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5. THE THEME OF “APOCALYPSE” AS A KEY BUILDING
BLOCK OF UNDERGROUND LITERATURE DURING
THE PERIOD OF “NORMALIZATION"

Firstly, some remarks regarding the two expressions in commas in
the title of this text.

1) The Greek word apokalypsis, meaning “revelation” that we
know chiefly from the New Testament, is often used in a non-reli-
gious sense in present-day Czech as a synonym for doom, perceived
in a general or final sense, but in a partial sense too.

So the modern Czech literary variant of the Biblical or gnostic
apocalypse definitely has no connotations of wild visions of “a star
named Wormwood”™ or a “a beast with ten horns and seven
heads™, or of kings assembled at “a place called Harmagedon"?;
the sense of it is simply a premonition of the end, or extinction.

2) The expression “normalization”, which acquired a new, politi-
cal meaning in Czech after 1969, is a very good example of the prin-
ciples of Orwellian Newspeak, or what Bohumil Hrabal called
“semantic confusion”, being introduced into everyday speech.
There are other examples of such political and journalistic jargon
from the early seventies, of “semantic shifts” due to pressure from
the regime and the political situation. The spontaneous process of
democratization in 1968 started to be described as “counter-revo-
lution”, which was intended to suggest, among other things, that
the Stalinist putsch of 1948 was a “revolution’; the invasion of
Czechoslovakia by troops of foreign countries was suddenly desig-
nated “fraternal assistance”; and the usurper regime and what was
still at its core a totalitarian system was described as “democratic
socialism”.

The clear aim of the Czechoslovak puppet government, which
was once more entirely in the hands of pro-Kremlin apparatchiks
was not only to totally suppress the remnants of the efforts of

1) Revelation 8:11.

2) Revelation 13:1.

3) Revelation 16:16.

4) See Hrabal's text collage entitled Sémanticky zmatek [Semantic confusion], in
Sebrané spisy Bohumila Hrabala, vol. 15 - Domdct utkoly, Praha: PraZska imaginace,
Praha 1995, p. 363.
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democratization of 1968 and silence its representatives at all costs,
but also to deprive people of their means of expression, and hence
their scope for communication and mutual understanding.
Enforcing changes in the meaning of many well-used expres-
sions, which were contingent on specific historical realities was
also an attempt to alter the way people actually thought, because
if something in Czechoslovak history in the period 1948-1989 was
worthy of the description “normalization” then it was precisely that
attempt at democratization in 1968, and not the years following
the Soviet occupation. So perhaps it is not surprising that the po-
ets and writers who sought in the 1970s to reflect in an authentic,
unmanipulated and non-ideological manner on the time they were
living in - one truly characterized by a new “confusion” as at Babel,
if not of “tongues” then at least of one tongue - tended to update
the theme of doom, or “apocalypse” in the broadest sense of the word.

It is a well-known fact that in 1968, the literary authors and mu-
sicians of the Czech underground of the seventies and eighties were
definitely not among the foremost representatives of the democra-
tization process of “renewal’, either as politicians, columnists, or
journalists. Broadly speaking, the latter were mostly members of
the Communist Party with varying degrees of attachment to genuine
democracy (i.e., people who were previously socially privileged, who
had now become aware of the possibility, or rather the necessity of
economic and political reforms). However, insofar as those literary
authors and musicians of the future underground were mostly quite
young, they took advantage of the much greater degree of freedom
of those days to express their views and engage in artistic activity
as much as possible. Nevertheless, the very fact that they did not
get involved in the thick of political activity meant that they were
subsequently capable of reflecting the frustration of the Husak
regime’s emerging “normalization” much more objectively than
the foremost Czechoslovak writers, political commentators and
journalists of the time - the future emigrés or so-called dissidents,
who were, by and large, totally absorbed by the specific political
message of 1968/69. Another paradoxical advantage of the authors
and creators, who would subsequently become the main exponents
of underground culture, was the fact that until the beginning of
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the 1970s they had either simply languished on the fringes of
the Czech literary scene® (sometimes deliberately and consciously
out of an aversion to anything that was fashionable, sometimes be-
cause of the subject-matter of the period was mostly alien to them,
while their own subject-matter did not attract sufficient interest
among the wider readership, but mostly because most of their texts
were not publishable at all before 1968, and the subsequent period
of relative democracy was too short), or they didn't manage to even
enter Czech literary circles, or their first appearance in print was
limited to a few magazine issues in 1968-69.°

These minor observations of a psychological and sociological
nature, rather than from a literary and historical viewpoint, should
be borne in mind if we are to adequately interpret the literary
underground, particularly that of the 1970s. But another way of
looking at it would be to conclude that the underground authors
of those days were much less traumatized by 1968 than the former
leading figures and future dissidents, who were suddenly - again in
a very Orwellian sense - not only prevented from being published,
but were actually “erased” from the history of Czech literature and
culture. And one other factor should probably also be taken into
account, namely that the frequent visions of doom, destruction,
hopelessness, and sometimes self-destruction or at least disinte-
gration or decay, as articulated by underground authors were truly
much more universal than the reflections on personal frustrations
from the pens of the “sixty-eighters” (suffice it to mention the well-
known polemic between Milan Kundera and Véclav Havel on
“Czech Destiny”’) and are also only in apparent contradiction with

5) Such as Egon Bondy, Milan Kni?4k, Ivan M. Jirous or Andrej Stankovi¢, as well
as the marginalized folk singers such as Jaroslav Hutka or Vlastimil Tfe$tiak, and
particularly the disdained rock musicians writing their own texts under the influence
of the American underground music and literary scene of the time.

