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IN THE NAME OF KAMIL MODRAGEK?
JIRI KRATOCHVIL’S IMPERFECT GOD

Tadeusz Kantor once said that one doesn’t enter the theatre with impunity.
Ezra Pound said that a book should be like a ball of light in one’s hand.
Both these great writers, whose lives were impacted by the horrible events
of the mid-twentieth century, a portion of which make up the background
to Jifi Kratochvil’s novel The Vow [Slib], imply that those who engage with
dramatic or literary art ought to expect to be challenged by the artworks.
Texts are not made to entertain, or, at least, not merely to entertain. They are
to pose questions to us — sometimes uncomfortable ones. The Vow is just
such a challenging work. As such, the questions it asks are many; perhaps
as many as there are readers. As a translator, I have been engaged with this
book for several years. But it was only very recently, once the translation was
completed, that it finally became clear to me what question it was confront-
ing me with. Just in time, as I was about to begin work on this introduction.

It came to me at Mass.

It was a Sunday morning, at a small parish not my own, in upstate New
York, near a lake. Before I go any further, I ought to confess that whereas I
love the Mass, I loathe sermons. They’re usually overlong, ingratiating, and
tull of platitudes, repetitive, poorly constructed, and not at all inspiring. Just
like introductions, the cynical reader might smirk. Perhaps.’ At any rate,

! I myself am of two minds concerning introductions. On the one hand, I think that

translators especially should feel obliged to explain to the reader how they understand the text
they are recreating, which may be different from the manner in which others do. On the other
hand, introductions are spoilers, and the reader who reads the introduction before the story
itself not only runs the risk of ruining punch-lines, but also of subjecting him or herself to
someone else’s guidance and direction. I have long been convinced that introductions should be
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for me, sermons are a waste of time. I'd like to say that this is because I'm a
Catholic, not a Protestant, and ‘we Catholics” or ‘Catholics of my generation’
don’t go to Mass for sermonising, we go for another reason entirely — to
be present at the Holy Eucharist, in which God Himself is not symbolically,
but actually, present. But while there’s something in that, the real reason
is — probably (Id like to say that this is an occupational hazard, but that
would just be another excuse) — the real reason is probably that I'm just
a prig, a snob.

Anyway, I almost missed the question entirely because, with what I've
just admitted, it won't be a surprise to You, Reader, that I don't pay much
attention to what the priest is saying during his sermon. Sometimes, I'm
even lucky enough to drowse (and luckier still if my wife doesn’t notice me
drowsing and elbow me awake). But on this particular Sunday, maybe it was
because the weather was nice, or the setting was beautiful, or the trip was
enjoyable — I was more conscious than usual during that part of the liturgy.
The Gospel was taken from Mark (10:46-52) and dealt with Timaeus, the
blind man, who called to Christ while the Lord ‘was leaving Jericho:” Jesus,
son of David, have pity on me’ To His question “What do you want me to
do for you?’ the blind man replied ‘Master, I want to see. The sermon that
ensued was just as dull, boring, predictable and pedestrian as all the rest I've
ever suffered through. Predictably, the priest tossed some bland rhetorical
questions out at the congregation, such as “‘What is it that blinds us? What is
it that stops us from seeing Christ in our neighbour?’ after which he spooled
off onto a digression, the dimensions of which would have sufficed for a
sermon of its own, with questions like “‘What takes the place of God in our
lives?” At (long) last, he brought that digression to an end with some groaner
of the sort T've never seen a Brinks truck follow a hearse to the graveside’

As I looked about the church that day, it occurred to me: There’s not a
single person here who isn't thinking right now: ‘I'm not blind; no, not me. I
see Jesus in everybody. My stomach’s not my God; nothing takes the place of
God in my life; I'm not one of those materialistic fools to whom passing things
like belongings or money mean anything...” And what a wonderful world it

read only once the reader has finished the story on his or her own. To avoid the situation of the
blind leading the one-eyed, as Byron once put it, I suggest, dear Reader, you skip to Kratochvil’s
text, right now. This introduction isn’t going anywhere. Read it later.
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would be, if all that were actually true. So, this is when the question that
Kratochvil’s novel is posing to me, particularly, hit me. Permit me to hold
you in suspense about that for a moment, but I will tell you that I was helped
on to the answer, almost immediately, by recollections of two quite different
writers: St James and Tadeusz Rézewicz. But, with your indulgence: of that,
a little later.

WE'RE ONLY HUMAN. UNFORTUNATELY

Kratochvil subtitles his novel ‘A Requiem for the Fifties. This has the ring
of finality to it; something akin to what John Lennon said in one of his last
interviews: “‘Wasn't the seventies a drag, you know? Well, here we are, let’s
make the eighties great because it’s up to us to make what we can of it.”
There are a lot of such milestones we impose upon history, as if to say: well,
now that’s over, and we don't have to worry about it any more. But although
Khrushchev may have denounced Stalin in February 1956, that no more put
an end to totalitarianism and government oppression (of all stripes) than
George Bush’s ‘Mission Accomplished!” speech in May 2003 put an end to
the troubles besetting the world since 9/11. There are no full-stops or ‘thick
lines’ — to use another frequently invoked metaphor — in history, because
people do not change. The same human material that gave rise to the prob-
lems besetting the characters in Kratochvil's novel in the 1950s is walking
around today, in the clothes that you and I wear, and it's only a matter of
time until it gets this poor suffering planet into more serious trouble. Woes
such as Kratochvil describes don’t come about because of something in
the air or the water in a given decade, a given place on the map, they come
about because of something in you and me and all of our kind, whether
we consider them our brothers and sisters or not, whether were able to
see Christ in them or not. My tradition, after Augustine, understands it
as the ‘spiritual syphilis’ that still inclines us to evil, a residue of Original
Sin. Depending on what your tradition may be, you may just want to say
‘Man’s a bastard. Yep. No argument here — brother. The grime that infects
our world doesn’t carry an expiration date. Itll be around as long as we are.

Cited on johnlennon.com, http://www.johnlennon.com/about/ [accessed 23.10.2021]
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Kratochvil himself toys with the idea of original sin when he brings in
Nabokov’s short story, the Czech translation of which sparks Kamil Mo-
dracek’s imagination on how to even the score with the State Security Ser-
vices (StB) following the death of his sister. In the Russian tale, a family
captures a KGB officer, imprisons him in their bathroom after pronouncing
a life sentence upon him. And then:

The family [...] arrive at the determination that, when he attains an
age older than that of his gaolers at present, they will pass him on to
their children’s care, and then, perhaps, on and on, to the children of
their children — passing him on like an inheritance from generation
to generation.

What is this inheritance, but a binding of all future generations to slavery,
to an inherited guilt? To say nothing of the fact that, in this fictional world
of Nabokov’s, the present family and their descendants are condemned to
life imprisonment as well. Obviously, someone has to remain stuck in that
apartment as warder and turnkey, as long as the ‘guilty party’ is imprisoned
in the bathroom. It is hard for us to imagine the manner in which our de-
based human nature holds us in thrall; it is hard to get our minds around
the great freedom that our first parents enjoyed before the Fall, which St
Augustine sums up in the laconic truth: possunt non peccare — “They didn't
have to sin’ But once they made that decision to sin, the toothpaste, to
continue with Nabokov’s bathroom metaphor, couldn’t be squeezed back
into the tube, and here we are. Thanks a lot, Adam. Way to go, Eve. From
Adam and Eve stretches a direct line through Cain to Kamil Modracek to...

At one point in The Vow, Kamil Modracek, the main character (not to
say ‘hero’) of the novel, references Dante’s Divine Comedy, ironically casting
himself in the role of Virgil, Dante’s guide. The difference is — as he himself
notes with a wink — Virgil’s not carrying a hammer to rap someone on the
noggin with. Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’ indeed. Also unlike the
magnum opus of the great Florentine, this “Virgil’ will not lead us out of
Hell and into the blessed region of Purgatory. He might also have quoted
Marlowe’s Mephistophiles in reference to The Vow, at that point where the
devil appears to Faustus who, when (O, blessed naiveté!) he professes his
belief in progress and doubt in the existence of Hell, responds, ‘Why this is
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Hell, nor am I out of it!” Given our tendency to evil, however you wish to
explain it, which is as inseparable from us as our very flesh and bones, it is
in this sense that Sartre’s quip of hell being ‘other people’ is almost correct.
Almost, because — again, in this sense — we just need to strike that word
‘other! For proof, I will just point to one more sermon, before I'm done: that
which Fr Klenovsky delivers in his underground church on the text “Thou
shalt not kill” In the end, someone in his congregation (maybe even more
than just one of their number), goes ahead and does just that.

In what way is the murder committed in Modracek’s underground ‘ca-
thedral of silence’ — a killing that some try to justify using Caiaphas’ bloody
reasoning (it is better ‘that one man should die for the people, and that the
whole nation perish not’) — any different from the extra-judicial execu-
tion of a supposed enemy of the state in the nearby cellars of the Security
Services’ building? The answer is: there is no difference at all. In his book,
Kratochvil helps no one to any ‘high ground’; some people may be more
victimised here than others, but... everyone is a perpetrator.

