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GABRIEL: I mean, as you're probably aware, Barthes said, ‘“The cultural work done in the
past by gods and epic sagas is now being done by laundry detergent commercials and comic-
strip characters’

CLARA: Hang on. Who's this Barthes guy? Which Birdman is he in?

(Birdman).!

This article analyzes Roland Barthes’s presence in Bohumil Hrabal’s text Gaps
(thus the title of English translation of Proluky by the Czech Canadian Tony Liman)?
as a transferring and transferred reading. The reading is a transferring one, since
Barthes’ text (Writing Degree Zero) negotiates a very different field of operations than
that of Hrabal. It is a transferred one because, among other things, Barthes is reading
a number of texts in his writing, and Hrabal’s text transfers these readings as well.
Accounting for these transfers involves also a transfer of accounts, also in the sense
of an assessment of the value (and values) transferred by means of the Barthes-import
performed by Hrabal’s text. In saying this, I am addressing the aesthetic value (also in
Mukatovsky’s sense) of the respective texts, keeping in mind their respective posi-
1 <http://d97a3ad6c1b09e180027-5c35be6f174b10f62347680d094e609a.r46.cf2.rackedn.

com/film_scripts/ FSP3823_BiRDMAN_MINI_SCRIPT_BOOK_C5.pdf> [pp. 11-12 of the

pdf version of the script; 11. 5. 2015]. This is not an actual quote, but rather a paraphrase
of Barthes’s references the detergent ‘Omo’ in Mythologies.

2 My contribution focuses on Hrabal’s text Proluky in the original, but also to a certain de-
gree on the English translation when it does conspicuous or instructive things, such as
omitting the reference to Ignat Hermann's novel U snédeného krdmu (in contrast to the
French translation, which includes the reference and if only for that reason plays a cer-
tain role here) in the passage which explicitly mentions Roland Barthes. Problems and in-
dividual choices of the English translation are significant to a lesser degree; in some cas-
es I will be mentioning these as well. It seems to me generally that a discussion of a Czech
text precisely in the context of transferring readings needs to take account of the transla-
tion of the text into the language in which this discussion is taking place. I did this exten-
sively in my German language analysis of Kdo jsem (Hrabal 1995b; cf. Meyer 2014) with
reference to the German translation which took many incomprehensible liberties, includ-
ing leaving out a third of the text altogether.

OPEN ACCESS
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tion within the social systems and official institutions which assign value (or valu-

lessness in the form of liquidation) to writings and their writers and provides them

with or depletes them of social and political capital.

The transfer discussed here applies to the location of the texts in question in their
time and/as their culture, but also to operations along genre borders which are, in
turn, determined by respective historic-cultural placements of the texts as a whole.
In the context of the genre question, I give particular attention to the autobiographi-
cal®, since this is a key aspect of the Hrabal text in question, but also of the writings
of Barthes and Hrabal in general. This, in turn, makes the issue at hand potentially
interesting not only for Hrabal studies, but also for Barthes studies.

The specific textual configuration at hand is an example of the appearance of
Barthes’s texts in Hrabal’s work in general, particularly in the early 1980s. This case
of transferred and transferring readings has been essentially ignored by Hrabal schol-
arship to date,* but is actually a significant factor in the self-positioning of Hra-
bal’s texts from the point of view of culture, genre, traces of memory and other key
aspects of Hrabal’s writing.

Hrabal’s text is in effect an acting-out of Barthes’s theories (a transference from
analytical description to performance).® This is one of the factors which make this case
relevant not only for the analysis of Hrabal, but also for Barthes scholarship. One might
even speak of an acting out of Barthes a way similar to the Barthes paraphrase in the
recent film Birdman (2014): ‘Barthes said, “The cultural work done in the past by gods...”
(see motto). This too is a reentry of the theory of (ideologies of) fictional narrative into
fictional narrative itself. In the case of Birdman it is a literal acting-out in a meta-theat-
rical setting. In the case of Hrabal’s Proluky / Gaps, the repetition of the gesture of point-
ing to one’s own mask also has a theatrical quality, which makes it not insignificant that
the Barthes reference in the Hrabal text occurs in the context of an author’s reading —
also a theatralization of the text and a self-representation of the author’s body.®

Accounting for this transfer means not only naming the (types of) borders along
which the transfers take place. It also means giving an account of how writing/écriture
positions itself with respect to a history of writing which it is openly and consciously
writing itself into (and in doing that offering resistance to). In the case of Barthes’swriting
of the early 50s, itis an at least quadruple self-positioning in connection with Descartes
3 Onthe autobiographical in Barthes’s writing see Brown 1992, p. 119 f, Stafford 1998, p. 193

f., Ette 1998, p. 414 f., Martin 2003, p. 105 f., Gil 2012, p. 416 {., Rylance 1994, p. 103 f. Scha-

bacher 2007 is most the extensive newer study on this issue, Kennedy 1981 is one of the first.

4 Jankovi¢ (1996, p. 147 f.) writes about Barthes in Hrabal's later work, calling the section of
the book Larvatus prodeo, but there is no analysis of the indirect reference to that Descartes
quote in Proluky/Gaps. See James 2012, particularly p. 98 f., as well as Fulka 2010. Of par-
ticular interest is the study Cegka 2010, which with reference to the concept ‘the death
of the author’ precisely addresses the general status of Hrabal’s Barthes paraphrases and
their paradoxical affirmation and negation of Barthes’s positions. .

5 On Barthes and performance see Scheie 2000.

6 The author’s body between sex and gender and as the producer of the material of the
messy text was the subject of a talk I gave in December 2014 in Erfurt at a conference
on Hrabal which I co-organized with Alfrun Kliems and Alexander Woll. Some of the
thoughts of this paper were taken up in this one.
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(source of the mask image), the bourgeois novel of the 19™ century, the écriture blanche of
the 20® century (Camus, Blanchot) and Sartre’s conceptualization of littérature engagée.
Hrabal’s writing of the early 8os has many implicit intertextual orientations. It names
explicitly a number of names, and crucially refers the writing of Karel Marysko and Ro-
land Barthes as contemporaries (more specifically: as ‘Mr. Marysko and ‘Mr. Barthes').
Although it is an abridgement of the entire account which needs to be told, I am isolat-
ing the one case of Barthes in this network, and thus treating the (at least) quadruple
network which Barthes brings into the mix only on the periphery of my argumentation.

It is in my view legitimate to account for this one transfer basically outside the
intricate intertextual network in the Hrabal text, among other things due to the im-
plications it brings to bear on an assessment of Hrabal’s writing in a European (theo-
retical and literary) context, which in my view still needs to be worked through in
many areas.

JANKOVIC'S DISAPPEARING ACT: MISSING BARTHES

Vechno, o ¢em Eliska vyprdvi, je oviem sebevypovédi Hrabalovou [..]. Trilogie nazyvand
zkrdcené Svatby v domé je vrcholnym dilem Hrabalova ironického narcisismu. [Every-
thing about which Eliska tells is of course a statement of Hrabal about himself /.../. The
trilogy called In-House Weddings is the pinnacle of Hrabal’s ironic narcissism] (Jankovi¢
1991, p. 193, trans. H. M.)

The most elaborated account of the voice(s) narrating the trilogy was provided over
twenty years ago, and it seems like this account created a consensus, since the posi-
tion has not been fundamentally critized. If so, I would like to break with that con-
sensus. I am, of course, speaking of Milan Jankovi¢’s Hrabal monograph, and also his
articles on Hrabal, two of which are specifically on the trilogy and one of which con-
centrates solely on Proluky / Gaps.

As far as the nature of the voicing in the trilogy is concerned, a comment on Vita
nuova is revealing for Jankovi¢’s whole methodology:

At a closer look, we would find features of differentiation (be they psychological or lin-
guistic), but soon we discover that these differences are completely beside the point. The
one speaking with us or the one conducting his conversation is a single narrator who in-
tegrates all those voices. The most contemporary and the most distant times are mixed
and fused with each other, as if it were all one time. From this point of view it stops be-
ing important whether Eliska’s narration is fictional or not. Everything has in a certain
sense created its own space and time, a space and time of the mixing of all of this [...].5

7 None of Jankovi¢’s studies on Hrabal have been translated into English. The chapter Psani
proudem from his Hrabal monograph of 1996 was translated into French (Jankovi¢ 2002). It is
interesting to note that the title includes the term écriture (‘écriture de flux’), but that no at-
tempt was made to apply it to Barthes’s concept of écriture for the French edition of the study.

8 ‘P¥ipozorn&j§im pohledu bychom nasli p¥{znaky jejich rozlisen{ (jazykového nebo psycho-
logického), ale brzy zjistime, Ze o takové rozlieni viibec nejde. Promlouvé k ndm ¢&i vede
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The statement that ‘features of differentiation’ are ‘completely beside the point’ (‘o ta-
kové rozlifen{ viibec nejde’) is quite extreme. The concept of ‘a single narrator who
integrates all those voices’ is from the point of view of narratology more than ques-
tionable. It is not clear what ‘integrate’ (integrovat) could mean, besides perhaps
a Mukatovskian dynamic unity of meaning. But the idea of ‘integration’ seems to
fall behind the complexity of Mukarovsky’s concept of dynamism. Indeed, it seems
to reduce everything to authorial intention, which is an odd move indeed for a struc-
turalist.

Jankovi¢’s general figure of thought is the ‘stream’ (proud), and it seems that it is
applied not only to the syntagmatics of the text but rather also on the narratological
level as well. For Jankovi¢ there is ‘mixing and fusing’ on many levels. Taken to its
logical extreme on the narratological level, the individual voices lose their identity
and integrity altogether: ‘integration’ replaces integrity ‘completely’.

The analysis which I will be conducting presently calls this view into question, for
itinsists on the strict separation of voices as opposed to the one for all reading strategy
suggested by Jankovi¢. Otherwise, as I would claim, the Barthes reference makes no
sense. For it refers to the implementation of third person narrative and thus of the
differentiation of a multiplicity of voices, even if this is a case of mere masking. The
voice still needs to be posited before it is unmasked as a mask. Having said that, it is
important to note that Jankovi¢’s approach brings other aspects to the fore which
outweigh his programmatic narratological oversimplification.

Jankovi¢ concentrates on the text as a whole, mainly with respect to its rhythm.
Indeed, his interest goes beyond the Hrabal text and concerns general theoretical is-
sues which seem to be derived from the Mukarovsky’s thinking, particularly as con-
cerns the nature of the aesthetic. Jankovi¢ makes use of Hrabal’s ‘autobiographical
trilogy’ in order to attempt nothing less than a diagnosis of Czech literature of this
present time, or, to put in terms of Mukarovsky’s approach: in order to describe the
fate and state of the contemporary ‘aesthetic normy, which is apparently viewed in the
early 9os to include Hrabal’s prose of the early 8os. Jankovi¢ is generally concerned
with ‘cases in which traditional borders are erased or blurred: the border between
fictional and autobiographical narration, between epic and lyric prose’ noting that
this ‘creates a new focus on the border between prose and poetry as well’. Apparently
referring to Mukarovsky’s notions of the aesthetic, Jankovié states that ‘the question
of artistry needs to be asked in each case anew, since the mixture which this litera-
ture represents is extremely changeable’.