6) Such as Vratislav Brabenec, Svatopluk Karések, Pavel Zaji¢ek, and Frantisek Panek,
as well, of course, as the entire “younger underground generation” who wouldn't
appear on the (samizdat) literary scene until the 1980s.

7) See Havel's essay “Cesky 1d&l?” [The Czech Deal?], in HAVEL, Véclav, Spisy 3 - Eseje
a jiné texty z let 1953-1969, Praha: Torst, Praha 1999, p. 888 (the notes also include
the text of Milan Kundera's essay, “Cesky udél”, pp. 992-998).
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the markedly joyful creative atmosphere so typical of the “merry
ghetto” of the underground in the first half of the 1970s. That mi-
cro-community, was also the natural source of the “micro-climate”
that allowed like-minded individuals and artists to survive better
and support each other, a source of self-affirmation, and sometimes
of “feedback”. (The fact that the Czech underground was also a very
heterogeneous community, even though its exponents were initially
above all rock musicians and fans of that “accursed music” and of
the specific value system and lifestyle associated with it, was more
the outcome of a happy coincidence; this fact is anyway very familiar
and need not be particularly emphasized.?)

Now a few examples of “apocalyptic” themes in underground
poetry:

Milan Knizak's experimental musical formation AKTUAL® was in
many respects the forerunner of the Czech underground in the real
sense of the word. In addition to ephemeral Czech bands such as
the the Primitives Group or The Hell's Devils, it was Aktual that
inspired The Plastic People of the Universe that came into being
somewhat later, in autumn 1968, and is now the most acclaimed leg-
end of the Czech underground, as well as the band DG 307, formed

8) See particularly: “Zprava o tfetim ¢eském hudebnim obrozeni”, in JIROUS, Ivan M.,
Magortw zdpisntk, Praha: Torst, 1997, p. 171. Also: MACHOVEC, Martin, “Od avant-
gardy pres podzemi do undergroundu” [From the Avant-Garde via Unofficial Publish-
ing to Underground: The Midnight Editions Circle, 1949-1955, and the Underground
Circle of the Plastic People, 1969-1989], in Pohledy zevnitf, Praha: Pistorius & Ol3an-
ska 2008 (part of it in English is Chapter 1 of this volume); also: JANOUSEK, Pavel
(ed.), Dejiny ceské literatury 1945-1989, vol. IV, 1969-1989, Praha: Academia, 2008,
esp. the chapter “Spoletenstvi a poetika undergroundu”’, pp. 279-295; the chapter
“Préza undergroundu, okruh Revolver Revue”, pp. 455-460.

9) The original recordings and some cover versions of Aktual songs were released on
2 CDs: AKTUAL - ATENTAT NA KULTURU, Praha: Anne Records, 2003; AKTUAL - DETI
BOLSEVIZMU, Louny: Guerilla Records, 2005.

(88)



in 1973, and several other underground bands including Umé&l4
hmota [Artificial Material].lt

A number of Knizak’s texts!? mostly from 1968 were written in
an obviously ironic spirit of political provocation, or even blasphe-
my, such as: I Love You and Lenin, The Kids of Bolshevism, Messiah
The Bolshevik, and Bolshevik Gods, others articulate a vision of
a “new world”, undoubtedly spawned by the utopia of American
60s “counter-culture”, such as The Apostles, How Divine it Would Be,
Fuck and Don't Make War, Emissaries from the Cosmos, City of Actu-
als, The March of the Actuals. The notions of fundamental “change”,
“transformation”, and “purification” they contain already have
something in common with “apocalyptic” moods. But KniZak's best-
known texts of 1968 are probably Assault on Culture and Be a Pig.
The latter includes the words: “Throw out your brain / Throw out
your hearts / throw out all / that makes you human // Be a pig / Be
a pig / Be a pig / Be a pig // A pig lives well / eats drinks and fucks
/ its life away”.® This reflection of disgust at pseudo-humanity in
the form of an appeal was without doubt already very radical.

Even before Egon Bondy became acquainted with The Plastic Peo-
ple and their community, he wrote many poetic and philosophical

10) The original recordings of DG 307 compositions were released on a number of CDs.
The most valuable are: DG 307 - HISTORIE HYSTERIE. Archiv dochovanych nahrdvek
1973-75 [2 CDs], Louny: Guerilla Records, 2004; DG 307 - SVEDEK SPALENYHO CASU
1979/1980 [5CDs], Louny: Guerilla Records, 2013.

11) The group Uméla hmota soon split up in two groups: Milan “Dino” Vopalka's Umé&la
hmota II and Josef “Vatadk” Vondruska's Umé&la hmota III. The original recordings
are found on 4 CDs: UMELA HMOTA II. VE SKLEPE - 1976/77 [2 CDs], Louny: Guerilla
Records, 2003. JOSEF VONDRUSKA: THE DOM & UMELA HMOTA IIl - ROCK’'N'ROLLOVY
MILACEK [2CDs], Louny: Guerilla Records, 2010.

12) A collection of Kniz4k's texts for Aktual were published in the volume: KNfZAK,
Milan, Pisné kapely Aktual, Praha: Mata, 2003. The English translations by Karolina
Dolanska of some of Kniz4k's lyrics are found in a booklet added to the CD Déti
bol$evizmu (Footnote 9).

13) In Dolansk4’s translation. The original Czech text: ,Staiite se prasetem // za-
hodte mozky / zahodte srdce / zahodte v8echno / co vas dé&la ¢lovékem // STANTE
SE PRASETEM! / STANTE SE PRASETEM! / STANTE SE PRASETEM! / STANTE SE
PRASETEM! // prase si dobte Zije / jen Zere a pije / a taky mrda // STANTE SE PRASE-
TEM! / STANTE SE PRASETEM! / STANTE SE PRASETEM! / STANTE SE PRASETEM!*
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texts that could be interpreted as a modern parallel with apocalyptic
or prophetic/admonitory literature. The evidence is also there to
show that “thirsting for an apocalypse” or rather for a “radical social
change”, which simply must come about, even if it involves huge
social upheavals or the actual extinction of existing civilisations,
constituted an entire creative line of thought in Bondy's literary
oeuvre from the 1950s. There is no space here, however, to deal
with it in more detail, besides which this particular strand of his
work would seem to have less of an impact on the underground of
the 1970s.