It would be nice to say that Kratochvil so constructs his novel as to set
his characters in extreme situations, where they are forced to make a choice,
or make choices, which they later learn from. This is hinted at once, when
Ivan Sluka executes Lieutenant Treblik in the cellars of the StB station on
Béhounska:

Once again the basement came to your mind, along with the burning
match falling along Treblik’s trouser leg, and what was slipping out
of it. And how your dick swelled and stiffened right at the moment
when you readied yourself to pull the trigger — just as if it, too,
wanted to shoot its load into Treblik, and how then you struck your
last match so that you could see where you were shooting, and how
you then pulled the trigger four times, and how between the first and
second shot you heard Treblik cry out softly Mama, mama! before
he crumpled along your legs, rustling to the ground, and how you
pulled your left shoe out from under his body with a quick jerk. And
how immediately, horridly sick to your stomach you became, hurling
the contents of your stomach into the darkness, probably onto Tre-
blik lying there at your feet. My God, you whispered through your
sour and sticky lips, I've just killed a man. But then you got a grip
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on yourself, left the scene of your deed, and emerged from the cellar
over those endless steps.

But Kratochvil is too good a writer to write so predictable a story. As we
shall see, there are various narrators in the complex novel The Vow, and
here it is significant that Sluka’s thoughts are not being reported in the usual
third-person omniscient voice; rather, we have here a sort of legal protocol.
The paragraph above sounds like a prosecutor’s summation, rehearsing the
facts to the guilty party. But — no verdict is pronounced, no jury votes,
and after this undeniably dramatic moment, Sluka will disappear from our
purview. Of great importance here is how even Sluka’s conscience seems
to abandon its role as Fury; or, more precisely, is overcome, shrugged oft
the perpetrator’s shoulder, as soon as he ‘gets a grip on himself and leaves
the scene of his deed” For — and this is the great strength of Kratochvil’s
writing — it is not the fictional characters who are being challenged; we are
not being invited to sit on the jury here. No, it is us who will be in the dock.

But more of that, later. To return to the characters in the novel, it is for
this reason, among others, we hesitate to call Kamil Modracek, or anyone
else in The Vow, a ‘hero! Jifi Kratochvil's Vow is a multi-layered narrative
of some thirty-one chapters. Although not every character in the work is
afforded the chance to narrate a chapter, various parts of the story are told
from different perspectives (although it very infrequently occurs that the
same event is shown from different angles). A third-person, omniscient nar-
rator leads us through a full third of these chapters; next comes Modracek
himself, who presents nearly that many, for eight are given over to him to
narrate. The private eye / SNB second lieutenant Dan Ko¢f’s voice dominates
four, and then ModraceK’s sister, and various other main characters (Fr
Klenovsky is an exception) are given one chapter each. However, there is
no real difference between any of these voices. No one among them — not
even, perhaps, the omniscient third-person narrator — is a moral paragon.
The amount of space, so to speak, that Kratochvil allows his narrators is not
intended to direct us to any conclusions about who is more worthy of our
respect or our attention. To speak merely of the characters who figure in the
main trunk of the book, the chapters dealing with the 1950s, the quantitative
ranking has nothing to do with justice, but rather — the amount of naked
power the given character wields over others.
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POWER, AND FATE

The Vow displays the manner in which the fates of people are strongly in-
fluenced, if not determined, by forces beyond their control. Again, 1950s
Czechoslovakia is a convenient background, against which matters of free
will and compulsion can be shown in high relief. However, this is only a
vehicle to confront us with our own situations. To what degree are we free
in our decision making? What is it that compels us to this, rather than that,
decision? Is it fear, or hope of gain, or a determination to do what we know
is right, even if it hurts? In Kratochvil’s novel, it is fair to say that just about
every one of the characters seems to be in control of his or her fate, only to
have their control proved an illusion, sooner or later. We've already given
the starkest example of this in that self-assured true believer Ivan Sluka,
who is in control, not only of his own fate (he decides to take his turns at
the twelve-hour night shifts at the station, which he has instituted, to be
a good example to his men) but also of another mans life (the presumed
guilty Lieutenant Treblik), only to find that, after executing him — with-
out anger or hatred, but for the good of the working class’ — something
changes deep inside him and he cannot function properly anymore. In the
aftermath of a drastic, but well-considered action, he is by turns gripped
by catatonia and vomiting; his mind itself is completely clouded over (he
undertakes a midnight journey to a home he no longer lives in, to visit
parents that no longer exist).

And everyone answers to someone; power devours us all. Given the
historical setting of the novel, the height of Stalinism/Gottwaldism in 1950s
Czechoslovakia, the ‘power’ that compels most of the characters is that of
the State, in the person of its instruments Ivan Sluka and Lieutenant Laska.
This introduces the theme of compulsion to collaborate (something which
we, naively perhaps, feel sealed oft safely from by those illusory temporal
milestones of ours!). At the start of the novel, Modracek seems a stock
character from anti-totalitarian narratives centring on the victims of Nazi
or Communist exploitation. He is a victim, and the justification for his
collaboration with SS Gruppenfithrer Wagenheim on the construction of
his macabrely-shaped villa in Brno is an understandable one — if not to
say ‘noble’ He wishes to spare the life of his sister:
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I was ready to declare myself Albert Speer if it would only buy me
some more time to talk with him, to keep trying to fight for my sister’s
life. So I risked it and just clenched my jaw and said, You're looking to
build something? I can build anything, from a doghouse to an opera
to a hockey rink.

This same desire motivates his willingness to collaborate with the Commu-
nist security forces who have taken over from the Gestapo after the war:

As soon as I found myself outside it occurred to me that I should
have stressed how I was simply bursting with desire to collaborate,
sure, to the very separation of soul from body, anything to convince
them that into the care of such a comrade they could safely entrust his
little sister; that it was unnecessary for them to hold her any longer
in some dark and cold cell.

And so, Kamil Modracek is a cringing doormat during the Nazi occupa-
tion of his city, and following its ‘liberation’ by the Soviets. As Ladislava
Galuskova puts it (though perhaps a bit harshly), he ‘navigates the régimes
swimmingly without a single pang of conscience He will design a villa
for a Gestapo officer in the early forties; less than ten years later he will
participate in the metaphorical destruction of the family across the hall
from him by agreeing to be a snitch for the StB. Is this enduring trait of
his — grovelling sycophancy — a flaw in him, a weak human being, or the
rational practicality of a man who has but one move out of checkmate? It
is, presumably, easier to stick to one’s morals like a self-assured Antigone,
usque ad sanguinem, when the only thing the martyr has to lose is his life.
But when the gun, so to speak, is pointed at the head of someone we love?
‘Modracek fell victim to a hectic frenzy, such as hed never before experi-
enced all his life long. Even though he knew that he liked his sister very
much, that he was really attached to her, he never imagined just how fatal
a force in his life this sibling love was. Unlike Winston Smith, the hero of

3 Ladislava Galuskova, Poetika mist v dile Jifiho Kratochvila [The Poetics of Place in the
Works of Jif{ Kratochvil] (Brno: Filozofick4 fakulta, Ustav hudebni védy Masarykovy univerzity
[Bakalafska diplomova prace], 2010), p. 28.
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George Orwell’s much darker 1984, who begins screaming ‘Do it to Julia!
Do it to Julia!’ when he is faced with torment, so as to spare himself, there
is something (again, it is difficult to use the adjective ‘noble” here), admi-
rable in Modracek’s willingness to sell his soul to at least have the chance
to save that of his sister. Considering the atmosphere of the entirety of the
main, 1950s, portion of the novel, the second possibility mentioned above
seems more suitable to Modraceks situation. For Kratochvil shows us that
oppression is a food chain; there is always someone above you, and some-
one in turn above him. Or, it is an ouroboros: no part of the serpent’s body
is safe, when the head is swallowing its own tail. Rudolf Svarcinupf, alias
Lieutenant Laska, must watch his own step:

Svarcsnupf, Svarcinupf, the chief was asking for you before he left.

What did you tell him?

That the devil only knows where you've been running about.

But you knew I had an interrogation! And the interrogated party
was a stubborn cuss — and this drew the investigation out enor-
mously!

Enormously! Chovanec laughed. Whered you get that one from,
enormously! That’s a beaut, that is! Just be careful — that’s not an
imperialistic term, is it?

As we said above, no one is exempt from blame. Even as positive a character
as Dan Kodi, as far as anyone may be said to have ‘positive’ characteristics
in a novel so pessimistic about mankind as The Vow, exploits whomever is
in his power:

Just the same was he cheered by the realisation that, at last, he would
be using his Leica again, and without having to respect the persons
of his subjects overmuch. On the contrary — he was again being
empowered to shamelessly strip them to their underclothes in an
attempt to eternise them in flagranti, after which, in his darkroom,
he would see what intimate details would emerge from the develop-
ing pans, captured by his camera... and perhaps he would play with
those intimate details under the enlarger... (The private eye had his
own private collection of intimate details, worked up by the enlarger.
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Should anyone take those large format obscenities in hand, theyd
never guess that he was glomming at a stable of prominent, highly
placed promiscuous mares.)

What is Dan Ko¢f’s private collection of smut if not his own way of using
people, no less repulsive for its ‘virtual’ nature (the camera ‘capturing’ his
victims at their most vulnerable moments) as Modracek’s underground
‘city’? In another place, we read of him, setting off on a case: ‘Ants began
to crawl all over his back — something he only felt these days right before
bedding a heretofore inaccessible partner, whom hed had to chase after for
along time’ So, no matter what Dan suggests about his ‘professional ethics,
the connection he makes between the stimulation provided by his investiga-
tion and sexual arousal suggests that he is little more than the classical idea
of a pornographer, or addict to pornography, who sees not the whole person
in his photos, but only body parts. What is more, Dan’s self-description is
just as predatory as any Kamil Modracek prowling the streets of Brno with
a rag and bottle of chloroform in his breast-pocket; he too is a ‘hunter’

WHOSE FAULT? / WHOSE BUT HIS ALONE?
INGRATE. MATE IN TWO

If this is the case — dog eat dog eat dog — perhaps everyone is inculpable?
Perhaps the world is nothing but an inimical corrosive soup, in which we
thrash about, without any hope of reaching shore? Does Modracek speak for
us, when, at a particularly nerve-wracking crossroads, he exclaims: “‘What
was I thinking, after all? That I'd be able to cheat fate?!’