Jankovi¢ does not consider the theories of Roland Barthes, in contrast to those
of Jan Mukarovsky, to be relevant for ‘cases in which traditional borders are erased
or blurred’, even though someone even vaguely familiar with Barthes’s work must
know that ‘the border between fictional and autobiographical narration’ is of central
concern for Barthes on many levels and that operations on that border and about that
border can be found in any number of Barthes’s texts.

.y

svUj hovor jediny vypraved, ktery integruje vSechny ty hlasy. Misi{ a sléva se nejsoucasnéjsi
a velmi vzdaleny ¢as vypravéného, jako by to byl ¢as jeden. V této perspektivé prestiva
zéleZet i na tom, nakolik je Eli§¢ino vypravéni fikci. VSe jako by si vytvarelo sviij vlastni
prostor a ¢as, prostor a ¢as smiseni toho vieho [...]" (Jankovi¢ 1991, p. 40).
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To take a step further, it also seems not to occur to Jankovic¢ to recognize the refer-
ence to Barthes in the very texts he is discussing as the signal which it is: a reference
to the fact that the play with voice in text of the trilogy cannot only be described in
Barthes’s terms, but also and above all that the text makes it clear that it is aware of
this and wants to include this awareness in its field of signification. Jankovi¢ is so
dedicated to the structuralism of his teacher in Prague that he ignores the fact that the
Prague author he is analyzing is openly drawing his inspiration from another (post-
or para-)structuralism, that of Barthes in Paris. To put it another way: Jankovi¢ ig-
nores the fact that another border which Hrabal’s text is ‘blurring’ is the one between
literature and theory itself. Like many readers of Hrabal, Jankovi¢ underestimates
the sophistication of the texts he is treating.

This concerns the texts’ play with voice and authorship, as well as other aspects,
e.g. with gender, space and the political, just to name three. It is no coincidence that
these are all issues of post-structuralist theory, or at least theory after Mukarovsky.

BARTHES THE DRIFTER POSITIONING THE MASK

Alles, was tief ist, liebt die Maske; die allertiefsten Dinge haben sogar einen Hass auf
Bild und Gleichnis (Nietzsche 1999/1V, p. 57).

Barthes, in addressing the showing-of-mask, is calling the illusion of naturalism in
the bourgeois novel of the 19 century into question. More specifically, he takes up the
use of the third person and of the conventional past tense or ‘preterite’ (passé sim-
ple), and in this context brings the figure of the mask into play Hrabal’s narrator (of
Hrabal).

Barthe’s operation takes place in the form of a reference to the passage in Des-
cartes’ Préambules where one famously reads ‘T advance masked’. Barthes takes the
thought a step further by stating that ‘what writing does in the novel’ is to ‘put the
mask in place and at the same time point it out’ (Barthes 2012, p. 34). He specifies later
in the same chapter: ‘The preterite and the third person in the Novel are nothing but
the fateful gesture with which the writer draws attention to the mask which he is
wearing’ (Barthes 2012, p. 40). Immediately following this is the sweeping statement
in which Barthes explicitly quotes the Cartesian formulation in Latin: “The whole of
Literature can declare Larvatus prodeo’ (Barthes 2012, p. 40).

Brown, at the end of the second chapter of his extended elaboration of the con-
cept of the ‘drift’ (la dérive) as the key feature of Barthes’s écriture (meaning both
Barthes’s concept of écriture and Barthes’s own writing), notes that for Barthes ‘the
subject of reading and writing can no longer be isolated in self-present authenticity’
and thus cannot ‘be located in the intention to mean’ (Brown 1992, p.109). Brown links
this position with writing’s ‘point[ing] to its mask in silence’. This pointing, in turn,
‘may take the form of a punctuational quirk, an unacknowledged citation, an allusion
to science, or a lexical impurity’. Paradoxically, ‘it’s sociability lies in its distance and
otherness’ (ibid.).

The mask thus becomes a metaphor for various manifestations of ‘distance’ moti-
vated by the reluctance or refusal to participate in the illusion of naturalness forced
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on speakers of language by the dominant ideology of the language’s culture. In Writ-
ing Degree Zero, the workings of this ideology are expressed by the collusion of Nature
and History written with capital letters in formulations like lalangue est comme une
Nature qui passe entiérement a travers la parole de I'écrivain’ and ‘Roman et His-
toire ont eu des rapports étroits dans la siécle méme qui a vu leur plus grand essor’
(Barthes 1993, p. 145, 155). The issue is a kind of writing which does not directly op-
pose the ideology and does not fall into silence, but which continues on and ‘points
to the mask’.

In connection with Hrabal it is of great significance that the ‘drift’, which Brown
rightly works through as the key figure of thought and writing in Barthes’s work
(later he adds in ‘scribbling’, an issue I will take up later), decenters the writing sub-
ject. It does so even at the same moment when the writer seems to be placing her/
himself into the foreground (i.e. in writing which in one way or another participates
in the autobiographical mode). This Barthesian gesture of self-decentralizing at the
moment of seeming self-foregrounding is something one recognizes immediately
at even the most cursory look at the writing of Hrabal, particularly in the case at
hand, when the writing seems to deflect its ‘male’ subjectivity to that of the narrating
(grammatically female) spouse.

Hrabal’s Proluky / Gaps: Genre (as) Masking

Genres are not to be mixed.

Iwill not mix genres.

I repeat: genres are not to be mixed. I will not mix them (Derrida 1980, p. 55).

It is inevitable [fatal], both just and unjust, that the most ‘autobiographical’ books
(those of the end, as I have heard said) begin at death to conceal all other books
(Derrida 2001, p. 66).

The discussion of the novel in Writing Degree Zero® is, of course, a direct negotiation of
genre, of the interface between écriture and genre or of how écriture becomes genre
and deals with (and resists) the baggage the genre brings with it.

I already mentioned the function of Hrabal’s text with respect to the positioning
and self-positioning of genre. It is indeed important to underscore the fact that it is
difficult or perhaps impossible to assign Hrabal’s text of the early 1980s to a particular
genre'® (a feature which it shares with many of Barthes’s texts, which is no coinci-
dence, I would claim), and so I simply call it a ‘text’.

It is counterproductive, to say the least, to simply call Proluky / Gaps — or the
entirety of the trilogy — an ‘autobiography’. Milan Jankovi¢ speaks of an ‘autobi-

9 Another philological issue which I can’t even begin to touch on here is the question of the
Czech editions and the Czech reception of Barthes’s Writing Degree Zero, the only signifi-
cant Barthes text translated into Czech in the 1960s — in 1967 Nulovy stuperi rukopisu, most
likely causing Hrabal to refer to Barthes’s ‘écriture’ as ‘rukopis’ (literally ‘manuscript’) on
other occasions of referring to Writing Degree Zero and to Barthes in general, including to
later texts such as the inaugural lecture. See Meyer 2014 and references there.

10 On genre in Hrabal’s texts see Voisine-Jechova 2002.
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ograficka trilogie’,"! which is somewhat ambiguous, since it could be translated as
‘trilogy consisting of autobiography/autobiographies’ but also as a ‘trilogy in the au-
tobiographical mode’. A number of other analysts, critics and publishers also apply
the term autobiographical directly and unambiguously to one or more of the three
books."? The problem with this designation is not that the texts bear no relation to
the autobiographical, but in a sense the opposite: they indeed actively negotiate their
own genre in its relation to the autobiographical and for that reason are precisely not
simply autobiographies. The direct designation of them as ‘autobiographies’ or of the
entirely as an ‘autobiographical trilogy’ (in the first sense) blocks all roads towards
a meaningful comprehension of this (self-)negotiation.

Derrida’s Barthes eulogy The Deaths of Roland Barthes (Derrida 2001) works through
many of the points mentioned here, especially that of genre, and can in a sense be set
parallel to Hrabal’s Barthes-work of the early 1980s, particularly considering the fact
that Kdo jsem / Who I am can also be read as an indirect Barthes-eulogy (it names the
date of Roland Barthes’s death as the finishing touch on an chapter about numbers).

Derrida shows Barthes negotiating his own genre work, quoting Barthes’s self-
observation in Camera lucida on being ‘torn between two languages, one expressive,
one critical’ (quoted in Derrida 2001, p. 52). Derrida comments that ‘as early as Writing
Degree Zero, all this passes through the Novel and “The Novel is a Death” — the beyond
of literature as literature, [...] literature producing itself and producing its essence as
its own disappearance’ (Derrida 2001, p. 53). Derrida shows Barthes to be implicating
and questioning his own, i.e. Barthes’s own genre orientation in this negotiation of
genre (and of expressive media in general, including photography), ostensibly play-
ing the role of a critic, and at the same time being ever more strongly attracted by the
‘expressive’. A similar self-reflective genre work can be found in Hrabal’s writing,
which — above all in Kdo jsem / WhoIAm — gives us a certain amount of evidence for
the fact that the self-reflective genre work in Hrabal’s writing is itself a reading of
Barthes’s self-reflection on/of genre.

Be that as it may, the title of the text Proluky / Gaps itself can, among other things,
be read as a reference to the gaps between genres which the text occupies, particu-
larly considering the fact that the word proluka often refers to gaps between houses
and the fact that whole trilogy can be read as the autobiography of a house (the plot
of the trilogy begins with the entrance of the hegemonic female narrator into the

1 The chapter on this subject in Jankovi¢’s book is called Psani proudem — autobiografickd tril-
ogie (Jankovi& 1996, p. 114)

12 Forinstance, the back cover of the English translations of each of the books of the trilogy,
including the 2011 edition of Gaps, sports the designation ‘autobiographical trilogy’. At the
same time, Gaps is designated on the front cover as ‘A Novel’, as is Vita nuova (Hrabal 2010),
something which is not the case for the 2007 English language edition of In-House Wed-
dings by the same translator in the same series at the same publishing house. The only ref-
erence of this kind is in the copyright notice, referring to the ‘trilogy’ but not to the genre
of the texts of which the ‘trilogy’ is comprised: ‘In-House Weddings is the first volume in
atrilogy that includes Vita Nuova and Vacant Lots". Note the diverging translation of the ti-
tle of what then, four years later, became Gaps. The German translation also uses the term
‘novel’ (Roman) on the title page (Hrabal 1999).



