepohrava se svou inteligenci, ale hledi ji proste vytezit. Musi mu 

to dodavat sily a pfevahy nad ostatnimi. Vsechno jine je intelektualstina 

vhodna pro nedelni kratochvili, zabava pro zeny vzdycky trochu naklonene 

rozvratu. (pp. 150-51)

Vilma embodies the modem, emancipated bourgeois woman.19 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 hanebne osvetleni, dokonale malomestske skrtilstvi a 

starousedlicky slendrian, a pfece fikam krasa. Jsou ve vas taky nekdy dva 

lide? Jednomu z nich pfipada, ze toho pokroku neni stale dost, vlece se to 

pro lidskou hloupost k zoufani pomalu, a druhy se boji, aby toho pfece jen 

nebylo pfilis mnoho, protoze to stare, zacazene a loudave 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 Ruzena, not 

only as a rival, but also in the sense that Ruzena represents the traditional, 

uneducated working class woman. Ruzena’s reverence for Michal’s position of 

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

19 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 Ruzena, 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 nejakeho dejstvi, jiz znal a jez mu nahanivala 

hruzu, v nem bloudila. Nemohl primet svou pamef, aby mu je osvetlila dosti 

jasne. Vedel jenom, ze chce toto devce, ze je musi dostat, ze se ho musi 

beze zbytku zmocnit, aby vse, co dosud delal, nabylo praveho smyslu.

(p. 160)
• • 90Michal’s first subconscious impression is later confirmed by his step-brother 

Robert’s comment on Vilma: \,Je hezka, to ano. Je chytra, chytrejsi, nez na 

kolik ja stacim. Ale je v m neco, jak bych to rekl, zkratka pripada mi, ze je v m 

neco z me matky'4’ (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 nem, Michalovi, desetkrat vice vule, nez bylo v jeho 

otci. NesmysT (p. 162). The narrative presentation of MichaTs consciousness 

reveals again and again how MichaTs 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 slabe hvizdalo v hrdle, bylo to srdce, nacepyrene gromusovske 

srdce, hltavy, nenasytny duch zdedene krve’ (p. 161).

The nature of Vilma and MichaTs 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

20 It 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 vetru a slysel, co nikdy predtim neslychal. Tma znela smichem. 

Obfi noc se lamala v pase a roztrasala se chechtotem. Vilma se nemusela bat 

hodit mu dil teto noci jako kost. Hryzl ji mame. Zustala mu jen neuhasitelna

zizeh, jakoby se napil morske vody nebo nalizal snehu. Mel to byt jeho
01udel? Sedel a chvilemi drkotal zuby, aniz o tom vedel. (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 ovsem o to, co 

zmita lidmi, ale co se deje ve vas. To bych rad vedel. Prisel jsem sice proto, 

abych drazil, ale dejme tomu, ze nebudu. Pohrejme si s touto myslenkou, 

dokud je cas. Otrocka myslenka. Mohl bych zabit, kdybych chtel, pravi 

otrok a predstavuji si ho, jak stoji s nozem v ruce nad svym panem, ktery 

pokojne spi. Ale pan vzdychne ze sna, otrok se zacne chvet a pusti nuz. 

Nebot’je to jen otrok a boji se i spiciho pana. Nebudu drazit, abych si 

prokazal, ze nejsem otrok, ktery pousti nuz, 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 rici, ze to byl vlastne znamenity snatek, 

toto spojeni dvou poctarskych hlav, nebyti toho, ze jedna z nich byla oblouzena

21 This passage is also an example of how RezaS 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 druha zustavala trvale chladna. Michal mel brzy ocenit, pro koho z nich 

dvou byl vyhodnejsf (pp. 218-19).

The development of their relationship shows how MichaTs 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 konjunkture, 

kdezto vy se svymi hrebeny 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 Ruzena who he saw sitting with Jindra when he
' J ' Xwas out on a walk. Vilma’s refusal represents a blow to MichaTs 

understanding of his natural rights, not only in terms of marriage, but in the 

broader sense of class as well:

Uplatnit svou vuli tak, jako ji uplatnuje sedlak nebo stepm kocovmk. Copak 

je mozne, aby mu smela neco takoveho odeprit? Ma mu byt vzato, co 

prlroda priznala vsemu, co zije: pravo udrzovat svuj rod? Bylo by tak lehke 

stisknout to hrdlo a svirat je tak dlouho, az by zacalo chladnout, az by 

vystydlo tak, jak studena je duse v tomto tele. Ale ceho by se tim dosahlo? 

Ruzenin zivot se tyci v seru stale nepruhlednejsim jako hora v modrave 

dalce. Mame snad vymirat, nemajice, komu bychom predali vysledky sve 

prace, 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.24 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 mm 

prevalovala jak vlna mdloby. Nemel sily, aby si porucil a vstal. Chvilkami 

skubla mu telem nervova krec jako vzlyk. Neco mu vyplouvalo pred oci. Snad

22 For the influence of the economic crisis on the Gromus business, see pp. 221-23.
23 This is one of the episodes which the narrative discourse repeats from two different 
perspectives: first from Ruzena and Jindra’s and later we learn about Michal’s reaction to the 
situation (see p. 240).
24 It also expresses MichaTs prejudiced view that the Tower classes’ behave like animals; it is 
implied that, contrary to this behaviour, the bourgeoisie are civilised.
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to byl Ruzenin zivot vzedmuti tehotenstvim, svetelkujici modre jako hora 

podobenstvf (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 

Ruzena. 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, alespon v takovouto chvili ma byt zena po boku sveho 

muze. [...] Takove je manzelstvi: v nem vice nez kde jinde si jeden musi 

podmanit druheho’ (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 Gromusu ani 

v jejich zakonfku, aby pousteli, co jednou uchvatili, tfeba 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 MichaTs and Vilma’s relationship runs like one extended 

mockery of all MichaTs 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 me, 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 Ruzena in the street. Actually, this piece of information is 

not really correct since Vilma saw Ruzena 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 snatkem. Lhalajsem opravdu? Nechci lez, je to zbran 

zenske slabosti, je to neco, ke cemu nas vychovavali. [...]. Nekdo se 

neodbytne prochazi jejim svedoimm. Ach ne, s tim si na mne neprijdes. 

Jeste tyhle dvere otevri. Chci vedet, co je za nimi. Vilma se dopali a otvira i 

tyto posledni dvere. Ma svou hrdost, nikdo ji nesmi rici, ze pred neclm 

couvla, ze se neceho bala. A pfece to byl podvod. Vzala jsem si ho a ma to 

sve prirozene 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 modem 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 krasnem zenskem tele. Tady byl vysledek emancipace, koedukace a 

jak jeste se ta modemi blaznovstvi jmenuji a technicke vychovy, zena, ktera se 

stydela za sve zenstvi a citila nejjasnejsi a nespravedlnejsi zakon prirody jako 

krivdu 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 sobe mladl s dusickami, jez nebyly schopny pojmout siri smutku sveho 

udelu, pohanela je srdce, jez nedovedlo nic odradit od blaznivych snu. Vilma se
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za nimi divala s tvrdou zavistf (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.

3.3 The ideological function of Ruzena’s narrative

The function of Ruzena’s narrative has gone widely unnoticed in previous 

criticism of Slepa ulicka in which critics mostly focus on the amorous intrigues 

that surround this character. On the story level Ruzena 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 Ruzena’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 Ruzena, but which also have implications for the interpretation of 

the whole narrative.

Ruzena’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 Ruzena 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: ‘Zacinala milovat toho vychrtlika, ktery ji takrka omdleval v naruci a v 

jehoz ocich nachazela svit uzasneho zboznem, podobny onomu, ktery vidala v
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ocich sveho otce, jenomze tryskajlci z jineho zdroje’ (p. 165). Ruzena’s 

narrative can be divided into four parts: Ruzena 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.

Ruzena is central to the narrative presentation of class in two ways. First, in 

the characterisation of Ruzena her perception of class appears to be the defining 

feature of her character which governs her aspirations and actions. Second, 

Ruzena’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 Ruzena and Jindra are aware.

The narrative shows in more ways how Ruzena 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 Ruzena is that 

although Ruzena 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). 

Ruzena’s class hatred thus arises from her experience of lacking. It is 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 zamestnavatelem jejiho otce, mela by tedy byt k 

nemu slusna. Ostatne proc? Ucila se nenavidet lidi jeho postavem; dlvala-li 

se na neho, hucely ji soucasne v hlave vety otcova poboureni, nebot’ Josef 

Balada byl socialista chlapsky drsny a pismacky zaryty. Vykorist’ovatele! V 

jejich predstavach zili nerozlucne spojeni s touhami, jejichz splnem se nikdy
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nedocka. Nebylo tezko je nenavidet, svet se tim zjednodusoval a nenavist 

sama byla sladka, nahrazujic vse, ceho se zivotu nedostavalo. (p. 34)

For Ruzena Michal represents the materialisation of her dream of escaping from 

her background. The narrator’s analysis of Ruzena’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 Ruzena’s perspective, may be interpreted as futile:

[...] Ruzena, ticha i pozoma, vnimala jejich slova a jeji obrazotvomost je 

ihned doplnovala a rozehravala ve dve pasma obrazu, tak nesouroda na 

prvni pohled, a pfece pramenlci z jednoho zdroje, na sobe zavisla, do sebe 

vzrustajici. [...] Dvou hlasu spor, dvou melodii svar: ta nenavist utlacence, 

ktery je odsouzen zit z prace pro jine, ta touha vysinout se tarn, jlst medove 

kolace zahalky a snit o vlastm krase. Josef Balada se svymi soudruhy tonuli 

v bezbrehosti vidin, den, kdy se dostane spravedlnosti a rovneho dilu vsem, 

byl jim na dosah ruky, podle nich kapitalismus scipal, rozkladal se sam, 

poziral se jako hydra, jejiz hlad nemuze byt ukojen nicim nez vlastmm 

masem. Vsude jsi mohl videt doklady toho. Nebude treba ani prilis silne 

rany, aby byl dorazen. Ale Ruzena, ktera jiz tolik let naslouchala temto 

recem a stale nevidela prichazet jejich naplnenl, prestavala verit, ze se vubec 

kdy docka toho velkeho dne. A docka-li se, bude uz prilis stara, aby se z 

neho mohla radovat. V sobectvi sve krasy spojovala jej se svym mladim a se 

svymi touhami. Jedine v jejich naplnem mohl miti cenu. Bylo tak lehko 

nenavidet ty na druhem brehu, zejmena proto, ze ses tarn sama nemohla 

nikdy dostat. Ale jak by to bylo, kdyby ses tarn opravdu dostala? (p. 36)

I quote this passage at length because in it the narrator sets out the paradigm for 

his future evaluation of Ruzena 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 Ruzena’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 Ruzena’s 

behalf. The narrator summarises her doubts in the gnomic ‘V takovych chvilich 

cloveku pripada, jako by nebyl sam, jako by v nem bylo nejmene pet lidi. A 

kazdy chce neco jineho a neco jineho citf (p. 38). The discrepancy between 

Ruzena’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 Ruzena explains her actions as her natural right of choice:

Udelas-li, co chces udelat, budes vlastne nevestka. Nesmysl. Co svetem byl, 

zeny vzdycky prodavaly svou krasu. Nektere hloupe, jine chytreji. Bylo to 

jejich vlastnictvi, bylo to jejich pravo. Proc by jsi musela vzit treba 

vychrtleho Jindru, ktery bude vzdycky mit rad vice nez ji svuj jeste 

vychrtlejsi prelud revoluce? Jeji zivot i jeji krasa patrily pfece jen ji. (p. 65) 

Ruzena believes in fate as a matter of free will: 4 Jakypak osud, blazinku, proc by 

ses nesvezla, muzes-li, to jeste k nicemu 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 Ruzena and 

Michal’s experience of their surroundings which also implicitly casts Ruzena 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 Ruzena 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

25 By the way, this quotation appears almost in identical form in the description of Lida in 
Svedek. 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 krabicku z dlane a zasmala se 

pronikave z prekonaneho uleku i z neuhasitelne touhy po te pekne veci’ (p. 69). 

While describing Ruzena 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 

pateticke a omsele!’ and openly states Michal’s pretence: ‘A Michalovo 

osvedcene herectvi odpovedelo’ (p. 68). When Ruzena finally allows herself to 

be seduced by Michal the narrator’s description first reveals how Ruzena 

surrenders to her own desire, but subsequently his description reverts to a 

sentimentality that links sexual desire with social injustice:

To uskocne a nedockave, hladove a bez rozvahy tihnouci k urcitemu clli, co 

cihalo v jejim tele, to veznene, zapirane a zakrikovane naslo svou chvili a 

rozbilo mfize az neuveritelne slabe. Oci se chytaly kolotajicich hvezd a telo 

se promenilo, proplouvajic perejemi nesmyslne bolesti. Nasla jen slova 

chude holky, kterou ani chvile opojeni nezbavi vidiny budoucnosti, 

vztahujici vychrtlou ruku, aby vybrala svou dan a zaprosila, aby ji nebylo 

ublizeno. (p. 70)

The roles into which Ruzena 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, 

Ruzena’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 mest’acke panicky, ktere nedelaji nic 

jineho, nez utraceji penize svych muzu, prave tak vydrzovany? Ne, to by ji 

nedelalo nejmensich rozpaku. Chtela pryc z Libnic a neco za to musi zaplatit’

(p. 99). Ruzena’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: ‘Nechtela nadeje 

poletujici po strechach domu, jez dosud ani nestaly. Slysela otce, ktery se hajil,

26 In some descriptions the narrator seems quite captivated by Ruzena; 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.
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nebot’ roztrpceni propustecu se obracelo na neho, ale citila se tak vzdalena jeho 

strasti, jako by v m nekolovalajedina kapkajeho krve’ (p. 76).

The narrator plays the role of Ruzena’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 nas ma rad 

vycitky? Nenavidela domov za jeho prostou pocestnost, za chudobu cit 

netratici, ktera si dela cest z hlupacke, nic nevynasejici driny a ktera 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 neodpustitelne. Nebot’ ona 

chce stuj co stuj verit, ze ma pravdu, a boji se, ach ne, vi prilis dobre, 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 Ruzena 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 Ruzena’s behaviour; the 

narrator has already let it shine through that Ruzena 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.

Ruzena’s relationship with the Socialist agitator Jindra Pour signifies 

Ruzena’s ambivalent position with regard to her background. The first two 

scenes involving Ruzena and Jindra contribute to the impression that the 

narrator has created elsewhere that Ruzena 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 mi'sto je mezi nami, ze svet se rozdelil a kazdy z 

nas ze musi jasne rici sve ano nebo ne?“ Videla jen nejasne jeho bledy 

oblicej. Byl uzky jako nuz, prorezaval tmu a mifil k jejimu srdci. Byla-li 

nekde laska, byla v jeho ostfi, byla v citu toho kolektivisty, ktery chtel 

rozmetat svet, protoze mu bylamamym snem. (p. I l l )

The narrator here introduces the idea of love into Ruzena’s thoughts. However, 

the description of Ruzena’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 zeme je mokra odpolednim destem a trava 

znovu zmacena nocni rosou a vzdala se mu divoce a bezohledne, uzasla 

rozkosi, ktera ji zaplavila tak jako nikdy v objeti mladeho Gromuse. A mela 

pritom pocit podivneho uspokojeni, ze pliva na toho bohatce a ze je obira o 

neco, o cem si asi myslel, ze na to ma sam svrchovane a zaplacene pravo. A 

jeste jina myslenka, cynicka a vesela ji hvizdala v hlave: jak lehko je 

klamat muze a ziskavat od nich, ceho se cloveku zachce. (p. 113)

This quotation introduces the idea that love and sexual desire are linked to class- 

consciousness. It is implied that Ruzena 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.) 

Ruzena’s seduction of Jindra marks the end of the first part of Ruzena’s 

narrative. The narrator’s summary explains how Ruzena 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 pote verili Baladovi, ze Ruzena a 

Jindra Pour jsou snoubenci, ackoli se z toho prilis neradovali. A cela delnicka 

kolonie tomu verila s nimi. Na konci toho tydne Ruzena zmizela z Libnic a uz se 

do nich nevratila’ (p. 113).27

27 The reader never learns what happened during that week, but can only assume that Ruzena 
never intended to marry Jindra.
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Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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 mela byt v tuto chvili po boku sveho milence, nebo se ji zachtelo 

provokovat rodnou louzi?’ (pp. 124-25).

