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PREFACE
Abolishing Prague began as a collaborative urban archaeo-
logical project and psychogeographical investigation into 
the “other” Prague. The current volume represents only a 
small selection of work belonging to that on-going proj-
ect: a combination of theoretical, historical, fi cto-critical, 
photo-essayistic and poetic research into the city’s paral-
lel dimensions. Most of the contributors are Prague-based: 
Louis Armand has lived in the city for twenty years & di-
rects the Centre for Critical & Cultural Theory at Charles 
University; saxophonist Vít Bohal & independent scholar 
Dustin Breitling are members of an “accelerationist” col-
lective meeting regularly in Prague’s Unijazz Café; Robert 
Carrithers was the in-house photographer at Klub Radost 
during the early ’90s and continues to archive the Prague 
underground and art scenes; novelist Joshua Cohen served 
as co-editor of The Prague Pill in 2002-3; Michel Delville di-
rects the Centre Interdisciplinaire de Poétique Appliquée at 
the University of Liège and has performed at jazz festivals 
around the Czech Republic; photographer Vadim Erent has 
spent years cataloguing the détournements of post-com-
munist Prague; Bonita Rhoads teaches at Masaryk Univer-
sity and co-directs Insight Tours; composer Ian Mikyska is 
a member of Stratocluster & musical director of the Blood, 
Love & Rhetoric theatre company; Karen Pearlman is Head 
of Screen Studies at the Australian Film, Television & Radio 
School; Benjamin Tallis researches EU security and mobility 
at the University of Manchester; Holly Tavel has lectured 
on psychogeography at the Josef Škvorecký Literary Acad-
emy and Anglo-American University, Prague; David Vichnar 
publishes the indie press Equus and is the editor of Prague 
Poetics. The present volume was conceived in collabora-
tion with Jeroen Nieuwland and the VLAK Magazine col-
lective.
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THE PERENNIAL CITY
The truth about a city can’t be gauged from the lines on a 
street map. And yet how can the idea of Prague exist, ex-
cept as a kind of diagram of itself, the fractured geometry 
of an alchemist’s necronomicon, the fi gura mentis, fi gura 
intellectus, fi gura amoris…

May 1945. Edvard Beneš, the man who would come to 
enjoy the “doubtful distinction of having signed away his 
country twice,”1 stood at his window up in Prague Castle 
surveying the city below. Prague had just been “liberated” 
by the Red Army after six years as a de facto SS statelet. 
During that time 345,000 Czechs (263,000 of them Jews) 
had been killed by the Nazis, Lidice had been razed and its 
inhabitants murdered, and the Czech armaments industry 
had fed Hitler’s leviathan. The state-of-the-art Barandov fi lm 
studios had meanwhile made Prague the jewel in Goebbels’ 
propaganda crown, safely out of range of allied bombers 
for the majority of the war. The Nazis had arrived in Prague 
on the ides of March, 1939, following the capitulation at 
Munich—the “Munich Betrayal” (Mnichovská zrada) as it’s 
known in Czech, blamed on the appeasement policies of 
Daladier and Chamberlain, those self-styled architects of 
“peace in our time.” When they fi nally departed, harried 
by the Red Army in the East and Vlassov’s ROA divisions, 
the retreating SS commanders intended to leave only ruins 
in their wake (it was to be their Last Stand, going out in a 
blaze of glory), but plans to demolish the city with explo-
sives were abandoned in exchange for promises (unreliable 
as it turned out) of safe conduct to the American lines at 
Plzeň. For four days there was fi ghting led by resistance 
and partisan units centred around the Old Town Square 
and Masaryk Station, but at the end of it Prague, the last 
Nazi-occupied European capital, remained standing. So it 
was upon a view familiar to anyone who has ever seen a 
postcard of the city that the man who’d allowed himself to 
be railroaded into signing the Munich Agreement gazed at 
war’s end (having been exiled in Buckinghamshire for the 
duration), and of which he remarked smugly, idiotically, 
incomprehensibly: “Is it not beautiful? The only central Eu-
1 Brendan Simms, “One Good Side,” rev. of Zbyněk Zeman and Antonín 
Klimek, The Life of Edvard Beneš, 1884-1948: Czechoslovakia in Peace 
and War, in the London Review of Books (18 February 1999).
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ropean city not destroyed. And all my doing.”2 
Perhaps a mere six years of enslavement to the likes 

of Heydrich and his ilk could be considered a fair price for 
having saved this Hapsburg meringue from the Luftwaffe. 
Beneš didn’t have to pay it. Nor, for the fi rst three of those 
years, did the card-carrying communists who (at Moscow’s 
bidding) slavishly accommodated Hitler’s interests and kept 
the entire Czech industrial complex operating smoothly right 
up until Operation Barbarossa, and for all that time were 
the highest paid workers in Europe (including Germany). At 
the end of the war, led by Klem Gottwald, Moscow’s most 
loyal stooge, they were on hand to do the honours of “lib-
erating” a city the Nazis couldn’t get out of fast enough. 
A few years later, having tossed Masaryk’s son out a For-
eign Ministry window, Comrade Klem staged a putsch—the 
communist’s hadn’t missed any of Hitler’s tricks and even 
invented one or two of their own. A series of show tri-
als ensued: democrats and former resistance members like 
Milada Horáková (et al.), in 1950; old party faithful like 
Rudolf Slánský (et al.)—a Jew, part of a broader wave of 
anti-Semitism—in 1953. Slánský and Horáková were both 
hanged in the courtyard of Pankrác Prison,3 in the same 
spot SS-Obergruppenführer Karl Herman Frank and Acting 
Reichsprotektor Kurt Daluege (architects of the Lidice mas-
sacre) were hanged in 1946. The Nazis, for their part, had 
beheaded members of the Czech Resistance there during 
the war. It was a popular spot.

Commissioned in 1889 as “The Emperor-King’s Prison 
for Men in Prague,” Pankrác Prison was advanced for its 
time, with central heating even for solitary confi nement 
cells: it had a lecture hall, a gymnasium, twenty-two work-
shops, six exercise yards, a Catholic church, an Evangelical 
chapel, and a “house of prayer for believers of the Israeli 
confession.” The fi rst execution to occur there, by hang-
ing, took place on 6 December 1930 of convicted murderer 
František Lukšík. During the war the prison was run by 
2 Beneš as quoted in AJP Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War 
(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1961) 185.
3 Though in the case of Horáková, it was rather a case of “intentionally 
slow strangulation” lasting fi fteen minutes. One of the prosecutors in-
volved in her trial, Ludmilla Brozova-Polednova, who was eventually tried 
in 2007 and imprisoned in a rare application of the “lustration” principle, 
was quoted in witness testimony as having instructed Horáková’s execu-
tioner: “Don’t break her neck in the noose… Suffocate the bitch and the 
others too.” On 21 December 2010, Czech President Václav Klaus issued 
a pardon to Brozova-Polednova—on “compassionate grounds.”
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the Waffen SS, whose chief executioner Alois Weiss guil-
lotined a total of 1,079 men and women. The communists 
hanged 234 political prisoners there. The last execution at 
Pankrác took place in 1989, just before the 17 November 
“Velvet Revolution” brought communism in Czechoslova-
kia to an end. The last political prisoner subsequently to be 
released from Prague’s equivalent of the Bastille (though it 
continues to operate) was the art historian and poet Ivan 
(“Magor”) Jirous.