66 SLOVO ASMYSL 24

communal and conjugal apartment on 24 Na Hrazi street in Prague and ends with her
vacating, the emptying of this space). The idea that the text Proluky / Gaps — like the
whole trilogy containing it — is concerned with a house and thus with ‘gap sites’ or
‘empty sites’ on a city street, seems uncontroversial to me. In this context, the house
would serve as a metaphor for genre, e.g. as something which frames and contains
the emission of words. In a sense, the text as a metonymically designated architec-
tural structure is a more or less hospitable home, a space which willingly receives
guests, be they voices, (inter)texts and/or genres.

At the same time, the text not only occupies the empty space of genre (to me more
exact: empties the space of genre), but also masks its own genre activity by provoking
readers to treat it as a simple ‘autobiography’, which it is not. Many readers, editors
and critics seem to have fallen into this rather obvious and equally tempting trap.
This trap can be treated as part of the text’s strategy. The complexity of genre is not
just a technical aspect of the text, but is an essential object of the text’s discourse and
is a significant factor in the text’s transfers. I hope to have made that clear in my re-
marks on the work with genre and/of the novel in Barthes Writing Degree Zero.

Atleast two clear signals in the Hrabal text are of importance for my claim that the
negotiation of genre is a pivotal programmatic issue for the text:

1. The fact that the first two texts of the trilogy do contain genre designations, al-
beit unorthodox ones (‘divéi romanek’ [girl’s novelette] in the case of Svatby v domé and
‘kartinky’ [Russian word for pictures] in the case of Vita nuova), shows that the texts
explicitly position themselves with respect to their own genre, and that the absence
of such a designation in Proluky can be viewed as a sort of minus technique, i.e. as a call
to reflection about the genre the text might belong to.

2. The reference to Roland Barthes in the third text of the trilogy, which, as I said,
has no genre designation as a whole, addresses a fundamental critique of the realis-
tic novel written in third-person fiction (and in the conventional past tense — passé
simple), making the reference a directly elaboration of genre theory and of the genre
of the text itself.

Viewing the two signals together, one can come to the following preliminary con-
clusion: The obvious and marked attention to genre work in combination with the di-
rect reference to Barthes’s work with the novel places the Barthes reading at the core
of the text’s intense self-positioning with respect not only to genre, but to many other
key textual parameters, this certainly warrants a closer look at the interface between
the two bodies or writing and the transfer operations performed between the two.

‘HRABAL', ‘BARTHES’, MASKS: A BRIEF SKETCH OF
CONTEXTS IN SEEMING DIAMETRICAL OPPOSITION

Having deprived himself of any means of explaining how these modes of writing
came into existence, Barthes is none the less a superlative, albeit tactical, critic when
it comes to analyzing them and awarding praise and blame. Praise depends [...] most-
ly on a profoundly Barthesian criterion. This criterion can be summed up in the word
distance. It is the common denominator of his efforts to promote certain modes of
writing (Lavers 1995, p. 146).



HOLT MEYER 67

Jste spisovatel Hrabal? Mulj muz prikyvl a jesté vic zrudnul a mladik vytdhl legiti-
maci a predstavil se jako tifednik ministerstva vnitra. [Are you Hrabal the writer?
My husband nodded and went even redder and the young man pulled out his ID and
introduced himself as a clerk from the Ministry of the Interior (Hrabal 1995a, p. 474,
Hrabal 2011, p. 51).

Barthes’s and Hrabal’s writing contexts are radically different, and seem in many
ways to be diametrically opposed. For an account of the transfer, it is important to
sketch in broad strokes the weight this issue brings to bear on a mutual enlightenment
Barthes and Hrabal might provide for each other.

In describing/advocating an ‘écriture blanche’ in accordance with a ‘degree zero’
of writing, Barthes attempts to come to terms with a circumstance of language which
remains a fundamental assumption throughout his work: the assumption that the
language in which a writer composes his works carries a huge amount of baggage
which the writer cannot simply dispose of. In the late 1970s, he will famously call this
feature of language ‘fascist’.’* Due to this feature of language, the writer must empty
his writing, take a posture of maximal ‘distance’, as it is phrased by Annette Lavers in
her summary of Barthes theory (Lavers 1995, p. 146).

Without getting into great detail on the possibilities and meaning of this ‘blank
writing’ (literally ‘white writing’) in the late 40s and early 50s of the 20 century in
France, I would like to underscore the fact that Barthes addresses the mask in the
context of radical critique. The gesture of moving forward wearing the mask and
at the same time pointing to it, this Brechtian gesture,* is part of the self-distancing,
worked out by Lavers, which is necessary for resisting the ideological forces litera-
ture needs to confront.

In Barthes’s case, these ideological forces are those of bourgeois society, and
even if Barthes in Writing Degree Zero is looking for a path of departure from an
orthodox Marxist tradition (above a nuanced alternative path to that of Sartre), it
is the opposition to bourgeois ideology which serves as the fundamental concern
of Barthes’s text.

In paraphrasing the Barthes formulation, Hrabal re-contextualizes it in a seem-
ingly opposite societal configuration: the bourgeoisie has been officially driven from
power and supposedly no longer holds sway in the Czechoslovak ‘people’s republic’
after over twenty years of Stalinism and Neo-Stalinism. The question to be asked
here is whether the Proluky / Gaps text is setting up another societal configuration
as equivalent to the bourgeois society which Writing Degree Zero is addressing, or
whether the text is to read as a parody or pastiche of Barthes’s texte marxissant, per-
haps going so far as to set up an ironic equivalence between socialist 19980s Czechoslo-
vakia and capitalist bourgeois society.

13 ‘La langue, comme performance de tout langage, n'est ni réactionnaire, ni progressiste;
elle est tout simplement: fasciste; car le fascisme, ce n'est pas d'empécher de dire, c’est
d'obliger & dire’ (Barthes 1978, p. 14).

14 On Barthes and Brecht see Shookman 1989, Carmody 1990, Bident 2012, p. 49 £, Gil 2012,
p- 196 £, Martin 2003, p. 24 f., McQuillan 2011, pp. 61-63, Rylance 1994, pp. 98-99, 139-40
and passim, Stafford 1998, p. 38 f. and passim.
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In any case, neither Writing Degree Zero nor Proluky / Gaps is conceivable without
a very specific political constellation. These constellations cannot be ignored. They
are of course radically different, due to the time gap of 30 years and the widely di-
vergent cultural and political situations of Paris of the early 50s and Prague of the
early 8os. Ironically, Hrabal’s situation after 1968-1969 is a grotesque fulfillment of
Barthes’s vision of Stalinism formulated in the late 40s and early 50s.

Barthes’s text is grappling with Sartre’s existentially influenced concepts of litera-
ture and modes of anti-bourgeois engagement in the present, also in its inheritance
of the bourgeois novel of the 19* century, but also in connection with a critique of
Stalinism, which is relevant both for the heritage of the novel and for the contextual-
ization of Hrabal’s text in the neo-Stalinist Czechoslovak normalization. The historical
and political subject matter of the past tense perspective of the entirety of Proluky/
Gaps is the entirety of the liberalization period starting in the mid-1960s (allowing
the narrator to pick up the first published book of ‘m®ij muz™* as the first event of the
narrative), followed by the Warsaw pact invasion of August 1968 and the ensuing first
months of normalization which produces ‘people in liquidation’, one of whom is ‘mdj
mu?’. This too is obviously a time of huge upheaval which could leave no thinking
person indifferent to political questions. It is just as present here as in texts whose
narrators claim to take no interest at all in changing the worlds (or language), such
as Hrabal’s Kdo jsem / Who I Am.

In a recently published study I analyze that very text, which much more obvi-
ously and thus seemingly more centrally negotiates a Barthes text (Meyer 2014) —
this time a work towards the end of Barthes’s oeuvre: the inaugural lecture deliv-
ered at the College de France, the very one in which Barthes speaks of the ‘fascism’
of language.’* I analyze it as a prime case of the performance and negotiation of dis-
tance — something which some consider to be the central strategy of Barthes’s écri-
ture (Lavers 1995).

The Hrabal text addresses directly the question of political engagement and, as
already stated, explicitly denies having any interest in such a thing. This is a clear
indication that the references to Barthes in Hrabal’s texts of the early 1980s take
place in full consciousness of Barthes’s reflections on the conditions of being politi-
cally engagé, both at the beginning of his oeuvre in the late 1940s and at the close of
the 1970s.”

Each of the two texts in its own way places itself within what might be called the
‘history of Marxism’ in the broader sense, but at opposite ends of the history, so to

15 Irefertothe person the narrator refers to as ‘my husband’ in precisely this manner in Czech:
‘mtj muz’. It is the only designation of absolute certainty which one can use for the figure.

16 See Meyer 2014; on Barthes at the College de France see O’'Meara 2012.

17 See Ottmar Ette’s (1998, p. 62 f)) incisive comments on the close relationship between Writ-
ing Degree Zero and the inaugural lecture, particularly with respect to the status of lan-
guage itself. It is precisely the baggage which language brings with it before a writer starts
using it, be it ‘bourgeois’ or ‘fascist’, which motivates Barthes to recommend a ‘blank lit-
erature’ in Writing Degree Zero. Ette’s insight makes it all the more significant (for a com-
plete view of Hrabal’s Barthes references, which I can only hint at here) that Hrabal refers
to these two particular works of Barthes.
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speak. Hrabal’s text emerges as a viewing of the shambles created by over 30 years
of official Czechoslovak Marxist statehood, while Barthes’s book Writing Degree Zero
is comprised of texts written at the moment when this peoples’ republican statehood
is just being established. This is not just a chronological coincidence. Barthes’s diag-
nosis of ‘triumphant Stalinism’ (p. 23) as a position within which there is ‘no more
lapse of time between naming and judging’, as a set of practices ‘presenting reality
in a prejudged form’, using ‘tautology’ and operating on a ‘penological’ (all on p. 24)
basis, is very precisely a prognosis of the production of the category of ‘writer in
liquidation” which Hrabal’s text retraces from the beginning of normalization in
1968-19609.

The central event in the middle of all of this normalizing is nothing other than
a birthday party (based no doubt to Hrabal’s 55® in March of 1969), this in turn be-
ing the very location in which the name ‘Hrabal’ is connected to the profession of the
‘scribbler’ (‘$krabal’). The biological birth celebrated in March of 1969 can be seen as
an echo of the appearance and disappearance of the biological father which sets the
stage for the Barthes reference.

HRABAL-SKRABAL, AND SCRIBBLER BARTHESE:
THE UNCHARTED TERRITORY OF BARTHES AND/IN HRABAL

Nikdy mi ani ve snu nenapadlo, Ze bych si pridl anebo chtél zménit politické uddlosti, ve
kterychjsem #il. [It never occurred to me, not even in my dreams that I should wish
or want to change the political events in which I lived] (Hrabal 1995b, p. 221;
first sentence of Kdo jsem / Who I am, trans. H. M).®

‘Changer la langue’, mot mallarméen, est concomitant de changer le monde’, mot
marxien. il y a une écoute politique de Mallarmé, de ceux qui l'ont suivi et le suivent
encore (Barthes 1980, p. 34).