The narrator’s comment about Ruzena has the function of informing the 

reader about the fact that Michal is still Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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 Ruzena between her new status 

and her proletarian background. On the one hand Ruzena 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 to 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, 

Ruzena 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.28 The narrator 

reveals the fact that Ruzena has another lover in a summary that shows that he is 

completely in control of the development of the narrative. He knows what has
7Qbeen going on behind the scenes.

The narrator’s account of how Ruzena 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

28 This has been made clear in earlier descriptions of Jindra.
29 Perhaps it is also a matter of Schadenfreude towards Michal Gromus.
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emphasises Ruzena’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 Ruzena’s dilemma 

presents Ruzena’s belonging to the working class as something deeply 

embedded at the emotional level. In the analysis he identifies himself with 

Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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 Ruzena persistently emphasises how she lets 

her actions be ruled by her desires,30 and at the same time points out her naivety 

in doing so. This is, for example, the case when Michal plans to throw Ruzena 

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 Ruzena by condemning MichaTs 

behaviour: ‘Pekna uloha pro mladeho prumyslmka, ktery se chce stat magnatem. 

Co znamena lidsky osud v jeho velke hre?’ (p. 177).

It is no coincidence (within the ideological framework of the narrative) that 

Ruzena’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. Ruzena 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. Ruzena 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 ‘ClovSk nemuze mit vSechno, ale ClovSk take nSkdy nevi, co vSechno muze mit. Divoka, 
lehkomyslna vira ji zaplavila. Vzdycky se ji dostane vSeho, po Cem zaprahne’(p. 166).
And in the situation in which Michal leaves her alone with Robert: ‘Prepadla ji slabost a uzkost. 
VSd&la, co se v ni dSje, a bala se toho. Jindra byl pokus umlCet v$6n6 hlodajici vyditku. Tohle 
nebylo nic jineho nez vabeni bezuzdnosti, nem zakonu, nem hranic, neni nic, co by nebylo 
dovoleno neuhasinajici zizni. VySla za Michalem na chodbu’ (p. 176).
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uz sami sebe pfestaneme videt jako cloveka, zlhostejnime ke vsemu’ (p. 225). 

The description of Ruzena after her return introduces an idea of purging:

Snazila se necitit sve telo, byt jen casteckou toho tvrdeho, jasneho a 

zavratne cisteho vzduchu, ktery ji omyval vlnami lehkych, vetmych zavanu 

a ktery vdechovala s takovou prudkou dychtivosti, jako by verila, ze ji muze 

proplachnout, ach, proplachnout tak, jako proud vody promyva lahev, az 

neni nez jiskricim tvarem prusvitne hmoty. (p. 225)

It is as if Ruzena 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 rici: Nevim, o tom, to jsem nebyla ja. Ale 

vzdyf jsem se do toho sama hnala, vzdyf se mi toho vseho chtelo a zdalo se mi, 

ze zajdu, nebudu-li to mit. Do vseho, jenom ne do te Marseilles, to jsem musela, 

paneboze, ty vis, ze jsem musela, nemohla jsem tarn pfece zajit jak pes’ (p.

226). This is one of the few places in the novel where Ruzena’s thoughts are
'X 1narrated as if they where her own. The use of this mode of narrative 

presentation at this crucial point in Ruzena’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: 4 At’ reknu, co reknu, musim uz u toho zustat 

na cely zivot, ach boze, a musim to rici rychle, protoze hlady uz sotva na nohou 

stojim’ (p. 229). Ruzena’s reunion with Jindra belongs to one of those quirks of 

plot of which the narrative offers more examples. Here Jindra tells Ruzena 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

311 think only later also in the passages where she considers whether to marry Jindra (see p. 229) 
-ju st 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).

Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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:

Pohledla na otce, na jeho celo orosene namahou premlouvam. Zamrazilo ji. 

Byla to tvar podlce, ktery se desi, ze se mu nepodarilo zastrit rub svych 

slov. Nepochybovala uz o tom, ze tato otcova krev v m zpusobila, ze Michal 

mel tak malo prace, aby ji ziskal i aby se ji zbavil. Jeho krev take 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 Ruzena 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 Ruzena tells him about her father’s problem: ‘Selhala v nem 

vira, ac ji nikdy nemel mnoho. Pro sebe nevidi ostatni. Nevymyslil si to spatne, 

ze sel na tebe. Pocital s tim, ze se zaleknes bidy a premluvis me, abych udelal, 

co na nem chtejf (p. 236).

Ruzena’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 Ruzena when he proposed to her: 

‘„Ruzeno, jestli tu zustanes se mnou, vsecko bude jine. Dam se zas do toho jako

32 Another example of such a quirk of plot is Jindra’s discovery of Ruzena’s affair with Michal.
33 Ruzena’s pregnancy is also used as an explanation of her newfound stability: ‘Jeji bricho se 
zacinalo zvedat a zaokrouhlovat pokraCujicim tehotenstvim a Ruzena v sobS citila ten neznamy, 
nepredstavitelny kliCek, derouci se ze tmy k svStlu, jako kotvu, ktera ji pripoutavala navzdy k 
pevninS tohoto zivota a davala ji jistotu, ze se uz nikdy neodtrhne jako blazniva lodka, ktera 
chce jen plout a plout a tfeba do zahuby’ (p. 234).
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kdysi. Za sebe, za tebe, za tveho 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 Ruzena and he sit on a bench in the park 

and Michal approaches them: ‘Vystav svuj zivot, vypni jej vie, je to ponrnik 

meho vitezstvi. Uz nem sporu mezi mm a mnou, nybrz mezi nimi a nami. A cas 

je na nasi strane. Ne my, nybrz oni nam pfipravuji podminky’ (p. 237).

Ruzena’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 Ruzena 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 Ruzena’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.

Ruzena to nema tak jednoduche jako on. Ji majetek stale jeste vice voni nez 

pachne. V tu chvili prave dite se pohne, jako by se dovolavalo sveho 

budouciho prava. To vis, ty drobecku, taky jednou budes natahovat rucicky 

a mezi tvymi prvnimi slovy bude: ja chci, dej mi, to je moje. Ale neda se 

nic delat, musime za tatou, a kdyby se dal trebas do pekla, musime za rum. 

Ostatne, kdo vi, ono to s tim vydedenim nebude tak horke. (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 nemuze pochybovat o poctivosti jejiho smysleni. Zblaznila se, 

holka, byla mlada, nedivte se ji, ze ji vlezlo do hlavy, kdyz se ji ten Gromus 

dvoril. Kdo vi, co vsecko ji nasliboval. Ale ted’ je zase nase. Me mame usila 

saty, neco prima, clovece, a nic od toho nevzala. A nasi Marene co se uz 

nasila hadru, a o placem ani slyset. Zkratka cejti s clovekem, to se pozna, a 

vi, jak jsme ted’ na tom. A Jindra, jarku, to myslil vzdycky poctive s nasi
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veci a nechce se dat krmit za jidasske penize. Nahlizeji do svych svedomi a 

ptaji se: Kdopak z nas by neco takoveho dokazal? Na polich se uz 

nepracuje, brambory jsou dobyty a zima tluce kostnatym paratem na dvere. 

Zkus to, clovece, uteci od pine misy jen tak proto, abys dokazal svou 

solidaritu s ostatnimi. Tohle je pnklad; nenazeres se toho, ani se tim v 

plotne nezatopis, a pfece te to nejak hreje a sill. A ti dva chodi najednou 

zabaleni do lidske sympatie jako do mekkeho plaste a Jindra shledava, ze 

jeho slova jsou poslouchana pozome a bez posmesku. (pp. 251-52)

This passage captures in its essence the symbolic meaning of Ruzena’s 

narrative. The narration reproduces the speech of the workers, expressing their 

opinion of Ruzena and Jindra. Again the reproduction of this direct speech is 

guided by the narrator’s analysis: ‘Nikdo uz nemuze pochybovat o poctivosti 

jejiho smyslem’ and ‘Nahlizeji do svych svedomi a ptaji se’. The quoted 

passage reproduces how the workers’ community has accepted Ruzena and 

Jindra as their own, thus the basic signification of the passage can be 

encompassed in the seme ‘solidarity’. In its entirety Ruzena’s narrative signifies 

her struggle (on the personal level) between egoism and solidarity.34 Because of 

the narrator’s continuous evaluation of the character Ruzena it can be seen as a 

story of learning: Ruzena 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 Ruzena’s development shows the 

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

34 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.

Ruzena’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, Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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 meli byt vsichni. Pambu nas chran pred dobrackymi 

zamestnavateli, kteri si ziskavaji lasku svych delniku. Potrebujeme prave tech 

druhych. Patfi k podmmkam revoluce. Musime dostavat denne sve porce pfikofi 

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

35 The role assigned to Ruzena in the plot of the novel places her in the category of female 
characters in Rezad’s novels that I have called the ‘female saviour’. This includes Kama in 
Vetrnd setba, to some degree Marketka from Cerne svetlo and Lida from Svedek, Jarmila in 
Rozhrani, and to some degree Bagar’s wife in Nas tup.
36 ‘I Josef Balada se ho trochu boji. Chlap je jako ziva vycitka. Ale kdyz £lov£k zestamul v 
poctive sluibS dSlnicke vSci tak jako skladnik Balada, nechce byt obtSzovan vyCitkami. Hrome! 
Odbyl svuj prvni kriminal, kdyi se tenhle holobradek jeste drzel maminych sukni. Revoluce! Nu 
ovSem. Jakmile vSak £lov6k zestame a ma zenu, ditS, domek a par groSu v obycejne 
kapitalisticke zaloznS, aby zabezpedil sve stari, nem 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.37 However, he 

has also isolated himself in his commitment to the Communist case: ‘I stalo se 

mu, jako se casto stava lidem zavrenym v jednu jedinou myslenku, ze zil ve 

vakuu, bez pratelstvi, a ze zacaste nenavidel soudruhy prave tak jako jejich 

odpurce, shledavaje je prilis trpnymi a pohodlnymi ve sluzbe ideji, jez je mela 

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. Ohanel 

se citaty jako knez pri nedelnim kazani a uvadel i stranky, vyvolavaje u 

svych posluchacu dojem, ze se snad ucil celym kniham nazpamet’. Kdyz mu 

tak naslouchali s usty div ne otevrenymi, mival prijemny pocit, ze si poctive 

zaslouzil obdiv, ktery sklizi. [...]. Hie, tito ustrasenci, kteri se chveli o 

zvanec, jenz jim byl odmeren jen tak, aby neumreli hladem, a kteri kriceli 

hruzou, kdyz jim byl vzat. Nebylo mu jich lito, byli jen sterkem, kterym si 

budoucnost dlazdila cestu. Nechapali zakonitosti vyvoje, nechteli by asi ani 

slyset o tom, ze jejich osud je nutny, ze jich musi pribyt jeste mnoho a jejich 

pocet vzrust do milionu po celem svete, aby se naplnilo, co nejlepsi lidske 

mozky bezpecne predvidaly: ze moloch pozre 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 (‘Neseslo ovsem na nem 

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

37 The negative evaluation implied in the narrator’s derogatory ‘tlampa£em ideji, organizaCni 
d6vkou a profesionalem revoluce’ is interesting to compare with Rezac’s own position in the 
post-45 development o f 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, dm  vice se jich narodi, tim driv bude bide 

konec. I to je jeden z cinitelu promeny. 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 

Ruzena. 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 Ruzena. 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 vse, cemu veril a vec doufal, mluvil s temnou nadeji, ze 

mu bude porozumeno a ze z tohoto socialistickeho kreda bude zaslechnut i 

hlas jeho srdce. A vecer zatim vytahl sve rude prapory. Byl to barvotisk v 

divokych tonech a v nicem nebylo setfeno jejich sytosti. Sarlatova nadeje 

zitrku, splyvaj id  zaplava i rozervane cary jakoby ocouzene bitvami nad 

cemou pfitomnosti, jiz v tomto pripade predstavovaly lesy. A zcela pred 

mm, na dosah ruky to devce, jez se opiralo o pen stromu, ruce za sebou a 

zivot povypjaty. Byt ve dvou, moci nest spolu tu nadeji, jez je nekdy tezsi 

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 

Ruzena 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 matne. Bylo to spise sesklebeni tvare nez usmev, a 

kdyby se mohl videt, jiste by se byl polekal. Takovym usmevem se 

neziskavaji divky. Ale ona mu nerozumela, tak jako by mu nebyla 

porozumela ani vetsina ostatnich, mezi nimiz zil. Chtel by ji ziskat, ach, 

alespon ji by chtel ziskat a pak by se mu zilo snadneji. (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.38 Further on the narrator states this conflict between life and 

ideas directly: 4A prorok lepsich zitrku tu stal, cite mrazeni az v srdci, aby se 

divci rty neotevrely a nerekly slovo, jez by navzdy zabilo nadeji, ktera nemela 

nic spolecneho s nadeji tndni’ (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 Ruzena 

together with Michal): 4Byl promokly a dostal ranu palici, harcovnik socialni 

revoluce, ubohy jako hromadka nestesti. At’ mu nekdo povi, co ma delat. 

Obrazotvomost mu sehrala mensi melodramatickou scenu’ (p. 106). The 

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

38 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.
39 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: ‘Premahal ji [bolest] se zat’atymi zuby a vracel se na neosobni pole 

sve viry se zurivosti stredovekeho fanatika’ (p. 107). Jindra represents the 

opposite of Ruzena in whose characterisation the narration has foregrounded her 

physicality and her desire for life, as I have shown earlier. Ruzena 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 Ruzena 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 Ruzena. This decision 

has been provoked by his anger because of Ruzena 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 muze mit smysl jeho zivot od teto chvile? Zradil vsecko, co dosud byl. 

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

bouchni, bouchni prece, nefade, a zab alespon mne. Kura odskakuje a 

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

jez je v nem stesnana, se neda probudit. (p. 174)

Jindra does not appear in front of Ruzena’s house again after this (see her 

thought about him (p. 180)). The reader must therefore assume that his position 

does not change until Ruzena 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 Ruzena, 

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 

spolecne’ (p. 248). Jindra subsequently tells Ruzena why he has become ill, that 

is allegedly because of the day when she left him standing outside in the cold for 

hours.

Through Ruzena 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 nem den po dni. Zacina poznavat pricinu te obecne skleslosti, 

ktera zachvatila delnictvo. Tak je to, clovece, treba se to zda sebeneuveritelnejsi. 

Jako by vsecko, cemu se ucil a veril cely zivot, v nem 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:

Proc, Josefe, proc? pta se Jindra, a jak u neho ani byt nemuze, zapomina na 

lidsky udel skladnikuv a pta se po smyslu a vysledku jeho obeti. Trhliny 

pochybnosti v jeho vire se opet zacelily za tu dobu, co tu lezel sam a 

premyslel. On sam byl den po dni nemocnejsi a slabsi, ale jeho vira se 

zhojila. Nehnul jsi svetem, Josefe, nikdo z nas jim nemuze hnout sam. Taky 

jsem se o to kdysi pokusil, pral jsem si alespon uvest lavinu do pohybu svym 

vykrikem. Marne, Josefe, mame. (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:

Vika jsi nerdousil, ty stary, blahovy berane. Shrabl pojistne, zbavil se 

neprodejnych skladu a jede dal a dari se mu jako nikdy pfedtim. Nic jsi z 

toho nedelej, Josefe. I na Gromusove dojde. My jsme na to nestacili, ale 

prijdou po nas jini. Nemuzeme prohrat. Je nas vie, vzdycky nas bude vie, a 

cas pracuje pro nas. Gromusove 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 tobe 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 Ruzena’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 (4jako 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 tahlo nekonecne hejno ptaku, hukot se 

vali, nekde zaplavy vod protrhly hraze, jsou to hlasy, volaji ho, priboj hlasu 

rvoucfch v opojeni a dunem, rytmicke dopady tisicu paru pochodujicich
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nohou, soudruzi, soudruzi, krici Jindra, nenechavejte mne tady! Jdou, Jdou, 

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

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

Pojd’ muj malicky, cekal jsem jenom natebe. Soudruzi, soudruzi, pockejte 

na nas! Jdeme s vami. Hlasy umlkly, jenom ten tenky hlasek krici a kroky 

duni pomaleji a stale vzdaleneji. Strasliva uzkost sevre Jindrovo srdce a 

vzapeti neco sladce dusiveho se mu vzedme v prsou a stoupne k hrdlu. Krev 

se mu vyvali z ust. Jindra se polozi na tvar. Prijde den! Soudruzi, vzdyt’ my 

jsme to vyhrali. Krev ruda jako prapor jeho viry steka po schodech vstric 

diteti, ktere jinou krvavou branou vstoupilo prave 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 ‘Prijde 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.40 The context of both 

Ruzena 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 

Ruzena -  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.41 The union with 

Ruzena 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

40 Ruzena and Jindra could perhaps be interpreted as the ‘body and mind of Socialism’ with the 
child being the synthesis of the two.
41 At one place the narrator describes him as ‘[...] Jindra, vychrtly, skoro okazale proletarsky, s 
demavg zlyma oCima’. He partly conforms to the stereotype o f the intellectual proletarian. In 
this RezaC 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:

Ruzeno! Chce ji posflit alespon tfm, ze si septa jejijmeno. Nahle se ho 

zmocm zurivost. Silu, dejte mi silu! Vrat’te mi ji! Ukradli mi ji, rost’aci, a 

ted’ nechaji chcipnout mou zenu i me dite. Kdo je ma zivit, kdo se o ne ma 

starat? Zivot, chci zivot! Vzepne se na loktech, ale slabost ho primackne 

zpatky do propocenych podusek. Horecka mu skoci do mozku. Neco na 

nocleh kamarade. Pojd’ se mnou, Hejle, povim ti o pelisku, kde se to mekce 

chmi. (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 

Ruzena 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.