Born under the Nazi “Protectorate” in 1944, Jirous (who 
died in 2011) was the artistic director of the dissident rock 
band The Plastic People of the Universe and principle advo-
cate of the concept of a “Parallel Polis” or “Second Culture” 
(conceived in a 1974 manifesto as a “living in truth,” by 
which artistic expression was proposed as a direct means 
of subverting the communist totalitarian system). Jirous 
met future president Václav Havel in 1976 and when he 
was arrested a few days afterwards, along with nineteen 
other members of the musical underground, Havel initiated 
an international campaign to seek his (and their) release—
including the famous “Open Letter” published in the New 
York Times through the agency of The Fugs’s Ed Sanders. 
It was this campaign that led directly to the foundation of 
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the civil rights movement Charta 77, with Jirous’s “Parallel 
Polis” as the inspiration for the movement’s seminal state-
ment, Havel’s essay (circulated throughout this period in 
samizdat) “The Power of the Powerless.” The “charter,” 
which called upon the government of the time to abide by 
its commitments to UN covenants on political, civil, eco-
nomic and cultural rights (to which it had formally signed 
up), was fi rst published on 6 January 1977, along with a 
list of 242 signatories, many of whom were subsequently 
arrested (tellingly, by the time of the “Velvet Revolution” 
a total of only 1,900 signatures had been added). Further 
publication of the text itself was declared illegal and its sig-
natories described in the state-controlled media as “traitors 
and renegades” and “agents of imperialism” (an “anti-char-
ter” was also created by the communist authorities in one 
of its typically bizarre propaganda efforts, among whose 
members was the singer—profi tably rehabilitated after the 
’89 revolution—Karel Gott). 

Among the founders of Charta 77 and one of its three 
initial spokesmen (alongside Havel and Jíři Hájek), was the 
philosopher Jan Patočka. Patočka, a former student of both 
Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, was the principle in-
heritor of an intellectual tradition in Prague stemming from 
(and also critical of) the ideas of TG Masaryk (Czechoslo-
vakia’s founding president, one time student of Franz Bren-
tano and briefl y a mentor to Husserl). His 1936 essay “Of 
Two Manners to Conceive of the Meaning of Philosophy” 
expressed many of the ideas of Jirous’s “Parallel Polis” by 
other means and provided the germ of an argument for his 
later political involvement in Charta 77. What’s remarkable 
about Patočka’s biography, however, is that throughout 
the Nazi occupation and thirty years of communism, he 
made virtually no political statements: “like” Heidegger, he 
mostly maintained a puzzling silence, except to observe, in 
the abstract, “the fundamental irrationality of an autono-
mous technical rationality” (being the operations, among 
other things, of totalitarian bureaucracy),4 and to pass a 
handful of remarks on the function of ideology (again in the 
abstract) following the Nazi occupation and in light of So-
viet domination of all aspects of civic life. Patočka’s ideas 
were enough, however, to get him barred from teaching by 
the communist authorities after the ’48 putsch. His status 
outside offi cial academic circles required Patočka not only 
4 Erazim Kohák, Jan Patočka: Philosophy and Selected Writings (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989) 24.
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to consider the role of philosophy in the lived world, but 
to live (as it were) philosophically. If Charta 77 became 
the expression of this idea it was because the conclusion 
he ultimately reached was “that there are things for which 
it is worthwhile to suffer” and that “the things for which 
we might have to suffer are those which make life worth-
while”5—just as “a theoretical construct that is not ground-
ed in lived experience is empty, vain, a cunningly devised 
fable of men” (the socialist utopia, e.g.).6

Like Jirous’s “living in truth,” Patočka “lived in the 
idea,” an act of subversion for which he was arrested by 
the StB (secret police) and subjected to eleven hours of 
interrogation in a cell on Bartolomějská Street, resulting in 
his death from a brain haemorrhage on 13 March 1977 
at the age of 69. It was in response to this and other ac-
tions by the communist regime directed at signatories of 
Charta 77 that VONS (the Committee for the Defence of 
the Unjustly Prosecuted) was founded. Its leaders—includ-
ing Havel—were in turn accused of “criminal subversion 
of the republic in collusion with foreign agents” in October 
1979 and imprisoned after a series of further show trials. 
Charta and VONS were not vanished utopian experiments, 
like some pre-dawn revolutionary avant-garde or the state 
socialism they sought to call to account, but a “soft prag-
matics”: “soft” in the “passive-aggressive” “non-confron-
tational” way that has characterised the genesis of almost 
every political upheaval in the city since the Thirty Years 
War (and throughout the long Hapsburg proxy rule: Prague 
as the ghost of Vienna—followed by Prague as the ghost of 
Berlin, of Moscow, of Washington too perhaps). A sort of 
passive-aggression that has been called Kafka-esque: after 
all, how does one oppose “unjust prosecution” from within 
what is effectively already a penal colony? Or from within 
a ghetto, for that matter? 

For neither Charta nor VONS were revolutionary move-
ments: neither was the Velvet Revolution which in retro-
spect they predicted really a “revolution” at all. Like the 
impetus behind the Prague Spring, they were all forms of 
unmasking-by-way-of-appropriation—of the same species 
as a “Socialism with a Human Face” (in the sense that 
Charta and VONS called not for the overthrow of the state, 
but rather for its legal adjustment, requiring the communist 
5 Jan Patočka, “What We Can and Cannot Expect from Charta 77,” in 
Kohák, Jan Patočka, 346.
6 Kohák, Jan Patočka, 17.
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régime “simply” to abide by its own constitution etc.). Nei-
ther Charta nor VONS (unlike the “Manifesto of Czech An-
archists” of 1896) made an explicit claim upon the idea of 
“freedom”—other than that which the letter of the law al-
ready provided. Indeed, it is instructive that the movement 
ostensibly led by Havel never openly called into question 
the legitimacy of the state itself, but only its manifestation 
in the (illegal) actions of the régime of the moment. And 
it was more than merely symbolic that when, on 23 No-
vember 1989, Havel (who had only recently been released 
from ten months’ imprisonment) addressed the crowd on 
Wenceslas Square from the balcony of the Svobodné Slovo 
newspaper offi ces, standing beside him was Alexander 
Dubček, the former First Secretary of the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia who’d been deposed in 1969 as a result 
of the Soviet invasion which ended the Prague Spring. Af-
ter ’89 Dubček was in fact “rehabilitated” as Chairman of 
the federal Czechoslovak parliament.

These lineaments of the “perennial city” in its temporal 
manifestation infuse a social, cultural, political topography 
with a forcefeedback of “quotidian mobility” and “peren-
nial fl ux,” which might be seen as almost some sort of 
autonomous agent driving the city’s “evolutionary machin-
ery”—like a “system” of competing entropies abolishing 
any sense of a singularly defi ned territory, the “consolatory 
faith” in a progression towards that X which marks our 
ultimate locatedness in the “scheme of things” (the fabled 
clean break from communism, the “liberation” from the Na-
zis, independence from the Hapsburg bureaucratic miasma, 
etc.). In that palimpsest of “grey theories” and “dead prin-
ciples,” there is always the alibi of obfuscation. Destinies 
always come and go. The beacon on the hill is whatever it 
can be made to seem to be.

Already in 1896 the Czech anarchists were warning 
against the “rigid dogmas of state Marxist socialism.” 
What they couldn’t have envisaged was the ruthless ef-
fi ciency of its grab for power. Equally they warned against 
the seductions of “liberal democracy.” But nor could they 
have envisaged the ruthless effi ciency of capitalism in its 
infi ltration of all aspects of life. After the “Velvet Revolu-
tion” had settled into the “Velvet Divorce” and then into 
the cynicism and complacency of the “Voucher Privatisa-
tion” years, corruption, mediocrity, xenophobia exhausted 
whatever faith their might’ve been in the idea of a miracu-
lous transformation to a Civil Society presided over by a 
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Philosopher King (a playwright president would do). The 
largest post-revolution manifestation was prompted by the 
Czech Republic’s ice hockey gold medal at the 1998 Na-
gano Winter Olympics (this high point of national accom-
plishment was immortalised as an opera by Martin Smolka 
and Jaroslav Dušek). 