There are no Hrabal texts of the early 8os which are more important than Kdo jsem /
Who I am and Proluky / Gaps, and both of these texts, particularly the former, hinge
on readings of Barthes. Despite this, as [ already mentioned, the role of the thinking
of Roland Barthes for Bohumil Hrabal’s has not been subject of any extended serious
scholarship, neither on this period nor on any other.”

I'would claim that this is an issue which is of key importance for the study of Hra-
bal at least in this last decade of ‘state socialism’ in Czechoslovakia — as well as for
the study of the culture of decaying ‘state socialism’ itself — and is at the same time
an illuminating case of transferred and transferring reading. In addition, it opens

18 There is no English translation of this text despite its centrality for the comprehension of
Hrabal in this period and also beyond this period.

19 Since it was not the main concern of the article, I had not come upon Annette Lavers’ in-
sight that precisely ‘distance’ is at the core of Barthes’s concerns in Writing Degree Zero,
which is obviously of supreme relevance for a contribution to a volume covering the very
issue of ‘Distanz’.
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up a discussion of the negotiation of Barthes in fictional and quasi-fictional writ-
ings, as well as in other media (including the already mentioned film Birdman). This
negotiation can be read as an extension of Barthes’s own work on and at the interface
between theory, fiction and autobiography.

We are dealing with texts which are central and canonical in the French 1940s
and 1950s and the Czech 1970s and 1980s (as well as the French 1970s, if one includes
the reading of Barthes’s inaugural lecture in Kdo jsem / Who I am or Derrida’s afore-
mentioned link of Writing Degree Zero with Camera Lucida). One can thus broaden
the perspective even further and speak of a significant chapter of Czech-French
literary relations of the 20" century, perhaps even the most significant of the late
20 century.

Hrabal’s concern with the status of his own writing and at the same time with the
possibility of the autobiographical in his specific discursive situation of ‘liquidation’
in the normalization after 1968 so uncannily echoes the concerns in the same field on
the part of Barthes that it seems impossible to ignore it. One needs only look at the
figures of thought at the core Andrew Brown’s (1992) influential study of Barthes
which has not lost its relevance despite its emergence almost a quarter century ago.
Brown’s main terms of ‘figures of writing’ which he works though in Barthes’s texts
are as follows: ‘drifting’, ‘framing’, ‘naming’ and ‘scribbling’. All of these issues and
techniques and not only generally important for a Barthes-Hrabal comparison, but
are very specifically applicable to the writing configuration analyzed here, a con-
figuration which can be summed up in the ‘standard’ held up at the birthday party in
March of 1969 which is described in the last part of Proluky / Gaps: ‘At Zije Bohumil
Hrabal, slavny ¢esky $krabal’. This phrase is translated in the official English version
as ‘Long Live Bohumil Hrabal, Famous Czech Scribe’ (Hrabal 2011, pp. 122-124), but is
clearly better translated as ‘Long Live Bohumil Hrabal, Famous Czech Scribbler’ or
‘Famous Czech Scribe and Scribbler’.

Andrew Brown’s general definition of the concept of ‘the scribbler’ is directly
applicable in this context applicability: ‘fascination for writing itself — writing, as
it were, rather than what writing says’ (Brown 1992, p. 8). When he goes more into
depth, Brown describes a ‘writing down’ rather than just ‘writing” which reminds
one of the Hrabal’s describing himself as a ‘zapisovatel’ (roughly: someone who takes
notes) rather than ‘spisovatel” (writer).>° He shows us Barthes concerned with ‘show-
ing’, with reproducing the gesture and the forms of the object being put into writing,
particularly if this object is one already culturally gestured and formed.

READING THE BARTHES PASSAGE IN PROLUKY / GAPS
[...] nalil vodky a nastavil ji proti mému muzi. Pane Hrabal, jsem vds 2dk, ukdzal jste
mi cestu, jsem Cetbou vasich knizek opét clovek, nikoho uz se nebojim, pripijte mi!
Amilj muz se zacal ddvit [and then he poured my husband a shot and put it in front
of him. Mr. Hrabal, I am your student, you showed me the way, reading your books

20 See various texts in the 18" volume of Sebrané spisy Bohumila Hrabala with the title Ze zd-
pisniku zapisovatele (Hrabal 1996).
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made me into a human being again, I'm not afraid of anyone anymore, drink a toast
to me! And my husband looked like he was going to throw up] (Hrabal 1995a, p. 454,
Hrabal 2011, p. 33).

Ihope to have put the reader in a position to begin an adequate assessment of the en-
trance of Barthes into Hrabal’s text. We are dealing with the 58% of the 146 sections®
into which Proluky is divided. In the plot of the narrative we are located in the first
act of the drama, between the appearance of the first book of ‘m@j muz’ and the War-
saw pact invasion of Czechoslovakia (in Hrabal’s life between 1965 and 1968), which
begins in section 78. One might in general say that section 5 is an account of the ef-
fects of writing entering a discursive sphere, indeed of the birth of a certain type
of discursivity (or the renewal of a type of Czech discursivity which was attacked
both by bourgeois and Stalinist cultural politics: the anarchic Hasek-tradition).? The
reader of Proluky / Gaps has already been told that ‘m®j muZ’ is deathly afraid of pub-
lic readings.

Od té doby, co se stal spisovatelem, od té doby, co vydal treti a ctvrtou kniZku, od té
doby byl miij klenot zvdn na besedy se ctendri, do skol a knihoven, a vZdycky s tim
pozvdnim souhlasil, ale pordd se radoval, Ze do té doby onemocni, Ze se néco stane
a on nebude muset délat besedu se svymi ctendri. A pak prisel den, ktery uz se nedal
odvolat a milj muz se rozklddal strachem, kdyz se vydal na tu besedu, dokonce jez-
dil viakem, autobusem, nékdy musel prespat, ale pokazdé, i kdyz to bylo v Praze, se
rozttdsl, byl bledy, mluvil z cesty a loucil se se mnou, jako by Sel do nemocnice na op-
eraci nebo do krimindlu. [From the time my husband became a writer, from the time
he published his third and fourth books, from then on that jewel of mine was invited
to make appearances before his readers, at schools and libraries, and he always ac-
cepted the invitation in the hopes he'd get sick before the day came, or something got
in the way so he wouldn’t have to go. And the day came, and it couldn’t be shirked,
and my husband trembled with fear as he set off for his appearance, sometimes he
took a train, or a bus, sometimes he even slept over, but without exception /, even if

21 All of the Hrabal texts of the early 1980 present great philological problems, one of
which is determining where the sections of Proluky begin and end. In my account here
I refer to the sections in Hrabal 1995b. I also quote exclusively from this edition, with-
out, however, extensively addressing the philological problems involved in every edi-
tion of the text.

22 On Hasek and Czech discursivity see Meyer 1996 and Meyer 2010. The Stalinist and post-
Stalinist aggrandizement of a Leninist Hasek to the detriment of an anarchist Hasek is
a story which is yet to be told and indeed needs to be told, since it is a key process in
Czechoslovak post-1948 philology. It is important for my topic insofar as Hrabal in a sense
acts out the philology which was missing in official Czechoslovak academic discourse, this
being a clear autophilological function of his texts (on autophilology in cases of Czech lit-
erature in the 1950s see Meyer 2010 and 2015 and other literature quoted there). This, in
turn, is a significant aspect of the entrance into official Czechoslovak discursivity which
forms the beginning of the plot of Proluky / Gaps. I thank Anna Férster for discussions on
this topic which have made many things clearer to me.
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it was in Prague, /* he always got the shakes and was ashen, he rambled on and said
good-bye to me like he was on his way to the hospital for an operation, or to jail.]
(Hrabal 1995b, p. 472, Hrabal 2011, pp. 49-50).

Before this intense dislike and fear of meeting up with readers sets in, there is a re-
markable scene of one of the first autograph sessions in the middle of Prague which
is worth quoting at length:

Miij klenot sedél v knihkupectvi tam na Ndrodni tridé a byla autogramidda a milj
muz si nechal usit krdsny Saty a mél kravatu a jeho ctendri se tisnili kolem stolecku,
a vedle mého muZe sedéla mladd divka, asi prodavacka z knihkupectvi, a rozevirala
nabizené knizky a ddvala je pod pero mého muze, ktery zvedal o¢i a dival se do oci
Ctendfi a vlidné se vyptdval, co tam md napsat, a pak tam maznul svQj podpis
a byl z toho dojaty, sim ze sebe mél ne radost, ale byl z té pocty namékko, dokonce
Silhal a stdcel levé oko, sedél tam opravdu jako syn rabina z Nikolsburku, a jd jsem
stdla v koutku a divala jsem se pres knizku versit na svého muze, tak schovdna za
knizku versii divala jsem se jak detektiv a vidéla jsem, jak ten miij klenot tam déld
kaspariny, Ze ty kaspariny ale vychdzeji z néj, Ze tuhle chvili sdim sobé véri a véri
tém svym Ctendriim, pro které napsal tu svou Perlicku na dné, kdyz jsem se do ni
podivala doma, tak kampak se hrabala ta jeho Perlicka na Zbabélce, na Nylonovy
v&k pana Skvoreckého, a jednu povidku pana Cechova bych vyménila za viechny
povidky Perlicky na dné... ale mdtli mé ti jeho Ctendri, kteri se divali na ten mij
poklad jako na zjeveni, dokonce se pred mym muzem Cervenali a koktali, jak byli
v rozpacich z toho $tésti, Ze mohou vidét slavnyho spisovatele a mluvit s nim. A tak,
jak rostla fronta aZ ven pred knihkupectvi, vidéla jsem, Ze roste i sebevédomi mého
muze, uz se usmival, uz zného spadla ta nervéza, milj muz dovedl byt ptirozeny jen
v téch liberiskych hospoddch, jak jsme zasli nékam do restaurace, jak jsme nékdy byli
ve spolecnosti pékné oblecenych lidi, kteri se uméli chovat a uméli jist a hovorit, tak
milj muz zbledl a délal jen samy chybny vykony a rudnul a koktal a vzpamatoval
se, teprve az kdy? jsme zase byli venku, hrozné se z téch slusnych lidi potil. Ale tady,
pri autogramiddé, kdyz mu nikdo nic nenamital, kdyZ vidél jen samé slusné lidi,
kteti maji mindrdky pred panem spisovatelem. tady milj muz byl a choval se tak jako
u pana Vanisty, tak jako na Staré posté. A pak uz prodavacky zamkly hlavni dvere
a tam skrze sklo tloukli dlanémi dalsi ctendri, ale bylo to marné, bylo Sest hodin a ti
posledni dostali posledni podpisy. Milj klenot se zvedl, tak jako jsme odchdzeli od
svatby ze Zdmecku, vonélo z néj pivo a stock... mél kruhy pod o¢ima a kruté vrdsky
kolem tist, mdvl rukou a podékoval pani vedouct, dokonce ji polibil ruku. [My jewel
went to the bookstore there on National Avenue for the book signing and he wore
a beautiful suit made for the occasion and he was decked out with a necktie and
his readers crowded round the table while a young woman, most likely a salesclerk,
held each book open for my husband to sign, and my husband looked every one of
those readers in the eye and asked kindly what theyd like him to write, and then he
scrawled his signature and was moved by the whole thing, not like he was pleased
with himself, more like all that admiration made him weak in the knees, and he