Although Bondy’s Tzv. “Bfeznovd bdseri 1971”, ¢tend na verejném
shromdzdéni [The So-Called “March Poem 1971” - Read at a Public
Gathering], from the collection Zdpisky z poéatku let sedmdesdtych
[Notes from the Beginning of the 1970s]* was written before its
author was accepted by the underground community as an “under-
ground classic”, in places its style clearly anticipates the texts he
wrote in subsequent years, when the underground became truly
entwined with his life and work. The text is actually one long litany:
a series of curses and warnings, in which - truly in the manner of
a Biblical prophet - the author indicts not only his neighbours, but
all people indiscriminately:*

14) This collection was published in vol. 7 of Bdsnické dilo Egona Bondyho, Praha:
Prazské imaginace, 1992, pp. 5-55 (the text cited is on pp. 40-42); the original sami-
zdat edition dates from 1972; more recently in Bdsnické spisy II - 1962-1975, Praha:
Argo, 2015, pp. 346-351.

15) Compare Gerald Turner’s translation with Bryson's and Klepetatovd's translation
of the same part of the text as quoted in the previous text (chapter 4 of this volume).
The original Czech text of this part of the poem goes as follows: “Ne - je jasné Ze
nelze zacit bojovat holyma rukama a zni¢ehonic / ale kdo jesté je ¢lovékem / musi
se uz od nynéjska ptipravovat / protoze rezim statniho kapitalismu musi byt zni¢en /
jen nesmite znovu dopustit abyste se opét jako v osmasedesatém dali vlacet pro-
fesionalnimi aparatniky / Svobody Dubteky a Cerniky / ktetf pochopiteln& nemaji
zéjem na tom aby se opravdu zmé&nil reZim jenZ je vytvotil a z ného Ziji / Musite si
stale byt védomi Ze socialismus / neni nic vic a nic mi1 / nez samospravna organizace
spoletnosti / ze tedy véechna sila je ve vagich rukou / jen kdyz jich pouzijete / A po-
chopite pravé ted / co ¥ikd Mao Ce-tung / Ze nikdo nemtize osvobodit lidi shora / shora
je je mozno jen ujaFmit / Za vasimi zady se ve skutetnosti t¥ese vykotistovatelské
oligarchie / Sovétsky svaz neptezije osmdesata léta / ale vy musite byt pfipraveni
/ 1 kdyby pozavirali v8echny marxisty / nemohou pozavirat viechny vas // Nepidu
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[...] No - obviously we can't start to struggle with our bare hands and out
of nowhere / but whoever is still human must as of now prepare them-
selves / because the regime of state capitalism must be destroyed / but
you mustn't let yourselves be dragged along by the professional aparat-
chiks as you did in sixty-eight / the Svobodas, Dubéeks and Cerniks /
who understandably are not interested in a change of the regime they
created and which gives them their livelihood / You must always be
aware that socialism / is no more and no less / than the self-governing
organisation of society / and so all power is in your hands/ so long as you
use it / And at this moment you will understand Mao Zedong when he
says / that no one can liberate people from above/ from above they can
only be enslaved // In reality, behind your backs the exploitative oligar-
chy is shaking / the Soviet Union will not survive the nineteen-eighties /
but you must be prepared / Even if they jailed all the Marxists / they
can't jail all of you // I don't write poetry for you, and I've never wanted
to write poetry / if you want poetry shit on your faces and smear it all
over like skin cream / which precisely suits your souls / Because the bru-
tality in which individual people are deprived of their freedom and even
their lives is not the most terrible thing / the most terrible thing of all
is the bestiality with which they force us to watch it and even applaud
/ If you're in your sixties go form a queue at the crematorium / if you're
in your forties may your genitals and your wives’ and vile mistresses’
genitals rot away while you're alive / if you're in your twenties go off
straight away and hang yourselves / unless from today you prepare every
day for war war war / war and war on the criminals / who otherwise /
won't waste time with you [...]

As they listened to such appeals, the young underground new-
comers of the time tried to express their own feelings, which chimed

vam poesii a nikdy jsem vAm nechtél psat poesii / chcete-li poesii naserte si do
ksichtu a p&kné si to rozmaZte jako pletovy krém / ktery pravé k vasi dusi slusi / Nej-
stra$néjsi neni totiZ brutalita s niZ jednotlivi lidé jsou zbavovani svobody ba Zivota /
nejstradnéjsi je bestialita s niZ nés v8echny s klidem ptinucuji ptihliZet ba tleskat /
Sedesatiletf - jd&te se p¥imo postavit do fronty pted krematorium / &tyticetileti - at
vam uhnije zaZiva vase ptirozenf i ptirozeni vasich manZelek a hnusnych milenek /
dvacetiletf - jdéte se rovnou obésit / jestlize nebudete ode dneska ptipravovat den
co den véalku valku valku / valku a valku zloginctim / ktef jinak / s vami nebudou
délat zadné cavyky”.
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in to a great extent with the thoughts quoted. A number of texts
by Pavel Zaji¢ek, written in the years 1973-75 for his experimental
band DG 307, express above all a yearning to destroy existing pseu-
do-values. The influence of Milan KniZak is quite evident in them,
such as Attack on History, Paper aPpsolute, Appearance, When, Dege-
neration, Sewer Called Fetishism. There is a truly apocalyptic mood in
the texts: Returns and Purification. Returns has the words “the return
of time / without limit / the return of space / without possession
/ the return of the rock / to the cliff // everything as at the begin-
ning / of creation / everything to the primordial transformation //
the return of wild / nature / to obliterated cities / the return of iron
to the earth / the return of stars / fallen long ago [...]"."