3.4 The ideological significations created around the seme 4 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’s42 

conversation with the waiter in the borderland restaurant that he visits with 

Ruzena. The waiter’s comment provides the diagnosis of the background for the 

economic crisis:

„Je to krize, pane,44 rekl shovivave vysvetlujicim tonem. „Dnes doslo na nas, 

zitra dojde na jine. Jsme teprve na zacatku a bude to stale horsi. Co rikate 

textile na severu? Zavira tovamu za tovamou. Prilis mala zeme a prilis 

mnoho prumyslu. Bylo snadne znicit rlsi, ale cim ji nahradite? Odbyvaly 

jsme kdysi padesat procent sve vyroby na jejim uzemi a za to jsme 

nedovedli najit nahradu. A vlada (jizva se zkrivila a prohloubila) o nas 

nedba a je hlucha k nasim narkum. V techto chalupach, pane (ukazal oknem 

na staveni, rozptylena po svahu), nebyval nikdy blahobyt. Dnes je tarn 

hlad.44 (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:

Drive byvali jaksi tvou sirsi rodinou. Chodivali se s tebou radit, kdyz chteli 

koupit domek nebo dat kluka na studie. Nebo ti privadeli sve syny a ti po 

case zaujimali u tebe mista svych tatiku. Tehdy se jeste sami smavali 

socialismu, nazyvali jej zidovskym vymyslem a okrikovali ty, kterl o nem 

mluvili pfilis hlasite. [...] Ale dnes mluvi o tridnim boji, vesi te na lucemu, 

kdykoliv si na tebe vzpomenou, maji pojistem nemocenske i starobni a ty 

abys jim na ne 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

42 Michal several times uses ‘the time’ as the excuse for the workers’ difficult situation. For 
example after Balada’s death: ‘Msta to byla snad take, ale v Sirsim smyslu, nez se domnivate.
Octl se mezi dv6ma kameny a byl rozdrcen. Je mi ho lito, ale rekl bych, ze vina nelezi na nikom 
z nas, nybrz nSkde dal, v dobS, ktera si s nami pohrava vie, nez je nam v§em milo. Nutil jsem 
ho, aby pracoval, i kdyz tovama stala, nebof jsem nemohl byt bez skladnika, a jeho kamaradi ho 
obviiiovali ze zrady. Zni to divoce a neuv6riteln6, ale nedovedl z toho najit jineho vychodiska
nez pravS 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, Ruzena and Balada question this paradigm shift (from old Gromus’s 

perspective a horror vision) and so does the general description of the workers.43

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, Ruzena 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 utka, tomu se asi nevyhne; kazdy, kdo je 

zamestnava, musi se s nimi jednou stretnout’ (p. 13).44 In his mind the prospect 

of ‘revolution’ looms on the horizon: ‘Po prevratu z nich sla tak trochu hruza, 

rozpinali se, povzbuzovani vysoko slehajici zari ruskeho ohne, 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 

stvoreni k tomu, aby byli ovladani’ (p. 30).45 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 celeho otroctvi bylo mu nabizeno otroctvi o neco mensi. 

Ale bude zaroven panem, panem na jednu tretinu, ale prece 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

43 The changed relationship between workers and factory owners is also behind Michal’s initial 
reluctance to begin an affair with Ruzena because Balada is chairman of the workers committee 
(see p. 59).
441 have already quoted this passage once in the analysis of Michal Gromus.
45 Cf. Michal’s interpretation of the situation in Russia in conversation with Ruzena, 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 Ruzena they are an object of derision, to Jindra they represent an 

object for political and economic forces46 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 ne ukazal bozi prst a oznacil je k zahube. Zadny z nich 

nenachazel utechu v tom, ze nem sam. Naopak jejich hnev byl rozdelen a 

obracel se nejenom proti Gromusovi, nybrz i proti kamaradum, kterl nebyli 

postizeni, trebaze k teto druhe slozce se nechteli znat a pokouseli se ji 

potlacit. Rozbehli se ke svym duvemikum. Musi se jim prece pomoci, nac je 

tu organizace, do niz takova leta platili prispevky, zehrajice na tyto 

zbuhdarma vyhazovane penize. [...]. Ale ty easy uz minuly, holenku, kdy si 

mohl zamestnavatel delat se svymi delniky, co mu napadlo. Josef se do nich 

da, Josef jim to vytmavi. A co Jindra? To je vosk? Nechtel bych byt na 

miste Gromusu, az jim to Jindra zacne 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 mel takovy pohled, ktery se dival na 

vsechny a na zadneho z nich, a Jindra Pour tu sedel, nohy natazeny, div ze mu ta 

kuchyne postacila, a foukal do stropu kour’ (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 delmk? ptavali se ti 

lide, svirajice pesti na stolm desce. Otrok, pes. A jeste mene. Otroka i psa musi

46 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 Ruzena’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 m zpusobila, ze Michal mel tak malo prace, aby ji ziskal i 

aby se ji zbavil. Jeho krev take 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.47 Old Gromus’s love of good food 

develops into his main purpose for living:

Jeho den pak probihal radostne mezi temi rozkosnymi zastavkami, jejichz 

jmena byla: presnidavka, obed a vecere. Nebot’ zatimco zdrzoval na svem 

patfe chut’jidla prave poziteho a prodluzoval svou rozkos jako zkuseny 

milenec, jeho obrazotvomost, tak naprosto a blazene telesna, ji zacinala 

prolinat predchuti 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 prestaly 

otrasat, busem v kuchyni ustalo. Nyni dava kucharka rizek 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 svuj obed’, p. 33), more concerned with how much there is of 

it: ‘Josef Balada polykal sousta takrka 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

47 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’ delnicka solidarita musi byt projevena vzdy a za kazdych 

okolnostf (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 clovek zestame a ma zenu, dite, domek 

a par grosu v obycejne kapitalisticke zalozne, aby zabezpecil sve stari, neni si uz 

tak docela jist, ze by s m [revolution] bylo nachvat’ (p. 40).48 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

48 Another example of this: ‘Josef Balada clti, ze mu nezalezi na zadne promSne sveta, ktera by 
neprinesla StSsti jeho dcefi. Af mi vynada mSSfaku, ale my nejsme Rusko. Jsou take jine 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 

Ruzena’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 rozpolcenl svych myslenek, pusobilo, 

ze se zacfnal potit, ackoli vitr val stale chladneji. Upinal svuj pohled na 

rakev, aby nevidel nikoho z tech, kdo stali kolem, odmlcoval se a vzdychal 

stale casteji, a jak vzdoroval pnvalu skutecneho citu, druhy, vyvolany na 

obranu a umely, ho zacal ovladati tak, ze jeho fee se stale vice promenovala 

ve lkani nad nenahraditelnou ztratou a mrtvy v m ozival jako vzor 

uslechtilce, jehoz jedinou starosti a laskou byl delink 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 urcena tato vycitava a lichotna slova, tu stali jako stado 

zarytych a palicatych beranu. Divali se do zeme, jako by se bali svych 

pohledu, a bylo jim trapne. Hnev se mezi nimi prochazel a post’uchoval je. 

Preslapovali a svirali pesti. Nekdo by mel skocit a zacpat tomu vrtakovi 

hubu. Nem dost na tom, ze se na kus zvance zostudil sam, musi do toho 

tahat verejne i vsechny 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, fee mu strojila 

uklady, byla jako sltiny a tfaslaviska, nemohl se z m vymotat a kazdym dalsim 

slovem se bofil hloubeji do sveho zmatku’ (p. 128).49

49 Just before Balada’s speech the narrator has already given some kind of warning in one of his 
gnomic comments: ‘MySlenky jsou odevzdy presngjSi nez slova, ktera te unaSeji. Chce§-li ubit 
mySlenku, mluv, dlove^e, a ona zanikne ve tvem huhlani jako volani odsouzencovo v rachotu 
bubnu’ (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:

Mluvl sam se sebou a s mnoha jinymi, nosi v sobe rusny svet. Byl patnact 

roku predsedou odborove organizace, lide cekali na jeho rozvazna slova a 

staveli na nich sva rozhodnuti. Pred ctmacti dny rekli: Ne, Josef Balada uz 

nebude nasim predsedou. Chodi v prazdnote, zdivo jeho zivota se sesulo a 

fici ledove do prostoru jeho srdce. Nepreje si, aby se na neho mluvilo, 

ho von sam se sebou a s mnoha jinymi, pokousi se objasnit, co hofi, a prece 

zustava v temnote. Pojd’ se mnou, Josefe, mam praci pro tve 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 

Ruzena returns and marries Jindra: ‘Ztratil sve misto v tom malem vesmiru, 

kterym byla delnicka kolonie, a krouzil jako samotarska hvezda 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 nem chteli, co mel delat, aby jim nepachl jako boty pohodneho 

psum? Mel snad tehdy, kdyz mu bylo nabidnuto toto misto, odmitnout, dat 

vypoved’ a chcipat hlady? Nebo to mel udelat jeste ted’? Neco takoveho prece po 

nem 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 dedek je 

posedly po penezich, ze nenl, ceho bys za ne u neho nedosahl, a najednou je tu 

hranice, pres kterou ho nepretahnes’ (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 musis skoncovat, clovece. Tva dceraje vdana, proc ty by ses dale 

pokoroval, proc bys dale hral nicemu, jehoz cest tanci a poskakuje za korunu 

jako obecm blazen. „Dojde-li k tomu,“ rekl konecne, „budu solidami 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 Ruzena to ask her to talk to Jindra about 

Gromus’s request. Ruzena’s rejection, ‘„Nestydlte se, tatinku? reklatise“’ (p. 

235), again underlines the necessity of what he ought to do.50 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 Ruzena 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:

50 Jindra’s subsequent diagnosis of Balada, ‘Selhala v nSm vira, a£ ji nikdy nemSl mnoho’ (p. 
236), underlines the point that Balada is an agnostic within the church of Socialism that the 
narrative propagates through Jindra and Ruzena’s narratives.
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Skladnik vysel na silnici. Bude chodit dlouho do noci a setrasat ze svych 

pled hnev jako kruteho jezdce, ktery mu rozdira srdce i mozek ostruhami, 

bude se znovu a znovu hadat s Ruzenou, s Jindrou, se svou zenou, se vsemi 

ostatnlmi, a cim ostreji bude citit jejich pravdu, tim neustupneji bude trvat 

na sve. Nenajde ulevy, nebot’ balvany, jez se pohnuly k padu, dochazeji 

zastavem az na dne 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 kazde to slovo se ji 

propalovalo az do srdce, souhlasila s nimi se vsemi. Mely pravdu ty zenske, 

bylo to prave takove, jak nkaly’ (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: ‘Sedel a 

hledal myslenky, nejakou cestu z te slepe ulicky, do niz byl zahnan nebo do niz 

sam vbehl, ale jeho mysl byla plna vykriku a obrazu’ (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 Ruzena represents the key to his own 

interpretation of what has happened to him: ‘Nebyt toho devcete a jeho 

nepochopitelne krasy, nebyl by dnes tarn, kde je. Kdyz jsem ji plodil, plodil 

jsem svuj 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 Ruzena, 

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’.51 

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:

51 ‘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 bednoveho valu se smyckou na krku a diva se 

oslnen na vlnobiti plamenu, jez zaplnilo prostoru pod nirn a vzpina se k 

nemu. Po brise se budou plazit, po brise. Ale v okamziku, kdy dela krok s 

bedny do prazdna pod sebou, vidi par vysmesnych oci Michala Gromuse, a 

drive nez se splav krve prevail pres jeho vedomi, jako by mu nekdo vykrikl 

do usi otazku, na kterou uz neuslysi odpovedi: Pro koho jsem to udelal?

(p. 265)52

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 

Ruzena 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.

3.5 Conclusion

In Slepa ulicka Rezac 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
C l

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

52 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-Si, Ji- 
da-Si, kolik ti to vynaSi? Vzpamatuj se, Josefe, vzpamatuj se. Ukazes jim, kdo byl Josef Balada. 
Az tenhle chamrad’, kterou praskaji sklady, bude pryd, az zaCnou zase d61at. Co budou kridet 
pak? Uz, maminko, nebudeS plakat, ze si na tebe ukazujou prstem, ze pred tebou utikaji. Po bri§e 
k tob6 polezou, po briSe, aby tS odprosili. Jako svata mezi nimi budeS, jako svata, povidam’ (p. 
264).
53 On the construction of character, see Culler, Structuralist Poetics, p. 237.
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Ruzena’s belonging to the working class (her fear of scarcity) is in the blood.54 

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’,55 ‘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.56 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

54 Gotz explains this fear of scarcity mainly as a residue of peasant mentality of the now partly 
industrialised rural community. See FrantiSek Gotz, Vaclav Rezac, Prague: Ceskoslovensky 
spisovatel, 1957, p. 58.
5 Elsewhere I have named this ‘desire for possession’ in the narrative of Vilma.
56 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
57which Michal competes with his stepmother Anna for material wealth, 

likewise foreground the semes of ‘materialism’ and ‘desire for power’ in the
co

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 o f ‘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.59 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, Ruzena’s plot governs the 

process of signification in a movement from the semes ‘egoism’, ‘materialism’ 

and ‘class envy’ towards the seme of ‘class solidarity’. Ruzena’s plot has a 

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

57 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 Cerne svetlo whose function is to illustrate 
‘Napoleonism’ gone wrong.
59 Gotz interprets Michal’s narrative as showing the ‘road towards fascism’: ‘Jde tu o objektivni 
proces zadinajiciho rozvratu burzoasie, ktera se proti naporu proletariate brani vuli k moci a 
nastupuje tak cestu k faSismu’. In FrantiSek Gotz, Vaclav Rezac, 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.60 Jindra’s plot resembles a didactic learning story in the same 

sense as Ruzena’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 Ruzena’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’.61

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

60 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.
61 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 Ruzena’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 Slepa 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’.63 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.
63 Arne Novak gave his article about Slepa ulicka the headline ‘Roman prisnS objektivnf. See 
A.N., ‘Roman prisnS objektivnf, Lidove noviny, 26.2.1939, p. 9.
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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

Cerne svetlo (1940)

Vaclav Rezac’s third novel, Cerne svetlo, 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 Cerne svetlo 

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

Cerne svetlo can be characterised as an autobiographical narrative.1 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

1 This type of Ich-narrative poses certain problems in the discussion of ideology, because 
fundamentally, the Ich-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 Gerard 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 prochazky, jez 

vedou v jejich stopach, jen Hastalske ulici se vyhybam, kde davno uz zborili 

rodny dum muj i toho zla, jez jsem phnesl jinym’ (p. 321).