23 This phrase was not translated.
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sat there and he really did remind one of the son of the rabbi from Nikolsburk, and
I stood in the corner and peered out from behind a book of poetry, I hid behind the
book of poetry and eyed my husband like a detective, watched that jewel of mine
perform his shenanigans, but he seemed sincere, like just then he had confidence in
himself and in those readers of his, for whom he wrote his Pearl of the Deep... at
home when I flipped through the book it certainly was a far cry from something
like Mr. Skvorecky’s Cowards or Nylon Age and I'd trade every one of those sto-
ries in Pearl of the Deep for just one story by Mr. Chekhov... but what threw me
were those readers who looked at that jewel of mine in awe, they even blushed and
stammered in his presence, so excited were they at the chance to see and hear the
famous writer... And so as the line in front of the bookstore grew, so too grew my
husband’s confidence, he was all smiles now, no longer the nervous wreck... my hus-
band could only be himself in those Liberi pubs of his, the moment we entered some
restaurant where people were well dressed and behaved accordingly and engaged in
polite conversation, my husband paled and seemed confused and stammered and
blushed, and he only came to his senses once we were back outside — polite company
gave him the sweats something awful... But here, during the book signing, where he
was unrestrained by etiquette, where he was surrounded by well-behaved people
who all felt inferior to the great writer... here my husband behaved as he would at
Mr. Vanista’s, as he would at The Old Post... And then the salesgirls locked the front
doors and outside still more readers pounded on the glass, but in vain, it was six
oclock and the last signatures went to those inside... That jewel of mine got up to
go, and same as when our wedding ceremony wrapped up at the Little Chateau, he
reeked of beer and brandy... he had dark circles under his eyes and deep lines around
his mouth, he waved and thanked the manager, even kissed her hand.] (Hrabal
1995b, pp. 431-432, Hrabal 2011, pp. 10-11).

This passage is remarkable due to its setting up a confrontation of two social spheres
and its presenting a moment in which ‘mdj muZ’ does not get an inferiority complex,
i.e. does not feel intimidated by ‘people who know how to behave’, since the whole
world has for one bright moment become a beer hall, a ‘hospoda’ (‘jako u pana Vanisty,
tak jako na Staré po$t&’ (‘behaved as he would at Mr. Vanista’s, as he would at The Old
Post’) in which he fears nothing and no one. It is a rare moment of empowerment in
the official sphere for ‘mtij mu?’, who otherwise avoids all personal and bodily con-
tact with officialdom.

It is significant here that the word ‘hrabal” appears as a verb: ‘tak kampak se hra-
bala ta jeho Perli¢ka na Zbabélce, na Nylonovy vék pana Skvoreckého’ (it certainly
was a far cry from something like Mr. Skvorecky’s Cowards or Nylon Age’). It appears
in close proximity to the act of signing his name, which is presented as an act de-
scribed with the verb ‘mazat’ (‘scribble’). It is at the same time connected with ‘mj
muz’ inscribing himself with his writing into the intertextual network of world lit-
erature or at least Slavic literature (Skvorecky, Cechov).

This is the most extensive account of an encounter of ‘mij muz’ with readers be-
fore the passage ending with the Barthes reference, and thus there is cause to see
a certain equivalence between them. The key structural difference between the two
passages is that the voice of the account is assigned to ‘m®j muz’. As far as Czech
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cultural geopolitics go, we are not in the center of the headquarters of Czechoslovak
discursive hegemony, Prague, Narodni, but in Brno. Thematically the key factor isless
geography than biology, the issue of ‘birthplace’. It is a move from ultimate masking
and costuming to ultimate ‘stripping down to the skin’. But it is precisely here that
‘Mr. Barthes’ and his mask motif are introduced.

I will begin the close reading by commenting on those specifics of this particular
passage which pertain to the narrative line followed by the text at this point.

Barthes appears at a pivotal moment in the positioning of ‘m@j muz’ within his
biological family and his marriage. It is equally significant that the narrative struc-
ture here is unusually intricate. We are dealing with the by far longest passage of
reported speech of ‘m®j muZ’ in the book. This extended reported speech is, in turn,
framed by a foot-washing scenery which appears to give it a particular significance
for the narrator and ‘m®j muZ’, indeed to give the narrator a motivation to state ‘[at
that moment] I knew that he was my husband and I was his wife’* (Hrabal 2011, p. 57;
‘a té chvile jsem vé&déla, Ze on je mij manZel a j4 jsem jeho manzelka’).

Since the Barthes quote addresses the issue of third person narrative, it is im-
portant to underscore the fact that we are dealing with first person narrative within
third person narrative which introduces a second and a third voice reported an em-
bedded third person narrative: the voice of ‘this guy, pince-nez in hand’ and that of
the ‘emcee’ (‘poradatel’).

In this context I would like to return to the Birdman reference from the begin-
ning of my text. Keeping in mind that Roland Barthes appears in Hrabal’s text as
‘Mr. Barthes’, there is here, as in Birdman, a vision of the actual person Roland
Barthes appearing on the fictional and/or theatrical stage. In the colloquy in Birdman
(Barthes-man?) Barthes is ironically and absurdly a figure actually flanking a super-
hero played in the past by Riggan, one of the people involved in the colloquy about
Barthes (one who, like Riggan’s actress Clara who creates the absurd vision, doesn’t
really know who Barthes is). In being called ‘Mr. Barthes’, Hrabal’s Roland Barthes
is also part of a cast of characters operating on various levels, both systematically
and narratologically. He is also part of a colloquy concerning the gods and epic sagas
doing ‘cultural work’, these gods and sagas concerning biological and social father-
hood. By specifically addressing the act of pointing to one’s own mask, ‘Mr. Barthes’
as a mediating figure brought into the colloquy by an expert, produces the vision not
of a figure flanking the superhero Birdman, but rather of a figure who negotiates
models of fatherhood.

Iwould claim that the positioning of the biological is at the same time a distancing
from bourgeois ideology’s equation of ‘History’ and ‘Nature’ which Barthes views as
the role of literary écriture. It is this act which empowers the name ‘Hrabal’, which is
precisely the name not provided for him by the biological father.

24 The English translation leaves out the words ‘at that moment’ (‘té chvile’), which are im-
portant since they further underscore the event as such.
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..A TEN CLOVEK POVIDA... / ...AND THE GUY SAYS...
Poviddm, maminko... [SoIsay, Mother]? (Hrabal 1995a, p. 432, Hrabal 2011, p. 12).

The preterite and the third person in the Novel are nothing but the fateful gesture
with which the writer draws attention to the mask which he is wearing (Barthes
2012, P. 40).

Let us go through the passage in question voice for voice. I will be restricting the anal-
ysis to narratological aspects (voice, frame, time) and will refrain from getting even
deeper into the passage and its individual motifs, with the exception of the issue of
biological and spiritual fatherhood. I will begin with the individual voices and tech-
nologies of addressing, then take up the framing of the voices on the part of the he-
gemonic female narrator.

Putting the Barthes-Hrabal transfer (i.e. the Degree Zero-Gaps transfer) to the fore
means not only focusing on the passage in which Barthes is mentioned, but also fo-
cusing on voice, since the main interest is the meaning of the voice as mask in the
Barthesian/Cartesian sense. Thus I will be mainly locating and retracing the negotia-
tion of the placing of a ‘third person preterite’ mask on one’s narrative face. Thrice
naming the name Hrabal in this passage is from this point of view not a breakthrough
to the authentic author, but, quite the opposite: it plays through the naming of the
name as mask. It intentionally only scratches the surface. This seems to be the only
plausible interpretation of the assigning of the Barthesian mask-donning to the fig-
ure of an actor who has decided to be a fool and a clown.

Transitions from one voice/mode to another are key here. I count twelve of them
within the passage. I hope that, in counting them and accounting for them, I estab-
lish their value for the text and make my skepticism about assuming the existence of
‘a single narrator who integrates all those voices’ (Jankovi¢) plausible.

The twelve changes of voice/mode are as follows:

1. from the embedded narrator ‘miij muZ’ to the representative of the biological
father; 2. from the representative of the biological father to the embedded narrator
‘mij muz’; 3. from the embedded narrator ‘mtj muz’ to the master of ceremonies
of the reading; 4. from the master of ceremonies of the reading to the embedded
narrator ‘mtj muz’; 5. from the embedded narrator ‘m@j muZ’ to the biological sis-
ter; 6. from the biological sister to the embedded narrator reporting his own speech;
7. from the embedded narrator reporting his own speech to the embedded narrator
reporting events; 8. from the embedded narrator to the master of ceremonies; 9. from
the master of ceremonies to the embedded narrator reporting events; 10. from the
embedded narrator reporting events to the embedded narrator reporting speaking
about past speech of his own in past tense; 11. from the embedded narrator report-
ing speaking about past speech of his own in past tense to the embedded narrator
reporting speaking about Barthes’ speech in the present tense; 13. from the embedded
narrator reporting speaking about Barthes’ speech in the present tense to the Barthes
paraphrase. 13 from the Barthes paraphrase to the embedded narrator’s expansion

25 Also translatable as ‘I am telling [the story], Mother’.
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of the paraphrase (with undisclosed authorship). Our direct subject matter is com-
prised, of course, of the last three voice transitions, i.e. transitions 11, 12 and 13. The
previous nine transitions prepare the narrative ground (a ground ultimately stood on
barefoot by the hegemonic female narrator, from whom the transition from zero to
1and from 13 to zero takes place — something I will discuss in the next section). This
narrative ground is thematically something which deals with the first person narrator
(embedded in another first person narrator) weighing the effects of biological and
social birth and placing this, in turn, in historical contexts from Austria-Hungarian
Moravia to the communist Czechoslovak state. The transitions between types of per-
son (peppered with the Socialist call to the ‘comrade’) cross lines of family and their
representatives and thus place the reader at those borders and at the same time make
those borders visible. The embedded narrator, marked constantly as the familial mar-
ital, but also gendered ‘m®j muZ’ in the overriding narration of female hegemony,
creates arrangements of its own origin. This is staged at the place in which its body
appeared on the earth, and at the same time the voice of this body intones the litera-
ture (fictional voicing, cultural activity) which has caused its native town to invite the
owner of this body, addressed officially as ‘comrade’, be part of its cultural sphere.