At times, the world presented by Jiti Kratochvil in The Vow seems a trap.
The story of Konecny the builder, who controls Modracek for an entire
week, and from afar, like some tantalising god, might be offered in evidence
of this fact. His mind is that of a chess-master, always at least one step ahead
of his opponent:

Konecny led me over to one of the empty tables. He set up Nabokov’s
mate-in-two, and after a short pause, which he evidently relished, he
stretched out his hand, set it on the white bishop, and moved it to
C2. Careful! I wanted to call out, but the builder, who even heard my
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unexpressed cry of alarm, immediately showed me how marvellous a
move it was, and what resulted from it. [...] See? smiled Kone¢ny the
builder, and then, with a tiny flick of his finger, he executed the king
as if beneath a tiny guillotine. Then he said that he was very sorry,
but that the painting would not be changing hands.

I understood then that he had known all along that I hadn’t the
slimmest chance of lighting upon that solution, and that he wasn't
taking the slightest risk of losing his Le Corbusier.

Then, in the game of his life, as he attempts to cross the ‘green border’ into
the free West, lugging his valuable painting with him, he is ‘checkmated’ at
the border, and falls under a hail of bullets just as surely as he flicked over
the king with his finger.

The story of the builder and the ‘Russian Roulette’ game with the Le Cor-
busier is one of the many digressions to be found in this stromata of a novel.
At first, it seems to be merely a fleshing-out of ModraceK’s character, the
introduction of something into his life that would provide it with a ballast
of human interest (he loves something other than his sister), something that
could give his cringing life a direction, as he puts it: ‘T don’t just admire Le
Corbusier, immensely; for me, he’s something of a saint. And with him in
my atelier, I'd be ashamed to commit those indecencies of mine before his
eyes, that mass production of architectural dwarves. For such magical values
a person is willing to pay any price. But when we come to the end of the
story, and see how it ends, finally and dramatically, for Kone¢ny, the game
of chess expands into a metaphor of life, free will, inescapable destiny. The
world, it seems, is a prison — Alzbéta Hajnd, one of Modracek’s ‘tenants’
describes the ‘subterranean horizontal city’ in which she is imprisoned as
a ‘delightful Alcatraz’ Perhaps the story of builder Kone¢ny (whose last
name suggests ‘finality’ in Czech, and as koniecnos¢ in the kindred language
of Polish, ‘necessity’) is meant to teach us that, even if you scale down the
drainpipe and make it down to the shore of the bay, the currents are too
strong, you’ll never make it to freedom?

Cages and imprisonment are a constant Leitmotiv in Kratochvil's Vow.
The bear-cage, with which Modrac¢ek (unintentionally) initiates the con-
struction of his ‘delightful Alcatraz’ is introduced right after the circus
investigation with ‘electric Belinda, whom Dan Ko¢i tracks down on an
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adulterous bed in the middle of the big top, with a fierce tiger circling
about to ward off intruders. And here we have another marvellous, and
marvellously subtle, metaphor. This is as much enjoyment and freedom as
we can hope for: lovemaking in a tightly constrained space, sex in a tiger’s
cage. We will perhaps call this metaphor to mind in the later parts of the
novel, when Ludék explains to his lover Petra: ‘at the time, for our folk sex
was the only available route to freedom that the puritanical comrades (and
their street gangs) weren't able to control’ Alas, as enjoyable a freedom as
it may be, it was also an illusory one; sex leads to children; the hooking
up of Mrs Modrackova and Laska, both imprisoned in her husband’s ‘un-
derground Utopia, leads to the birth of little Eduard Laska. And while, in
his benign insanity, Modrack announces to his prisoners, as Hajna puts it,
that ‘we should take the birth of our first child as a joyful sign that we have
accepted our new tasks as passengers on Noah's Ark’ — as a kind of under-
ground Virginia Dare — it is Fr Klenovsky, the only character in the novel
who represents a world-view that rejects predetermination, who protests:

even though you provide for us in this reality here, the fact remains
that we are in a prison, which is, let us assume, merely one pocket
in the straitjacket of that much greater prison, into which the entire
Czech nation has been thrust, but we needn’t understand a prison
within a prison as some sort of enclave of freedom, [...and] even if,
like it or not, we were to accept the fact that we ourselves are to spend
a certain amount of time here, that doesn’t mean that you have the
right to imprison children as well, you cannot justify such an act in
any way.

These words should be understood in a broader manner than just as the
particular situation intimates. The idea of a good, loving God, who loves
man so much as even to refuse to impede his freely-willed choices, even
when they are harmful (and thus we begin this segment with a citation from
Milton’s Paradise Lost I11: 96-97) is incompatible with the idea of any sort of
acquiescence to the evil determinism that would condone the propagation
of children into a prison — this particular one, governed by Modracek,
or the wider one, governed (seemingly) by Calvinist-Hegelian-Marxist
historical necessity.
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The voice of Fr Klenovsky, especially here, is one of the most important,
if not the most important, in The Vow. This despite the fact that all evidence
seems to point to the contrary; we constantly find ourselves in the environ-
ment of power and imprisonment. The novel moves from ‘legal’ constraint
(Modracek at the beck and call of Laska) through his sister’s imprisonment,
to Kodf’s circus investigation and cages both literal and figurative (the bear
and tiger cages, Kocf’s Leica), to the purchase of the bear cage, the virtual
imprisonment of Laska, and then Modracek’s collection of people in his
underground city beginning with Laska himself. Finally, we have (as Fr Kle-
novsky points out) the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (CSSR) as an ines-
capable prison (since both Kone¢ny’s and Modracek’s escapes are foiled)...
It would be reasonable to assume that the universe is being described here
as God’s toy box, and human history the story of the compulsion He exerts
on us, no less irresistible as the will of the chess-master who takes a pawn
in hand.

Even ignorance is its own form of prison. Consider the story Anicka
Fraccaroli, Laska’s daughter, relates to Petr Lundk during their interview:

Supposedly, Dad reported that the entire case against the architect’s
sister had been fabricated, and he kept on insisting that this was mur-
der, categorically demanding an investigation. He was taken off the
case, and a few days later he vanished completely. So, it’s all quite
clear, isn’t it? A word to the wise suffices.

She has no idea that it wasn't the StB who did her Dad in, but the architect.
There is no one to explain the truth to her now, and so she — this is impor-
tant — is constructing an image of the world that has very little to do with
the actual truth, no matter how convincing it seems. Remember Fr Kleno-
vsky’s objection! In a very similar way, Modracek himself is incarcerated
in the prison of ignorance:

I went down into the cellar every morning and evening, in order to
satisfy the ever more ravenous Lieutenant Laska. It seemed as if he
had decided to compensate for what had befallen him by a fantastic
gluttony. And to punish me for having imprisoned him by devouring
all of my grain and meat stores. I still couldn’t quite figure out wheth-
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er or not something had happened to his brain, or whether it was all a
trick with which he was assailing my compassion and polite upbring-
ing. Some days he said nothing at all, while on others he babbled on
endearingly before falling into some quite incomprehensible tongue.

In exactly the same way — if what Fraccaroli tells us is true — Modracek
serves out his own life sentence of ignorance, never coming to know the
truth of his sister’s death, which he might have learned that very moment
that Laska, by chance, rushed into the foyer of his building to escape the
pounding rain. Modracek never gave him the chance, thwacking him on
his noggin with the hammer, twice, having prejudged a case without being
in possession of all of the evidence.

A similar case is that presented by Dr Pesek. This is all the more eloquent
as possible evidence of predetermination than the foregoing. For Pesek is
not going to be metaphorically imprisoned by ignorance, he is going to
become Modracek’s second victim, imprisoned in the underground after
stumbling by chance upon the architect at work constructing his prison
in the mediaeval vault. In what is perhaps the one passage of dry Czech
humour in a basically sombre book, Pesek’s imprisonment at Modracek’s
hands is directly caused by the actions he takes to avoid being imprisoned
by the authorities!

And so, still barefoot, I'm walking around the flat, near the glass-
paned bookshelves when my good guardian angel turns my head in
that direction and — what do I see but — horror of horrors! Masaryk’s
World Revolution, the Black Band of that émigré Hostovsky, Benes’s
Memoirs and all the books from the Anglo-American Bookstore.
What, as if I didn’t know how Venhoda flits his eyes about? I don’t
know that just one book of that sort could turn my life upside-down,
and after Venhoda’s visit, the next guests to show up at my door might
be some SNB goons, just as it happened at the Kratochvils? No, I
definitely can’t play around with that. And so I immediately set my
hand to the task.

Had he not overreacted to the impending visit of a Communist official who
was to drop into his flat the next day, he would have never pulled those
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books oft his shelf, never gone down into the building’s basement at mid-
night. Thad no wish to be part of the idiotic vacuum, states Dan Ko¢i when
he comes upon his friend Radek staring blankly into the distance. And yet
that’s exactly how he’ll end up too, swallowed by the vacuum along with
Pesek who preceded him there, when he goes oft cockily, without backup,
after Lieutenant Laska.