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 nejstarsich vzpommek’ 

(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 vypravet sen, jeho alchymie mne desi, obratim se ke vzpommce. I ji 

bude tezke zbavit nanosu casu. Mozna, ze tvar te prihody bude dnes jina, 

nez jak se mi jevila tehdy. Ale na tom prilis nesejde. Nevyhrabavam ji 

proto, abych se ji tesil nebo tryznil, pidim se po souvislostech. Vinim ji, ze 

jako tajemny hlubinny vybuch vynesla na povrch me povahy urcite 

vlastnosti a jine zasula. Nemohu tvrdit, ze do mne vnesla neco, co ve mne 

vubec nebylo, ale jiste zapusobila na me vnimani a city, i na to, jak jsem se 

pozdeji choval ke vsemu, co me potkavalo. Dalo by se rici, ze byla vsunuta 

jako vzorek do stavu, na nemz mel byt utkan muj 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 -

2 Vaclav RezaC, Cerne svetlo [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 pozdeji jsem 

pochopil, ze rodice o mne svadeli tichy, ale ustavicny boj. Pudove vsak, myslim, 

jsem z toho tezil uz mnohem drive’ (p. 36). The narrator constantly draws the 

reader’s attention to himself by means of phrases like ‘Predstavuji si’, 

‘Vzpommam si’, and ‘Dommvam se’. His reflections show how the process of 

narration is dependent on the process of remembrance:

Nejvetsi potize pri mem vypraveni mi pusobi udrzet sve vzpominky na 

uzde. Rozhrabl jsem mraveniste a nyni se to hemzi. Obklopuji mne a 

domahaji se slyseni jedna pres druhou: lisaji se mazlive, dotiraji drze, 

odhanejice ostatni s cesty, ale prece jen j sou nejnalehavejsi ty, ktere se 

shromazdily stranou a jenom se divaji, mlcky a uprene. Vsa milackove! 

Dojde na vas na vsechny. Rozhodl-li jsem se byt sam sobe soudcem, musim 

urcit vahu vast dulezitosti. Nedam se svest od sveho umyslu ani krikem, ani 

pohledy. Budete usporadany podle stari a podle zavaznosti. V radnem 

vyuctovani i poradi polozek hraje svou roli. I bude vam urceno misto, 

hlasove obsazeni i doba nastupu a z nekterych z vas bude utvoren 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 ‘patme’, ‘snad’, ‘mozna’ and ‘asi’ emphasises this 

uncertainty in the narrator’s knowledge. At the same time it also suggests a 

sense of his possible unreliability.3

3 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 
localization’. 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:

Nevzpommam na neho s nenavisti, ackoli v jeho pesti se zrodila ta cast me 

povahy, jez mela ovladnout cely muj dalsi zivot. My slim jenom na ironicke 

zaliby te nepojmenovatelne moci, jiz nekdy nkame osud. Zlo, nebot’ bylo to 

zlo a je zbytecne hledat pro to jakekoli jinejmeno, se zrodilo v pesti 

dobraka [...] Od te doby vsak mne sila zacala desit a naucil jsem se ji 

nenavidet, at’jsem se s nim setkal kdekoli a v jakekoli podobe, pudilo me to 

jit proti m. Proc? Odpoved’ hledam. (pp. 39-40)4 

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).
4 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 o f envy as being a natural consequence of 
social inequality, as opposed to pathological envy resulting from aggressive drives.’ In The 
Discovery o f the Unconscious, USA: BasicBooks, 1970, p. 611.
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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 pesti dobraka’ (p. 40).5 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).6 Pan Horda 

represents the giant in the scene with the rat; later the teacher Zimak 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 rovine 

sve moci a zapominaji skloniti se a naslouchati, co se deje pod ni. Tupnou 

jistotou bezpecnosti a nezranitelnosti. Silrn se vali nedbajice, kam dopada

5 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.
6 In his account o f 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 -  Minderwertigkeitsgefuhl -  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 Rezac 
manages to play on these different meanings, both in his choice of imagery and in the 
characterisation o f 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 kroku. Tak obranou slabych, nechteji-li byt rozdrceni, zustava 

vetsi 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
o

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.
8 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: ‘Vazne detske 

zlomyslnosti, jichz zanedbani ukryva v sobe ohrozeni budouclho charakteru, at’ 

uz byla sama jich svedkem, nebo at’ si ji na ne stezoval nekdo jiny, karavala 

vzdy velmi ledabyle’ (pp. 36-37).9 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 nci, mel- 

li jsem ho rad nebo ne, ale byl jsem tehdy ve veku, kdy dfte se rodi po druhe, a 

to svymi city z citu matcinych. Otec byl nekdo, o kom maminka rlkavala: -  

Musis mit rad tatinka, milacku, stara se o tebe a zivi te’ (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: ‘Podobne 

jako Bohem i tatinkem se mi hrozilo, jestlize jsem dostatecne neposlouchal, 

podobne jako Buh i tatinek byl bytosti trestajici v posledm 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.10 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.

9 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.
10 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.

124



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 Zizkove jako syn maleho obchodnika 

smisenym zbozim a zil vice na ulici mezi kamarady nez doma u maminciny 

sukne’ (p. 35). The narrator describes the values of his father in positive terms: 

Obchod mu nebyl prostredkem k obohaceni, nybrz radnou praci jako kazda 

jina. Nic mu nebylo v zivote darovano, vseho, i sve zeny se domohl jen tim, 

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

cestny, pnmy a do upadu pracovity. Takovy hoch, jemuz se postestilo. 

Pficinil se a Buh mu pozehnal. Nebyl nic a stal se velkym panem. To byla 

jiste jeho pycha, jiz se vsak tesil jen ve skrytu sve duse, nebot’ nebylo v jeho 

povaze, aby se nad nekym vypinal, a to take byl zdroj slabosti v jeho vztahu 

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

princeznou ze zamku. (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 

prave tak silne a smisen k nerozeznani s tim druhym [mother love] promluvil 

v tobe i hlas predsudku’ (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’ 

(‘Nemelo nic spolecneho se ztmule pochodujfcfm pfsmem dnesnich firem, 

slozenych z breven, tramu a studnarskych skruzf (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 te dobe 

nahrobky a firmy se sobe 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:

Mohutna firma zabirajici cele pruceli domu tak jako strycuv kram, vedle 

nehoz zbyvalo uz jen misto pro domovni vchod, vnukala vam vaznost a 

presvedcovala vas, ze zbozi ve vykladcich pod nl jest skutecne seriosni, 

kdybyste snad byli jati pochybnostmi pri pohledu na barevne obalky sesitu a 

vselijak vlasate, vousate, parukate, obrylene a obaretene podoby geniu. 

Nebot’ mest’an, jdoucl koupit nejaky ten klavimi kousek sve dceri, 

vychovane ursulinkami, postaven pred lvi hlavu Beethovenovu muze pocitit 

neprijemne zamrazenl pri predstave, ze by tento chlapik usedl za jeho stul, a 

zacit uvazovat, zda je vhodne, aby jeho vytvory se dostaly do rukou divky, 

jejiz soucasna divci a budouci manzelska ctnost jsou budovany s takovymi 

naklady a uzkostlivostl. Ale firma Metodej Kukla, dustojna, vazna, zlata a 

zdobna zda se mu byt dostatecnou zarukou, ze snad prece jen muze koupit 

to ‘Fur Elise’, bez obav, ze nejaky d’abel, zacarovany v tony, vystrci sve 

drapy z klaves, aby pokousel nevinnost kvetu jim zplozeneho. (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 kmrkem a krotkymi licousky, vstoupil do 

obchodu sveho stryce, bylo mu jedenadvacet let. Nemel uz nikoho na svete 

a nemel v kapse takfka ani vindry, nehlede k tomu, take nic neumel. Byl 

prijat z milosti. Tehdy jeste mest’anstvo bylo vzpirano na sve vysi dvema 

silnymi nosniky: rodinnou soudrznosti a rodovou pychou. Zchudly 

pnbuzny, ktery se toula svetem neschopen postarat se sam o sebe, je 

vzdycky nebezpecim pro vasi dobrou povest. Mejme ho radeji na ocich.

(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.11 The quoted passage once again implies a 

deterioration in the state of the bourgeoisie which is indicated by the temporal 

adverbial ’Tehdy jeste’. 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 

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

11 The motif of mercy occurs again, in the epilogue, in the narrator’s explanation o f 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 jine je 

schopno stupnovat ve svem obyvateli pocit osamelosti a predstavy, ze ostatni 

svet by mel 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; ‘Lide maji potrebu 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 Marketka’s letter to Klenka, express: ‘Muj Boze, jak ty si se 

mnou pohravas! Snad bych byl lepsi, kdyby me ona milovala. Den by se ve mne 

rozsvitil a videl bych, jako vidi jim lide. Cozpak se mi nechce mezi ne, cozpak 

jsem od usvitu rozumu touzil po necem jinem, nez podobat se jim ve vsem, 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 prichazeji opet, vedi, ze beze mne by nic
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nebyli. Vetsinujich jsem stvoril, 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, clovece, chapu to. Tady se prodava to nejdrahocennejsi zbozi: 

lidske mozky a vie, jejich nejvnitrnejsl obsah, to nejprchavejsi z nich, 

myslenky, jez se po druhe nevraceji, myslenky, jez se rozplyvaji jako dym v 

soumraku, a hie, tady jsou, tady zustaly ukuty v tvrdost tvrdsi a nezmamejsi 

oceli. Mozky uz nebudou a mnohe se jiz skutecne rozpadly v prach, ale 

jejich obsah nevychladly, teply, zhavy, tepajici mame na sklade v kolika jen 

exemplarlch si racte prat. Ach, to je zbozicko, to se mi lfbi, nekde se 

namahala a vzpinala sila, nepostihnutelna, nehmatatelna a prece tak 

mohutna, ze udolala sveho nositele, a tady, vazeni zakazmci, lezi to nejlepsi, 

co ukoristila. Pekna veminka jste po sobe nechali, vzneseni geniove, tryska 

z nich zlaty curek. To by se mi libilo, zdimat plody vasi sily. Nerozumim 

prilis hudbe, odehravala se vzdy nekde nad mym obzorem, ale tenhle 

obchudek me laka, cenil bych si jej nad obchod s demanty. (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 Rudolfs despair. It was a misapplication of the will to
* 12 power (also associated with Napoleon in Nietzsche).

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 malo pozomym divakem deje, 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 cloveka do kouta a on se z neho nikdy nevyhrabe. Ma to byt muj

osud, stat vzdycky stranou, bezmocne se mracit a prihlfzet, jak se druzi

raduji a berou si ze zivota, ceho se jim zachce? Ach, ne, clovek v koute ma

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

zmatkem, ktery pusobi. (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 Marketka, 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 Marketka Karel finds the means to achieve

12 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 Rezad was writing, Adler was read by the Czechs, although one cannot say for certain 
whether RezaC did. The Napoleon symbol also links Cerne svetlo 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, Marketka does not conform to 

this ideal, which creates in him the same reaction to power as he experienced as 

a boy:

Vetsinou nevim, co bych mluvil, poti se mi dlane, rudnu a koktam a 

Marketka se bavi mym trapenim. Nemela by to delat, nevi, s cim si zahrava, 

neni dobre tropit si zerty z lidi, kteri vyrostli tak, jako ja. Jsem do ni 

zamilovan, nepochybuji o tom, ale jak vypada laska lidi mne podobnych? 

Hledam v ni cestu k sve vlastni sile a jistote, chtel bych do ni usednout jako 

do lodi, ktera me ma bezpecne dopravit k uskutecneni mych planu, ma se mi 

stat odcinenim slabosti a pokofeni, jimiz jsem trpel. A hie, co se mnou dela! 

Promenuje mne v roztreseneho 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 svete jedinou zenu dobre, svou matku. Marketka s ni nema nic 

spolecneho, chtel bych, aby se ji podobala, spoleham na tebe, vezmi me za 

ruku a ved’ mne. A zatim me tryzni jeji smich. (p. 121)

As a typical feature of the narrative presentation of Karel, the episode with 

Marketka (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:

Premyslim o tom u sveho vikyre. Hlupaku, rikam si a biju se pestmi do 

hlavy, takhle se ji prece nemuzes zalibit. A ty musis, slysis, musis. Je to tva 

jedina nadeje. Znechutis se ji, odpudis si ji docela. Co ji povi tve mlceni a 

krhave oci hladovce? Tim ji muzes nahnat jenom strach. Musis byt vesely, 

kdyz chce byt vesela, a rozjimavy, je-li nalozena smutne; musis umet 

zertovat a usmivat se na ni. Ale jak se ma zertovat s divkami jako je 

Marketka, co se jim vubec ma povidat? Jak se mam usmivat? Usmivam-li
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se, mam pocit, ze ceium zuby jako zurivy pes. Kdypak jsem se ja usmfval,
13kdypak jsem se smal? Lepe nevzpommat. (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 ‘rlkam si’ shows that this is a recreation of past thoughts, rather than a 

recording of them in the moment they occurred.14 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 

Marketka because she represents the means for him to achieve what he desires. 

His thoughts on seeing Marketka’s reaction to his proclamation of love for her 

show how the ideas of love and power are closely connected in his mind:

Neco ve mne mavne pohrdave rukou. Chtelo by se mi mucit ji, az bych 

videl, jak place nad sebou a pro mne, ale nac to? Laska nelaska, kohopak 

jsem ja kdy krom matky miloval? Zatouzil jsem po tobe, Marketko, snil 

jsem o tobe, me sny se propletaly, Marketka a zavod, laska a touha byt nade 

vsemi pan a ti ostatm i s tebou u mych nohou, pekne klubko hadu se 

vyhnvalo na palcivem slunci me samoty. Jeste jsem se te nevzdal,

Marketko, ale kdo nka, ze te jeste miluji? Tim vice musim jeste stfezit 

kazde slovo, pohled i cin. Ted’ se zasmej, 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

13 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).
14 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 ‘nicemo’ seems most likely to come from the narrator, expressing a 

judgment of his former self. The narrator’s thoughts about Marketka 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 Marketka; byl v ni klid, sila a rozhodnost, sla 

za svym cilem, nedbala prekazek, mela vse, ceho 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 Marketka’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 Marketka 

as ‘mela vse, ceho 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.15

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 Marketka has entrusted him to deliver to Klenka, the 

real object of Marketka’s love:

Proc na nem mlsto J. B. Klenka nestoji me jmeno? Razem by bylo vse 

jasne. Nebot’, hie, adresat nezmizel neznamo kam, vzdyt’ sidli zde a cely 

zivot ceka na takovy dopis, jehoz jadro by propalovalo svou skorapku. 

Kdyby na nem stalo me jmeno, lijak bileho svetla by se spustil, az bych jej 

otevrel, a spalil a smyl by ve mne vse, co potfebuje spalit a smyt. Ach, 

nebude bile svetlo. Tma ve mne vzplane a ceme svetlo se rozleva, jdu opet 

svou cestou, dlouhou tmavou chodbou nikde ani sterbinky, jiz by se dnilo. 

Stan se mi jedem, co mi mohlo byt lekem, jsem vyprahly a musim pit i za 

cenu nove smrtelne zizne. (p. 235)

15 The statement ‘mSla vSe, Ceho se mi nedostavalo’ word for word echoes the narrator’s 
description of Petr and Vit’s relationship in Vetrna setba, another protagonist of RezaC’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.16 However much, 

however, Karel tries to persuade himself that he is in love with Marketka, 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 Marketka and the young, talented 

musician Klenka. The story of Klenka and Marketka 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 Marketka, 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, 4non-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 ffak je 

nacpan k prasknuti jeho rameny, zady, pazemi a hrudi’ (p. 166). 17 The narrator 

describes his encounter with Klenka’s playing as if he was completely captured
• I Qby the power of the music. His description captures the passion of the music, a

16 The motif of purging is familiar from Vetrna setba in which Petr is purged through Kama’s 
love.
17 And further on: ‘NevSril bys, ze nSco takoveho muze vyjit z tech tSzkych muzskych pazi’ (p. 
168).
18 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 me prvni setkani s hudbou v teto podobe a propadal jsem jeji moci s 

temnym vztekem a vzdorem. Chobotnice musi byt milosrdnejsi. Ale to, co 

vychazelo z klaves zpod Klenkovych rukou, strhovalo me a vsakovalo do 

sebe jako vir, svitilo to jako straslive slunce do vsech koutu me mysli, az 

vsechno v ni se dalo do pohybu, zapomenuty a neviditelny zivot procitl a 

hemzil se jako kdyz pohnes rozvalinou. Videl jsem se, to bylo nejhorsi ze 

vseho, a nenachazel jsem na sobe nic, v cem bych mohl dojiti zalibeni. Ta 

Chopinova Polonaisa se dala jeste vydrzet a snest, peklo se otevrelo zplna 

az pri Beethovenove Appasionate a chnapalo po mne svymi plameny. Ani z 

nebeskeho Andante con moto nesprchlo na mne ocistne a nedychlo 

vykoupenim. Kricelo a dupalo to ve mne, jako bych byl zmitan zachvatem 

zurivosti, kdyz mi doctla pnbeh o Davidu a Goliasi: Ty jsi tim vinna, 

nemelas mi to cist! (p. 169)

The association that music is like a ‘frightful sun’ that shines ‘into all comers 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 Marketka, according to its ability to transport him 

away, to influence him -  music is associated with feeling: ‘V Klenkovych 

skladbach [...] bylo mnoho noveho a nezvykleho, ale byl v nich take duch ryzi 

hudby, nebof i mne, ktery byl proti nim uz napred zaujat, chvilemi strhoval a 

unasel tak, ze jsem zapomfnal na svuj odpor k umelci, zrozeny z Marketcina

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 Marketka’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, kteri dovedou opoustet sve minulosti 

[...]’ (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 Marketka 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 Marketka. 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 Marketka. Karel plays his 

role of manipulator, and his successful attempt at destroying Klenka’s hope of 

ever seeing Marketka 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 

Marketka 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),19 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 Marketka 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 Marketka 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 stare historie, i vefim, ze jsem byl ponechan na zivu, abych, 

sam nic nemohouci, zivil ty stiny, v nichz bylo tolik nekonecne krasnejsiho a 

lepsiho zivota. Nepokousim jim uklouznout, patrim 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 

dvere. Nedobre sny ke mne prichazely, nebot’ samota a pocit odstrcenosti 

nejsou stvoreny, aby plodily zdrave ditky. Dnes mi pripada podivne, ze mne 

ani tehdy, ani kdy pozdeji nenapadlo, abych se ohledl po jine zamestnam. 