We note a similar mood at the end of Purification: “[...] every
morning we should purify ourselves / every night we should make
love / and at every moment we should be / prepared for the end”.*®

In Zajitek's early works, however, we can also hear utopian tones,
paradoxically joyful visions of the world, in which it is possible to
live in spite of all the horrors. These “post-apocalyptic” themes,
which will be referred to later, are probably the most original con-
tribution of the Czech underground ghetto to Czech literature. In
Zajitek's poem New Warriors, which is actually a not particularly
ironic paraphrase of Norbert Zoula's “working-class anthem” Prison
Song, these aspects are particularly evident: “[...] new warriors are
arising / in hope rejoicing / new warriors are arising / no whores
demanding / new warriors are arising / enthused and understand-
ing”.”? In the text Explosion of Thought a positive attitude to life after

16) See the volume Z[AJICEK], Pavel, DG 307 (Texty z let 1973-1980), Praha: Vokno,
1990.

17) The Czech original: “Névraty // névraty ¢asu / bez omezeni / navrat prostoru /
bez vlastnéni / navrat kamene / do skaly // v8e jako na potatku / tvofeni / v8e se do
prvotniho / proméni // navrat divoky / pfirody / do vyhlazenejch mést / navrat Zeleza
do zemsky hmoty / navrat d4vno / spadlejch hvézd [...]".

18) The Czech original: “O&istovani // [...] kazdy rano bychom se méli oistovat /
kazdou noc bychom se méli milovat / kazdou vtetinu bychom méli bejt / ptipraveny
na konec”.

19) The Czech original: “Novy bojovnici // [...] vstavaj novy bojovnici / v nad&ji se
radujici / vstavaj novy bojovnici / z4dny kurvy #adajici / vstavaj novy bojovnici /
nad$eny a chépajici”.
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“destruction” is also apparent: “[...] the explosion of thought / heats
up the air / explosions of sympathy /a penetrating sound // how
beautiful is / this destruction / how beautiful is /a common spirit”.2

The fact that Knizak's, Zajitek’s and above all Bondy's postulates
expressed in poetic or quasi-poetic texts are more reminiscent of
proto-communist than early-Christian visions, and that they tend
to evoke slightly the refrain of Pottier’s once popular song, namely:
C'est la lutte finale, / groupons-nous, et demain / L'Internationale / Sera
le genre humain, is certainly not fortuitous, because the Christian
apocalypse and eschatology were revived repeatedly in the course
of history, and sometimes what they inspired was used to surpris-
ing ends, but in the case of the Czech underground authors these
reminiscences are always offset by a strong dose of irony and
self-deprecation, which, moreover, is one of the other permanent
features of underground literature as a whole, which we shall also
mention later.

There are no ideological or theological references in the apoca-
lyptic themes of Frantigek Panek, another outstanding underground
author, albeit one with a markedly psychopathic personality. Symp-
tomatic in that respect is the qpening text of Panek’s cycle from
the 1970s and 1980s%, the poem Monarch God:

In the frame of the graves through space / talons on the wings of
the corpses / there appeared voices of predatory / riddles! // The cra-
dle of the birth through the asshole / the glowing miracle so unique /
the stroke of the end, the ideal / dung-beetle of mist, the ghost of nausea
/ the death’s head moth, the monarch God.

20) The Czech original: “Exploze mysleni // [...] exploze ptemejileni / rozpaluje
vzduch / vybuchy souciténi /pronikavej zvuk // jak krasny je / todle ni¢eni / jak
krasnej je / spole&nej duch”.

21) A complete collection of Panek’s poems in their original versions was published
in PANEK, Fanda, Vita horribilis 1972-1985, Praha: Kalich, 2007 (Panek’s original
samizdat collections were either untitled or came out under the title U prdele [I don't
give a shit].)

22) The Czech original: “Monarcha Bith // V rdmu hrobt prostoru / drapy na mrtvol
k¥idlach / zjevil se hadanek dravéich / hlasy! // Porodu prdeli kolibka / za¥ci zazrak
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In the text entitled Ill Will the vision of extinction is powerfully
present:

111 Will / To your life, dude, you've got the will / It's a dream / Like
the brontosaurus / you'll just / die out, / dude. // Icarus / He flew up high,
dude / Today same as yesterday / you fell / in the fucking shit, / you hog.
// Vermin / You know fuck-all about it, you worm, / that in the grave of
nature / you dig graves, / dude, / in your / fucking self.?

When Panek's text Elidstiv ohert [Elijah’s Fire] or [St. Elmo's Fire]
was set to music by The Plastic People, a poetic image in which
a fundamental reassessment of values was established not simply
by contrast but rather by creating a parallel or synonymity between
a so-called lofty vision of “love begotten by God” and a so-called
inferior vision symbolized here by “a bottle of rum already begun”.?