By September 2000, however (after Y2K had failed to 
bring the history to an end—just as liberal democracy had 
failed to do it in 1989 and the Cold War had failed to do it 
during any of the preceding forty-odd years, though not for 
a lack of trying), they crowds in Wenceslas Square would 
be lobbing Molotov cocktails at Czech riot police in pro-
test against rampant global capitalism in the form of the 
World Bank and IMF. Unlike in ’89, cobblestones would 
be ripped from the pavement and hurled from barricades. 
Whereas after the “Velvet Revolution” people queued out-
side the fi rst McDonalds to open (at Vodičková 15, the 
location of Akademická Café, which in the 1920s was one 
of the homes of Prague’s literary avant-garde), in 2000 
they smashed every McDonald storefront in town. It was 
the logical conclusion of a critique that forms part of a 
parallel polis within the “Parallel Polis,” and was perhaps 
most forcefully articulated in the last decade of commu-
nist normalisation in Robert Kalivoda’s “Emancipation and 
Utopia,” published in German in 1982. The “formulation of 
the emancipation ideal,” wrote Kalivoda, “must pass into 
a far more concrete, not easily attainable sphere. At this 
level it is mostly a matter of life and death… it is no longer 

IMF Protests in Prague, September 2000
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just a wish”7 (though the only notable example of armed 
anti-communist resistance in Prague didn’t come from te 
anarchist quarter but from a group centred around two 
brothers, Josef and Ctirad Mašín, encouraged during the 
1950s by the seeming promise, circulated through “Radio 
Free Europe” and “Voice of America,” of an immanent US-
led invasion). 

Instructed by successive forms of “revolutionary terror-
ism,” anarchism sought the outright negation of the author-
ity of the state and the removal of private ownership in 
the social domain. Anarchist Prague would constitute, and 
constituted by, a series of porous “autonomous zones”8 in 
which ideas of the “commune” and the fl uidity of urban 
drift and drifting9 might mesh to produce a critical entity: 
meaning, that the city itself would be the manifest political 
agent in this drama of social conversion (what Hakim Bey 
calls the “psychotopography of everyday life”). In reply to 
the “criminality” of the state, the city (the “polis”) would 
be the seemingly paradoxical counter-argument that (as 
Masaryk’s critics in the drive for Czechoslovak independ-
ence from Vienna argued) “it has hardly ever been possible 
by a legal path… to achieve anything really valuable.”10 But 
while the city has undergone some of those processes of 
Haussmann-esque rationalisation whereby Power asserts it-
self through urban organisation and control (the abolition of 
the Jewish ghetto, the construction of the city’s motorway 
system by the communists), these processes have some-
times served contrary ends. During the “Days of Rage” 
anti-globalisation protests, delegates to the World Bank/
IMF summit held at Prague’s communist-era monstrocity, 
the so-called “Palace of Culture” in Vyšehrad, needed to be 
evacuated by police, despite efforts to cordon off the entire 
district (and despite the efforts of politicians to encourage 
“law abiding citizens” to visit their cottages in the country 
for the weekend). While the protests descended into run-

7 See Robert Kalivoda, “Emancipation und Utopie,” Utopieforschung. 
Interdisziplinäre Studien zur neuzeitliche Utopie (Stuttgart: Vosskamp, 
1982) 307.
8 Cf. Hakim Bey, T.A.Z.: The Temporary Autonomous Zone (New York: 
Autonomedia, 1991).
9 See Guy Debord, “Theory of the Dérive,” Internationale Situationniste 2 
(December 1958).
10 “Österreich-Ungarn,” Freiheit III.24 (1881); qtd in Václav Tomek, “On 
Emancipation & Freedom & the Experience of Totalitarianism,” preface to 
Anarchism: Community & Utopia (Prague: Filosofi cký ústav, 1993).
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ning battles between demonstrators and police throughout 
the centre of Prague, defying attempts by the authorities at 
a general lockdown, the city itself seemed to author a kind 
of parallel universe scenario in time-delay of the protest 
march of 17 November 1989, which began at Vyšehrad 
and converged on the National Theatre, signalling the start 
of the “Velvet Revolution.”

17 November was the date fi rst observed in 1941 for 
International Students’ Day. It began with a funeral pro-
cession on November 15th, 1939, for the murdered Czech 
medical student Jan Opletal, who was shot during a march 
in celebration of the anniversary of Czechoslovak Inde-
pendence (28 October 1918), which had quickly become 
a protest against Nazi occupation. In the event, the funeral 
procession also transformed into an anti-Nazi rally. Among 
the retaliatory measures taken by the Nazis was the forced 
closure of all Czech universities for the duration of the war, 
the deportation of 1,200 students to Sachsenhausen, and 
the execution—on November 17th—of nine student lead-
ers and professors. In 1989, the Socialist Union of Youth 
and a group of independent student leaders organised a 
mass rally to mark the 50th anniversary of these execu-
tions and to voice their opposition to what, by that time, 
was already a moribund régime, headed by Gustáv Husák 
(who himself had escaped a grievous hanging in ’53 as 
the third most prominent defendant at the Slánský trial). It 

Roman Tyc (David Hons), guerilla 
art installation on Národní, 2009
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cording to estimations, about 15,000 people took part in 
the rally which was eventually broken up by riot police on 
Národní Street in front of the National Theatre. The brutal-
ity of the crackdown provided a catalyst for the “Velvet 
Revolution” proper, additionally fuelled by one extremely 
bizarre event which seemed to take on a signifi cance out 
of all relation to the probable intent behind it. This was the 
alleged “murder” of Milan Růžička, supposedly a student 
at the Mining University in Ostrava, whose body was left 
lying on the street after security forces withdrew from a 
baton-charge on protestors. Video recordings of the event 
exist and news of the “dead student” quickly circulated. 
This “dead student,” however, transpired to be an SNB 
lieutenant called Ludvík Zifčák, who was attached as senior 
offi cer to Department 2, Section II of the Prague StB direc-
torate (ID 216868). Zifčák had been commissioned to “di-
rectly penetrate the ‘enemy’ environment of the opposition 
and student movements.” His role in as the “dead student” 
was eventually exposed in January 1990, although the pur-
pose of the stunt has never been fully clarifi ed. 

When the Communist Party abandoned power on No-
vember 28, 1989, Husák—who held on to the presidency 
until December 10—ended up, in yet another bizarre ep-

“Velvet Revolution” in Progress, Wenceslas Square, November 1989
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isode, offi ciating over the appointment of the new non-
communist government. Husák, the architect of post-’68 
“Normalisation” and “Hero of the Soviet Union,” died bare-
ly two years later, virtually forgotten. It wouldn’t be until 
1991, however, that Soviet troops fi nally left the city (to 
his credit, Husák personally lobbied for their withdrawal al-
ready in the early ’70s). After the “August Coup” (in which 
the Soviet President, Mikhail Gorbachev, was kidnapped 
by Party hardliners—the “Gang of Eight”), Prague residents 
routinely harboured suspicions that the Russian tanks would 
soon be back. Meanwhile, on the night of 23 April 1991, 
artist David Černý, along with a group of friends (the “Ne-
ostunners”), launched a guerrilla action against the “Monu-
ment to the Soviet Tank Crews” located on Kinský Square, 
painting the tank pink and erected a large middle fi nger on 
its turret. Černý was subsequently arrested under pre-exist-
ing “public disturbance” laws and the tank was repainted 
green. In response, 15 members of the new democrati-
cally elected parliament, making use of their immunity from 
prosecution, took it upon themselves to paint the tank pink 
again. With the resulting controversy, Černý was released, 
the monument was stripped of its status and, after being 
repainted green and pink several more times by compet-
ing groups, the tank was eventually removed to a military 
museum. 