Byvalo by to bylo prece me pravo a nikdo by se byl nad tim zvlast’

19 It 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 me sem postavil osud a ze

pro mne nem jineho mista na svete. (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 (‘Lidicky, pozor! Zivot jde kolem vasich deti a z jeho 

hrsti prsi zmo neprecistene’ -  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.20 In his analysis of himself the narrator gives a 

psychological explanation of the evil that he perpetrated in the form of his
•  91 • •  •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 Zimak 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 clovek patri 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:

Kostelm vrata jsou otevrena, zvuk varhan a zpev doleha az ke mne a dole 

pode mnou huci divoka jami reka, trochu rozvodnena. Citis, jak to vsechno 

patri k sobe? Ten ozareny Hrad, majestat sily, vyrostly z korenu viry, 

vladnout lze, kamarade, jen silou, zrozenou z lasky a duvery, ten dravy 

proud, i zivot ma sve jami zaplavy, ale tobe by se chtelo z nich jen koristit, 

to jaro na vetvich krehnouci, krehke a prece silne nadeji, sum kridel 

zboznosti, vzletlych ze zpevu a nesoucich vsechna srdce k jednomu

20 This is the Freudian way of the ‘talking cure’.
21 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. Procpak jsem vlastne nevesel do kostela? Snad se mi zdalo, ze 

bych tam byl komusi prilis na ocich a nebylo oc 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).22 These discrepancies let the implied 

author appear through the narration.23 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 Havlicek’s Neviditelny (1937) and Egon Hostovsky’s 

Ztraceny stin (1931), but also Emil Vachek’s Nepritel v tele (1937), and 

Miroslav Hanus’s Menecennost (1942), even the much earlier novel by Ivan 

Olbracht, Zaldr nejtemnejsl (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.
23 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. Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, p. 148.

141



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 

Vaclav Rezac’s own description of the novel in an article from 1950.24 Here he 

characterised Cerne svetlo 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 Rezac 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.

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

Svedek (1942)

Svedek is the second of Vaclav Rezac’s novels published during the Second 

World War. It has been interpreted as Rezac’s response to Fascism, as 

representing the victory of good over evil. Frantisek 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’.1 Gotz sees the novel’s central character Kvis as an incarnation of 

fascism.2 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 Svedek, 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 Gotz and Hodrova’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

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

structure of the narrative: the first chapter is entitled ‘Mesfcna noc’ (Moonlit

1 Frantisek Gotz, Vaclav Rezac, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 88. This is the only 
monograph on RezaC’s work.
2 Ibid., p. 90.
3 Daniela Hodrova, Hleddni romanu, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1989, p. 228.

143



Night) and the last chapter ‘Druha mesicna noc’ (Another Moonlit Night). The 

story is set in the small fictional town of Byteh. The characters form a 

representative section of Byten’s society, from the mayor, Nolc, down to the 

farmhand, Nejtek. The represented social order could be applied to any small 

town. Byten is a microcosm.4 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.5 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.6 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 Byten 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

4 Because Byteft serves as a microcosm, Svedek has been compared to Jan Drda’s novel 
Mestecko na dlani (1940). See K. Milotova’s review, ‘„MSste£ko na dlani“ zevnitf: V. Rezad: 
SvSdek. Borovy, roman, listopad 1942’, Venkov, 29 November 1942, p. 8, and Dobrava 
Moldanova, ‘Variace na tema zla’, in Vaclav Rezad, Cerne svetlo. Svedek, Dlla, vol. 3, Prague: 
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1988, p. 526. As the title of Milotova’s review implies, Svedek 
differs from Mestecko na dlani in its mode of narrative presentation of the characters. In Svedek 
the focus of the narration is on the characters’ consciousness, which can be seen from Rezad’s 
frequent employment o f narrated monologue (a form of erlebte Rede) in the presentation of their 
thoughts. In contrast the narrative presentation of the characters in Mestecko 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 Mestecko na dlani. See km, ‘Vaclav Rezac: SvSdek. (V Praze, F. Borovy 
1946.)’, Vysehrad, 32, p. 16.
5 These are the mayor NolC, his wife Katerina Noldova, the policeman Tlachac, the dean Bruzek, 
the farmer Josef Dastych, the judge Filip Dastych (Josefs 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.
61 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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• 7 •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 Tlachac 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. Tlachac’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 Byten, 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 Byten.

However, his awareness of what he is himself capable of makes him retreat 

behind the ‘inner intransgressible boundary’.

Nolc, the mayor of Byten, 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
o

(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 Katerina, who cannot get over 

the loss of their first child -  a stillborn son.

Katerina 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).9

7 A. M. PiSa calls it the ‘boundary between impulse and action’. See A. M. PiSa, ‘Zlo ve svStle’, 
in PiSa, Stopami prozy: Studie a stati, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1964, p. 251.
8 Vaclav RezaC, Svedek [1942], Prague: Borovy, 1943. Further references to the novel will be 
given 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 Bruzek 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 Bruzek’s suspicion, and in a 

crucial scene Kvis reveals that Bruzek 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 

Byten, 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’.10 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 Bruzek 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 procezene korunami stromu pada na travnik. 

Kridlovka stoupa na spicky a zalka vysoko, az se ji ton roztrepi prepjatou 

slasti, stebenec dumla svou melodii jako kluk cukrovou tycinku a kdyz to 

nejmin ocekavas, uchychtne se vysmesne, viola se vemlouva jako milenec v 

podvecer, pikolka bubla i cvrlika, zmizi a opet se vznese, basa vas drzi 

pohromade, vy smecko trestidel a opilcu, ale housle, ach, houslicky, ty muj 

smutku a opojeni, ve vas zpivame a placeme vsichni. Es-tam-tam, es-tam- 

tam, taa-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

10 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:

Kdyz se otec s dcerou potkajl, privre devce vicka tak prudce, jako by 

pohledlo do bileho zaru a chvili potom vidi vsechno rozmazane: cukrovi na 

podnose, cestu, vysypanou zlutym piskem, i hosty, k nimz min. A Nejtek 

sotva dojde k nalevnimu stolu popadne sklenici, kterou mu stale dotaceji, a 

pije dlouze a hltave. Zatracena zizen, den po dni je palcivejsi. (pp. 113-14) 

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 zizen’ -  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 Nolc, 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 bezi rychle a tise po schodech do druheho poschodi, bezi o to 

tiseji, ze uz hned po svatbe dal pokryt schody i chodby sedymi plysovymi 

behouny. Mesic osvetluje tuto stranu domu a okenni ramy se promitaji 

stinovymi krizi na koberec, ktery se promenil v stribmy proud mezi cemymi 

stenami. Kdovi, co starosta v te chodbe ocekaval, ze vyrazil takovy vzdech 

vida ji prazdnou. Zapomnel zamknout dvere u loznice a vzpomnel si na to, 

az kdyz otacel klicem v domovmch 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 Nolc is reassured that everything is all right (the 

first part of the following quotation is a reflection of Nolc’s thought in the 

narrator’s discourse), the reader learns through the narratorial analysis that this 

night is a special night: ‘Nuze, vsechno je v poradku a starostu jenom trapi, ze 

zapomnel na svou opatmost prave 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 Tlachac is 

watching the mayor’s house after the mayor has disappeared into the building: 

Tlachac cekal mame, ani jedine z oken se nerozsvetlilo. Stracha se tarn 

potme jako zlodej, to snad ma strach, aby ji nevzbudil. Strazmk vzpominal 

na starostovu zenu. Ma ji opravdu tak rad, nebo to jen tak hraje? Tlachac 

tim opakoval presne otazku, jak ji v konecne podobe vyslovilo verejne 

bytenske minem. (p. 18)
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In this paragraph the focalisation shifts between external and internal 

focalisation: first, there is the narrator observing Tlachac, then a shift to 

Tlachac’s thought in interior monologue (the present tense is a marker of this 

shift), followed by the narrator’s explanation of Tlachac’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 dum a nyni specha’, 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 Tlachac 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 perspective11 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. Tlachac’s curiosity about the mayor is only a symptom of his general 

desire to know everything that happens in Byten, as the description of him 

shows in the first scene where he discovers that he is not alone in the night: 

Tlachac vaha. Ale je prilis chlap, aby se rozhodl zmenit smer cesty a 

odplizit se tise v nadeji, ze jeho boj se stinem nebyl zpozorovan. Musi se 

ostatne presvedcit, kdo se to tu v noci potlouka, treba jen proto, aby si 

opatril lek. Mesto je mu prece svereno a on si uz davno navykl dovidat se

See Wolf Schmid, ‘Erzahlperspektive’, Download: W_Schmid_Erzaehlperspektive.pdf, 
<htto.7/www.narrport.uni-hamburg.de/e-Port/NarrPort/FGN03.nsf/FrameBvKev/MKEE- 
54S275-DE-p> [accessed 26 March 2005].
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vsechno o jeho obyvatelich, a nejde-li to vzdy pnmo, i trochu slldit. 

Nezneuziva toho a nikdy nikomu nepovida, co vi, vezme s sebou do hrobu 

vselijaka podarena tajemstvi, ale blazi ho vedomi, ze ma cele mesto jakoby 

v hrsti. (pp. 10-11)

Tlachac’s very name is the epithet of his desire to know: ‘tlachat’ means ‘to 

gossip’. Tlachac’s job naturally provides him with the opportunity to be out and 

about in the town. It connects him with the public opinion of Byten 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’: ‘Nuze, snad je to takovy tajemny pnrodni zakon mest, jako je Byteh, ze v 

nich neutajis ani myslenky, kterou jsi nikdy nepronesl, nenapsal, ba ani 

nehvizdal nebo nevyt’ukaval prsty na stul, ze i nevyslovena prosakuje zdmi a 

poletuje od hlavy k hlave snasejic do nich sva kukacci vejce (p. 373). However, 

Byten’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 Bruzek’s explanation of why people were 

hostile towards Libuse Blla, the spinster who left her house to Kvis: ‘Byla nam 

cizi proto, ze verlme, ze vime jeden o druhem, proc zijeme. A o ni jsme to 

nevedeli’ (p. 48). This mode of knowing only concerns the appearance of things, 

the surface of everyday Byteh 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.12 The first 

paragraph introduces Byten in the dreamlike state of moonlight:

12 By ‘uncanny’ I understand that which is ambiguous or uncertain to the faculties of the mind: 
that o f 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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Ozarena mesicem Byten spi v otevrene krajine. Blla vez dekanskeho 

chramu strezl jejl sen, prosta, ctyrhranna vez, jen tak zhruba omltnuta a 

kryta sindelovou stfechou. A jako by prejlmala odraz te veze, noc sama se 

zda v§ecka blla, takova jasna noc, prosvetlena do vsech koutu, rozechvela a 

vabiva, jen stezf skryvajlcl trosky sveho tajemstvi ve vrzenych stlnech. 

Cerven se prochazf po lukach a zahradami a kdyz dechne, zavonl seno a 

fialy. (p. 9)

This description of Byteh 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 
• 1secrets of the night.

In the conversation between Tlachac and Bruzek the latter directly makes the 

first connection between the light-darkness dichotomy and evil. He asks 

Tlachac: ‘Proc si vsichni myslime, ze zlo se muze skryvat jenom v temnote?’ (p. 

41). Tlachac answers logically that nobody can hide in the light (see p. 41). 

However, the light to which Bruzek refers is not the light that in the narrative 

carries positive connotations -  in Tlachac’s discourse the light that is associated 

with good activities, the familiar light.14 Bruzek refers to the moonlight that 

Tlachac describes as ‘podvod’:

Ve tme muzete hmatat, ale co chcete delat v tomto svetle, jez vam ukazuje 

veci, jake nejsou a jake by snad ani nemely byt? Vfte uz, proc jste sel k 

vaznimu domku pin obav, trebaze rozum vam rikal, ze zlo si nevybira noci 

tak jasne ke svym vypravam? Podivejte se na tu vez. Nezda se vam, ze to

The imagery also brings to mind the Fin-de-siecle topos of the moon that signifies the in- 
between state of things.
13 That the shadow also symbolises a psychological aspect is apparent in the description of how 
the policeman TlachaC tries to hit his own shadow on the head and later, the narrator’s address to 
TlachaC from which one can infer that the shadow could be the ‘suspicious stranger’ within 
himself. See Svedek, p. 28.
14 ‘Pohled na ta ozarena okna vrati straznika razem jeho obvykle mire. Vesely vetrik se zatocf v 
uzke ulidce jeho mySleni a vyfoukne dusny zmatek. Tof svStlo ze zdroje, ktery zna§, sv^tlo, pri 
n6mz se lide druzi, pracuji a 5tou, svStlo nazloutle, proste a lahodne jako sklenice piva, svStlo, 
jez s tebou nesehraje zadny proradny kousek’ (p. 30). The narrator again speaks in the second 
person singular as if TlachaC 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 Tlachad’s idiom.
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neiri vez, kterou oba zname? Citim, ze bych mel na ni vstoupit a modlit se 

tak dlouho, dokud tma nepohlti toto svetlo, pokojna vlidna tma, jaka slusi 

spanku a odpocinku. Zda se mi, ze si dovedu predstavit kazde zlo, jez se 

plizi v tmach, ale selhavam, kdyz myslim na to, jez se muze zrodit a skryvat 

v tomto svetle. (pp. 41-42)

In this comment Bruzek 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 Tlachac’s comment:4-  Rad bych videl nekoho, komu by se chtelo lezt pres 

plot nebo bourat zamek v tomhle svetle’ (p. 42). Bruzek does not reply, but in 

the given context he may be thinking of the Devil in the biblical or theological 

sense: ‘Knez otevre usta a opet je sevre, aniz co rekl. Slova, jez se chystal 

pronest, mu v poslednim okamziku pripadla otrela a nekde vyctena nebo 

naucena’ (p. 42). Later the hint at the presence of the Devil crops up again in 

Bruzek’s conversation with Nolc at the garden party. Although Nolc 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 Byten: 4Za nekolik 

dm by si mohlo cele mesto septat, ze nas novy obcan je ... -  Nic takoveho, 

prerusi ho knez prudce. Clovek postaci uplne a kostelnik bude mlcet’ (p. 123). 

In the conversation with Tlachac 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: 4 Jake bdelosti je nam tedy treba? Nevim. Vim jen, ze mame 

bdit. Vy i ja jsme strazci, trebaze kazdeho z nas ustanovila jina moc a na jinem 

miste. Jdete, priteli, a bdete. Dobrou noc’ (p. 50).15 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 

Tlachac’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

15 The priest’s words echo the last words of Cerne svetlo 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 Tlachac 

about the false impression of things that the moonlight creates). This uncertainty 

is also evoked in the presentation of the characters’ perception of themselves. 

Tlachac’s experience is permeated by the sense of a sudden instability of 

things:16 ‘A zatim od chvile, co s mm jeho vlastni stin sehral salebnou hru, 

posloucha reci, jez jako by byly urceny, aby v nem vzbudily dojem, ze zem po 

ktere kraci, neni stara dobra zeme, nybrz jakesi zertovo kolo, jez mu kazdym 

okamzikem muze uteci pod nohama. Chtel by to razne 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 Byten 

and its inhabitants. Byten is a market town in which nothing much has changed 

over the past hundred years (p. 53-54) and the Byteh inhabitant is someone who 

knows ‘co vazi a predstavuje’ (p. 52).