The “primitive rocker”, drug addict, and highly idiosyncratic
naive poet Josef Vondruska wrote lyrics that may probably be
considered in the context of underground literature to be direct
variations on “apocalyptic themes”. The very titles of the poems or
songs, that were set to music by the band Uméla hmota,? speak for
themselves, such as Strange Theatre, Living Corpses, Wild Angels, and
particularly End of the World - a text that was allegedly inspired by
Bondy's prose work Disabled Siblings. Vondruska's End of the World
includes the words: “[...] Sirens started to wail / migraines are

unikum / konce $lak, ideal / hovnival mlh mdloby duch / smrtihlav monarcha Bih*.
23) The Czech original: “Zvali // Zvili / k Zivotu m&s vole vili / je to sen, / jak bron-
tosaurus / vymie$ / vole / jen. // Ikar / vysoko si vole lital, / jako véera dnes / do
hoven si / hlade / kles. // Hmyz / hovno &erve vi§, / jak v p¥irodé hrobé / hrobaiis /
vole / sdm / v sobg&”.

24) See The Plastic People of the Universe [texts of the songs, chronology, discography
etc.], Praha: Globus Music - Mata, 1999, p. 65, translated by Marek Tomin.

25) A selection of Vondrugka's songs and poems from the 1970s was published in
the volume: VONDRUSKA, Josef, Rock'n'rollovy sebevrah [Rock'n'roll Suicide], Brno
(Czech Republic): “Zvlastni vydani...”, 1993 (the text cited is called Konec svéta in
original and is on page 11; the cited part in Czech original: “[...] Za¢ly houkat sirény /
siteji se migrény / Cel4 zem se v peklo méni / je slySet jen Fev a kleni / Lidé z toho
strachem $ili / nejsou jim nic platny prachy / V&dsji ze pojdou strachy [...]".
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spreading / The whole land is changed into hell / only roaring and
cursing can be heard / It makes people go mad from fear / pills are
of no use to them / They know they’ll die of fear [...]".

Two other authors from underground circles, Svatopluk Karasek
and Vratislav Brabenec, are only seemingly unconnected with such
apocalyptic themes. They both studied protestant theology and so
one might expect that their treatment of apocalyptic themes would
have an overtly Christian colouring. And this is undoubtedly the case
of Svata Karasek's songs,? which include direct quotations from
the New Testament (including Revelations), but they are selected and
brought up to date in order to be most relevant to the burning issues
of the “normalization” era. This is evident, for instance, in the texts
There was a Struggle, Say No to the Devil, Visit to Hell, It's Late, and
Sermon on the Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, whose closing
several verses run as follows: “[...]When clutch of madmen embarks
on ruining the town entire / a few brave people can save it in evil
time. / God did not find those ten just men he sought: / With fire and
brimstone his destruction wrought // In our town too those needed
ten God seeks. / If he can't find them, then we're up shit creek.”?’

Religiosity is perhaps not so immediate in the case of Vratislav
Brabenec? but is sublimated into a kind of ecologically tinged “pan-
theism”; it is a vision of the world from which the Christian God has
already departed. Thus Letter from 1973, reads:

26) The texts of Karasek's songs were published in two different editions: KARASEK,
Svatopluk, Protestor znamend vyzndvdm [Protestor Means: I Confess], Praha - Zd4r
n. Sazavou: EKK - Kalich, 1993; KARASEK, Svatopluk, V nebi je trin [There is a Throne
in Heaven], Praha: Mata, 1999 (the latter has more reliable versions of the texts).
27) In Paul Wilson's translation. The Czech original goes as follows: “Kazani o zkaze
Sodomy a Gomory // [...] VZdyt hrstka blaznfi nakazi cely mésto, / par statetnych
spasf mésto v dob4ch zlych. // Nenagel Btih téch pot¥ebnejch deset, / mésta se vzdal -
Zivot z néj odvolal. // I v naem mésté& hled4 Biih aspoii téch deset. / Nenajde-li - pak
je v8e v prdeli.”

28) A collection of Brabenec's samizdat poems was published in BRABENEC, Vrati-
slav: Sebedudy [Self-Bagpipes], Praha: Vokno, 1992 (the text of “Letter” is on p. 80-83).
Later the collection was published again in an augmented edition: BRABENEC, Vra-
tislav: Sebedudy a jiné texty z let 1966-1987, Praha: Kalich, 2010 (pp. 84-87).
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[...] don't ask and sleep it's morning and we can't see anything / you're in
the sea and there is no sun in the grave / and no death, it left them / it is
now the life of a fly, flying and annoying / and revenging sins / I fly /I fly
/ the dead are coming and they wish me all the best / for the morning /
pleasure of the sea is dreadful / is joy dreadful / do you know the joke
about the fall / is hatred dreadful is love is murder the blaze / of a star
/ it's morning they have left they are carrying the worm to execution
/ and the wings of the murderer and they are carrying the murderer /
each his own / it's murder the lamp blazing on the water / it’s the star
the murder shines [...].%2

But Brabenec also had a powerful impact on the development
of underground literature by his choice and arrangement of texts
by other authors, or literary collages of a kind, which was one of
the high points of Czech underground music. This relates not only
to the New Testament texts in the Easter Passion Play cycle (1978)
but also to the texts of Ladislav Klima in the cycle entitled How It'll
Be After Death (1979).%° We need hardly add that both cycles evoked
moments of extreme imperilment, and contained themes of confron-
tation with death and nothingness.

29) The Czech original of the part cited: “Dopis [...] neptej se a spi je rano a neni vidét
/ jsi v moti a nenfi slunce v hrob& / a nen{ smrti odesla od nich / ptisel musf Zivot
létat a trapit / a pomstit hiichy / létam / 1étam / pFichéazejf mrtvi a pteji mi viech-
no / nejlepsi k rdnu / je radost mote hrozna / je radost hrozn4 / zna$ vtip o padu /
je nendvist hrozna je laska je vrazda zatre / hvézdy / je rano odesli nesou &erva na
popravu / a kitfdla vraha a vraha si nesou / kazdy svého / je vrazda zatre lampa na
vods / je hvézda vrazda sviti [...]".