One could claim also that the transitions provide not only thematically, but also
structurally exemplary material for the introduction of the Barthesian mask by em-
bedding third person narration in first person narration (embedded in another first
person narrative) and thus directly negotiating the very relationship of narrative
person which is at the core of Barthes’s problematization of third person bourgeois
naturalism.

I will discuss the embedded voice of ‘mtij muz’ and the twelve transitions either
singly or in groups. The voice of ‘m®j muz’, the embedded narrator, sets in as follows:

Vsecko dobry, az kdyz uz jsem stoupal do sdlu, tak tam v zatdcce stdl takovy clovék,
v prstech drZel skfipec, vedle néj stdla Zenskd, a ten ¢lovék povidd. [Everything was
fine, right up until I was ready to make my appearance, and standing there in the hall
is this guy, pince-nez in hand, and he’s with a woman, and the guy says). (Hrabal
19952, p. 479, Hrabal 2011, p. 56)

Interesting in the context of our argumentation is the switch from past to present,
which is not unusual or conspicuous, but can arguably be connected to an empha-
sized presence of the voice embedded in the embedding: the voice of the present bi-
ological sister’s and the absent biological father’s representative, designated as ‘this
person’ (‘ten ¢lovék’). Voice transition 1leads to:

Jsem povéten, vy jste pan Hrabal, nebo nejste? Jste! Povéril mé miij kamardd, byvaly
rakousky diistojnik, abych vdm ozndmil, Ze vy jste jeho syn. A tohle je vase sestra. Ze
lituje, Ze si vasi maminku tenkrdt nemohl vzit, ale odejel na bojisté na Hali¢, tady pro-
sim je jeho fotografie jako rakouského diistojnika v pldsti, tady v kabdtci vojenském.
Pak, kdyz vdlka skoncila, tak uz vase maminka byla provdand, ale to vite, je tady krev,
vds vlastni tatinek, byvaly rakousky diistojnik, je to uz dédousek, hrozné toho lituje,
ale to vite, mladd krev tenkrdt za Rakouska. a tady prosim jsou fotografie z nynéjsi
doby [I have been entrusted, you are Mr. Hrabal, are you not? You are indeed! I have
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been entrusted by my friend, a former Austrian officer, to inform you that you are
his son. And this is your sister. He regrets that he was unable to marry your mother
back then, but he was off to the battlefield in Hali¢, if you please, here is a photograph
showing him as an Austrian officer in uniform. By the time the war was over your
mother was already married, but regardless, this is your own flesh and blood, your
own father, a former Austrian officer, he’s on in years now and deeply regrets what
happened, but you know how it was back then, young blood for Austria. and if you
please, here are some photographs from back then] [sic!! — see below for correc-
tion — H. M.] (Hrabal 19952, pp. 479-480, Hrabal 2011, pp. 56-57).

It is to the voice of this representative, of this ‘comrade’ of the biological father that the
first long passage from a single perspective is assigned (the second such extended pas-
sage is in the voice of ‘m@j muZ’).The representative’s underscoring of ‘blood’ (‘krev’,
translated as flesh and blood) in combination with the naming of Hrabal’s name is
a particularly important feature of this extended addressing of the embedded narra-
tor in the town of his birth.

It is all the more significant in combination with the vocal moderation of the
handing over of the photographs given the central importance of photography in the
work of Roland Barthes: ‘if you please, here is a photograph showing him as an Aus-
trian officer in uniform’, then ‘a tady prosim jsou fotografie z nyné&jsi doby’ (translated
as ‘here are some photographs from back then..., which is incorrect — it should be
‘here are some current photographs [of him]’).? The voice of the representative per-
forms a deictic moderation of the passing over of photographs of the ‘Austrian officer’
at the time of his fathering ‘m@j muZ’ and at the current time a half a century later,
when ‘mtj muZ’ is presenting the writings he wrote, i.e. ‘fathered’ to people in the
town where he was born. This brings two types of representation into play: standing
in for the father and giving visual evidence of the father at the two crucial moments
of his entering the life of ‘m@j muZ’: the first time and most probably the last time.

In connection with Barthes, it is the presence of photography itself which takes
on singular importance. One necessarily returns to Derrida’s simultaneous reading of
Writing Degree Zero and Camera Lucida, particularly his linking of ‘blank writing’ with
‘punctum’ as two diverse (and equally impossible) strategies of what one might call
flight from code, i.e. as types of signification which flee from context tainted with ide-
ology, and in doing this address the recipient in the ideological context he is located
and make this context alien (in the sense of ostranenie). In the case of photography,
what is of key significance is the punctum which must necessarily ‘prick’ or ‘wound’
the viewer by giving him/her the illusion of unique addressing of him/her alone.

Let us bring this to bear on the constellation in the Hrabal’s text. The modera-
tion of the photographs handed over to the embedded narrator calls forth a multiple
nakedness — that of the photograph itself (punctum as bared of all context, of all
stadium), that of the body of the newborn son of the biological father being (doubly)
represented here, and above all that of the ‘[flesh and] blood” which this representer
addresses practically in the same breath as the moderation of passing over the pho-
tographs. It is parallel — this is Derrida’s point — to the paradoxical ‘blank writ-

26 The French translation is correct in this point: ‘voici des photos récents’ (Ha516).



78 SLOVO ASMYSL 24

ing’ which is simultaneously the salvation and the end of literature in Writing Degree
Zero — to a writing which casts aside all masks and attempts to just be what it is (as
opposed to a writing which embraces its own necessary masking — in this case of the
Hrabal’s text in the form of accepting the role as fool and clown).

The transition to the voice of this father representative is the core of the passage
from the point of view of autophilologically addressing its own methodology. This very
first transition of voice frames all others and also prepares most directly the Barthes
transitions at the end of the passage.

Voice transition 2 leads to:

A predal mi paklik téch fotografii a jd jsem se dival na tu moji sestru, méla ty samé
vysedlé licni kosti, ten samy kocouri ksicht jako jd. Pak ze sdlu vysel poradatel a volal
[And he handed me a deck of photos and I glanced at my sister, she had the same high
cheekbones, the same catlike face as mine. Then the emcee came out of the room call-
ing] (Hrabal 1995a, p. 480, Hrabal 2011, p. 57).

Considering all this, the transitioning back to the embedded narrator is all the more
astounding in its reference to the physical similarities to his first-seen sister and
the immediately registered similarity of both of their faces to those of cats. The
reference to ‘kocoufi ksicht’ (‘ksicht’ is translated neutrally as ‘face’ in English and
‘visage’ in French, but is more colloquial). Aside from this cat reference informing
all the extremely frequent cat references in the book (and in other books of this pe-
riod and subsequent periods), the immediate juxtaposition of the deck of photos
and the observation of the sister’s face picks up on the blood and photo discourse
quoted in the words of the father representative. He takes the photos and does not
look at them, but rather looks at the face, thus creating a new equivalence. The
same voice then reports on the invasion of the voice of officiality, calling on him
as a ‘comrade’ to play his public role. One can speak in this case without exaggera-
tion and forced reading conclusions of an immediate collision of ‘punctum’ and
‘studium’, of absolute bodily uniqueness beyond signification and the call to enter
to purely social sphere with all of its ideologies, rhetorics, and context(ualization)
s. The raised volume of ‘calling’ highlights the insistence contained in the hearing
of this voice.

Itis also an official calling on of the voice we are hearing privately to speak officially
and thus a contrast between these callings. It is the tension between those two call-
ings which forms the core of the book, bringing the private narrative constellation to
bear on the moment of the emergence of the public Czechoslovak writer and the conse-
quences of this emergence (also for the body of that writer, whose serious illnesses,
requiring an operation, are the subject of a long section).

Voice transition 3 leads to:

Hledd se soudruh Hrabal, za pét minut zac¢ne beseda! [We're looking for comrade
Hrabal, five minutes until we start!] (Hrabal 1995, pp. 480, Hrabal 2011, pp. 57).

The transition from the emphasis of the calling up of the voice and the content of the
calling itself is again extremely self-revealing, in that it announces a search for ‘com-
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rade Hrabal. After the voice of the father representative named the name Hrabal once
already, now the representative of socialist statehood names the name again, but no
longer with the bourgeois Mr., but rather with the communist ‘comrade’.
Transitions 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 I will treat together.
Transition 4 is to:

A jd jsem stdl se svou sestrou, polibil jsem ji tak, jako se libaji kocky, kdyzZ se potkaji.
Moje sestra mi Fekla [And I stood there with my sister, I gave her a kiss, a peck like cats
give each other by way of greeting. And my sister told me] (ibid.).

Transition 5 is to:

Tatinek se sem bdl prijit, zdali mu odpustite, tak prijdte zitra kndm, podivat se na naseho
tatinka, pfijdete, prosim? [Father was afraid to come himself, he didn’t know if you could
forgive him, would you consider coming to our place tomorrow, to say hello?] (ibid).

Transition 6 is to:

Ajd jsem Fekl, Ze si to rozmyslim, [And I told her I'd think about it,] (ibid.).
Transition 7 is to:

a ze sdlu...”” [and then a voice came from the ballroom] (ibid.).

Moving from telling of the parting from the sister with a ‘cat kiss’ to the words of the
sister, then to embedded narrator’s report of his own speech announcing his inten-
tion to reflect, then to the report of the place where words of officiality are calling
him to order, these four transitions form the axis around which the section turns. On
each side of the axis is a long speech, the first by the father representative, the second
by the embedded first person narrator himself. The latter is flanked by the Barthes
reference as a closing account of itself and its discursive location. This structure dem-
onstrates how precisely composed the passage and its voices are.

The axis surrounding the words of the biological sister center on a gender bor-
der analogous to that between the male embedded narrator and the hierarchically
higher female narrator. But this relationship is one not of gender, but of sex, i.e. of
pure body, with no discursive elements developing or being allowed to develop in the
end — despite the call of the sister to create some kind of discursive connection to
the biological father (the long inner speech of the embedded narrator declares and
explains this refusal). It is just as bereft of actual talking as the relationship with the
cats, and thus the bodily resemblance of the both of them to cats which the embedded
narrator notes is apt and programmatic.

27 Inthe edition currently curculating one reads ‘a ze salu zahtmélo, literally ‘it thundered from
the hall’. This is the only significant deviation between the version of Sebrané spisy Bohumila
Hrabala and that edition placed in distribution by the publisher Mlad4 fronta. The ‘thunder’
adds to the authority of the calling voice and gives it perhaps an ironically infernal quality.
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The transition to the naming of the location of the official voice calling for a sec-
ond time and insisting on the entrance into the public sphere activates the tension
already mentioned between the public and the private. It is insisting that the narra-
tor’s body, the body of the writer, move into contact with the social scene set up for it.
This border is made spatial and thus literally visible — it is the border to the gathered
public of his town of birth which marks its ruling state’s (temporarily, as it turns out)
making the words of this embedded person politically sayable by making his words
publically audible and his body publically perceptible.