Uncanniness likewise characterises the presentation of Kvis’s arrival at 

Byteh 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 skutecne pulnocni vlak, jak si jen muzete prat, jeho kola brzdi 

na kolejnicich bytenskeho nadrazi v tech nekolika vtefinach, jimiz konci 

jeden a zacina druhy den, v hodine dvacate ctvrte i nulte zaroven, na onom 

casovem rozmezi, jez slynulo vzdy tajemstvim a jemuz byla pfiznavana 

moc klice, otvirajici dvere mezi dvema svety, jez k sobe jinak nemohou. (p. 

55)

16 Another example is TerSik, 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 
mgslc a takova melodie, dychana do dlani, vyplavi ledasco, nad nemas pres den kdy. Co je to 
vypomocny zrlzenec? Pred lidmi se muze§ naparovat v te depici s okridlenym kolem, ale my dva 
si nemame co lhat. Dnes jsi tady a zitra nemusiS byt. Jenomze ten, kdo jednou 6ichl ke kolejim, 
ten se jich nevzda, radsi by na polozil hlavu’ (see pp. 54-55).
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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 Byten, indicates that something is not well 

with him. Bruzek’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 Devil17 and through Bruzek’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 Tlachac on his nocturnal walk:

‘Emanuel Kvis se postavil pfimo pod lampu, takze svetlo nan dopada kolmo 

shora a okraj klobouku mu spousti pres tvar zavoj cemeho 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 idee fixe that governs their lives), but of which they have not been

17 On Bruzek: ‘Pulnoc uz mu nepatn a nesmi ho najit na mistS, kde d’ablu se muze kdykoli 
zachtft 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:

Mozna, ze mu [the grandfather] to nestaci. Vyhral spor a pak prisel v kartach 

o vsechno. Treba by chtel dokazat svetu, ze dovede vie. Udrzet statek i hrat v 

karty a vyhravat. Jeden zivot nekdy nestaci na vsechno, tak se na to musime 

divat’ (p. 147).

181 take this term from Jin Travniiek, Poezie posledni moznosti, Prague: Torst, 1996, p. 32.

156



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 prevalujici se mlha pred ocima statkarovyma se roztrhne a z ni zasviti 

velike, oslnive bile slunce, ale nem strasne, naopak vesele, jako by na tebe 

nahle nekdo vystrcil takovy holy kypry zadek. Lidem v zahrade prejede po 

zadech mraz. Kruci, co to je? Jen klid, vazene obecenstvo. To Pepek 

Dastychu 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: ‘Statkar vstane tezce, neni 

opily, nemuze byt, to jenom tak podlehl svemu dojmu; praskla v nem nejaka 

hraz, prival 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.19 He attempts
00to 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

19 His black Inverness cloak is reminiscent of Mephistopheles’s in Goethe’s Faust.
20 In this he is related to Karel from Cerne svetlo. Opelik has carried out a useful comparison of 
Karel and Kvis. See Jin Opelik, ‘Romanove dilo Vaclava Rezade’, 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
•  • 21thoughts 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 bllem, prebilem svetle, jez se jeste vice rozsviti odrazem jeji pleti, 

uderi te do oci jeji noha, obnazena po kycli, ruka naha az po rameno a jeden prs, 

ktery vyklouzl z vystrihu lehke 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 vsem, nac Nejtek pohledne. Veci i lide se stavi proti tobe, 

sotva sis usmyslel, ze je uchopis a setrvas u nich. Krasa se drobi nebo ti 

unika, je vzdycky nekde jinde, nez ji hledas. Coz nebyla krasna tva zena, 

kdyz ses na ni po prve zahledel, a co je z m dnes? Ze je to tva vina? A kdo 

tedy je vinen tim, co v sobe nosis? Nekde je tva pfflezitost, jiz by se mohl 

tvuj zivot promenit a ustalit, ale co kdyz ji nikdy nepotkas? Nekde je krasa, 

vecna a nepromenna, jenomze ktera cesta k m 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 Bruzek 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 Bruzek 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 [Bruzek’s outstretched hand] vznaset jako spar nad jeho

21 ‘Vzpomen si jenom na tu noc, bylo to v Cervnu nebo kdy, jak se tentokrat rozstekali psi po 
cele Bytni. Takova dusna noc to byla, sama vunS a neklid, a mSsic svitil tak bile, ze se zdal 
skorem den. Stal v uplnku zrovna proti chudobinci a tekl jim do svStnice, jako kdyz mleko z 
putny vylevaS, svitici, zarive mleko, nazloutle prebytkem smetany’ (pp. 218-19).
22 ‘Jaky by vlastnfe mfcl byt zivot, po jakem Nejtek prahne? Jednou takovy a po druhe jiny, nelze 
ho popsat slovy, ktera se staCi lihnout v NejtkovS mozku’ (p. 214).
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pravici, kterou znovu a znovu v nekonecnych obmenach sveho sluncem 

rozzhaveneho snu vztahoval po vidine plozene a pohlcovane 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 

Posvatne ohne by the Decadent Jin Karasek ze Lvovic.

Klikate noze blesku vylupuji ztracenou krajinu ze slupek zatopy. Zjevi se na 

oslepujici okamzik, cizi a nepoznatelna, jakoby nikdy pred tim nevidena, a 

zmizf opet v propastech sera za buraciveho rachotu. Hrom bije. Kazdy 

zablesk uzavira bortiva detonace. Ted’ Nejtkovi se zda, ze svetelna jama se 

rozevrela zrovna pod nim a ze bez konce pada se zhroucenym kouskem 

sveta, na nemz stal. Jezi se na nem kazdy vlas, zalyka se vlastnim dechem a 

citi, jak nejake hrozne napeti v jeho tele usiluje ho roztrhnout, jako by sam 

byl nabojem, naplnenym traskavinou. Blesk zasahl mrtvou hrusen. 

Ztrouchnivele drevo vzplane navzdory lijaku a promeni se v ohnivy sloup. 

Rozprazene paze, hlava zvracena dozadu, touhou vypjaty luk bileho tela, to 

naruci se rozvira po Nejtkovi. Nikdy jeste neuzrel svou vidinu tak 

dokonalou a krasnou jako v tomto planoucim vtelem. Ztuhlost jeho udu 

povoli, srdce se mu rozbusi. Pokroci vstfic sve ohnive mile. Udela sotva 

krok, kdyz horici hrusen se s praskotem zhrouti a zhasne s dracim sykotem 

v bazine rozmokleho uhoru a zaplave deste. (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: ‘Horkost
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nezmenitelneho osudu mu naplni srdce poznanim a resignacf (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 

Nolc it takes the form of an encounter with a tramp when he, rather like Nejtek, 

is out walking in the woods outside Byten (pp. 173-84). While watching the 

tramp asleep on the ground Nolc 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:

[...] a ty vejdes branou jeho smrti do sveta, ktery jsi ztratil v den, kdy se ti 

narodil mrtvy synek a kdy tve mysleni zacalo cervavet predstavou: zivot za 

zivot, jako akt msty na osudu a nepficetnem hospodareni prirody. Je to tak 

neprirozene, ceho se chces dopustit, je to tak zle? Copak neumirame vsichni 

jen proto, abychom ucinili misto jinym? Odvazis-li se toho, prestane 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, Tlachac’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 idee fixe about each other, Bruzek 

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 Katerina Nolcova is brought back to life 

by discovering that she is expecting another child.23

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 Tlachac it would mean committing burglary, and Nolc 

would commit murder. Nejtek would commit incest with his stepdaughter; Josef 

Dastych would gamble away the farm or commit murder not to lose it.

23 This epiphany has the form of a supernatural event.
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Dastych’s brother and Bruzek’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? 

Katerina Nolcova’s conflict manifests itself in her longing for death that carries 

associations with suicide.24 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 Tlachac’s view of his own 

importance in Byten, just as Nolc’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. Katerina Nolcova’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 Kvis’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 -  Byten’ (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.

24 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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25Kvis 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 Byteh, 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 Byten’s heart’,26 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 Byteh 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] cas vratil jako k zapomenutemu dilu a dokoncuje 

svou praci chvatnymi, drsnymi surovymi vrypy, pracuje prekotne a neurvale 

jako by se mstil, tvofi tvar starce -  stareny, naprosto bezpohlavm, ryzi 

neutrum, to stari, dost, dal uz nelze, dechnu jeste a rozpadne se to vsechno v 

popel. Nikdo tu nem svedkem te promeny. (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.

25 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 Bytefi, the shopkeepers Harazim, are stereotyped as 
avaricious Jews.
26 ‘Dame-li se svest obraznosti mistniho basnika, muzeme rici, ze Emanuel Kvis, ktery se tu 
zastavil a nasloucha s hlavou ke stranS naklonSnou Sumu a zvonkum tekouci vody, nasloucha ve 
skutecnosti tepotu a praci byteftskeho 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
• • 27a 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. 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 Nolc 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 vsak nevydrzi odporo vat jeho nalehanf [that of the mayor’s gaze]. 

Zizen prazdnoty v nem procitne, musi se napit z tohoto pramene i kdyby mu 

to melo prinest okamzitou smrt. Pozdvihne oci a setka se s ocima 

starostovyma v kratkem stretnuti, jako kdyz o sebe tresknou cinelove

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.
28 Elsewhere the narrator compares his eyes to those of a dachshund on the track: ‘Emanuel Kvis 
se nakloni dopfedu, zamzika odima a pak je Siroce otevre. Ach, ty jeho oci, takovi proradni 
jezevCici, neslidi a nedenichaji jenom po tvafi, nybrz hrabou si nory v o£ich druheho, chtSji 
dovnitf, az na dno, kde sedi kofist, schoulena a vrCic smrtelnym strachem’ (p. 144).
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puklice. Dost. Vic nem treba. Oba vedi 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 nej znamenalo, kdyby se mu podarilo, kdyby se zmocnil jeho i 

jich? [Kvis is thinking of God and people]. Uz by nepotreboval dolevat 

prazdnotu troskami nahodne posblranymi, zaplnila by se cela, byl by 

zabydlen jako svet a protoze by v sebe pojal i jeho strujce, mohl by ridit 

pohyby svych loutek, jak by se mu zachtelo. (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.30 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: ‘Chtel 

jsem zivoty vsech. Neunesl jsem to’ (p. 430). Trying to be God kills him.

29 This is further emphasised in one of the descriptions of him as Napoleon-like: ‘Emanuel Kvis 
se vypne ve svem haveloku a stoji tu jako Napoleon’ (p. 260). This brings to mind Karel from 
Cerne svetlo.
30 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 Byten he becomes the subject of 

Byten’s gossip. However, in the course of the novel people’s fascination with 

Kvis is replaced by suspicion until, finally, the public opinion of Byten 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 Byteh people will later ascribe to him:

Emanuel Kvis uhodl na prvni pohled, proc si statkar zvolil prave toto misto 

a jeho ziznive nitro se ihned otevre, aby vssalo tento pripad 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 zivotu, jake jsou, nybrz takovych, jake by mohly byt, 

jen t’ukneme-li do nich trochu, jen podarl-li se nam pohnout tim, co v sobe 

skryvaji a dusi. Vysvetluje to pripad Emanuela Kvise? Dychtil a prahl prave 

po tom, nemaje, z ceho by zil sam v sobe? Je to jen to a nebyl nic vie ten 

clovlcek, 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 Byteh in 

attributing the blame for what happened in Byteh to Kvis. Using Jung one might 

interpret Kvis’s function in the novel as the scapegoat onto which people project 

their shadow.31 Nolc’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 bozl i 

lidsky poradek’. Likewise, the inhabitants of Byten 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 Byten people are searching for 

a reason why their town’s usually sleepy atmosphere has suddenly been 

disturbed:

Zeny u zelinarskych stanku zmlknou a divaji se za mm s rukama slozenyma 

na zivotech. Drazdil jejich zvedavost od sameho pocatku, co se objevil v 

meste, a nyni ovsem, co mezi nimi koluji septy pestrejsi a prizdobenejsi o 

barvy kazdeho, kdo je podava dal, ji napina temer nesnesitelne. Povercive 

mrazeni jim bezi po pateri, ukazuji si vzajemne husi kuzi, jez jim vyskocila 

na pazich. Strasidelne zkazky se probouzeji v jejich pameti, jsou pripraveny 

uverit kazdemu nesmyslu, bat se nebo se promenit v zurive litice, stvane 

podvedomym strachem o mlad’ata. Ty z nich, jejichz zivot je zabydlen od 

noci Kvisova prijezdu, krizuji se potaji setkavse se s jeho pohledem a 

odplivuji si, aby zabranily urknuti sveho plodu, druhe pak zasnou, proc 

prave v tu chvili se pohnula v jejich myslich ta neb ona myslenka, z niz se 

uz ani nezpovidajl, protoze ji povazovaly za davno odumrelou. (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 skryte v nas, rozptylene mezi nami, pro zlo vubec’ (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 

Byten. 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 o f the Writings o f 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.33 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, Bruzek becomes the spokesman for this view of 

Kvis. It forms part of the ideologeme of God versus the Devil. Thus it is Bruzek 

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.34 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 teto noci neutiSi; jejich StSkot vybuchuje pres tu chvili, jako by novi a novi cizinci 
vstupovali do BytnS, a neustane, dokud m6sic nezmizi pod obzorem a kratka pfedjitfni tma 
neponofi sv£t v milosrdne bezvSdomi’ (p. 64).
33 A. M. PiSa points this out in his article on Svedek. See A. M. PiSa, ‘Zlo ve svetle’, 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 podoba vlcimu vyti kvisovskemu, ze uz nevime, vypravime o 
jednom nebo o druhem. Bytost bez zivota touzi po zivotS a kdyz se ji podaff pripnout se na jiny, 
rostouci z vlastnich kofenu, shledava, ze ssaje jen jinou touhou, je§t6 bolestneiSi a 
neukojitelngjgf (p. 387).
34 A. M. PiSa makes the comparison between Kvis and Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust. See 
A. M. PiSa, 'Zlo ve svStle’, p. 253. Because of this aspect o f the plot Pisa reads the novel as 
RezaC’s ‘declaration of his faith in life and humanity’. Ibid., p. 253.
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will, und stets das Gute schafft’.35 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 Katerina 

Nolcova 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.36

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.37 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 veru, je to skupina [Lida and the hens] jako prichystana pro 

fotograficky snimek, takovy obraz miru a radosti, jaky muze vykvest jen v 

cervnovem dopolednim slunci v zemi krasy a hojnosti. To devce tak svezi a 

rozhorele krvi, to devce skoro drobne, ale vznosne v prsou a tak puvabne v 

tvari, az ti srdce tme nehou, to devce s vlnami elektricky cemych vlasu,

35 Quoted from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Faust: Der Tragodie erster und zweiter Teil, 
Munich, dtv, 1970, p. 43.
36 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 celem bflou stuzkou, to devce v modre skladane sukni a v 

bile bluzce, z jejihoz skryteho obsahu te mrazi, takove devce, ze by mohlo 

byt spis dcerkou dnesniho rana, nez jakehokoli lidskeho para, muj Boze, 

takove devce! (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: ‘Pripada mi, ze nejsem jedna vite, ze je 

ve mne mnoho lidi a vsichni jako by byli nemi, jako by byli chromi, dokud ja 

jim nedam 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, ktere mi sehravali druzf 

(p. 378). By contrast, Lida plays herself by giving life to other people; that is
■2Q

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 neprekrocitelna 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 zizen zvedavosti, snad jeste silnejsi, nez jeho vlastni, jenomze 

tryskajici z jineho zdroje a mirici k jinemu cili. Nevi si rady, zmocnuje 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 Kvis40 in that he points out how Kvis does 

not perceive the things that characterise the good in life: ‘Leto sem vnika s nimi,

38 The opposition between Lida and Kvis crops up in Katerina NoRova’s thoughts during her 
conversation with Lida: ‘Pani Katerina se zachvSje zamrazenim. V rozhovoru s tou divkou je 
mnoho zarazejicich obdob. Nevzpomnela si snad v tuto chvlli na jineho SlovSka, ktery take 
mluvil o lidech v sobS? Jenomze ten je netouzil vysvobodit a dat jim zit pro jine, jako tady ta 
rozdychtena divka’ (p. 277).
39 In connection with the opposition between watching and living Jin Travnicek ascribes an 
existential dimension to the interpretation of the ‘svedek’ topos: ‘Spolednym rysem RezaCova 
romanu a [Orten’s]Elegii je vSdomi toho, kdo hraje, a toho, kdo vidi, pozoruje, [...]’. See 
TravniCek, Poezie posledni moznosti, Prague: Torst, 1996, p. 32.
40 This is yet another version of the woman-as-saviour topos.
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vune slunce a dest’u, vetru a orosenych sadu, hojiva, silna vune, stvorena z 

nejsilnejsfch substancl zivota: lasky, plodnosti a prace, ale Kvis je nevnfma’ (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 Byten (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 prestoupila neprekrocitelnou hranici sve lasky a sla 

za zivotem, ktery obsahne vie, nez co muze prozft jediny clovek. Probouzet 

spici osudy a davat je druhym. Tak je to? Nebot’ nikdo nemuze zit sam a vsichni 

touzfme jeden po druhem’ (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 Tlachac’s 

thoughts about the need to protect Nolc from evil: ‘Pane, jsem s vami, dej se co 

dej. Je to ovsem nesmysl, protoze copak muze hrozit takovemu bohaci v jeho 

pevnem dome, ale konec koncu je to take jen clovek, a lide maji stat pri druhem’ 

(p. 409). It appears most expressively in the episode in which Nolc 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 clovek prece 

nekam musi patrit. To si jen tak nekdy myslime, ze jsme sami mezi ostatnfmi, 

nestacily by nam vsak prsty na rukou, kdybychom meli vypocftat, co nas s nimi 

poji(p.l76).41

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 Katerina’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 

Blla (Kvis’s cousin) who also lived her life in isolation. Kvis’s explanation of 

her predicament again points out the danger of isolation: ‘-  Nebyla zla, ani 

hodna. Hledala cestu k lidem a tim se jim stavala podezrela’ (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.