The fact that it is Fr Klenovsky who is proven right in the end, and
not the determinists (of Calvinist or Marxist stripe) is borne out by the
manner in which time is dealt with in The Vow. For although primarily
set in the 1950s, a significant portion of the novel takes place in the 2000s,
when we are with Ludék and Petra, who discuss the deeds of Modracek
and other amateur turnkeys from the distance of our own day and age,
and — this is most important — at least a full two decades after the Velvet
Revolution saw the prison walls around Brno and the entire CSSR come
tumbling down. So again, Fr Klenovsky’s urging of his fellow prisoners
to be patient, for ‘in two or three days theyd be free anyway, has an
eloquence that exceeds the particular situation in which the words are
uttered. In the large sense, they are eloquent of a faith and hope that were
proven true in the end: not only was Modracek’s prison door to be opened,
but the ‘Communist Utopia’ up above was fated to disappear. And, in a
still larger sense, the manner in which time is handled in The Vow, which
brings in the free Czech Republic of the twenty-first century as the Com-
munist prison that was Czechoslovakia in the fifties, testifies to change,
to progress. Determinism is a prison, because it excludes change, it is a
continuum. No child should ever be born into that, and, as history and
Fr Klenovsky prove, no child is.

Another proof against determinism is provided by Modracek himself.
Although (as we will see) he feels himself to be ‘moved’ to his mission by a
power outside of himself, the truth is that he takes all of these aberrant de-
cisions himself. And why? He feels trapped, and he wishes to take control,
to act out in some way against the horrid chains that seem to bind him.

Consider, for example, the aftermath of his sister’s death, once the ini-
tial numbness has passed, and he begins to busy himself with the dispos-
al of her body. Although ‘neither he nor his sister were believers’ in the
Christian God, Modracek arranges a ‘funeral Mass and Catholic burial
ceremony’ for her, because — he ‘felt that he had to do something’ It is
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this feeling of being obliged to ‘do something, perhaps anything, that is
at the root of Modracek’s insanity, and is to be blamed for the harm he
inflicts on other people. For it is not ‘something’ that we need to do, in
order to ‘somehow transcend everything that had happened’ — which in
this case and all others is selfish self-therapy, something that we need —
but the right thing that must be done, to help others. The former attitude
is inward thrusting, the latter, outward. And, as another positive character
in the book, the physician Dr Stefl well knows — first, and above all, do
no harm. When we don’t know what is the right thing to do, when others
come into the equation, it might just be better to do nothing at all, even if
that means that we must live with our own helplessness. It is better not to
help ourselves, than to harm others.

Here, perhaps, it might be fitting to introduce one of those writers who
helped me to an understanding of the question posed by Kratochvil’s The
Vow just the other day at Mass (as I continue in this question to put the cart
before the horse). In his long poem Recycling, Tadeusz Rézewicz poses the
rhetorical question:

Skad sie¢ bierze zlo?
jak to skad

z cztowieka
zawsze z cztowieka
i tylko z czlowieka*

[Where does evil come from? / what do you mean where // from
man / always from man / and only from man]

And Roézewicz, whose entire postwar poetic career can be read as a long
polemic with God concerning justice, agrees at least so far with traditional
Christianity. It’s as simple as that.

* Tadeusz Rézewicz, Zawsze fragment: Recycling [ Always a Fragment: Recycling] (Wroctaw:

Wydawnictwo Dolnoslaskie, 1998).
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KAMIL MODRACEK, THE PUNY GOD

Of course, if Modracek were wise, or sane, enough to realise this, we would
have no novel. And so, now let us turn to this most important figure of all,
in more depth. For, above, all, it is Modracek who is at the centre of The
Vow. It is the vow he made to his sister — however meritorious or lacking
in merit that vow may be, however reasonable or insane — that is the mo-
tor to the entire story, and it is he who deserves most of our attention in a
discussion of a novel so deep — no pun intended — that a discussion of all
of its characters and motifs would require a book of its own.

Kamil Modrécek is a loner. He is estranged from his wife, he has no
friends to speak of, his sister (in whom he has perhaps an unhealthy inter-
est) is taken away from him by Laska, and that one constant relationship
of his life, which he shares with his ‘invisible wife, can hardly be called a
human relationship of love. And so his creation of the underground city
can be understood as a desperate attempt to collect a group of people who
will love him, for they must. He is not just Noah with his ark, he is a morally
ambiguous ‘god’ trying to create an Eden where there will be no fall, where
he might walk in the garden in friendship with his creatures. Of course, this
is naive, to say the least. For he is not God, to Whom man owes obedience
and love and gratitude for His having brought him to life; no, Modracek is
more or less a puny, negative image of God — he created no oness life, he
ended the lives of twenty-one persons, as far as any of them could tell, by
stealing them from the lives they led aboveground, with people whom they
loved, to lock them up in a mediaeval vault deep underground. Where God
intends freedom, Modracek imprisons, enslaves (they were, after all, forced
to help him in the construction of his subterranean opus). So his dream for
a little paradise may not be crazy as much as childish, or crazy in an inno-
cent way: the very wrongest realisation of childhood longings for a peaceful
world of friendship and harmony. That it had no chance of being realised is
something that he himself perhaps sensed. As he is about to leave them for
good, their ordeal nearly over, he wishes to bid them farewell:

Turning around, standing face to face with the half-circle that the

people now formed, he assayed a friendly smile. But that smile didn’t
quite work. He had sensed that this farewell of his with them wouldn't
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be worth much, but he had no idea that it would actually be impos-
sible. Right now, he wanted to say something, but his tongue cleft
to the roof of his mouth and — why not admit it? — his chin nearly
trembled. But on their faces, there was no movement whatsoever.

Well, maybe he is a little crazy. After all, he was stunned at the manner in
which ‘somehow none of [them] were taken with the thought, when, in
apricot season, he offered to cart down bushels of the fruit so that twen-
ty-one adults might ‘make preserves until [they] keeled over!” Vasa the
lifeguard from the Zabrdovice baths puts his finger right on it when he
snaps, ‘What, when you were a little boy, did you experience a big apricot
boil at your grandmama’s and now you want to spread the joy among us?’
Certainly, one definition of insanity is to be so overcome with your own
idée fixe that you are literally unable to understand the effect that your
actions have on another person; how any ‘reasonable’ person might be
unable to comprehend the logic of your progress, or how, really, you have
your victim’s best interests in mind. It is for this reason that, as innocent as
the apricot boil idea seems to be, we cannot have sympathy for Modracek.
A good portion of his insanity certainly is his lack of empathy for others.
Consider, for example, what he says about his appropriation of and use of
the gold and jewels left behind in the cavern by its previous inhabitants,
whether Germans or Jews, or Germans secreting the wealth robbed from
the Jews of Brno during the long night of the Holocaust. Modracek has a
tinge of conscience at so liquidating the wealth of others for his own benefit,
but he rationalises his behaviour immediately:

For that reason I can perhaps consider my discovery an inheritance
from those who had to abandon everything when they tried to find
some path, some way, to remain at least a little alive. And after all,
I hadn’t broken into this mediaeval vault, this their underground
place of refuge, by force, like some burglar. No, I'd pierced into it by
pure accident, during that wild frenzy of mine, which perhaps they
themselves would be able to understand, just like all outcasts and
outlaws who fight back against institutionalised hatred in explosions
of helpless rage.
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Yet, in reference to his own ‘tenants, he doesn’t understand that for them
he is a hated institution, which projects, if not an institutionalised hatred, at
least an institutionalised unconcern with their wills and rights. Modracek’s
lack of empathy is actually infuriating. During the apricot-boil episode, he
says to his prisoners with a smile: ‘All you need do is ask [...] just tell me
what you need and I'll bring it all down here for you, I'd be delighted to.
What they need? They need their freedom. But that can’t be ‘brought down
here, and so it’s out of the question.

Modracek’s obtuseness is, or has become, a pronounced trait of his char-
acter. He — like we all — has a healthy terror of prisons, something that
is made clear when he describes his attempts at tracking down his sister
after her arrest by the StB. Stonewalled by everyone he queries as to her
whereabouts:

Modracek wanted to try his luck in the prisons of Brno, as well. But
the mere sight of those huge, gloomy edifices filled him with terror.
Hed never before considered how deeply prison architecture might
depress a person: the whole intention of which was not to include in
its design anything slightly uplifting or aesthetic, but to create a dead
monolith of spiritual emptiness!

How strongly these words strike us when we recall that, whatever he choose
to call his ‘subterranean horizontal city; it’s still a prison, and the people
who populate it didn't volunteer for residence there — he literally plucked
them from the street and incarcerated them within it. His childish regard
for his ‘tenants’ or lodgers’ as he calls them can be disarming — as Alzbéta
Hajna reports: ‘Mr Architect indulged us with a little grass down here and
some shrubs, even tulip beds, just about everything that can bear this hot-
house regimen of ours without sky and much space, but the fact remains:
no matter how pleasant you make it, a prison is still a prison. And, as Ha-
jna — happy enough to be incarcerated alongside Dan Koc¢i (again: sex in
a cage) — develops her thought: ‘but beneath this low cavern vault some
days I feel that I'd be happy to trade Dan Ko¢i for a walk lined with chestnut
trees or a gigantic kingly walnut or an even grander holm-oak of the sort I
used to go visit in Luzanky’
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Another characteristic of insanity, I reckon, is the inability to under-
stand, or accept, the fact of one’s guilt, the inability to accept responsibility
for one’s actions, the blame for which one is quite happy to lay at someone
else’s feet. In the case of mad Kamil Modracek, he uses the same tropes of
predestination which we've already debunked to exculpate himself from
responsibility for something he knows, deep down, is wrong, convinced
that he is under the influence of some will other than his own. He describes
his extraction of his father’s manuscript thus:

One evening upon returning home I pulled out a large packet of
my father’s unpublished writings from behind some books on the
bookshelves. To the very last moment, I had no idea why I was doing
what I was doing; what was inducing me to ferret through those old
papers at that very moment.