When real tanks fi nally did return to the centre of Prague, 
taking up positions at the top of Wenceslas Square almost 
identical to those occupied by the Soviets in 1968, they 
weren’t Russian but part of the Czech Republic’s NATO 
contingent, put there along with a system of concrete bar-
riers in response to the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade 
Centre in NY (2001). As a new American vassal state, the 
Czech tanks had been sent to defend “Radio Free Europe,” 
based in the former Federal Parliament building (nestled 
between two communist-era motorways beside the iconic 
Natural Sciences Museum), from immanent “terrorist” at-
tack. A leftover from the Cold War, “RFE” fi nally relocated 
out of Prague’s centre only in February 2009: for the inter-
vening years the tanks and barriers remained in place, as 
if Prague were once again an occupied city.11 And while 
11 At 7:30 a.m. on the 6th of March 2003, in an echo of the self-immola-
tion of Jan Palach in 1968 (in protest against the Soviet invasion) near the 
same spot—and only metres from the RFE barricades and an APC—19-
year old student named Zdeněk Adamec poured petrol over himself and 
set himself ablaze in protest against the hijacking of democracy by corrupt 
politicians and corporations, and in opposition to the US-led war in Iraq. 
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the 9/11 crackdown on civil liberties across the American 
sphere brought an end to the anti-globalisation movement 
that peeked in 2000, a new series of grievances began 
to arise under the shadow of the Bush years—fi rst with 
the local rejection of the US front-line radar system that 
was planned to be built on Czech territory and widely per-
ceived as a direct provocation to Russia (fomenting a type 
of micro-Cuban-Missile-Crisis), then with the burgeoning 
“Occupy Movement” and its local cognates, spurred on by 
widespread public rejection of right-wing “austerity rheto-
ric” in the wake of the “GEC” (the Global Economic Crisis 
of 2007-8).

On 5 April 2009, US President Barack Obama stood at a 
specially erected podium outside the gates of Prague Castle 
and gave his audience a utopian vision of a world free of 
nuclear weapons. He told Praguers that America, as the 
only nation ever to’ve dropped the A-bomb, bore the mor-
al responsibility for launching a new era of disarmament. 
Where once there’d been the Brezhnev Doctrine there was 
now the Prague Doctrine, and very soon the world would 
be a better place. But Obama’s speech wasn’t directed at 
the Soviets (the Soviet Union had ceased to exist in ’91), 
but to the adventurists who’d occupied the White House 
in the eight years since. Standing a short way across the 
Square from Obama’s podium was the diminutive statue 
of Czechoslovakia’s founder, TG Masaryk (a caricature of 
the Great Man known as the Masaryk “memorial”). It was 
erected in 2000 to mark the 150th anniversary of his birth: 
it’d only taken the free city eleven years to honour the Re-
public’s founder with a public monument.12 

A hop step and a jump from there, past the Summer 
Palace to the sprawling Letná Plain, the giant “metronome” 
lay immobile on one side, testimony to the changing times. 
The “metronome,” visible from much of Prague, is a type 
of consolation prize for a city that once hosted the world’s 
largest monument to Stalin on the same spot. Prague’s 
pet Stalin was unveiled in 1955, measuring 15.5 metres in 
Adamec’s action also corresponded with the inauguration of Václav Klaus 
as president of the Czech Republic (with the backing of parliamentary 
members of the unreconstructed Communist Party.
12 In a time of rampant commodifi cation, the basic ideological principles of 
“individualism” underwriting the entire democratic dream had been trans-
formed into the collective action of consumers liberated from a monopoly 
of zero-choice to one of a multitude of sameness, in which there existed 
only celebrity dummies like Colonel Sanders in place of visionaries, who 
nobody needed in any case.
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height—a dead man’s folly made out of concrete and gran-
ite that also comprised a random selection of heroes of the 
Workers’ Paradise (including a female partisan unfortunately 
groping the crotch of a soldier standing behind her—the prod-
uct of an economising effort by the authorities who demand-
ed Stalin’s retinue be “foreshortened” to save on materials 
and currency). It was locally referred to as “Stalin and the 
Meat Queue” (even then, nobody had enough of anything). 
At the time it was the largest group statue in Europe. Fol-
lowing Khrushchev’s denunciation of Uncle Joe in ’5613 the 
whole thing was messily demolished with the aid of 800kg of 
high explosive (though only in 1962). At least one bystander 
was killed by fl ying debris. The monument’s architect, Otakar 
Švec, had already had enough decency to commit suicide the 
day before its unveiling. Thirty-four years later an 11-metre tall 
statue of Michael Jackson was erected on the same spot, as 
a promotional stunt for Jackson’s European “HIStory” tour.

Originally Stalin’s plinth also housed a bunker, of which 
there are dozens throughout Prague. After the Revolution, 
this bunker was converted into a pirate radio station, known 
as Radio Stalin, and later into a rock club. The Thatcherite 
and frequently megalomaniac prime minister (under Havel; 
but later also president himself), Václav Klaus, saw no good 
reason not to mount an enormous billboard of himself atop 

13 Nikita Krushchev, “On the Cult of Personality & its Consequences,” deliv-
ered to the 20th Party Congress of the Communist Party on February 25.
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the plinth during the 1998 general elections. It wasn’t popular 
outrage that resulted in the billboard being torn down, but high 
winds. The winds not of “change” so much as of the goddess 
“Irony.” Megalomania and gigantism have not always been 
contented bedfellows. Centuries of colonisation meant that 
Prague’s imperial ambitions remained circumscribed by the 
Renaissance, the rest belonged more to the Kafka-esque bu-
reaucratic variety. There are exceptions. One-Eyed Žižka and 
his horse on Vítkov Hill (the “National Monument”): the third 
largest bronze equestrian statue in the world. Overtly, it hon-
ours the victory in 1420 of the rebel Jan Žižka over the armies 
of the Holy Roman Empire on that site (Žižka was fabled as 
the original inventor of the “tank”). Symbolically it stood as 
a memorial to the Czechoslovak legionaries. Constructed be-
tween 1928 and 1938, it served as a focus of state ideology 
for successive régimes, and after the death of the founder of 
the Communist Czechoslovakia, Klement Gottwald, it served 
as a mausoleum for his embalmed remains (along with the 
cremated ones of twenty other senior communist fi gures), 
until the abolition of Gottwald’s personality cult in 1962 (the 
embalming process had been botched in any case).

In the opposite direction from Prague Castle, behind the 
faux Eiffel Tower, mirror maze and planetarium atop Petřín 
Hill, surrounded by brutalist dormitory buildings, stands Stra-
hov Stadium. Completed in 1926, the stadium was (and 
remained throughout its use as a sports venue) the largest 
stadium in the world, housing 9 grass football pitches and ac-
commodating up to 250,000 spectators. The Rolling Stones 
played there in 1990, soon after the Revolution, with Havel 
in the audience (as he was at Lou Reed’s miserable concert 
at the Lucerna Ballroom ten years later). During the ’30s Stra-
hov Stadium was known as Masaryk Stadium and was used 
for military reviews and as a venue for Sokol’s large scale 
gymnastics performances—a use to which it was returned 
(in 1955) under the communist régime with its quinquennial 
“Spartakiáda” (a fetishistic, mass synchronized gymnastics 
extravaganza named in honour of the leader of the Roman 
slave uprising, Spartacus, though designed to celebrate the 
Red Army’s “liberation” of Czechoslovakia from the Nazis). 
During the 1960 Spartakiáda some 750,000 gymnasts from 
across the country took part (participation for soldiers and 
students was compulsory). The Strahov Stadium made even 
Soviet gigantism seem paltry. Its uses no doubt went far be-
yond its architects’ expectations: after the annexation of the 
Sudetenland in 1938, thousands of refugees were temporar-
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turn of the German-speaking population, thousands of whom 
were herded into the stadium as a transit camp on their way 
to expulsion from Czechoslovakia—under the auspices of the 
so-called Beneš Decrees of October 28, 1945 (prompted 
by the Potsdam Conference), which sought to legalise a 
process that had already been going on since the end of 
the war. 