Katerina Nolcova’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 rozhrn ty hrozne ceme zaclony a zltra je

dej strhnout. Tady ted’ bude bydiet zivot, tady musl byt svetlo’ (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: ‘Ozivil zmlrajici pudy a vratil jim silu, 

a vyhrabal zasute myslenky a vyvedl je na svetlo; a nakonec jen bezmocne 

pfihlizel, jak se vymykaji jeho zamerum a podlehajf duchu, ktery je zrodil. 

Starosta, Tlachac, oba Dastychove, ti vsichni prekrocili hranici, ale vratili se 

opet hloubeji nez pfedtim’ (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 

Byten 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] vrcfci psy do bud a jdou 

uklidnit sve zeny, v nichz strach a mesfcm svetlo se zatfm podivnou alchymif 

promenily v jine pocity’ (p. 64). This night was the origin of the pregnancies 

that characterise the last image of the Byten women: ‘Zeny v kabatech a satcich, 

s rukama slozenyma na zivotech, namnoze uz nakrouhlych, rozpraveji
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o uplynule 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 Byten experiences 

a kind of collective epiphany that brings about a change in the general 

atmosphere of the town: the sun lights up Byten ‘that the previous night’s storm 

and wind has washed and swept’ (p. 433). With Kvis’s death it is as if Byten has 

been cleansed of evil. Byten has woken up from its bad dream. The plot of the 

whole novel thus in several ways corresponds to Katerina Nolcova’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;42 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 Byten 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 Byteh people 

remember all too well how Kvis was dressed and while he lived in Byteh they 

never saw him dressed differently (see p. 57). However, this description is not 

meant for the Byteh 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 omrzem vypravet o jeho 

bile mekke 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 Byten people, he, at the 

same time, creates an ironic distance to their gossiping. He distances himself 

from the small world of Byten. 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 Byten: ‘Povidam, ze 

to musel byt stekot, kdyz vyhnal z postele Korce, ktery nebyl o nic cilejsi nez ti 

dva jeho mamlasove a pro svou lasku k pelechu byl kdysi zbaven ponocenstvf 

(p. 63). The expressive tone in the description of the dogs, calling them ‘ti dva 

Korcovi halamove’ (p. 62) or ‘mamlasove’ (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 Byten people’s idiom when he presents a character as, for 

example, in his description of Tersik, the assistant station attendant: ‘Ale Tersik 

byl pisisvor, takove male pivo bez peny, jak mu rikali, a jestli nekdo ridi beh 

veci, mel rozum, ze ho tak dlouho drzel pri 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 clovicek, ktery pobyl tak 

kratko mezi nami’ (pp. 142-43). This indicates that the narrator is an inhabitant 

of Byten (or poses as one). This would explain and make plausible his 

knowledge of Byten and its inhabitants. The narrator tells the story as ifhe were 

a homodiegetic43 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

43 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.
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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 Tlachac on the first moonlit night; 

therefore I quote the whole passage:

Tlachaci konej svou povinnost. Tva obchuzka se jeste neskoncila a pitomy 

mesic, narvany a naduty jako selsky krasavec, si nesmi dovolit, aby 

zasahoval do ufednlho vykonu. Nestuj tady, Tlachaci, a nemudruj, s 

myslenlm ti to vzdycky vyslo nakratko a o teto noci nebude vydana uredni 

vyhlaska, z niz bys vyctl, proc a jak, a nikdo ti neda v tuto chvfli rozkaz, co 

delat. Je to nepochybne nepristojnost, promeni-li se straznikovi ulice, jimiz 

prochazl po tricet let, v cizi mesto a potka v nich sebe sama jako 

podezreleho cizince. Ale kdo je za ni odpoveden? Kdo zavinil, ze radnicni 

vez, k niz vzhllzis denne, je ti ted’ prave tak nepovedoma, jakobys ji videl 

po prve v zivote? Proc jsi zapolil se svym stfnem a proc te starosta 

ohmataval jako feznik, kupujici byka, urceneho na porazku? Videls vubec, 

cos videl, a delals, cos delal? Vzdyt’ veci se deji jen ve chvili jim urcenou a 

pak se vytraceji jako hrstka tabaku, ktery palis ve sve dymce. [...] Ach, ty 

potapeci ve vodach tajemstvi, jsi prilis dychavicny, abys dosahl dna a 

vynesl odtud byt’ jen hrst pisku, ktery unika mezi zafatymi prsty. Mas 

mozek vyluhovany rozkazy, i kracej po teto podesvi drze se cary, 

narysovane povinnosti, ktera te nikdy nezklame a neda ti zbloudit.

(pp. 28-29)

This passage illustrates how the narrator with his mocking questions conveys 

what kind of character Tlachac is while he is at the same time summarising 

previous events. The narrator addresses Tlachac 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 Nolc’s thoughts. The 

reason for this could be that Nolc, 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,44 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,

Nolc had killed the tramp or Byten 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 Svedek, 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 sedf a diva se na mouchu, soudce Dastych si predstavuje, ze 

nekdo jiny tak nekde s rukama v kline pozoruje nase vireni a ceka, najdeme-

44 Examples of this are numerous; see for instance p. 324, where the narrator speculates about 
Tlachac’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 otevreno. Mohl by stat a ukazat nam cestu, 

nebo unaven a zoskliven nasim zalostnym bzukotem mohl by mavnout ruku 

a zmarit nas. [...] Nekde zustalo otevrene okno, soudce Dastychu. Proc je 

nevidime a proc nas to vabi prave k tomu zavrenemu? (p. 69)

The idea of the narrator as God also comports with the narrator’s function of 

stage director. In Svedek the characters’ lives are conceived of as theatre.45

5.7 Conclusion

As I have shown, Svedek 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.

45 See for example p. 240 about the judge.
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Chapter 6

Rozhrani (1944)

In Vaclav Rezac’s fifth novel, Rozhrani (Border-line), the first-person narrator, 

Jindrich 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 Vilem 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’.1 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.

1 The novel’s presumed meta-fictional level is the reason why it has been compared with Andre 
Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs (1925). See, for example, Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava 
RezaCe’, in Vaclav RezaC: Rozhrani, Spisy, vol. 4, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1986, p. 
424; FrantiSek Gotz, ‘Rozhrani’, in Gotz, Vaclav Rezac, Prague, Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 
1957, p. 99, and Daniela Hodrova, ‘Sebereflexivni roman’, in Hodrova et al.: Poetika ceske 
mezivalecne literatury (Promeny zanru), 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 Jin Opelik, ‘Ke genezi RezaCova Rozhrani’, Sbornik Vysoke skoly pedagogicke 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 not yet finished writing his novel about Haba, but 

the narrator reassures the reader that he did finish: ‘Dopsal jsem knihu o 

Vilemovi a naslo se nakladatelstvi, jez ji vyda’.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.4

6.1 General characterisation of the narrative situation

The frame narrative situation of Rozhrani proceeds in the first-person narration 

of the autodiegetic narrator Jindrich Aust. Hereafter, I shall, to avoid confusion, 

refer to this level as that of the ffame-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 ffame-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 

ffame-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 postavenf, do nehoz jsem Vilema pfivedl’ (p. 59). Aust is virtually

2 Vaclav Rezad, 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.
4 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 Soudkova’s Bel Canto which came out in 1944, the same year as Rozhrani, or 
Olga Barenyi’s Roman from 1945. However, much earlier K. M. Capek-Chod reflected on the 
writing of fiction in Vetrnik: Roman 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 VltSzslav Nezval’s novels Jak vejce vejci (1933) and Monaco (1934), 
as well as Bohumil Nohejl’s Zazrak s Julii (1941). See Jiff Opelik, ‘Ke genezi RezaCova 
Rozhrani’, Sbornik Vysoke skoly pedagogicke 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 

ffame-narrator is the mediator in the shift from Aust’s to Haba’s story, which is 

evident from the temporal deixis of the ffame-narrator’s discourse: ‘me 

myslenky, jez se toho dne, at’jsem byl zaujat cimkoli jinym, neprestavaly 

zabyvat Vilemem Habou a hledat pravou pficinu jeho pfitomnosti na nocnirn 

nabrezi, byly zaskoceny hrou obrazotvomosti, jez jim nabizela prijatelne 

vysvetlem’ (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 ffame-narrator speaks from a position of 

knowing which is linked with his motivation for narrating his story.5 At the end 

of the novel Aust, the ffame-narrator, tells us that the process of writing a novel 

has changed him from the man he used to be: ‘Jsem jiny clovek, 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 nem s neochabujicim 

zahanbemm, zda se mi, ze poskytuje vemy obraz toho, jak jsem v te dobe 

vypadal. Vecne plany a rozbehy nikdy dovedene ke konci. Blizil jsem se k 

ctyricitce a zustavil jsem za sebou jen rychle projete stanice, z nichz nebude 

zadna na mne pamatovat ani vyrazenym oknem. A prece pomyslenf, ze jsem 

se minul svym cilem a ze jsem budizknicemu, mne zneklidnovalo jen

5 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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zfidka. Stale jeste jsem chodil s hlavou vztycenou, pohrdal jsem okolim a 

svymi povolanimi, jichz jsem vystfidal peknou radku az po toto ucitelstvi na 

obchodni skole. Stale jsem jeste veril, ze jsem byl poslan na svet, abych tu 

vykonal neco zvlastmho. (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 ffame-narrator’s 

expressed shame at his previous self foreshadows the fact that, fundamentally, 

Aust’s story is a story about transformation and the ffame-narrator Aust’s 

discourse sets the norms according to which his transformation into a better 

version of himself takes place. Thus the ffame-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 Vilem 

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 pozome, jako by 

byl mym vlastnim obrazem a jako bych se poprve v zivote videl v zrcadle. Bylo 

mi ho az lito, jak tu tak stal, zcela mi vydan, bez ochrany, v me moci. V te chvili 

aspoh 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-siecle 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.6 The 

latter brings to mind, for example, Dostoyevsky’s The Double (1848). In the

6 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 Sedmkrat 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 Podivne
• •  • 8pratelstvi 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 Podivne 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.9 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, ‘Fenomen dvojnictvi v Hostovskeho rane proze Ztraceny stin’, in 
Dokoran, Bulletin Obce spisovatelu, 26, 2003, pp. 18-24. Another example is Weiner’s short 
story ‘Dvojnici’ (The Doubles). In Richard Weiner, Lltice, Prague: Aventinum, 1928, pp. 9-48.
8 See Bohumil Novak, ‘Vaclav RezaC: „Rozhrani“. Roman. Nakladem Fr. Boroveho, Praha 
1945’, Kriticky meslcnik, 6, 1945, 1, pp. 30-31; FrantiSek Gotz, ‘Rozhrani’, in Gotz, Vaclav 
Rezdc, Prague: Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1957, p. 101; Jin Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Rezacova 
Rozhrani’, pp. 101-02. Opelik devotes part of his article to a discussion of the connections 
between Rozhrani and Podivne 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 
RezaC’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.
9 See Jifi Opelik, ‘Ke genezi Rezadova 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 mne probudila z docasne dfimoty a zacala 

skuhrat zname litanie. Byl jsem syn ztroskotance a muj vlastni zivot nebyl nikdy 

nic jineho nez nepretrzita rada 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: 4Cozpak se bude muj zivot vzdycky sestavat 

jen z drobnych neprijemnosti, jez mi budou stale prerustat pres hlavu, protoze si 

s nimi nikdy nebudu vedet 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 Rezac’s first novel Vetrna setba and to Karel in 

Cerne svetlo.

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 ffame-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, pochazely jen z toho, 

jak jsem se snazil primet sve myslenky, aby se zabyvaly take necim jinym nez 

hodnocenim nader me nove bytne’ (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, Vilem, that carries 

associations with the robber hero of Macha’s narrative poem Maj (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 Vileme Habo, okolnosti nasich zivotu se 

k sobe blizi jen vahavymi oklikami, a sotva se vzajemne dotkly, prudce se 

od sebe rozbihaji, jakoby polekany. Chtel bych se promenit v tebe, aby muj 

zmateny a beztvary osud nabyl na zavaznosti a vyraznosti. Pripada mi 

nesmyslne, ze tve prlbehy ma vypravet clovek, ktery si vasen snad nekdy 

vymyslel, ale nikdy nemel odvahu dat se jf unest, pan Nikdo, ktery nikdy 

neochutnal uspechu a v blate nezdaru nedokazal najit suchou pesinu. (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: ‘Melo se 

mi zahy dostat drsneho poucem, jaky vyznam ma pro mne a pro mou 

budoucnost setkana s Vilemem 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:

Proc tolikrat, hledaje ve svem vlastnlm zivote, jak bys dal najevo lasku, 

neznost, vztek, pohrdani, druznost, vysmech, zarlivost a vubec vsechno, co 

hybe kazdym z nas, nachazel jsi bezpecne a rychle hlas nektereho z nich, 

takze jsi ustavicne hral i sve osobni city, jako bys byl na scene? Byl jsi to ty, 

vsechny ty postavy, nebo ses mezi nimi tak beze zbytku ztratil? Kdo to tedy 

z tebe dnes promluvil, pronaseje zpusobem, na nemz jsi nepoznaval nic ze 

sve prace, ton, barvu, ani zachvev, tu vetu: -  Vy jste, Hildo, vy jste mladi ?

(p. 12)10

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.11 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 Vilemovi stretl dvoji cit, kde snad 

naposled v nem zapasil clovek, ale kde si take poprve privolal na pomoc 

herce. Tento pomocmk mel byt od te chvile volan stale casteji, tak dlouho, 

az by zcela ovladl pole a jednal misto sveho pana. Nebot’ tarn, kde se clovek 

probijel jen po pidich, kde svedomf a prirozeny cit se mu vesely na paty 

olovenymi koulemi, tarn herec lehce stoupal a proklouzaval bez uhony a

10 With its theme of psychological crisis Ibsen’s The Master Builder (1892) resonates with Aust 
and Haba’s stories.
11 The description of Haba’s face as a succession of changing masks (p. 296) brings to mind 
Kvis’s changing facial expressions in Svedek.
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vycitek, maje na vsechno vhodne slovo, primefeny ton hlasu, spravny 

posunek a okolnostem odpovidajfci vyraz v tvari. (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 

modem, 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, cemu se Anka na svem otci 

obdivuje a co ji na nem vadf, a zacal pro ni vytvaret hrdinu, ktery se schuzku za 

schuzkou 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 sobe jeste ve stylu sve role, ale sotva se jejich rty dotkly, 

procitl v nem touzici chlapec ze vzrusive krasnych veceru v rodnem meste. 