We will pass over the fact that nothing in the scene prepares us for a sugges-
tion of supernatural agency here; this is not Dante’s son having a prophetic
dream about the location of the missing ‘heavenly’ cantos of the Paradiso.
But Modracek is convinced that he is somehow being ‘led’ to the actions he
undertakes. To give just two more examples, from among many, when he
discovers the forgotten poster of the SNB operative, the destruction of which
will reveal to him the fateful undergrounds of Brno, he says: ‘Nearby, a pick-
axe was lying on top of a large box, just as if someone had placed it there for
me, and later, after the discovery had been made: T knew that that mediaeval
vault had revealed itself to me at precisely the right moment; that someone
had carefully prepared it for me, just as I had been led to those bookshelves
and induced to rummage through the writings my father had left behind’
No. All of this is nothing but an attempt at rationalising actions which,
deep within him, he knows to be wrong. If one is merely the instrument
of a higher power (passing over, for the sake of argument, the rightfully
discredited Nuremberg Defence), who is to blame for the evil one com-
mits? There may be some tenuous, and perhaps none too convincing,
yet all the same comprehensible reasons for his decision to pronounce a
sentence upon the head of the person he blames for the death of his sister,
but is there any excuse for the composition of his human menagerie? As
explained, from a distance, by Ludék, the contemporary student of Rus-
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sian philology whose interest in Modracek’s history seems something of
an obsession itself:

In the end, Modracek understood it all as a vocation, a mission. On
the one hand, he kept the promise he had made to his dead sister, his
vow to snatch her murderer and punish him with a sentence of life
imprisonment, while on the other, by a chance set of circumstances,
and random motivations, he broadened that mission of his by de-
grees: to preserve some sort of pattern of humanity from that which
threatened them up above.

This is a megalomania bordering on a god-complex, which (as my entry for
the understatement of the year award), I will state is a rather problematical
attitude. If we are looking for proof of anyone’s insanity, this sort of thing
is fairly convincing.

But if Modracek is a ‘god, is he a just god? The very fact of his imprison-
ing people who have done him no harm is evidence enough of his injustice.
Even stronger evidence against him is presented by his initial motivation to
impose his (punitive) will on another human being. At first glance, the mo-
tivation to take vengeance upon a criminal who is otherwise untouchable
seems rational. It is, after all, the common theme of the great majority of
black-and-white-hatted Hollywood vengeance trash. It is so understandable
as to be almost syllogistic: a) Lieutenant Laska’s role in my sister’s death
deserves to be punished. b) The apparatus of ‘justice’ in this country pro-
tects criminals such as Lieutenant Laska, so he will not be punished by the
proper authorities. ¢) Therefore, I shall punish Lieutenant Laska myself.
Or, as Modracek puts it: ‘Laska must meet with a just punishment, such as
refers to a higher justice, far removed from that of the inhuman Communist
regime. The problem with this is not only that Modracek is neither God
nor cognisant of God’s will in this matter, but that vengeance is not justice.
Furthermore, there is the matter — not unconnected with the fact of Kamil
Modracek’s being far from omniscient — of Lieutenant Laska’s humanity:

Where’s Anicka?

Playing outside in the courtyard, Marta answered. That’s not an
answer to make Laska very happy. The courtyard in question was full
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of garbage cans and rotting mattresses, rusted and hole-riddled metal
pots. Rats ran about there, and at nighttime drunks would piss down
into it from the gallery running outside their doors. Laska fears for
his daughter with a tormenting fear. Sometimes, during an interro-
gation, hed grow suddenly still. His gaze would drift until his eyes
came to rest somewhere, up on the ceiling, let’s say... Once it even
so happened that Laska’s victim had to clear his throat once, twice,
to jog the Lieutenant back into the present moment, so as to get on
with the interrogation.

Laska’s love for his daughter and his need to protect her is a perfect the-
matic rhyme for ModraceK’s love for his sister. By depriving Anicka of her
father for having first deprived him of his sister (even if this were true),
Modracek is not acting justly — the strict ‘eye for an eye’ justice has been
abrogated over two thousand years ago. To lift the matter out of the context
of Judeo-Christian theology altogether, simply and philosophically put,
one cannot set right one immoral action by perpetrating another action
that is just as immoral. The two actions cancel each another out, as far as
the balance of morality is concerned, and all parties are left with empty
hands. Petra James” words concerning the subtitle of The Vow are worth
remembering here:

The book is thus conceived by the author as a requiem for the victims
of the Stalinist era of 1950s Czechoslovakia, represented in Kratoch-
vil's text by his mother (herself a victim of the communist persecution
to whom the book is dedicated and who appears as a minor character
in the novel), ModraceK’s sister, and the policeman Laska, unjustly
imprisoned and punished.’

If Kamil Modracek is a god, he is one of those very unsatisfying ones we
come across in our pre-Christian culture. As we know, the gods of the Greek
and Roman pantheons were different from us in one thing, and one thing

> Petra James, ‘The Trauma of “Enforced Disappearance” as a Topic in Central European
Fiction after 1989, in Florin Abraham and Réka Foldvaryné Kiss (eds.), Remembrance and
Solidarity. Studies in 20th Century European History, No. 6 (2018), p. 73.
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only: they were immortal. This in itself is problematical, and cuts right at
the root of any sympathy we may have for Modraceks situation, and how he
deals with it. The Greeks, like Homer and Sophocles, seem to have accepted
the sort of gods their culture presented them with in fearful reverence, if
not, at least, with a shrug. Virgil, closer to our time, has a heart like ours.
He wants his gods to be just; he wants them to be the incarnation of im-
partial justice, of goodness, but — his mythology will not let him. As close
as he gets to shaking his fist at an incomprehensibly shoddy Olympus is in
his Aeneid, where, upon painting the perfect portrait of the evil, arbitrary
god in Juno, who, although she knows that she cannot forestall the found-
ing of Rome, kicks and scratches all the way, sacrificing entire nations of
people — even those she supposedly favours, like Dido and Turnus — to
her pride, gasps, Tantaene animis caelestibus irae? [Can such anger reside
in breasts divine?, I.11]. Modracek is such a petty ‘god. He has nothing but
power. A chilling hint of this is given earlier on in the work, in the words
that Modracek directs at Lieutenant Laska during the first of the interro-
gation sessions that we witness. He is discussing the manner in which the
Germans understood the word ‘work’:

They had a completely different understanding of the word ‘work;
just as they had in the case of a whole bunch of other words. After all,
youre quite aware that above the gates of the concentration camps
they placed the words Arbeit macht frei.

In the context in which we find these comments, we take them to be sarcas-
tic, a pinch of biting back at the hand wielding the whip, the iota of snarky
rebellion that the powerless victim feels himself enabled to indulge in. And
so does Laska interpret them: “You want to lecture me now?’ Later on, how-
ever, toward the end of the book, when Ludék and Petra are discussing the
matter with the (chillingly) cold interest that makes documentaries about
murderers so riveting (and which itself says a lot about our human nature),
the words take on a completely different meaning:

Now, I still don't understand how he was able to keep control of those
twenty-one lodgers — why they didn't rise up in revolt against him.
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By force, obviously. Every Utopia is a concentration camp. [...] Let
us not forget that, among the items he had discovered in that subter-
ranean German hodge-podge there were also two pistols: a 7.65mm
Walther and a gmm Smith and Wesson. He did his best to remove
any doubt from their minds that he would not hesitate to use them.

With this in mind, it seems that Modracek was not necessarily speaking
in a manner which sets the Nazis on one side, and himself on another, i.e.
how ‘they’ understood things as opposed to how ‘we’ or T do; he was giv-
ing voice to one possible manner of human expression, such as he would
put into practice himself if it so suited him. To return to Alzbéta Hajnd’s
account, we find Modracek actually using the same sort of euphemistic
imagery to cover his evil as that found in the showers of Auschwitz, with
their gay decorative tiles of water sports:

I managed, the architect said, to squeeze into an area that is none
too large everything that you need for a comfortable life, and I did
everything that was in my power, I really like it when you say things
like that to us, Dan Ko¢i said at that, we worked like slaves at this
avant-garde architectural opus of yours, just like the slaves that built
the pyramids while you just strolled about with a pistol at your hip
and we considered ourselves fortunate that you didn’'t urge us on with
whips and cat-o-nine-tails.

It is in this very aspect of his story, where it doesn’t even occur to Modracek
that his ‘underground Utopia’ doesn’t just mirror the Communist ‘Utopia’
above, but actually Buchenwald, Theresienstadt and Auschwitz, that Kra-
tochvil’s story explodes beyond 1950s Czechoslovakia to reach us — over-
coming me, as I said at the outset, in a small church in upstate New York.

HI, 'M KAMIL. PLEASED TO MEET YOU
Modracek’s story is bigger than him. Kratochvil will not permit us the com-
fort of using the architect as a scapegoat. To return to the sociological/

psychological eloquence of The Vow, it is patent that this is a novel which
is a deft, and depressing, psychological study of human nature. Although I
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beg not to be misunderstood here according to the jargon of contemporary
liberal sociobabble, The Vow is a study of relationships of power.

Whenever I would enter the stationhouse on Béhounska I would
submit myself to a process, which had something of the invariability
of strict ritual to it. The StB goon who served as porter had to call
upstairs and wait for confirmation that, indeed, I had been sum-
moned. Upstairs, of course, they always took their time. So I would
stand there, and in the interim, which sometimes stretched into quite
a long period of time, while the StB functionary seemed to take no
notice of me. But God forbid that I should make the slightest move-
ment in any direction. No, I had to stand there rooted to the spot. At
most, I might shift my weight from one foot to the other, or flex my
fingers and toes. Then, at last, the phone would ring and it would be
confirmed from above that I had been summoned.