In these “decrees,” Beneš called for a “fi nal solution to 
the German question” (konečné řešení německé otázky): 
namely the forced deportation all ethnic Germans from 
Czechoslovakia. A sense of intent can be gleaned from one 
of Beneš’s London radio broadcasts on 27 October 1943: 
“The end of the war will be written in blood… Germans 
will be paid back, mercilessly and manifold, all they’ve per-
petrated in our lands since ’38… There won’t be a single 
Czechoslovak not participating in this righteous revenge for 
the nations tribulations.” Standing in the Old Town Square 
on the May 16 1945, soon after the “liberation,” and echo-
ing words that might easily (with obvious substitutions) 
have been spoken by Adolf Eichmann on the occasion of 
the establishment of the Offi ce of Jew Emigration in Prague 
in July 1939 (a fi rst step in the expediting of a “Final So-
lution to the Jewish Question”), Beneš proposed “a new 

Czechoslovak army revue, Strahov Stadium, 1936
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political formation” which would be necessary in order “to 
liquidate, uncompromisingly, Germans in the Czech lands 
and Hungarians in Slovakia.” Not having been a man of any 
distinguished sense of irony, we can only take him at his 
word.

Beneš’s “fi nal solution” impacted upon whole commu-
nities irrespective of their political affi liation with Nazism, 
and included members of the anti-fascist movements, So-
cial Democrats, and even Jews, a signifi cant number of 
whom had only just returned from concentration camps 
and were now made to wear the letter “N” to mark them 
as being German (“Němec”). Along with Strahov Stadium 
there were some 1,215 internment camps, as well as 846 
forced labour and “disciplinary centres” (among them the 
former Nazi concentration camp at Terezín). Beneš’s “fi nal 
solution,” which was primarily administered by, and played 
most into the hands of, the communist “partisan” units, ef-
fected an approximate 3.3 million Sudetendeutsch (based 
on a 1938 census), out of a total pre-war Czechoslovak 
population that included, in addition, 6 million Czechs, 2 
million Slovaks and 700,000 Hungarians.14 An estimated 
30,000 people died in the process.15

Accounts of the post-war expulsions continue to be con-
troversial, and frequently unverifi able. Photographs, however, 
attest to the truth of some of them. There are the “human can-
dles” on Wenceslas Square—German soldiers, some of whom 
were reportedly taken from hospital beds, strung upside-down 
from lampposts and set ablaze by the mob. It is easy to dis-
pute the horrifi c nature of such accounts, coming as they do 
from “Germans” and reduced to a certain level of banality 
after years of Nazi atrocities (few historians seem to have 
had the stomach for levelling accusations of “crimes against 
humanity” during this period of retribution, actively encour-
aged by the governments of the USA and USSR). If such re-
ports are to be believed, the Vltava river was virtually choked 
with corpses for weeks after the “liberation,” while Strahov 
(“Masaryk”) Stadium was an “Inferno” of Bruegel-esque tor-
tures, rapes and murders. One apparent survivor of Strahov, 
14 According to a report by Czech Radio, an estimated “1.6 million ethnic 
Germans were deported to the American zone of what would become 
West Germany, while an estimated 800,000 were deported to the Soviet 
zone, in what would become East Germany.” The expulsions ended in 
1948 when between 160,000 and 250,000 ethnic Germans remained in 
Czechoslovakia.
15 This is a fi gure recently adjusted downwards by a joint Czech/German 
commission from a previous estimation of 300,000.
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Josefi ne Waimann, is repeatedly quoted in the literature 
circulated to expose this Sudeten “holocaust” (an account 
which is entirely unverifi able): “I most vividly remember a 
young pregnant woman; young Czechs in uniform slit her 
belly open, tore out the embryo and, howling with glee, 
stuffed a dachshund into the torn body of the woman, who 
was screaming horribly.” To give the “Czechs” their due, 
Waimann does claim that it was the Red Army who did the 
raping, the “Czechs” were merely their sadistic lackeys. An 
uncomfortable version of this narrative forms the backdrop 
of Jaroslav Rudiš and Jaromír 99’s “Alois Nebel” trilogy of 
graphic novels, adapted for the screen in 2011, in which 
Czechs stooging for the Soviets are shown as the principle 
culprits in the Sudeten “evacuation.” 

Havel made a point of acknowledging the excesses 
committed during the expulsion of the Sudetens soon af-
ter gaining offi ce, and expressed regret at the Beneš De-
crees for providing a legal framework for both arbitrary and 
systematic acts of revenge, as well as outright theft, and 
for preventing the prosecution of those involved (though 
similar amnesties provided to offi cers of the Chilean Junta 
managed to be overturned retrospectively, yet the Beneš 
Decrees—themselves retroactively ratifi ed by an interim 
Czechoslovak National assembly on 6 March 1946 [to 
cover its tracks]—continue to remain a stumbling block to 
the national conscience). And while ’89 “restitution” laws 
provided for the return of property seized by the commu-
nists, neither Czechoslovakia, nor its successor state the 
Czech Republic, ever provided compensation for Sudeten 
“Germans” (nor any right of return: compensation was paid 
to Austria and Hungary, though). 

Ironically, after ’48, the communist régime in Prague 
was faced with a dilemma, since the advent of socialist 
East Germany meant that Germans, too, had now to be 
considered “comrade brothers.” And so the deportations 
ended. Not so the general narrative of deferred blame: the 
responsibility for all atrocities during the war fell squarely 
on the shoulders of the “fascists.” Thus the entire question 
of “Czech” collaboration with the Nazis was airbrushed 
out of history. During the ’90s, the question resurfaced 
in especially dramatic fashion out of the revelations sur-
rounding Lety concentration camp, located 68km south of 
Prague—a camp specifi cally for “people avoiding work and 
living off crime,” but intended after July 1942 exclusively 
for the local Roma population. The order to construct the 
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camp was in fact given two weeks before the Nazi occu-
pation and was put into effect on 17 July 1939. Both the 
commandant, Josef Janovský (later Štefan Blahynka), and 
the guards were Czech and remained so throughout the 
period of the Protectorate. 10% of prisoners died in the 
camp while a total of 4,831 Romani were transported to 
Auschwitz. During the 1970s an industrial-scale pig farm 
was built on the site of the Lety camp. A European Parlia-
ment resolution of 2005 required that the Czech govern-
ment remove the farm, but to date the government has 
declined to do so.