30) See the CDs: THE PLASTIC PEOPLE OF THE UNIVERSE V. Pasijové hry velikonocni
(1978), (ed. Jaroslav RIEDEL), Praha: Globus Music, 1998; THE PLASTIC PEOPLE OF
THE UNIVERSE VI. Jak bude po smrti (1979), (ed. Jaroslav RIEDEL), Praha: Globus
Music, 1998.

31) Brabenec's arrangements of texts by other authors for musical performance by
the Plastic People were published in the collected edition of texts set to music by
the band; see The Plastic People of the Universe: Texty, Praha: Mata, 2001 (2™ revised
and augmented edition); in English in The Plastic People of the Universe, Praha: Globus
Music - Mata, 1999, pp. 87-107. The title of the Klimasque cycle Jak bude po smrti is
translated by Marek Tomin as “Afterlife” here.
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The crowning achievement of underground apocalyptic writing
was probably Bondy's novel Disabled Siblings of 1974.%2 In the context
of utopian, are rather “antiutopian’, dystopian literature, this work
is now fairly well known, and it has been written about not only
within the context of Czech literature, but also on the German, Ital-
ian and Polish and other literary scenes, thanks to translations.* For
the present context it is interesting as a vision of a “post-apocalyp-
tic” world, in which the only possible option is to live to the full. It is
evidently also Bondy's reflection on life in the “underground ghetto”,
and in fact also about its apotheosis. However the text of the work is
so full of visions that it perfectly constitutes apocalyptic literature,
with the opening theme of “the corpse of the world”, again treated
with a strong dose of irony, and also images of “celestial television”,
the threat of “rising waters”, or the frequently prominent theme of
“joyful self-destruction”.

Echoes of apocalyptic moods, in the sense on reflection on
the “normalization” years, are also very much present in the texts
of the so-called “eighties” authors belonging to the younger under-
ground generation mentioned earlier. They are mostly connected
with the samizdat magazine Revolver Revue that was founded in
1985, but a number of its regular authors made their debut in sam-
izdat in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

A prominent author of that younger generation was the poet
and prose writer Petr Placdk. The main figure of his prose work
Medorek (the first samizdat from 1985)3 is a sort of self-caricature

32) To this day there have been four Czech editions of Bondy’s Invalidn{ sourozenci:
1/ Toronto: Sixty-Eight Publishers, 1981; 2/ Bratislava: Archa, 1991; 3/ Brno (Czech
Republic): “Zvlastni vydani...", 2002; 4/ Praha: Akropolis, 2012. The last edition con-
tains detailed comments.

33) See, for instance: BONDY, Egon, Fratelli invalidi, Eleuthera, Milano 1993; BONDY,
Egon, Die Invaliden Geschwister, Elfenbein, Heidelberg 1999; BONDY, Egon, Kuzyni
inwalidzi [an extract], in Czeski underground. Wybdr tekstéw z lat 1969-1989, Wroctaw:
Oficyna Wydawnicza ATUT, 2008; BONDY, Egon, Invalidna sorojenca, Vnanje Gorice
(Slovenia): Police Dubove, 2017.

34) There were 4 samizdat editions of Placak’s Medorek (each a different version)
before 1989 and since then 3 printed (abridged) editions: PLACAK, Petr, Medorek, Pra-
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and irony, but also a prototype of the human monsters or freaks,
who are apparently made to populate a dehumanised world. It
has been compared, for instance to the figure of Oskar in Giinther
Grass's novel Blechtrommel [The Tin Drum]. The other characters in
Medorek also display only a minimum of genuine human features.
Placék’s vision of the world is a picture of a satanic panopticum,
a labyrinth, in which maybe only “the mad” can survive. And here
again, in the spirit of the reappraisal of values under normalization,
“black” is often substituted for “white”. For instance the chapter
entitled “In the Tomb” is possibly the most cheerful and optimis-
tic chapter of the whole book, even though it ends in a massacre.
Themes of extinction or coming to an end also figure frequently in
Plac4k’s poems,® such as in the undated text The Raven:

[...] I rose into the air on my enormous black wings / and with the long
talons of my feathered legs I / caught hold of the highest branch of
the highest tree / I dug my claws deep into its soul / I screamed in
anger and the sun went down swiftly / a pale moon rose and infamous
clouds sailed across the sky / crookbacked rats finally left their holes /
the red sky was burning itself out, foul-smelling funerary candles /I sat
on a gibbet lulled and reconciled / as far as the eye could see there was
a huge snow-covered graveyard.

J. H. Krchovsky (a pseudonym), who these days is probably
now the most renowned Czech underground poet, alongside Ivan

ha: Lidové noviny - Ceska expedice, 1990; PLACAK, Petr, Medorek + Starcovy zdpisky,
Praha: Hynek, 1997; PLACAK, Petr, Medorek (anonymni romdn), Praha: Plus, 2010.
35) A selection of Placak’s samizdat verse appeared in the publication, PLACAK, Petr,
Obrovsky zasnézeny hibitov [A Huge Snow-Covered Graveyard], Praha: Torst, 1995;
the cited text appears on pp. 47-48; the cited part of the poem in Czech original
goes as follows: “Havran [...] vznesl jsem se na svych obrovskych ¢ernych kridlech
/ a dlouhymi drapy svych opetenych nohou jsem se zachytil / na nejvyssi vétvi
nejvétsiho stromu / zaryl jsem pataty hluboko do jeho dude / zlostné jsem se ozval
a slunce rychle zapadlo / vy3el pobledly mésic a na oblohu vypluly zlopovéstné mraky
/ ptihrblé krysy kone&nd vylezly ze svych dér / ¢ervanky dohotivaly, smrduté zadusni
svice / sedél jsem na $ibenici, ukolébén a usmifen / kam oko dohlédlo, obrovsky
zasné&zeny hibitov”.
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M. Jirous and Egon Bondy, created an oeuvre® abounding in “mon-
strous” and “perverse” dreams of an “outcast”, an “alien being” on
this earth, scorning existing values, and articulating his longing
for the earliest possible release from this earthly existence. In his
verse Krchovsky's “ideological theme” is greatly enriched by a very
strong dose of self-deprecation and black humour, which actually
adds a new spiritual dimension to his pessimistic agnosticism.
Krchovsky's poems have been put into music by The Plastic People
and by other underground bands, also they have been translat-
ed by several translators; e.g., Justin Quinn, Marek Tomin, Craig
Cravens, and have been published in various anthologies and CD
booklets. The following example, in O. T. Chalkestone’s translation,
was originally a part of a samizdat volume Bestidlni néha [Beastly
Tenderness], 1981-82, and is also found in the volume mentioned
in Footnote 36:

IF I WANT TO VANISH WITHOUT A TRACE / drowning in the river won't
be my case / - I'll lay my lazy bones / in a bath full of acid at home //
While I get the water running / I tame my anxiety mulling: / - how when
I'm all dissolved / will I unplug the tub hole? // I'll employ mechanical
power! / - linking the plug to the door knob with a wire / and when they
open the door later /I shall need no undertaker // I am sure that all in
all / the bath tub will retain my soul... / through the hole as I flow down /
my soul asleep nirvana bound // A piece of shit cannot be soaped... /
what there is not cannot be broke / only the pretty nothing that troubles
the brain / will never go down the drain.¥”

36) An extensive selection of Krchovsky's samizdat poetry continues to appear in
reprints, but initially as: KRCHOVSKY, J. H., Bdsné [Poems], Brno (Czech Republic):
Host, 1998.

37) From KASJAS, Piotr (ed.), Anthology of Slavic Poetry, [London, UK]: Kasjas Publish-
ing, 2016, p. 121. The Czech original goes as follows: “CHCI-LI ZMIZET BEZE STOPY /
nebudu se v fece topit / - ulozim svou ktiZi linou / na dno vany s kyselinou // Zatimco
si chystdm lazeii / pfemys$lim a krotim bazen: / - jak, az budu rozezrany / vytdhnu
pak zatku z vany? // Pomohu si mechanikou! / - spojim dratem zatku s klikou /
a jak nékdo chytne kliku / pohtbi mé& i bez hrobniku // Jsem si jist, Ze kazdopadné /
zlistane m4 duse na dné... / ja vytetu stokou z vany / duse usne do nirvany // Hovno
nelze umyt mejdlem... / to, co neni, znitit nejde / jen to nic, co trapi hlavy / kanalem
se neodplavi...” (KRCHOVSKY, J. H., Bdsné, Brno, Czech Republic: Host, 1998, p. 31).
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The poems of Jachym Topol® reflect the thinking of a “barbari-
an in the urban jungle”, a Huxleyesque “savage” rejecting a priori
the “laws” of the majority population, who no longer display the fea-
tures of real people.

Jan Pelc’s prose debut, which, with charming irony, he entitled
Déti rdje [Children of Paradise] (1983), even though “Hell's chil-
dren” would be a more apt description (and which subsequently
formed part of a trilogy with the title ...a bude hu# [...things'll
get worse],* teems with individuals who are simply socially-det-
rimental, semi-bestial “monsters”; whereas the opposite is true,
when viewed in the light of the hypocrisy of “normalization’. In
Pelc's presentation, the world of “normal people” is a totally alienate
place - empty and cheerless; only in the “hell” of the outcasts is it
possible to find authentic feelings, albeit at the cost of following
a path to self-destruction.

Paradoxically Magorovy labuti pisné [Magor's Swan Songs]*
the supreme verse collection of the “founding father” of the Czech
underground, Ivan Martin Jirous, belongs - with regards to the years
it was written - in the context of the younger underground gene-
ration. Jirous wrote the poems in prison in the period 1981-85, and
it was in fact through them that - initially in connection with under-
ground literature and later, in the nineties - that he became known
as a poet par excellence in the context of Czech literature as a whole.
Much has been written about Jirous’s Swan Songs, and suffice it to
mention it here, but this part of his oeuvre is quoted here only be-

38) Topol's selection of his samizdat poetry was published in TOPOL, Jachym, Miluju
té k zbldzneni [I Love You Like Mad], Brno (Czechoslovakia): Atlantis, 1990, subse-
quently reprinted several times.

39) Pelc's prose text Déti rdje (Part 2 of the trilogy ..a bude hiif, but was probably
the first part to be written) first appeared in print in the Paris-based Czech exile
journal Svédectvi (18, no. 72 (1984), pp. 673-724), and was subsequently reprinted in
the Czechoslovakia in various samizdat editions. The complete, unexpurgated trilogy
was eventually published years later: PELC, Jan, ...a bude hi¥, Praha: Mata, 2000.
40) See the complete edition of Jirous's poetry: JIROUS, Ivan M., Magorova summa
[Magor's Sum], Praha: Torst, 1998; 2", enlarged edition: Praha: Torst, 2007; 3", en-
larged, complete edition in 3 volumes: Praha: Torst, 2015 (all three editions include
commentaries, registers, indexes of names and bibliography).
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cause of its supposed relevance to our reflection on the themes of de-
struction, extinction, and ruin. Of course such themes are present in
Swan Songs, but we would be hard-pressed to find actual apocalyptic
moods. Jirous'’s poetry has too much Catholic “earthiness”, or rather
his Christianity is anything but a yearning for a sudden ontological
transformation after universal destruction. Nevertheless, the very
fact that Jirous'’s spiritual poetry was written when the author was
in Czechoslovakia's harshest prison, one that had even something
in common with a death camp, is of itself quite revealing.