As we have said, the oppressed become oppressors in their turn. Whenever
the torturer-in-chief cedes his place, one of the previously tormented is
more than willing to jump behind the controls and administer the same
voltage to those further down the food-chain. Could this be learned behav-
iour? Or is it, as I suggested at the outset, something endemic to human
nature?

Most shiver-inducing of all is the way that, for each ‘rebel’ like Dan Ko¢i,
who won't allow Modracek to get away with that kind of thing, as Alzbéta
tells us, there are collaborators down below, too: ‘constantly there are found
amongst us people such as cooperate with Mr Architect’ That is to say, there
are Capos in Modracek’s Concentration Camp Eden, who not only accept
the new reality, but take their oppressor’s side. Whether this is Stockholm
Syndrome or a pragmatic desire to reap rewards rather than face punish-
ments is rather beside the point. What we see here is the horror of human
nature — the facility to adapt even past self-defence. Another question we
might pose (but not wish to consider too closely!) is: Does the experience of
being imprisoned in an exploitative, and threatening, environment such as
a concentration camp or an ‘underground Utopia’ such as Modracek con-
structed, and the consequent decision to cooperate with one’s exploiters, sig-
nify a change in a given subject’s personality, or a discovery of the same? The

IN THE NAME OF KAMIL MODRACEK? JIRI KRATOCHVIL'S IMPERFECT GOD 31



humanist would prefer the first, exculpatory, version: had this or that person
not been put in a situation in which he or she felt that survival depended
on morally disreputable behaviour, he or she would never have indulged in
it. The realist, or pessimist, will say: opportunity makes the thief. Perhaps
Alzbéta’s words concerning the rather repugnant character of the rather fauve
chef can be extended to all of Modracek’s tenants: Tm certain that he was no
different before Modracek snatched him. Despite all the fantastic and ‘magi-
cal-realistic’ qualities of Kratochvil's writings, The Vow is firmly grounded in
reality. Quoting Ale§ Haman, Michaela Wronova reminds us that:

In his work, Kratochvil does not employ motifs that would shock the
reader with strong improbability. Rather, while maintaining the char-
acteristics of fantasy his fiction remains firmly grounded in realia that
do not surpass the limits defined by the possibilities of our sensory
perception of the world as it is.°

And this goes both for improbable, but still conceivable situations in the
physical world, such as Modracek’s construction of the first part of his un-
derground city by himself (who helps him to bring down, and set up, the
armoured door?) and in the moral sphere of his characters’ actions.

Perhaps it can be extended to us, too. Kratochvil deftly insinuates the
‘puny god” who lives inside us all when he has his narrator set a thumbtack
on the floor, point up, not once, not twice, but thrice over the space of less
than three hundred pages. The last time this occurs is in ‘our’ twenty-first
century:

Ludgk, it’s eight minutes after midnight. Can I open the window?

Sure.

And Petra got up out of bed naked, and trotted over to the win-
dow. But the narrator, who’ already taken a liking for this, has set a
thumbtack on her path. Sharp end pointing upwards.

6 Michaela Wronova, ‘Fantastické momenty v ceské metafyzické detektivee’ [Fantastic
Moments in Czech Metaphysical Detective Writing], in Tereza Dédinova (ed.), Na rozhrani svétil.
Fantastickd literatura v mezioborovém zkoumani [At the Interface of Worlds. Interdisciplinary
Research into Fantastic Literature] (Brno: Filozofickd fakulta Masarykovy univerzity, 2016), p. 304.
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“The narrator’s already taken a liking for this’ sort of sadism. It is a petty
sort of god, unworthy of anyone’s worship, who traps flies in order to pull
off their wings.

Yet — is that not the sort of ‘god” who lurks in each one of us?

It is a premise that can be entertained. At any rate, as we said, by his
manipulation of time, Kratochvil will not allow us the comfort of holding
this perversion at arm’s length, of saying ‘sure, in 1950s Czechoslovakia,
maybe, but not here, not now; as people in the West used to do when con-
tronted with Orwell’s description of ‘thoughtcrime’ before the imposition
of expected uniformity of liberal attitudes led to ‘cancel culture.”

He achieves the same thing ‘geographically; and culturally. For Kratoch-
vil spreads his idea of housing as incarceration — that ‘underground hori-
zontal city’ — beyond the borders of Czechoslovakia and the Iron Curtain
with his reference to Le Corbusier’s ‘honeycomb’ construction in Marseille,
from which Modracek first drew inspiration. Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habi-
tation is described in the work as ‘a comfortable and elegant human apiary’
and thus: a housing conglomeration for drones!

And the first time Modracek penetrates the underground, his descrip-
tion of a portion of it reminds us of Notre Dame du Haut: ‘From there I
discovered a cavern, a sort of transverse cave interrupting the smoothly
running wall, which somehow suggested that it had been used for cultic
purposes. An underground chapel cut from the rock, with stepped altar
and hardly discernible, blurred frescos?” Ronchamp is also planned so as to
recreate the experience of a mysterious underground cultic centre, such as
Les Trois Freres, with dimly-lit interior accessed only by ‘squeezing’ one’s
way through a barely perceptible entrance. And so again Kratochvil is not

7 An American football coach, Jon Gruden, was ‘outed’ in late 2021 for having made
disparaging comments in private e-mails that were leaked to the press. In her column, ‘Football
Made Jon Gruden. Now the NFL Must Reckon with its Creation’ in the 12 October 2021 issue
of the Washington Post, Sally Jenkins considers the fact that Gruden expressed himself thus
privately while acting differently (politely? civilly?) in public to be an exacerbating circumstance:
‘He wrote those things between the ages of 47 and 54, some of them as recently as 2017, and it
matters not at all that they are private expressions. In fact, that only makes them worse — there’s
an unnerving divergence from his chatty charm-boy act for cameras that won him such rich
contracts. He has spent his life culling rewards in a public-facing business, in which 70 percent
of player-colleagues are Black and nearly half the audience is women, in which he had every
opportunity to grow a respectful heart. Basically, she suggests that the real criminality lies in his
thought, not his actions, as he never expressed himself thus publicly — just the opposite!
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allowing us in the ‘free world’ — be that beyond the Iron Curtain in the
Communist days, or in post-1989 Brno for that matter — the luxury of say-
ing: Oh, that's over there, that has nothing to do with us, as people in the West
used to do with books like Animal Farm and 1984, before the ‘progress’” of
technology made it so that we all carry around telescreens in our pockets, all
the time. The entire thrust of the novel is once more emphasised: This can
happen anywhere; don't be afraid of that Kamil Modracek, who was burnt
to a crisp in a car accident in the 1950s, be afraid of the Kamil Modracek
who’s inside you, right now.

AND IN THE END MCCARTNEY’S RIGHT AGAIN

(I cited Paradise Lost; can I not cite Abbey Road?)

Time in The Vow exceeds the 1950s and the 2000s to disappear into eterni-
ty. And that's where I was sitting when Kratochvil's question flashed in upon
me, for, as Mircea Eliade reminds us, the boundaries of sacred space — such
as a church — don’t just divide the sanctuary from the street, they are a limes
that, on account of the presence of the sacred and the sacrament enacted
within them, lift the persons congregated inside out of vulgar, temporal time
and into eternity.

When, at the beginning of the work Modracek addresses us, he does so
in full knowledge of how his history has played out. Thus, he addresses us
from eternity, for he is dead. He appeals to us, his ‘imaginary

judges, which seems an honest thing to do, but actually, slyly, he’s in-
viting us to be who he was: judging others, acting like little gods ourselves.
And wasn't that exactly what I was doing when that sermon was being deliv-
ered, and I pronounced my verdict concerning what ‘all those others” were
thinking (thoughtcrime!)? The question, therefore, that the book presented
to me at that point was: how much of Kamil Modréacek is in you?

It’s a clever ploy in which Kratochvil indulges in The Vow, and when you
see what he’s doing in presenting the history of Kamil Modracek to you, it
hits you like a punch to the solar plexus.

When, at the end of the novel, in an example of what Lubomir Machala
notes as Kratochvil's tendency to create the ‘novel as a system spread wide,®

8 Lubomir Machala, ‘Petrovské prozaické kvarteto jako zrcadlo soucasné literdrni situace
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the author, who had inserted himself and his family’s story into the fictional
world of The Vow, appears in his own voice and tells us about ‘extracting’
Modracek’s ‘tenants’ from their underground prison, this is no facile Deus
ex machina. Rather, in his disrobing of the usual fictional suspension of
disbelief in order to reveal himself, the writer, as the ‘creator’ of his fictional
world, he is putting Modracek in his place: there is a ‘higher power’ in this
novel just as there is a higher power in the world; it is not for us to take such
decisions and judgements. Zbynék Fiser’s general comment on Kratochvil’s
moral approach to literature seems spot on here:

Kratochvil both feels and clearly shows that the weak and the decent
were, are and will always be the most endangered group in human
society. Therefore, he takes the side of the good and believes that
evil will be punished — even if it takes supernatural forces to effect
this.®

The fact that he ‘assures’ us of the safety of characters we are (presumably)
concerned with is an appeal to our better angels. If we can have concern for
figments of a writer’s imagination, what should be our attitude towards the
real men and women of flesh and blood who are sitting next to us, passing
us on the street — or, especially, towards that idiot on the highway riding
on our backside and flashing his high-beams at us. How dare he? Does he
not know who we are? Well, do we ourselves?