One prominent campaigner against racism and for Rom-
ani rights was Jakub Polák, a prominent Czech anarchist 
active from the time of the Prague Spring. He was a co-
founder of the 1989 strike committee that contributed to 
the Velvet Revolution and afterwards founded and edited 
A-Kontra magazine, the central mouthpiece of the Czech 
anarchist movement. During the nineties he was particu-
larly active in the fi ght against the neo-Nazi resurgence in 
Central Europe and was a founder of Prague’s fi rst post-
Revolution squat in 1990 (on Podplukovníka Sochora Street 
in Holešovice, close to Vltavská metro and to Bubny train 
station: the central deportation point during the war for 
Prague’s Jews, organised into transports by the local Jew-
ish “authorities”). During the ’90s a number of squats in 
the city fl ourished, including one adjacent to the Old Town 
side of Charles Bridge—yet whilst many prominently located 
buildings owned by property developers have been allowed 
to remain vacant and in most cases derelict (some for more 
than twenty years), the Prague authorities have maintained 
a general hostility to squatters and attracted accusations in 
the late ’90s of complicity with neo-Nazi groups involved 
in violent attacks on squats in Prague and elsewhere. Some 
squats, like the one coordinated by artists Igor Tchai in 
the Vršovice district, served as ad hoc artist-run exhibition 
and performance centres. But though initiatives aimed at 
promoting public art in neglected “private” spaces were 
supported by the likes of the Soros Foundation, nothing of 
the character of “Kunsthaus” Tacheles, the famous squat 
in Berlin-Mitte that operated until 2012 was ever permitted 
to develop in Prague. Perhaps the closest approximation 
was the Villa Milada, a dilapidated pre-war house fl anked 
by communist-era highrise dormitories across the river 
from the recently re-designated “Franz Kafka” train station, 
which acquired soon after its occupation on the 1st of May 
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1998 a reputation as the centre of Prague’s independent 
underground scene. By June 2009 it was the city’s last re-
maining squat, when council authorities moved in to evict 
its inhabitants. Three years later, the building (originally 
slated for demolition, but still standing) was temporarily 
reoccupied by a group of some 30 people before riot police 
immediately intervened. 

The Villa Milada’s location was once an exclusive zone 
for the city’s bourgeoisie. The communists wreaked their 
revenge by demolishing most of the villas in the area to 
make way for a degraded Le Corbusier-style system of col-
lege dormitories, a kind of student satellite city. The régime 
had already performed a similar “cleansing” operation to the 
city’s south, where the Barrandov Bridge and the massive 
fl yovers on the Braník side of the river, along with a motor-
way through the heart of Barrandov, left a key landmark of 
the First Republic—the Barrandov Terraces, a complex of 
buildings designed by architect Max Urban and constructed 
by Václav M. Havel (father of the future president) on the 
hillside overlooking the river, including a famous riverside 
swimming complex—isolated and in ruins. The once-fash-
ionable terraces had been frequented before the war by 
artists and writers like Nezval and members of the fi lm in-
dustry (Barrandov Studios is close by), and during the war 
by the likes of Goebbels, Lída Baarová, and members of the 
collaborationist government. Having been nationalised by 
the communists, today the pool, hidden by overgrowth and 
half-demolished, is fi lled with the debris of a disappeared 
homeless colony, while the restaurant, with its characteris-
tic lighthouse-beacon tower, has been boarded up for over 
thirty years: the view from the dilapidated terraces now 
nothing but an expanse of multilane traffi c. 

While the “Terraces” remain in redevelopment limbo, the 
case of Villa Milada is even stranger, since in offi cial docu-
mentation it doesn’t actually exist. While communist and 
some post-communist efforts to wreck the city or profi t 
from its “modernisation” have produced a copious number 
of dead zones that barely appear on any map (the entire 
area stretching north along the curve of the river from Villa 
Milada is a case in point), the villa itself represents a vir-
tual black hole. Having been slated for demolition, it was 
offi cially deleted from the property register before the en-
tire “student city” project came grinding to a halt and the 
régime imploded. It might’ve been a scenario invented by 
that arch ironist, Kafka. But neither the communists nor the 
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benefi ciaries of the ’89 revolution were averse to inventing 
similar scenarios when it suited them: throughout the proc-
ess of “Restitution,” for example, a nebulous and on-going 
system of sales and deed-transfers among subsidiary state 
institutions (and later private ones) was used to obfuscate 
the question of legal ownership of expropriated or “nation-
alised” properties—such transfers were even known to 
happen during restitution hearings, like some game of pass 
the potato. 

These paper trails and erasures and bureaucratic black 
holes describe another kind of map, a map of a city con-
ceived as a psycho-legalistic melodrama, an ideological 
carny ride, a mirror maze for invisible men. Redevelopment 
has created swathes of erasures around the old periphery 
of the city, which itself has extended into a “great wall” of 
prefab highrise projects (paneláky)—nowadays re-branded 
as luxury apartment complexes—comprising the outlying 
“sídliště.” Zones such as the former docklands, the de-
molished shipyards and old workers’ “garden colonies” of 
Libeňský Island, the container terminal at Rohanský Island 
(both now annexed to the northern side of the river by 
landfi ll and converted to condos and glass-house corporate 
highrises—one of which featured in the opening sequence 
of the 2006 instalment in the James Bond Franchise, Ca-
sino Royale [later in the fi lm, Prague’s Václav Havel Inter-
national Airport stands in for Miami Dade]) have all been 
altered beyond recognition in the cause of the necessary 
advance of “capital.” Closer to the centre, the former bar-
racks building in which J.K. Tyl penned the words to the 
Czech national anthem 180 years ago has been converted 
into a mega-mall to rival the “incomprehensible” postmod-
ernism of John C. Portman’s Bonaventure Hotel. 

But the mallifi cation of “Magic Prague” has perhaps pro-
ceeded nowhere quite as dramatically as in the suburb of 
Pankrác (extending south from Vyšehrad and synonymous 
for much of the twentieth century with Pankrác Prison) 
where corporate highrises have gradually been clustering 
since the 1970s, but in which they have proliferated in 
recent years, transforming an area named after the Roman-
esque church of St Pancras (part of a World Heritage site) 
into a sprawling submetropolis of 21st-century commer-
cial “arcades” such as Arkády Pankrác, the huge “modern 
shopping and social centre” which has taken the place of 
a civic “hub.” The entire district has, by virtue of its verti-
cal extension, become as prominent on Prague’s skyline 
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as the “Syringe” (the Žižkov TV tower, with its one-room 
hotel located at the top). In seventy years the place has 
been transformed almost as much as it might’ve been if 
the Luftwaffe had been permitted to make a few passes 
(rather than just a few USAF pilots who couldn’t fi nd Dres-
den in broad daylight). Perhaps the city’s avant-gardists, 
like Karel Teige (friend of Le Corbusier and author of “The 
Minimal Dwelling”) really foresaw it all: as the disillusion-
ment of what once upon a time must’ve actually seemed 
like a glowing futuristic vision. And as for Beneš, when he 
looked down from his Castle window in 1946, beside his 
ego projected onto a jumble of architecture, what did he 
really see? The idea of freedom (for a price)? The realisable 
utopia? All the bubbling tomorrows of the human communi-
ty in microcosm, like goldfi sh in a bowl (the “Golden City” 
so-called16) and himself holding the little fi sh-food shaker?

Louis Armand
Prague, October 2014

16 In honour of its fi lth-brewing alchemists rather than its gilded weather-
cocks, telling which way the wind used to blow.