The occasional “apocalyptic” echoes in Magor’s Swan Songs are
neutralized by irony or hyperbole, and lack any vision of a global
catastrophe as they tend to evoke concrete, sometimes drastic im-
ages of everydayness. Occasionally, they take the form of a “dialogue
with God”, virtually a prayer, by means of which the author begs for
the destruction not to come, but to be averted. Thus for example in
the four-verse poem: “All rednecks in Pelhiimov know / that because
of uranium they'll destroy Kfemes$nik in a single blow // God grant
me one wish / let them find uranium under Hrad¢any rather than
fish.” Or there is a part of a poem with the incipit V nestést{ se
vZdycky hbité [Whenever tragedy knocks on my door]:

[...] Oh Lord, is it yet noon / Or is dusk upon the world so soon? / Is
a bomb just a big knife? / Is the wind tearing the very last leaves / From
the courtyard’s hawthorn trees / Or will they turn again green? Do tell
//1s there bark around heaven / As around earthly trees? / Or are you in
your glory surrounded / By nothing but angelic spheres? / Is there fire
in the heart of the void? / God, is that you in the void? [...]*

41) The Czech original: “Vi v Pelh¥imové kdejaky buran / Kieme$nik zbouraji nasli
tam uran // Vysly3et p¥ani{ at Pan Bith d4 mi / aby ho nasli pod Hrad¢anami”, in MS,
Praha: Torst, 1998, 2007, 2015, p. 494. The English translation in Up the Devil’s Back /
Po hitbeté ddbla. A Bilingual Anthology of 20t Century Czech Poetry (eds. and translators
Bronislava Volkova & Clarice Cloutier), Bloomington, Indiana: Slavica Publishers,
Indiana University, 2008, pp. 308-313.

42) The Czech original: “[...] BoZe je teprv poledne / nebo pad na svét soumrak uz? /
Je bomba jenom velky ntiz? / Posledn listi vitr rve / na dvote z hloht nebo se / zaze-
lenajf poznovu? fekni mi // Je kolem nebes taky kitira / jako na stromech na zemi? /
Nebo jen kiry andélské / obklopuji T& v slavé Tvé? / Je oheii v srdci prazdnoty? /
Jsi v prazdnoté to Boze Ty? [...]", in MS, Praha: Torst, 1998, 2007, 2015, pp. 329-330.
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In conclusion, I would look to point to a connection between
“underground apocalyptic writing” and the literary oeuvre of an
author who definitely does not belong to this circle, although along
with Ladislav Klima, Josef Vachal, and Jakub Deml he has been per-
ceived as a kind of magnus parens of Czech underground literature.
That oeuvre could indeed serve as proof that the apocalypse was
not simply the prerogative of some underground screwballs, as it
were, but was probably an appropriate reflection of the years of
“normalization”’. I am referring, of course, to Bohumil Hrabal’s prose
Prilis hluénd samota [Too Loud a Solitude], the first version of which
was penned in the years 1973-74;% i.e., the same period as the most
representative texts of the first wave of underground literature, and
yet independently of them, as can be proven. I hasten to add that
it is by no means my intention to compare the artistic qualities of
Hrabal's text with the various “primitivist” writings of the under-
ground “barbaians”, let alone to establish any kind of chronological
precedence. But it is necessary to emphasize a number of congruent
themes:

They both comprise reflections on the crisis and hopelessness
affecting Czech society in the nineteen-fifties, and particularly in
the seventies and eighties, as well as an articulation of generalized
human hopelessness, as well as explicit cosmic hopelessness. They
both display a paradoxical joyfulness, which is achieved even at
the cost of self-destruction, in both cases they reflect on the feelings
of social outcasts; and finally, they both include similar, truly almost
apocalyptic visions of some kind of “last judgement”, hinted at in
the words of Christ, Buddha, and Lao Tse. Another obvious similarity
is the considerable use of irony and self-deprecation, stylistic and
even noetic techniques that are favoured by Hrabal and most of
the underground authors.

The English translation in JIROUS, Ivan M., My itinerary has been monotonous for
quite a while. Selected prison poems translated from Czech by Marek Tomin, London:
Divus, 2017 (pp. 32-33).

43) This (approximate) dating is given in an editorial comment by Milan Jankovi¢
(on p. 243) on the 9% volume of Hrabal's collected works: Sebrané spisy Bohumila
Hrabala - Hlu¢nd samota (Praha: Prazska imaginace, 1994). The book was published
in the English translation: Too Loud a Solitude (translated by Michael Henry Heim)
San Diego - New York - London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 1990.



Nevertheless, in the context of Hrabal's overall output Too Loud
a Solitude is more of a one-off, at least as far as the themes men-
tioned are concerned. Absent from Hrabal's work is the theme of
a “post-apocalyptic” life opportunity, which was used, and capital-
ized on to the maximum degree by his erstwhile friend and literary
fellow-traveller Egon Bondy in Disabled Siblings, a theme which was
probably an echo of life in the “underground ghetto”.

One can only speculate whether that literary dimension is absent
from Hrabal because by the 1970s he no longer had access to the un-
derground community, but the fact remains that from the mid-sev-
enties to the end of the eighties Hrabal's new texts were simply
intensely varied evocations of a more or less idealised past, and
he turned his back on raw narrative like the prophetic apocalyptic
urgency of Too Loud a Solitude or certain texts of the underground
authors. The fact they would never have published anything like
that of his in pre-1989 Czechoslovakia is another matter, and there
is no way we can deal with it here and now.

Prague - Udine - Rome
April 2009 - January 2010
Translated by Gerald Turner
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