The problem may be: he knows exactly who he is: Kamil Modracek,
self-important, puny, vindictive god.

Oh, yeah, that other writer. St James. In his letter, when he’s discussing
the matter of faith and works (and stressing the fact that the former is rather
insufficient without the latter): You say you believe in God? “Thou dost well:
the devils also believe and tremble’

(Nad knihami Jifiho Kratochvila, Petra Ulrycha, Alexandry Berkové a Michala Viewegha)’ [The
Petrov Prose Quartet as a Mirror for the Contemporary Literary Situation (on the Books of Jifi
Kratochvil, Petr Ulrych, Alexandra Berkovd and Michal Viewegh), Ceskd literatura, 2001, Vol.
49, No. 6 (2001), p. 646.

0 Zbynék Fiser, ‘Fantasti¢no a postmoderna: role fantasti¢na v dile Jifiho Kratochvila’ [The
Fantastic and the Postmodern: the Role of the Fantastic in the Work of Jifi Kratochvil], in
Dédinovd, p. 273.
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In that sense, I believe in Kamil Modracek.
And I tremble.

ONE QUICK NOTE ABOUT THE TRANSLATION

Our translation is based upon the original version of Slib, published in 2009
by Druhé Mésto of Brno. The poetic construction of Slib is elegant, shifting,
and so carefully crafted as to enjoin upon the translator the same great care
in his work, so as not to disrupt any significant formal element found in
the original. In this endeavour, I may have erred on the side of caution by
scrupulously hewing to Kratochvil's presentation of direct speech as hardly
ever set off from the general narrative flow by punctuation, whether that
be inverted commas or dashes. Likewise, I have tried to reproduce the
author’s rather idiosyncratic use of italics. In the original, italics seem to be
used only sparingly, for emphasis. Foreign words, which I would otherwise
italicise, are left in normal type in the original, and so they remain here. The
one concession to English usage that I have made is the italicisation of the
titles of books and films. Hopefully, these remarks will provide a sufficient
explanation to the reader of what might otherwise seem a cavalier approach
to typesetting.

Williston, VT
23 October 2021
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GHOSTSCRIPT
OR, FUR MUFFS

I hasten to assure you that it didn’t turn out at all as you might be fearing it
did. I've already led them all out of Modracek’s fur muff, and set them into
happier chapters of other novels of mine, though under somewhat different
aliases. As for the fur muff, I've extracted it from the underground and hung
it up in Petr Lunak’s wardrobe — that fellow from Radio Brno. When he
first notices it there, he'll be startled, maybe, but then he’ll recall a jovial
thirtieth birthday party and how he told someone there about his childish
terror of those things, about ghosts living in them — and he’ll chuckle at
the practical joke. So the muff is there indeed, safe and sound, perhaps he’ll
give it to his girlfriend, and when the hard winter comes round again, it’ll
make a peep in her direction, and who knows but that’ll be the start of a
new trend in Brno — the winter streets will be filled with girls with muffs!
And then maybe somebody will remember that ugly old novel about the
evil 1950s, and recall that it also had a charming story about a fur muff. And
what more can a novelist hope for?

Added 30 November 2008
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by Jan Balaban
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‘Somewhere in the cosmos there are happier places; muses Martin Vrana,
the hero of Jan Balaban’s novel Where was the Angel Going?. ‘People are
transported to the planet Earth for punishment. Part of the punishment
is their ignorance of the fact. We've forgotten that we've forgotten’ Yet, as
this very reflection implies, in Martin’s case, part of his ‘punishment’ is
his ever-present memory of an Eden from which he had been expelled.
The prototypical outsider, a member of a minority community within a
minority community (a Protestant in the overwhelmingly agnostic
Czech Republic), Martin, like the survivor of a shipwreck, strives to shore
up his vital resources amidst the billows of an inimical world, which
constantly advance and threaten to wash away everything he holds dear.

Where was the Angel Going? is a novel made up of forty-six linked stories.
As always, Balabdn’s prose is so vivid that the reader can practically taste
the ‘honey and dust, which are the characteristic flavours of Ostrava.
And yet, in its lyrical message of love and friendship as basic human
needs no less critical than air and water, Where was the Angel Going is
nonetheless an eminently universal novel. Everyone will find him or
herself in these pages, as we are all of us descended from that first pair of
exiles, Adam and Eve.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com
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by Adam Mickiewicz
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Forefathers’ Eve [Dziady] is a four-part dramatic work begun circa
1820 and completed in 1832 — with Part I published only after the
poet’s death, in 1860. The drama'’s title refers to Dziady, an ancient
Slavic and Lithuanian feast commemorating the dead. This is the
grand work of Polish literature, and it is one that elevates
Mickiewicz to a position among the “great Europeans” such as
Dante and Goethe.

With its Christian background of the Communion of the Saints,
revenant spirits, and the interpenetration of the worlds of time and
eternity, Forefathers’ Eve speaks to men and women of all times and
places. While it is a truly Polish work - Polish actors covet the role
of Gustaw/Konrad in the same way that Anglophone actors covet
that of Hamlet - it is one of the most universal works of literature
written during the nineteenth century. It has been compared to
Goethe’s Faust - and rightfully so...

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com
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A young boy from the housing estates comes across a copse of old oaks
to which he can escape, as to an oasis of calm. Although he may forget
about it once he becomes an adult and “puts aside the things of
childhood,” it will remain a locus of balance, decades later, for a single
mother struggling with the difficulties of raising the child she loves. A
husband, on the lip of an ugly divorce, drives across town in the middle
of the night to rescue his wife, abandoned by her lover, and then — as
she falls asleep in the car — takes the long way home, to prolong a
moment such as he has not experienced in years. An elderly doctor,
self-diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, makes use of the few precious
moments of consciousness granted him each morning to pass on to his
grandson what he has learned about life and living responsibly. Loss,
and permanence, the ephemeral and the eternal, are common themes of
Jan Balaban’s collection of short stories Maybe We're Leaving, presented
here in the English translation of Charles S. Kraszewski. With
psychological insight that rivals the great novels of Fyodor Dostoevsky,
the twenty-one linked narratives that make up the collection present us
with everyday people, with everyday problems — and teach us to love
and respect the former, and bear the latter.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



THE DOOR WAS OPEN
by Karine Khodikyan

short stories

by

KARINE KHODIKYAN

The short fiction of Karine Khodikyan can be described as intellectual
fiction for women. These short stories with a “mystical touch” tell stories
about women - young and old, happy and sad; even when the
protagonist is not a woman, the story will immerse you into the life of a
woman, revealing her role in anything and everything.

This book was published with the support of the Ministry of Culture of

the Republic of Armenia under the “Armenian Literature in Translation”
Program.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com
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This anthology reflects a search of the Ukrainian nation for its identity,
the roots of which lie deep inside Ukrainian-language poetry. Some of the
included poets are well-known locally and internationally; among them
are Serhiy Zhadan, Halyna Kruk, Ostap Slyvynsky, Marianna Kijanowska,
Oleh Kotsarev, Anna Bagriana and, of course, the living legend of
Ukrainian poetry, Vasyl Holoborodko. The next Ukrainian poetic
generation also features prominently in the collection. Such poets as Les
Beley, Olena Herasymyuk, Myroslav Laiuk, Hanna Malihon, Taras
Malkovych, Julia Musakovska, Julia Stahivska and Lyuba Yakimchuk are
the ones Ukrainians like to read today, and each of them already has an
excellent reputation abroad due to festival appearances and translations
to European languages. The work collected here documents poetry in
Ukraine responding to challenges of the time by forging a radical new
poetic, reconsidering writing techniques and language itself.

Edited and translated from the Ukrainian by Anatoly Kudryavitsky.

A BILINGUAL EDITION

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com
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GLAGOSLAV PUBLICATIONS

The history of Poland, since the eighteenth century, has been marked by
an almost unending struggle for survival. From 1795 through 1945, she
was partitioned four times by her stronger neighbours, most of whom
were intent on suppressing if not eradicating Polish culture. It is not
surprising, then, that much of the great literature written in modern
Poland has been politically and patriotically engaged. Yet there is a
second current as well, that of authors devoted above all to the craft of
literary expression, creating ‘art for arts sake; and not as a didactic
national service. Such a poet is Tytus Czyzewski, one of the chief, and
most interesting, literary figures of the twentieth century. Growing to
maturity in the benign Austrian partition of Poland, and creating most of
his works in the twenty-year window of authentic Polish independence
stretching between the two world wars, Czyzewski is an avant-garde
poet, dramatist and painter who popularised the new approach to poetry
established in France by Guillaume Apollinaire, and was to exert a
marked influence on such multi-faceted artists as Tadeusz Kantor.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



DEAR READER,

Thank you for purchasing this book.

We at Glagoslav Publications are glad to welcome you, and hope
that you find our books to be a source of knowledge and inspiration.

We want to show the beauty and depth of the Slavic region to
everyone looking to expand their horizon and learn something new
about different cultures, different people, and we believe that with this
book we have managed to do just that.

Now that you've got to know us, we want to get to know you. We
value communication with our readers and want to hear from you! We
offer several options:

— Join our Book Club on Goodreads, Library Thing and Shelfari,
and receive special offers and information about our giveaways;

— Share your opinion about our books on Amazon, Barnes & Noble,
Waterstones and other bookstores;

— Join us on Facebook and Twitter for updates on our publications
and news about our authors;

— Visit our site www.glagoslav.com to check out our Catalogue and
subscribe to our Newsletter.

Glagoslav Publications is getting ready to release a new collection
and planning some interesting surprises — stay with us to find out!