Love letter from America: Vinohraská, 
14 February 1945, “Ugly Wednesday”
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DAVID VICHNAR

TOWARD A PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY 
OF POETISM 

By Guy Debord’s well-worn defi nition,1 psychogeography 
combines subjective and objective experience, theory and 
speculation, as well as (in the practice of the Situationist 
International) activism and urban interventionism, function 
and play. According to Vincent Kaufman (Debord’s biogra-
pher), for all its apparent seriousness, the term also com-
prised “an art of conversation and drunkenness, and eve-
rything leads us to believe that Debord excelled at both.”2 
Over the many years since the promulgation of a Situation-
ist “unitary urbanism” and the dérives and détournements 
of May 1968, the term has become an umbrella for “a 
whole toy box full of playful, inventive strategies for ex-
ploring cities” which take “pedestrians” off their predict-
able paths” and jolt them “into a new awareness of the 
urban landscape.”3

Literary history’s penchant for geographically delimited 
schools or groups tends to reduce the “specifi c effects of 
the geographical environment” on “the emotions and be-
haviour of individuals” of Debord’s defi nition to place-name 
shorthand. In just the avant-garde context, one oftentimes 
pitches the Dresden-based Brücke vs. the Munich-operating 
Der Blaue Reiter group, the Milanese against the Muscovite 
Futurists, Zürich- as opposed to Paris-Dadaism, or—in the 
theory of the times—one distinguishes the Moscow as op-
posed to the St. Petersburg Formalist movement, or among 
the Prague, Moscow and Copenhagen schools of linguis-
tic structuralism (all, of course, inheritors of the Geneva 
School), etc. Yet, it remains a muddled issue whether these 
toponyms can and should act only as convenient classifying 
1 Guy Debord defi ned psychogeography in 1955 as “the study of the pre-
cise laws and specifi c effects of the geographical environment, conscious-
ly organized or not, on the emotions and behaviour of individuals.” (“Intro-
duction to a Critique of Urban Geography,” Les Lèvres Nues 6 [1955])
2 Vincent Kaufman, Guy Debord: Revolution in the Service of Poetry (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006) 114.
3 Joseph Hart, “A New Way of Walking,” Utne (July/August 2004): 41.



3
6

labels or how much attention should be paid to the impact 
of the geographical specifi cities on the psyches inhabiting 
them. That all of the above movements and schools formed 
their poetics and aesthetics in response to the particular 
political, sociological, historic, architectural, geographic, or 
even meteorological aspects of their milieu, is only too evi-
dent. As is the fact that any particular space in any particu-
lar time fi nds itself, in the words of Henri Lefebvre, 

qualifi ed (and qualifying) beneath the sediments left behind 
by history, by accumulation, by quantifi cation. The qualities 
in question are qualities of space, not qualities in space. To 
say that such qualities constitute a “culture,” or “cultural 
models,” adds very little to the matter.4

There are two extremes any proper psychogeographical 
mapping of an artistic scene seeks to avoid: on the one hand, 
what Arthur Schopenhauer famously warned against as a 
“frivolous worship of relics” within a culture—the fetishist 
veneration in which the writers’ autographs, manuscripts, 
memorabilia or birthplaces become “gaped at with interest 
and awe by many who have never read their works.”5 On 
the other hand is the common belief in the mystique of 
genius, the conviction that writing, painting, or sculpting 
somehow transcend their temporal location by appealing 
and communicating to some quasi-general human. 

The present mapping of the interwar Prague and its im-
pact on poetist aesthetics follows the in-between approach 
espoused by Louis Armand in his monumental anthology of 
post-1990 Prague poetry and fi ction: 

There are cities in the world that exercise a particular 
infl uence over the minds of writers, artists and historians 
because they seem to manifest a type of spirit, a genius 
loci, through which an intellectual vitalism is channelled or 
communicated. Cities galvanized, in their very substance, 
by a cultural electricity—a vortex—their names imbued 
with powers of conjuration.6

For the Devětsil generation, the Prague of the 1920s and 
4 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) 230.
5 Arthur Schopenhauer , “On Genius,” Essays: from the Parerga and Paral-
ipomena, trans. T. Bailey Saunders (London: Allen & Unwin, 1951) 95.
6 Louis Armand, “Introduction,” The Return of Král Majáles (Prague: Lit-
teraria Pragensia Books, 2010) 1.
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30s was not just a city in which to study and (fail to) get 
a job—it was, fi rst and foremost, an inspiring space to in-
habit, in which to live intensely. Karel Teige’s “Art Today 
and Tomorrow” manifesto, in many senses the harbinger 
of poetism, published in the Devětsil Miscellany in Autumn 
1922, posits one of the chief principles of the Czech avant-
garde in the formula: “There’s no need for art out of life 
or for life, but for art as part of life. […] May art be mental 
hygiene, just as sport is physical hygiene.”7 For art to be 
part of life, it must fi rst of all cease to be, in any sense of 
the word, institutional:

THE NEW ART WON’T BE ART ANY MORE! Yes, of course. 
It will be something altogether new and different. But we 
can also say, only the new art will truly be artistic, and all 
art so far will appear narrow, exceptional, monstrous or 
imperfect.8

As long as “the beauty of the new art is of this world,”9 
it must engage with its immediate surroundings, the place 
and time giving rise to it. And, two years later, Teige in-
deed venerated the city of Prague as “the magic-city of 
poetism,” the seat of “courage, insouciance, surprise and 
joy” of “all senses in a carefree style.”10

The home where its heart was at its most carefree was 
the Národní třída (National Avenue), which stretches from 
the bottom of Wenceslas Square to the National Theatre, 
extending via Legions Bridge across the Vltava, thus join-
ing the city’s commercial and cultural epicentres. However, 
the prime cultural-social milieu fostering the avant-garde 
lay, at least geographically speaking, opposite the institu-
tional space of the National Theatre: in the cafés running 
the length of the left side of avenue. For a mid-20s fl âneur 
keen on keeping up with the literary business of the day, 
the following six establishments would present compulsory 
stops on a stroll down Národní.11 

7 Karel Teige, “Umění dnes a zítra,” Sborník Devětsil (Autumn 1922): 197; 
my translation.
8 Teige, “Umění dnes a zítra,” 198; my translation.
9 Teige, “Umění dnes a zítra,” 202; my translation.
10 Teige, “O humoru, klaunech a dadaistech” (1924), collected in Svět, 
který se směje (Praha: Akropolis, 2004) 88; my translation.
11 The following exposé follows the detailed account in the recent Baedek-
er through avant-garde Prague, Praha avantgardní, eds. Kateřina Piorecká 
& Karel Piorecký (Prague: Academia, 2014) 36-95; my translation.
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There was, fi rst and foremost, Slavia Café at no. 1, 
where, overseen by the “Absinthe Drinker” painting by 
Viktor Oliva, the Čapek brothers would meet up with the 
Tvrdošíjní (“Obstinates”) painters Jan Zrzavý or Václav 
Špála, where Vítězslav Nezval met his life-long partner 
Františka Řepová, or where Vladislav Vančura signed the 
“Communist Writers to Communist Workers” manifesto, 
which ended up earning him the boot from the Czechoslo-
vak Communist Party. 

At a stone’s throw from Slavia stood Národní Café at no. 
13, the hub of the Devětsil group, where Karel Teige held 
regular meetings with Vítězslav Nezval, Konstantin Biebl, 
Jaroslav Seifert and many other poets, but also with the 
Prague Linguistic Circle founding members Vilém Mathesius 
and Roman Jakobson (the harbinger of the good news of 
Russian Futurism) or the surrealist painters Jindřich Štyrský 
and Marie Čermínová (Toyen), whose friendship begun at 
the café would grow into life-long partnership. The exoti-
cism of the nearby Paukert delicatessen & wine cellar at no. 
17 and its display window full of imported luxury foods and 
drinks was immortalised in Seifert’s poem “Abacus,” liken-
ing the addressee’s breast to “an apple from Australia.”12 

A solemn if somewhat drab witness to days of yore, the 
12 Qtd in Praha avantgardní, 59.
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old-fashioned Union Café at no. 29 was already an “en-
dangered relic” of the past in early 1923, when Čapek was 
sounding the alarm to save its pristine beauty. Its division 
into many small salons, booths and compartments offered 
an exceptionally welcoming environment for group meet-
ings and debates. A hangout popular with writers, artists 
and architects already in the 1870s, the list of the Un-
ion Café frequenters in the post-war years reads like who 
is who of the literature and culture of the period, topped 
by the prototypical bohemian, Jaroslav Hašek. In the late 
1920s, the café also became the haven of all those ex-
pelled from the Devětsil Garden of Eden at Národní Café. 