The next transition is from the place of the official meeting to the voice of of-
ficiality itself with its own time considerations noting that the official colloquy has
(always) already begun.

Transition 8 is to:

Prosim soudruh Hrabal, beseda zacala! [Comrade Hrabal, if you please, we're start-
ing] (Hrabal 1995a, p. 480, Hrabal 2011, p. 57).

Transition 9 is the one which immediately frames the long colloquy of the embedded
narrator, the voice of ‘mdj muz”:

A jd jsem byl na besedé ve svém rodném mésté, nékolik minut po tom, co jsem poprvé
uvideél svou sestru, drzel jsem se pordd téch letitych podobenek muze v uniformé
starého Rakouska, a kdosi hovoril o mné, o mém dile, vytdhljsem nékteré podobenky,
ano, byl to hezky clovék, dokonce krdsny clovék. ale ¢im déle jsem se dival na ty podo-
benky, tim vic a jasnéji jsem védeél, Ze zitra nepiijdu navstivit tohoto tatinka, otce, Ze
miij tatinek je ten, ktery sice neni miij télesny otec, ale ktery mé vychoval, ktery tikal,
propadat miiZes na redlce kazdy rok, ale maturitu mit musis, ktery mé nechal vystu-
dovat, ktery mél za moji maminku hrozny pocit viny, Francin, ten, ktery se promital
do Zemly z knizky U snédeného kramu. Taky jsem tam nesel, ani za sestrou, udélal
dobre ten milj tatinek v rakouské uniformé, Ze za mnou neprisel, ted uz sim sebe
chdpu, pro¢ mdam pordd ten pocit viny, protoze jsem zil vinou, kterou trpél Francin
a maminka. A tak bez viny jsem pordd Sel do viny, pordd jsem prchal a prchal pred
tou vinou, kterd ve mné byla, jesté ne? jsem se narodil [And there I was, in the town
I was born in, at an author’s appearance, just minutes after seeing my sister for the
first time, and I held those worn photographs showing a man dressed in the uniform
of old Austria, and as someone in the background went on about me and my work
I'looked at those photos, and he certainly was a handsome man, in fact remarkably
so, but the more I looked the more convinced I was that tomorrow I would not go see
my father. My real father, though not my biological one, was Francin, the man who
raised me, the man who told me I could flunk high school every year but I'd have to
get my diploma, who allowed me to go to university, and who had a terrible feeling of
guilt on my mother’s behalf. And so I didn’t go, not even to see my sister that father of
mine in the Austrian uniform did well not to come see me, now I finally understand
myself, why I always carry that feeling of guilt. I assumed it from my mother and
Francin and without actually being guilty of anything I bore that guilt, always and
endlessly fleeing before that sense of wrongdoing, which was in me even before I was
born] (ibid.).
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For our purposes it is important to note that this second longer colloquy belonging to
one voice also has the father-photographs at its core. The simultaneity of the voices
of the readers questioning the work of the writer and the effects of the father-pho-
tographs seems to evoke the border between studium (contextualization, code) and
punctum (the gesture of uniqueness of addressing and thus of the absence of code).
The naked corporeality represented by the photographs is presented as seductive and
at the same time unacceptable: Francin, the assumed father totally accepted, also
with the ‘guilt” he brings and associated with literature and film of the first republic
(Herrmann, Fri¢) is chosen over this bodily father figure oddly connected to Austria
by means of the uniform repeatedly stressed (either as his own observation or as an
echo of the words of the father representative who points out this detail, this in turn
determining whether it is to viewed as a reality or as a costume).

In the context of my argumentation it is important to note that all three mentions
of the photo(graph)s utilize the word ‘podobenka’, while in the colloquy with the
father-representative both voices use the word ‘fotografie’ (also three times — again
a sign of careful composition). This fact alone makes it clear that it is essential to dif-
ferentiate between voices, and that the claim that all the voices are integrated into one
is extremely problematical. The word ‘podobenka’ underscores — atleast etymologi-
cally — the similarity of the image with its object, while, in contrast to ‘podobizna), it
can today only designate a photograph.? If the usage were not so clearly complemen-
tarily distributed, the use of ‘podobenka’ would not be conspicuous. Given the clear
distribution, it seems justified to bring the issue of similarity into the discussion — of
similarity as a bodily feature but also as a poetic or poetological quality (the embed-
ded narrator thinks the word ‘podobenka’ while listening to questions about his word
asked by his reading public, and this in some way answers with this word).

Given the fact that the passage ends with a reference to the mask, it is plausible
to consider this to be the paraphrase of one of Nietzsche’s most well known formula-
tions concerning the mask: ‘Alles, was tief ist, liebt die Maske; die allertiefsten Dinge
haben sogar einen Hass auf Bild und Gleichniss’ (Nietzsche 1999/1V, p. 57). Here, it
is — as in the case of ‘podobenka’ — important to underscore the basic meaning of
similarity contained in the word ‘Gleichnis][s]’.

In this context, the narrative transition from the call of the embedded narrator
into the public hall to this colloquy, which in turn negotiates various cultural, familial
and ethical identities, is an ingeniously structured focus on the multiple embedding
of the subject at hand. The border marked by the transition complex, indicative and
central. On the one hand there is the insistence of the state of being (always) already
embedded in whatever place its contingent administrative policies assign to those
subject to its absolute power. On the other hand is the inner negotiation between
the bodily lineage (from Austria) and the personally chosen lineage (from the first
Czechoslovak republic). The first is marked by the poke, the punctum of the father

28 The word ‘podobenka’ designated in the 19 century the larva of an insect. It is used two
other times in Proluky, both in the meaning of ‘photograph’: ‘kde lezelo plySové album
s podobenkami vSech predkd mého muze’ ‘tetka poloZila koldcky a tali¥ s masem a sa-
latem na desku, chvili tady setrvala, divala se na podobenku na ndhrobnim kameni, tam
byla fotografie mladika, pak vylestila prepeclivé celou hrobku’.
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materially visualized in the photographs, while the second is subject to cultural con-
textualization, including literature and film in circulation in the historically bourgeois
sphere.

This is what prepares the tenth transition, the one to the Barthes complex. Cru-
cially, the first step is the embedded narrator’s commenting on his own previous nar-
rations vis-a-vis the hegemonic female voice, which is voice transition 10:

a tak, jak uzjsem tiikal, [and like I already told you] (Hrabal 1995a, p. 480, Hrabal
2011, p. 57).

The self-reference to his own Barthes reference in the past presents a further element
of the embedded narrator’s cultural self-historization and systematic self-position-
ing. The reference to the Barthes formulation is revealed to be a repetition, perhaps
even a regularly repeated phrase in the communication between the embedded nar-
rator and the main narrator. It is marked as a known, or perhaps even a standard
perception in the background of all passages of the border between the two voices.
There follows to move to a voicing with the same authorship but in another mode: the
first person embedded narrator, after referring to his ‘having said’ the formulation
of Barthes, makes Barthes not as much into a philological or philosophical authority,
but much more into a figure in the fiction by giving him the name ‘Mr. Barthes’ (like
‘Mr. Marysko’). Thus the function of transition 11:

jak fikd pan Barthes, [like Mr. Barthes says,] (ibid.).

The same verb Fikat (in the imperfective mood, designating an act in progress and in
the present also possible a repeated act) is used for both, but the embedded narrator
refers to himself in the past, while ‘Mr. Barthes’ speaks in the present. This puts him
on the same modal level as the father-representative at the beginning of the passage,
thus creating an equivalence which informs the twelfth transition: to the Barthes
paraphrase itself:

krd¢im sice vpred, ale prstem ukazuju na svou masku, [AlthoughI forge ahead, I point
to this mask of mine] (ibid.).

The thirteenth and last voice transition is a transition hidden to those who aren't fa-
miliar with the Barthes quote, for it brings elements into the discussion which are
absent in Barthes without marking them as such:

kterou jsem si nasadil jako herec, ktery si usmyslil, Ze bude délat kaspara, Saska
[which I wear like an actor who has decided to play the clown, the fool] (ibid.).

By smuggling the clown and the fool into the making words supposedly belonging in
their entirety to Barthes, the text performs a remarkable double gesture of voicing:
the element is imported, and this importing itself marks itself as the act of a clown
who juggles with the Barthes text in a manner which contaminates it, but in naming
the clowning, cancels the clown-like activity as primary work with the text. In this
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way, the double third person narration of the embedded narrator speaking about him
as one who quoted Barthes in the past and of the Barthes words themselves undergo
an operation which one could view, in turn, as being Barthesian — they ‘drift’ away
from the direct designation of a subject matter and unmask’ their own drifting.

In accounting for the transfer of Barthes’s words to the context (and negotiation
of contextualization itself) in the Hrabal text, I have only marked the most basic ef-
fects of the transitions from one narrative voice or mode to another. Much more work
would need to be done on the explanation of individual motifs and of course of the
intertextual (and intratextual) references which go beyond the Barthes paraphrase
and interact with it. I leave this for more in-depth study and move on to the larger
framing of all of the operations sketched here. I will only cast a brief glance at this
last topic.

NAKED FRAMING: THE WASHING OF FEET

Useknutd noha. Viktorinus [Severed feet. Victorinus] (Legenda zahrand na strundch
napjatych mezi kolébkou a rakvi, in Hrabal 1994, p. 350, trans. H. M.).?°

Kdy? ji vedli nahou do nevéstince, zahalili ji andélé do jejich vlasii. Ovce. Agnes [As she
was led into the bridal chamber, angels hid in her hair. A sheep. Agnes] (ibid., p. 352).

Having broken down the embedded narrative and all of the embedding contained in
it, I will take one step back and one step forward in the narratology and look at the
framing which brackets the embedded narration of ‘mtj muZ’. The transition from
zero to one is as follows:

sedél u stolu, hrdl si s pivnim tdckem, prsty mu kmitaly, nedovedl zastavit tu jejich
hru s kulatym papirovym tackem s ndpisem Zlaty tygr. Tak jaky to tam bylo? poviddm
a vnorila jsem Spinavé, zaprdsené nohy do lavoru. Poklekl, mydlil mi a omyval ty
moje nohy a tise vyklddal [he sat at the table playing with a beer coaster, fingers going
like crazy, he couldn’t stop fiddling with that round paper coaster from The Golden
Tiger. So how was it? I asked as I plunged my dirty, dusty feet into the tub. He kneeled
down and lathered and washed my feet and then said quietly] (Hrabal 1995a, p. 480,
Hrabal 2011, p. 57).

The transition from twelve back to zero ends in the unexpected and rather dramatic
declaration of the hegemonic female narrator that she recognized that she and ‘muj
muz’ are really husband and wife:

[...] hovofil milj muz, divala jsem se na ného dolil, klecel pfede mnou a umypval mi
nohy, mylminohy a té chvilejsem védéla, Ze on je milj manzel a jd jsem jeho manzelka.
[so said my man, kneeling before me, washing my feet, and I knew that he was my
husband and I was his wife]. (Hrabal 1995a, p. 480, Hrabal 2011, p. 57).