Divci vune ho nesla, vune horicf ciste krve, napojena z kvetu lip a fialek, 

rozemnutych trav a zranene zeme, vune kvetoucfch hvezdnatych nocf 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, Horak, has already voiced the content of Haba’s inner 

conflict in an argument: 4 Ale, pane, kdo je Vilem Haba podle toho, jak se 

podava? Clovek, ktery vi a umf, ale neciti. Ktery uznava a obdivuje sebe, a 

vsichni ostatni jsou mu lhostejni. Jenomze tak to nejde, pane, tak se nesmi delat 

zadny kumst, a divadlo ze vsech nejmin’ (p. 349). Horak’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).12 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 nekam, kam musel dojit, vabil ho za nekym, 

koho musel najit, mel-li jeste vubec 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 delat pany svych postav, Vileme, natolik, abychom na nich 

pachali nasili. Nesmime je znetvorovat a nesmime jim podlehat. Jsou z nas, 

a my jsme z nich. Prichazeji k nam a bytuji v nas jako ve svem rodisti, rodi 

se z nas a nachazeji sve domovy v druhych. Zijeme v sobe, jeden v druhem 

navzajem. Nejsme sami, Viliku, jsme castmi buhviceho, a prece sami o sobe 

buhvicim. Nejsme a nemuzeme byt jeden bez druheho. (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:

12 This episode brings to mind the final mirror scene in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture o f Dorian 
Gray (1891). However, where Dorian Gray condemns the idea of beauty and youth that has 
destroyed his soul, Haba wishes to re-fmd the self of his youth.

186



Tvare a tvare, svet slozeny z tvan, popsanych tim, co se deje pod nimi. 

Poznava se v nich, ve vsech a v kazde zvlast’. Jeho ukol je byt jejich 

tlumocmkem, snimat z nich zakleti, jez je oddeluje od ostatnich, lustit tajne 

pismo jejich povah a osudu a vracet je tern, jimz nalezeji, vzdyjednu 

kazdou z nich vsem, jako by to byl jejich spolecny majetek. Byval pysny na 

sebe, a zatim mel byt pysny za vsechny, kdo cekaji, ze jim objasni jejich 

zivoty svym umeirim. (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: ‘Jeste jsem se 

nesetkala se zadnym spisovatelem, vy jste prvni, ale uz jsem o nich leccos ctla. 

A myslim si, ze to byvaji lide, kterl hladoveji casteji, nez je treba, protoze se 

nedovedou o sebe postarat a ostatnl o ne dbaji az po smrti’ (p. 106).

Aust himself accepts this view, but the ffame-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:

Predstavoval jsem si vsechny ty jedliky, jak funf nad svymi talifi se 

zpocenymi cely a zatylky. Tvaril jsem se znechucene. Vetsine lidi, rlkal
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jsem si, predstavuje osklivost, je zivot jen kusem zvance a shankou po nem. 

Nekdo by jim mel jednou presvedcive vylozit, ze si tim obzerstvim ukracuji 

vek, ze pod horami zradla v nich hyne, co je na cloveku nejvznesenejsi: 

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 clovek poznavat, ma ji vtiskovat svou podobu a ona na oplatku jej 

ma pretvaret k svemu obrazu a zpivat v nem neumdlevajici radostf (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: *[...] neprestal byt nikdy ve svem chovani 

ani do nejhlubsich zahybu sve povahy delnikem’(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 promem v stozar a kour bude na nem vlat po vetru 

k slave pracovniho dne’ (p. 193). Then Aust succumbs to self-pity; the 

description of this underlines his changing view of work:

Jenom ten cemy, pokojne se valid proud ve mne budil tisen. Nechaval me 

stranou jako vzpumou kapku, vyvrzenou na zprahly breh. Kamaradi, rikal 

jsem si, hlede za nimi, jak nastupuji ke svemu kazdodennimu dilu, nesmite 

se ve mne mylit. Ja jsem se nebouril proti vam. Nemate poneti, jak byva 

cloveku trpko, kdyz nemuze delat v parte a je na svuj ukol sam. Dobra.

Sam, ale ne pro sebe. Doufam, pratele, ze pochopite ten jemny rozdil, 

protoze v nem prave je mlsto 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 lid! uverilo v mou praci a ja ozdravel jejich 

duverou jako chory ve vysokych horskych polohach’ (p. 264). He refers to this 

feeling as the ‘network of human trust’ (‘sit’ lidske duvery’, 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
• 1 ̂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).14 Just as Haba discovers himself at the

age of forty, Aust has a similar experience of discovering himself by means of

his work: ‘Pripadalo mi, ze dorustam a dospfvam, jako by me detstvf trvalo

13 The name Jarmila, just like Vilem, creates an intertext with Macha’s Maj. This potential is not 
developed in the narrative, although the name plays into Aust’s romantic dreaming.
14 Jarmila is yet another example of the ‘female saviour’ in RezaC’s novels.
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dlouhych ctyricet let -  ctyricet let polosnu, z nehoz teprve nyni procitam ke 

skutecnosti. Ctyricet let jsem si hral na neco, co teprve nyni zaclnam 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 

tobe kdosi, kdo ti bude vnucovat sve pocity tak dlouho, dokud ho za sebe
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nevyhostis posledni teckou za posledmm slovem, jez o nem musis povedet’ (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 Vilem, 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).15 This view 

tallies with the view of Fate that Aust’s reflections also express: ‘Nem 

pravdivejsi, ze kazdy z nas si nese svuj osud v sobe 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 zcasti pany svych skutku, ten druhy, vetsi jejich dil 

je nam vnukan a rizen mod, ktera je mimo nasi vuli 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 koncu je kazdy z nas 

jen novou obdobou stareho motivu clovek a jeho zivot a vetsina nasich osudu se 

hraje v jakemsi matnem a nevyraznem 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 cloveku neco rozhodnuto a hotovo tak, 

jako v te dobe bylo ve Vilemovi, zivot si uz najde svuj zpusob, jimz by to 

privedl na svetlo’ (p. 187). That is what Aust’s reflection describes as the

15 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 nejaky rozdll mezi pravdou umeni a pravdou lidskosti? Nesmi a nemuze 

byt, protoze umeni, to je velika zpovednice, v niz se vsichni znovu 

obrozujeme virou ve smysl sveho zivota, v rad nam vsem spolecny, zizni po 

cistote, vtelene v dokonaly tvar, v krasu, jez je sama rad a sama pravda. 

Proto, kamarade, nemuze zrazovat pravdu ten, kdo ji chce stvorit v teto 

nejvyssi podobe. (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.16 In his review of the 

novel, A. M. Pisa comments that he finds the ‘happy ending’ ‘mechanical’. I 

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

16 See A. M. Pisa, ‘Roman o romanu’, Narodm prace, 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 skutecnost se zdaly stale 

smesnejsi a bezvyznamnejsi vedle strhujici a zdrcujici pravdy hry’ (p. 323). 

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 menila v zivot, ale jinak, docela jinak nez driv’ (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
I n

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:

Ozarena zespodu svetly obloukovych lamp nabyvala divadelnf budova proti 

ohvezdenemu nebi vetsi mohutnosti, nez jakou pusobi za dne. Vilem pred ni 

stal a zapolil se vzrusemm, jehoz puvod ani obsah si nedovedl v tu chvili 

ujasnit. Bylo mu, jako by se potkal s nejakou zivou bytosti, nabitou silou, jiz 

ho strhovala k sobe, jako magnet pritahuje 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 Bedrich Smetana in the symphonic poem played at the 

concert which Aust attends with Jarmila (p. 273).18

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

17 Because of its views of literature and art Rozhrani has often been interpreted as the expression 
of Rezad’s personal creed. See, for example, [PiSa, A. M.] p., ‘Roman o romanu’, Narodni 
prace, 29.4.1945, p. 2; -vz-, ‘Vaclav RezaC: Rozhrani. Roman o dvou dilech’, Argus, 21, May 
1945, 5, pp. 75-76; Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava Rezace’, in Vaclav Rezad: 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.
18 Smetana’s symphonic poems are based on motifs from Czech legends and history, particularly 
Libuse and Ma vlast, 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, Truhlar 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 Rezac ought to write ‘a 

more modem work’ next time, meaning more Socialist Realist.19 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.20 One example of this is Filipcikova, 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 Rezac’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
"71 vintelligentsia’s souls’. Filipcikova sees the novel as ‘a key to how Rezac

99solves the problem of good and evil’. According to her, Haba is a traitor 

because ‘he has not arrived at the transition from the individual “I” to the 

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 Filipcikova argues that by

19 See Bfetislav Truhlaf, ‘Rozhrani naSi prozy’, Smer, 1, 17, 27.5.1948, p. 14.
20 See, for example, Radko Pytlik, ‘Rozhrani Vaclava RezaCe’, in Vaclav RezaC: 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 RezaC’s writing before the 1950s novels. She praises the truthfulness in RezaC’s ‘odvratu od 
bytosti rozpolcenych, nihilistickych a usurpatorskych k zablesku svCtla v temnotach, k hledani 
svetlych rysu v lidskem charakteru’. See Jaromira Nejedla, ‘Mistr psychologicke prozy. K 
nedozitym osmdesatinam narodniho umClce VACLAVA REZACE’, Tvorba, 6.5.1981, 18, p.
13-
21 R. FilipCikova, ‘Poslani umCni jako tema umelecke literatury’, Ceska literatura, 24, 1976,4, 
p. 306.
22 In this question, Filipcikova is uncompromising: ‘Dobro a zlo. Treti cesta v mravnim zivote 
ClovCka neexistuje.’ Ibid., p. 307.
23 Ibid., p. 307.
24 Ibid., p. 309.
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Rozhrani Rezac 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 Rezac’s 

choice of the characters who help Aust become aware of literature’s connection 

with the people.25 Filipcikova’s argument is problematic because to consolidate 

her argument she refers to an article by Rezac 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.26 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 Tidskost’, 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 Filipcikova would probably argue that 

this fact is due to the censorship of the Protectorate. Filipcikova, 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 “zhusteny” vyraz, caste 

pouzfvam slov -  znaku, ktere dovolujf za vnejsi strankou ukryt druhy, hlubsi a 

pravy smysl.’27 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 Rezac’s 

argument for literature and art’s connection with the people as ‘lidovy’ (of the 

people) in a Masarykian sense.

25 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 Novak, expressed a less favourable view 
of the same scene. He criticises Rezad’s writing for its ‘zanrovitost, jednoduchost a strojena 
lidovost’ and comments ironically: ‘Pochybujeme, ze by se na sv6t& nasel vy£ep, kde by se seSla 
spolednost tak trpSliva, tak pnmodare bodra, jadma i bezelstnS srdedna, jako je spolednost 
RezaCova!’ See Bohumil Novak, ‘Vaclav Reza£: „Rozhrani“. Roman. Nakladem Fr. Boroveho, 
Praha 1945’, Kriticky mesicmk, 6, 1945, 1, p. 30 .1 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.
26 Vaclav Rezad, ‘Umdlci hledaji cestu k lidu’, Rude pravo, 8 June 1945, p. 3. Reference quoted 
after Vaclav RezaS, O pravde umeni a pravde zivota, ed. Jin Opelik, Prague: Ceskoslovensky 
spisovatel, 1960, pp. 65-66+120.
^  Ibid., p. 309.
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Chapter 7.

Conclusion

Nastup (1951) and Bitva (1954) represent Rezac’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 Rezac’s novels conform to Socialist Realist 

aesthetics.1 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 Rezac’s 

novels.

7.1 Nastup and Bitva from the perspective of the analyses of earlier
V

novels by Rezac

Nastup 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 Nastup focuses 

on the establishment of a local Communist Party organisation and its 

contribution to redeveloping the area on Socialist principles. The narrative

1 Regine 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 Regine 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 Dum na zelenem svahu (1947) and Prekroceny 
prah (1949), and Bohumil Riha’s Zeme 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.3 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 Jin Bagar. He represents 

the Communist ideal against which the other characters are measured. Bitva 

constitutes a loose continuation of Nastup. The novel’s events similarly follow a 

large number of characters, some of them from Nastup, 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 topoi in the Socialist Realist fiction of the time.
4 Hodrova has analysed the structural features and questions of genre in the Czech ‘construction’ 
novel. See ‘Vaclav RezaC. Nastup’, in Ceska literatura 1945-1970. Interpretace vybranych del, 
Prague: Statni pedagogicke nakladatelstvi, 1992, pp. 70-79.
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Under the constraints of the new Communist-Party-led order, Rezac’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 Nastup 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.5 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.6 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
n

Communists’ understanding of their function in the socio-political process. 

Generally, large parts of the presentation occur in dialogues, either at larger

5 In a 1955 article Mukarovsky discusses how RezaC used the technique of the interior 
monologue in Bitva. See Jan Mukarovsky, ‘K novemu romanu Vaclava RezaCe’, Literdrni 
noviny, 6, 1955, p. 6-7.
6Although he generally considers Nastup ‘the greatest post-war novel’, the Party-line critic 
Petrmichl has also commented on this, noting that Bagar appears ‘little human’ (‘malo lidsky’). 
See Jan Petrmichl, Patnact let ceske literatury 1945-1960, 3rd amended edn, Prague: 
Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, 1962.
7 In his article on Fudik’s Reportaz psana na opratce, Macura has demonstrated how Fucik’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, ‘Motaky jako literami dilo’, in Julius Fudik, Reportaz psana na opratce 
(Prvni uplne, kriticke a komentovane 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 Nastup 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 Rezac’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 Nastup 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.8 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.9 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 Nastup and Bitva share 

an ideologeme with Slepa 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.10

Although Rezac’s pre-1945 novels cannot be labelled didactic in the same 

way, my analyses have demonstrated that they share certain didactic features 

with Nastup 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.11 In my analyses of Slepa 

ulicka and Rozhram, I have suggested that some of the characters’ plots 

resemble that of a learning-process story. This is so in terms of Ruzena’s plot -  

she learns to value the solidarity of her working class background. To some

8 These are typical ideologemes manifested in the Socialist Realist novels of the time, for 
example, Anna Sedlmayerova’s Prekroceny prah (1949) or Bohumil Riha’s Zeme dokofdn 
(1950).
9 See Susan R. Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel As a Literary Genre, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1983.
10 His full comment goes: ‘Mam na mysli nas vSechny, ktere bolSevici oznaCuji slovem 
burioasie. Onu skvSlou spoledenskou tffdu, ktera vznikla tim, ze silnym jedincum bylo 
dovoleno, aby v neomezene mife uplatftovali sve schopnosti’. Cf. Vaclav RezaC, Bitva, Prague: 
Statni nakladatelstvi krasne literatury a umgni, 1954, p. 174.
11 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 Rezad’s writing as ‘konstrukcni zamSmost’. See Blahoslav Dokoupil, ‘Vaclav 
RezaC’, in Slovnlk ceskych spisovatelu 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 Vetrna 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 Nastup 

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, Rezac’s novels deploy a narrator function that performs the overall 

evaluation within the semantic framework of the given narrative; these
t  j

evaluations are sometimes of a didactic nature.

Rezac’s pre-1950s novels display a fascination with the pathological or, at 

least, darker psychological aspects of character that emanate from the earlier
1 'Xnarratives’ 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 Rezad’s novels for children. The ideologemes o f 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 Havlicek, particularly in Neviditelny (The Invisible, 1937), Miroslav 
HanuS’s Menecennost (Inferiority, 1942) and Emil Vachek’s Nepritel v tele (The Enemy in the 
Body, 1936).
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Rezac’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. Rezac’s female characters are less psychologically 

complex because they are often idealised. They appear as the Fin-de-siecle 

Salut-par-la-femme motif in all Rezac’s pre-1950s novels, what I have called the 

female saviour-type. Unlike the earlier novels, the polarised distribution of 

characters in Nastup 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.14

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 Nastup 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 Vetrna setba through Kama: she represents ideal love, not only in the 

individual sense, but as caritas, working for the general good. Similarly, 

Marketka in Cerne svetlo 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 Rezac’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.

14 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 Nastup 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, Rezac’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 Rezac’s 

novels. However, Rezac’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. Rezac’s novels play with ideas of Decadence, as in Cerne svetlo, 

or with the Nietzschean superman or Napoleon-types. These feature strongly in 

the characterisation of Michal Gromus’s desire for power in Slepa ulicka, or in 

Karel’s megalomania in Cerne svetlo. The same applies to Rezac’s Romantic 

idealisation of art and the passionate artist, for example, the pianist Klenka in 

Cerne svetlo, 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 Rezac’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.

15 Thus Nastup was described as ‘historicky roman o soudasnosti’. See Jin Opelik, ‘Historicky 
roman o souCasnosti’, Host do domu, February, 1962, pp. 74-79. See also Radko Pytlik, 
‘Historismus v RezadovS Nastupu. K otazce povaleCneho literamflio vyvoje’ [1972], in Pytlik, 
Sedmkrat o proze, 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 Rezac’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.16 There is no reason to deny that Rezac’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.

16 See Tom Kindt and Hans-Harald Mtiller, 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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