Glagoslav Publications
Email: contact@glagoslav.com



Glagoslav Publications Catalogue

o The Time of Women by Elena Chizhova

o Andrei Tarkovsky: A Life on the Cross by Lyudmila Boyadzhieva
« Sin by Zakhar Prilepin

« Hardly Ever Otherwise by Maria Matios

o Khatyn by Ales Adamovich

o The Lost Button by Irene Rozdobudko

o Christened with Crosses by Eduard Kochergin

o The Vital Needs of the Dead by Igor Sakhnovsky

o The Sarabande of Sara’s Band by Larysa Denysenko

o A Poet and Bin Laden by Hamid Ismailov

o Zo Gaat Dat in Rusland (Dutch Edition) by Maria Konjoekova
+ Kobzar by Taras Shevchenko

o The Stone Bridge by Alexander Terekhov

» Moryak by Lee Mandel

o King Stakh’s Wild Hunt by Uladzimir Karatkevich

« The Hawks of Peace by Dmitry Rogozin

o Harlequin’s Costume by Leonid Yuzefovich

o Depeche Mode by Serhii Zhadan

o Groot Slem en Andere Verhalen (Dutch Edition) by Leonid Andrejev
o METRO 2033 (Dutch Edition) by Dmitry Glukhovsky

o METRO 2034 (Dutch Edition) by Dmitry Glukhovsky

« A Russian Story by Eugenia Kononenko

o Herstories, An Anthology of New Ukrainian Women Prose Writers
o The Battle of the Sexes Russian Style by Nadezhda Ptushkina

o A Book Without Photographs by Sergey Shargunov

o Down Among The Fishes by Natalka Babina

o disUNITY by Anatoly Kudryavitsky

o Sankya by Zakhar Prilepin

» Wolf Messing by Tatiana Lungin

» Good Stalin by Victor Erofeyev

» Solar Plexus by Rustam Ibragimbekov

o Don’t Call me a Victim! by Dina Yafasova

o Poetin (Dutch Edition) by Chris Hutchins and Alexander Korobko



« A History of Belarus by Lubov Bazan
o Children’s Fashion of the Russian Empire by Alexander Vasiliev

o Empire of Corruption: The Russian National Pastime
by Vladimir Soloviev

o Heroes of the 9os: People and Money. The Modern History
of Russian Capitalism by Alexander Solovev, Vladislav Dorofeev
and Valeria Bashkirova

« Fifty Highlights from the Russian Literature (Dutch Edition)
by Maarten Tengbergen

« Bajesvolk (Dutch Edition) by Michail Chodorkovsky

 Dagboek van Keizerin Alexandra (Dutch Edition)

o Myths about Russia by Vladimir Medinskiy

o Boris Yeltsin: The Decade that Shook the World by Boris Minaev

o A Man Of Change: A study of the political life of Boris Yeltsin

o Sberbank: The Rebirth of Russias Financial Giant by Evgeny Karasyuk
 To Get Ukraine by Oleksandr Shyshko

« Asystole by Oleg Pavlov

o Gnedich by Maria Rybakova

o Marina Tsvetaeva: The Essential Poetry

o Multiple Personalities by Tatyana Shcherbina

o The Investigator by Margarita Khemlin

o The Exile by Zinaida Tulub

o Leo Tolstoy: Flight from Paradise by Pavel Basinsky

o Moscow in the 1930 by Natalia Gromova

o Laurus (Dutch edition) by Evgenij Vodolazkin

o Prisoner by Anna Nemzer

o The Crime of Chernobyl: The Nuclear Goulag by Wladimir Tchertkoff
o Alpine Ballad by Vasil Bykau

o The Complete Correspondence of Hryhory Skovoroda

o The Tale of Aypi by Ak Welsapar

o Selected Poems by Lydia Grigorieva

o The Fantastic Worlds of Yuri Vynnychuk

o The Garden of Divine Songs and Collected Poetry of Hryhory Skovoroda

o Adventures in the Slavic Kitchen: A Book of Essays with Recipes
by Igor Klekh

o Seven Signs of the Lion by Michael M. Naydan



o Forefathers’ Eve by Adam Mickiewicz

« One-Two by Igor Eliseev

« Girls, be Good by Bojan Babi¢

o Time of the Octopus by Anatoly Kucherena

o The Grand Harmony by Bohdan Thor Antonych

o The Selected Lyric Poetry Of Maksym Rylsky

o The Shining Light by Galymkair Mutanov

o The Frontier: 28 Contemporary Ukrainian Poets - An Anthology
o Acropolis: The Wawel Plays by Stanistaw Wyspianski

« Contours of the City by Attyla Mohylny

o Conversations Before Silence: The Selected Poetry of Oles Ilchenko
o The Secret History of my Sojourn in Russia by Jaroslav Hasek
o Mirror Sand: An Anthology of Russian Short Poems

o Maybe Were Leaving by Jan Balaban

o Death of the Snake Catcher by Ak Welsapar

o A Brown Man in Russia by Vijay Menon

 Hard Times by Ostap Vyshnia

o The Flying Dutchman by Anatoly Kudryavitsky

o Nikolai Gumilev’s Africa by Nikolai Gumilev

» Combustions by Srdan Srdi¢

o The Sonnets by Adam Mickiewicz

« Dramatic Works by Zygmunt Krasinski

o Four Plays by Juliusz Stowacki

o Little Zinnobers by Elena Chizhova

» We Are Building Capitalism! Moscow in Transition 1992-1997
by Robert Stephenson

o The Nuremberg Trials by Alexander Zvyagintsev
o The Hemingway Game by Evgeni Grishkovets

o A Flame Out at Sea by Dmitry Novikov

Jesus’ Cat by Grig

« Want a Baby and Other Plays by Sergei Tretyakov

Mikhail Bulgakov: The Life and Times by Marietta Chudakova
Leonardos Handwriting by Dina Rubina

o A Burglar of the Better Sort by Tytus Czyzewski

The Mouseiad and other Mock Epics by Ignacy Krasicki



Ravens before Noah by Susanna Harutyunyan

An English Queen and Stalingrad by Natalia Kulishenko
Point Zero by Narek Malian

Absolute Zero by Artem Chekh

Olanda by Rafal Wojasinski

Robinsons by Aram Pachyan

The Monastery by Zakhar Prilepin

The Selected Poetry of Bohdan Rubchak: Songs of Love, Songs of Death,
Songs of the Moon

Mebet by Alexander Grigorenko

The Orchestra by Vladimir Gonik

Everyday Stories by Mima Mihajlovi¢

Slavdom by Ludovit Star

The Code of Civilization by Vyacheslav Nikonov

Where Was the Angel Going? by Jan Balaban

De Zwarte Kip (Dutch Edition) by Antoni Pogorelski

Gtosy / Voices by Jan Polkowski

Sergei Tretyakov: A Revolutionary Writer in Stalin’s Russia by Robert Leach
Opstand (Dutch Edition) by Wladystaw Reymont

The Night Reporter: A 1938 Lviv Murder Mystery by Yuri Vynnychuk
Dramatic Works by Cyprian Kamil Norwid

Children’s First Book of Chess by Natalie Shevando and Matthew McMillion
The Revolt of the Animals by Wladyslaw Reymont

Illegal Parnassus by Bojan Babic

Liza’s Waterfall: The Hidden Story of a Russian Feminist by Pavel Basinsky
Precursor by Vasyl Shevchuk

Duel by Borys Antonenko-Davydovych

Subterranean Fire by Natalka Bilotserkivets

Biography of Sergei Prokofiev by Igor Vishnevetsky

More coming. ..






Can something that exists merely as a literary text, say a story, come
about in real life? Can reality, to put it another way, steal something from
literature, the same way literature steals from reality? Such is the ques-
tion that Libor Hrach, the author of The Adventures of the Wise Badger,
tields one evening over a hedonistic supper in a tony Brno restaurant
from Kamil Modracek, himself a burrowing animal of sorts, in Jifi Kra-
tochvil's novel The Vow. ‘Quite simply, I said, everything that has been
written either has already happened, or is about to. You write a story, and
you can never be sure if what you're writing isn’t actually taking place
two streets away from where you sit..." If this does not send chills down
the spine of the reader of The Vow, they have got a high tolerance for the
creepy. Set in 1950s Brno, at the height of Gottwald’s Stalinist reshaping
of Czechoslovakia into a Communist prison, and partially in today’s in-
dependent Czech Republic, Kratochvil, alternating between the dry
Czech humour of Jaroslav Hasek and the uncanny, chilling otherworld-
liness of Edgar Allan Poe, takes the reader on a journey such as they
have never been on before: to geographic areas in the beautiful Moravi-
an city where no foot has set since the Middle Ages, and... places deep
inside all of us, where most of us would rather never venture...

Jifi Kratochvil (b. 1940) is a novelist, short-story writer, essayist and
playwright. His first collection of short stories Pfipad s Chatnoirem
[The Black Cat Case, 1971] displeased the Communist authorities and
led to his black-listing. From that time forward, until the fall of Com-
munism, he published his fiction, which blends magical realism autobi-
ography, in the underground press. His 1999 novel, Nocni tango aneb
Romdan jednoho léta z konce stoleti [Nocturnal Tango, or a Novel of One
Year from the End of the Century] was awarded the Jaroslav Seifert
Prize. Slib [The Vow] contains autobiographical elements — such as the
emigration of his father Josef (1915-2001) in the early fifties, and his
own repression by Communist authorities — like the character Dan
Ko¢i, he worked as a manual labourer. His books have been published
in seventeen languages. He lives in Moravsky Krumlov.
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