29 There is no English translation of this text.
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The image of the speaker of the embedded narration, marked as male, washing the
female main narrator’s feet as he tells his tale should not be ignored. It seems to be
atravesty of one of the two famous foot-washing or foot-anointing scenes of the New
Testament, i.e. either Jesus washing the disciple’s feet, or, more likely, Mary of Beth-
any anointing Jesus’ feet with costly oil. The reversal of the gender roles, making the
female narrator into the Christ figure, should be noted.

The image of bare feet is important in Hrabal’s writing of the 1980s in at least one
other context — in the already mentioned text Kdo jsem / Who I am. As I already dis-
cussed in my first analysis of the text which alone due to its title might be called auto-
biographical (but of course it is not simply autobiography, indeed also due to the me-
diation of Barthes), the seemingly anarchic text ends with the image of bare-footed
women traversing the Moravian countryside. It would be going too far to describe
the passage in Kdo jsem / Who I am as directly complimentary to this scene in Proluky
/ Gaps, but it is striking that the foot-washer has just returned from a trip to the very
area of Moravia where the peregrination of the bare-footed women is taking place.

In the analysis of the article (Meyer 2014) I noted that the narrator of Kdo jsem /
WhoIam describes both his own liking for going barefoot and the barefooted wander-
ing women of Moravia. This gives the motif a transgendered quality which is impor-
tant for the context I am writing about here. Stripping feet bare in order to wander,
then donning the shoes again upon the arrival in town — this seems to be the op-
posite of what we are dealing with here: the removal of footwear in preparation for
playing the role of a listener, not a teller.

In my specific analysis I underscored the fact that thematizing bare-footedness
underscores walking itself, i.e. literally setting-foot (Begehung) and its impression
on the body, rather than the goal of the journey, and significantly enough the goal of
the journey in the seventh and last section of Kdo jsem / Who I am is the place of the
very birth whose biological fatherhood stands in question in the passage of Proluky /
Gaps which contains the Barthes reference: Brno-Zidenice.

I further note in that other study that the images of bare-footedness bring to-
gether the present of fetching water in Kersko barefoot and the long-gone past of the
bare-footed wandering women, and that both seem to be part of a quasi-Rousseau-
esque critique of civilization which is in contrast with another passage in the fourth
section of the text which demonizes practically applied numbers — an example of
this practical application being the numerically expressed sizes of shoes and cloth-
ing. A sphere of non-quantification, of peregrination with no particular destination:
this is the bare-footedness with which the text Kdo jsem / Who I am ends.

In addition, the non-progression and the non-quantification is also a factor in the
departure and distancing from history itself which plays a large role in the text which
begins with a rejection of all actions which might actually change (historical) reality
(this, in turn, being a pastiche or parody of Barthes’s inaugural lecture). In the con-
text of my analysis here, one might say that this distancing from history is a version
of the ‘blank writing’ which Barthes advocates in Writing Degree Zero: the only escape
from a (or in a) language poisoned by malicious history.

In a general sense the narrator revealing her soiled bare feet as a preparation for
‘m0j muz’ telling her the story of his biological father brings images of corporeal-
ity together in a manner which is extremely ambivalent. The tale told by ‘m@j muz’
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tells of nothing but the utter rejection of any connection to the corporeal bond of
biological fatherhood on the part of the ‘Austrian officer’. The washing of the feet as
the stage direction for this speech can thus not be an affirmation of corporeality itself.
It would affirm all the more the biblical references mentioned earlier, particularly
that of Martha'’s sister Mary anointing Christ’s feet by spreading costly oil upon them
with her hair — Mary being the very one whose job it is to listen, indeed to listen to
the wisdom of a Savior whose role in history is to overcome the power of the flesh
itself — except it is the woman whose feet are being washed/anointed, not the man.

Still, the rejection of the biological father which is the upshot of the story told by
‘mij muZ’ is in its own way an overcoming of the flesh and of biological family analo-
gous to that of Christ, who says:

There is no man that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or
wife, or children, or lands, for my sake, and the gospel’s, / but he shall receive an
hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, and
children, and lands, with persecutions; and in the world to come eternal life (Mark
10: 29-30).

It would be possible and indeed quite enlightening to follow this biblical trail further,
but that will have to take place in another study. I note here that this too is a transfer-
ring and transferred reading.

THE ENDS OF A CLOWN-MASK, THE CLOWN-MASK OF AN ENDING

Vzdycky jsem byl tim kulovym filkem, ktery se prochdzi ve slunci s rolnickou v ruce,
ta zddnlivé $askovsky Cepice mne provdzi i dnes [I was always that Schellenober
(queen/jack of diamonds)*® walking in the sun with a jingle bell in his hand, and this
seeming fool’s cap accompanies me till today] (Hrabal 1995b, p. 221, trans. H. M.).

Truly: hrabal means he dug, he scratched or he raked. It is impossible to tie off all the
loose ends left in these remarks, including, as I just noted, with the implications of
the Christological framing just sketched (it seems to link up to the appearance of Je-
sus Christ and the other biblical figures and Catholic saints in texts ranging from Mo-
rytdty a legendy® in the 60s to Too Loud a Solitude in the 70s, perhaps even to the Kain
complex which goes back to the early 50s). It is impossible to even hint at the direc-
tions such an analysis might take.

30 The name of this card in the Deutsches Blatt for games like Schafkopf, Skat and the Czech
Maria$ cannot be translated in terms of the French card system, since the German/Bohe-
mian card system has no female figures, while at the same time the position of the Ober/
filek corresponds to the queen, and Schelle/koule corresponds theoretically to diamonds.

31 In this context it would be essential to take up the brilliant study of Xavier Galmiche
(2002) on Morytdty a legendy as a ‘collage de genres’, particularly since there is a special
focus on the most relevant text for the issue, Legenda zahrand na strundch napjatych mezi
kolébkou a rakvi.
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It is possible only to note that our work in this field has just begun and marvel at
the fact that his work is beginning so late in the course of Hrabal studies, thus short-
changing a body of writing whose value for the working through of transferred and
transferring reading is enormous. I hope to at least have demonstrated the enormity
of this value.

Coming back to the issue of transferred and transferring reading itself, I hope to have
demonstrated that the exact manner and mode in which a writing reading (literally)
incorporates the read text into its corpus need to be retraced with great patience.
Things are more complex than they seem at first glance. The text’s composition is
the product of great literary handicraft (and craftiness) than the first impression of
messy jottings might indicate, just as the impression of a simple masking of autobi-
ography turns out to be a ploy of the text which many have fallen for.

I hope to have indicated that one needs to read with a mind to the complexity of
the hospitably receiving house of the text. This house text reads by writing, i.e. receives
by giving a new space. Having said this, I know I am, to give one example of possible
complexities, potentially provoking a whole new discussion on the writerly and the
readerly text coming out of Barthes’s S/Z. The same must be said about an application
of Derrida’s late philosophy of hospitality which has been in the background of all
references to the house, to the oikos.

Finishing my argument with the question of cultural transfer, I note that the is-
sue of natural language and national culture is made extremely intricate in the Hra-
bal’s text. This is indicated by the bringing of the odd couple of ‘Mr. Marysko’ and ‘Mr.
Barthes’ onto the stage. But also the official Neostalinist Internationalism which frames
the political surroundings of Proluky / Gaps as a text associated with a ‘writer in liqui-
dation’ is a key factor for the assessment of the overdetermined border transgressed
in the reading writing and the writing reading at hand. Much methodological attention
could be paid to the reflection on the ideological which could in some way be derived
from East and West or from the ‘second World’s’ work with the ‘First World". How-
ever, all of these larger issues can only be properly addressed when one retraces the
intricate steps the text itself is taking in dealing with appropriated alien texts such
as that of Barthes. Precisely because this appropriation is takes place in the mode of
self-declared ‘clowning around’, it needs to be treated as serious business.

The text plays at playfulness and masks the truth of masking. The work of trans-
ferred and transferring reading in the case of Roland Barthes is based on this es-
sential double gesture which could be read as a comment on any ‘semantic gesture’
(Mukatovsky) which might be associated with the model of authorship which
a Hrabal’s texts works though.
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RESUME / RESUME

Masky Rolanda Barthese v Prolukdch Bohumila Hrabala:

vyklad prenosu a prenosy vykladu

Zminka o Rolandu Barthesovi v jedné kli¢ové pasazi Hrabalovych Proluk je zde ¢ten jako index opa-
kovani a vyjednavani autobiografi¢na (které nesmime zamétiovat s autobiografiénosti samotného
textu, alespoti ne ve vztahu k autorovi, resp. jeho Zené jakoZto nominalni vypravééce). Jankovié
sice odmital odliSovani jednotlivych perspektiv a zdiraziloval, Ze se fe¢ textu hrouti do textu ,je-
diného vypravé&e, ktery v sobé spojuje vechny [ostatni] hlasy*, avsak peélivé éteni pasaZe obsahu-
jici zminku o Barthesovi — v niZ se téZ objevuje Hrabaltv biologicky otec ve dvou verzich a v po-
dobé bali¢ku fotografii — prokaze relevanci pfesného odliSeni obou hlasti a médif, k ¢emuz nutno
vztdhnout Barthesova zkoumani distribuce hlasovi a temporality v méstanském romanu, zarover
objastiujici ironi¢nost postmarxistického vstupu do neostalinistické scenérie. Tak vypadaji pod-
minky pro (zatim nikdy dtisledné provedené) penesené i pfenasejici barthesovské éteni Hrabalo-
vych textl z osmdesatych let, zvlasté téch domnéle autobiografickych.

Roland Barthes’s Masks in Bohumil Hrabal’s Gaps:

Accounts of a Transfer, Transfer of Accounts

The mention of Roland Barthes in a key passage of Bohumil Hrabal’s Proluky (Gaps) is read here as
anindex of a repetition and negotiation of the autobiographical, which should not be confused with



HOLT MEYER 89

the text itself being autobiographical, at least not with respect to its author (or the author’s wife,
the nominal narrator of the text). Despite Jankovi¢’s insistence on not differentiating perspectives
and collapsing all of the speech of the text into the voice of a ‘single narrator who integrates all
[other] voices’, close reading of the passage mentioning Barthes — which is also the passage in
which the biological father of Hrabal appears in the form of two representatives and a pack of pho-
tographs — makes it clear that exact differentiation of both voices and media is essential, and that
Barthes’ studies of the voicing and temporality of the bourgeois novel must be brought to bear on
this, while of course accounting for the irony of the post-Marxist entry into a neo-Stalinist setting.
These are the conditions for a transferred and transferring Barthes reading of Hrabal’s texts of the
1980s (especially those deemed autobiographical) which has never been systematically and conse-
quently thought through.
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