Pompously opened in 1928 at no. 25, the Metro Café—
its functionalist interior design a reference to the style of 
the Parisian underground—acted as the modern-day fol-
lower to Union’s shabby splendour. What the Union Café 
was to the pre-war years and early 20s, the Metro became 
shortly after its opening. It was here that, in March 1934, 
Nezval and Štyrský agreed on the formulation of the leafl et 
announcing the inception of Prague’s fi rst Surrealist group. 
Popular with the Marxist intelligentsia, the Metro Café be-
came the seat of the Left Front, a collective undertaking 
which included many different sections (literary, philosoph-
ical, cinematic, architectural, economic, sociological, and 
others) and published its eponymous magazine under the 
editorship of S.K. Neumann. It was here that the Prague 
Trockyists had their fi rst skirmishes with the Moscow hard-
line communists, and it was also here that Vančura was 
correctly prophesied a violent death by Nezval that the avid 
palm reader. 

The Metro Café was built opposite the famous Louvre 
Café and Moulin Rouge wine bar at No. 20. The Louvre 
Café had already earned its reputation as the hub of the 
German-speaking intelligentsia and artistic circles before 
World War I, when frequented by Albert Einstein (during 
his 1911-12 sojourn), and hosting the bi-weekly meetings 
of a German philosophy group led by Joseph Eisenmeyer 
and attended by two law students, Franz Kafka and Max 
Brod. After World War I, Louvre also became the venue of 
the regular meetings of the Prague Linguistic Circle and, in 
February 1925, witnessed the founding of the Czech PEN 
club, presided over by Karel Čapek and playing host, over 
the years, to such visiting international stars as G.B. Shaw, 
Marina Tsvetayeva, Paul Valéry, Philippe Soupault, Luigi 
Pirandello, and many others.
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Although located literally in the shadow of the National 
Theatre and its socially elitist and ideologically censored 
dissemination of the offi cial version of national culture 
(all of which the Frejka-Burian 1926 “Liberated Theatre” 
project sought to free itself of), the cafés provided a cul-
tural space marked by social permeability, personal mobil-
ity, ideological deregulation, and internationalism. In fact, 
the Liberated Theatre took Národní for its stage on which 
to perform its social activist happenings—as the architect 
and avant-garde memoirist Karel Honzík recalls, 

E.F. Burian […] wanted us to join forces and publicly inter-
vene for the return of the pedestrian precinct onto Národní. 
He suggested that the Devětsil members parade up and 
down the street in strange tawdry costumes consisting of 
ultramarine jackets, yellow trousers and red vests. […] In 
short, EFB wanted to bring the theatre into the streets.

Even though this project did not quite pan out in the end, 
Národní provided the matrix for the social contact and 
livelihood on which the Prague avant-garde could thrive. 
The telephone still not quite yet embedded in popular con-
sciousness and private use, cafés became the nodal points 
of a network enabling of collective activity. As Seifert later 
on reminisced in his book of memoirs, Všecky krásy světa 
(All the Beauty of the World):

No-one went to the cafés for the coffee only, which 
was proverbially dismal. Its cost—two crowns—was an 
entrance ticket to a nook of warmth (in the winter) and of 
thick smoke (in the summer). But the friendly atmosphere 
was always worth the while.13

On the axis street of the avant-garde movement, however, 
the cafés had a location particularly suitable to literary in-
dustry for yet another reason: they sat side by side with 
the nation’s most prestigious literary publishing houses and 
newspaper editor offi ces. The Topič bookshop (no. 9) was 
the place in Prague to go to when searching for the latest 
news on French surrealism. The Borový publishing house 
(No. 18), from the 30s onward, was the exclusive pub-
lisher of Nezval and Teige, often illustrated by Štyrský and 
Toyen. Borový having moved into the Topič bookshop, no. 
18 was then occupied by KMEN, or the “Club for Modern 
13 Jaroslav Seifert, Všecky krásy světa; my translation. Qtd. in Praha 
avantgardní, 18.
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Publishing,” a publishing collective concentrating the ef-
forts of some of Prague’s most important avant-garde pub-
lishers, attracting the interest of the Čapek brothers, the 
political thinker Ferdinand Peroutka. Also at no. 18 resided 
the editor’s offi ce of Lidové noviny, whose journalism was 
of such high level and aplomb as to found its own “school” 
of journalism (led by such legendary men of the press as 
Eduard Bass or Karel Poláček).

That the Devětsil “headquarters” at Národní Café also 
played host to the meetings of Prague Linguistic Circle 
helps to account for the unparalleled readiness and speedi-
ness with which some of its prominent members came to 
Nezval’s rescue in the famous Naše řeč affair. The most 
infl uential magazine on the theory and practice of the 
Czech language, Naše řeč (Our Speech), led by its editor-
in-chief, Jiří Haller, served as a mouthpiece for Bohemists 
and Czech philologists promoting the most extreme purist 
and archaic standards of language. When presented with 
Nezval’s Kronika z konce tisíciletí (A Chronicle from the 
End of a Millennium, 1929)—an experimental text full of 
morphological and syntactical neologisms—Haller’s review, 
unsurprisingly, launched a vitriolic attack on the perceived 
“awkwardness” of Nezval’s style, the “ineptitude” of his 
handling of language, and the overall “defectiveness” of his 
fi rst novelistic attempt.14 The Circle’s collective response 
took the form of a lecture series on the related questions of 
linguistic correctness, literariness and the poetic function. 
Together, in taking a collective position on the questions of 
linguistic norm, it was by far not only the illustrious Jakob-
son that opposed the prevailing sentiment among Czech 
philologists of the period and sided with Nezval’s poetic 
experimentation, but the entire Czech “wing” of the Cir-
cle—Mathesius, Mukařovský, and Havránek. In so doing, 
they also acknowledged the common basis between Nez-
val’s poetist creation and their own theoretical examination 
of the modern Czech standard and poetic language. 

Thus, the collective action and public activism of the 
Czech avant-garde sprang from the hub at Národní, whose 
cafés acted as conduits—and publishing houses and editor 
offi ces as outlets—of shared energy. The Devětsil could 
publish their revue, circulate their manifestoes, co-author 
books and have them illustrated by the period’s prominent 
painters and photographers, only because its members 
14 Jiří Haller, “Kronika z konce tisíciletí,” rev. of Vítězslav Nezval’s novel A 
Chronicle from the End of a Millennium, in Naše řeč 14.7 (1930): 153-63.
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lived and created in each other’s pockets at the café ta-
bles on Národní. Connected to the mutual proximity and 
concentration typical of the main actors and the stage of 
the interwar avant-garde cultural life is another trait of 
Prague’s geography that shaped the psyche of its creative 
inhabitants. Prague, compared to other urban “names im-
bued with powers of conjuration” for the European avant-
garde (London, Paris, Berlin, Rome), is marked by the rela-
tive smallness, compactness and well-preservedness of its 
historical centre. Even during the mass spread of municipal 
transportation, the landmark of its skyline, also the cen-
tre of the nation’s political power (Prague Castle), sprawl-
ing on the hilltops of Hradčany, was accessible only via 
the crummy winding streets of the Lesser Side—and only 
on foot. The revolutionary project of the fi rst Prague bus 
line operating up (and down) the steep Nerudova Street, 
from March 1908 to November 1909, which also sought 
to supplant the abolished tramline over Charles Bridge, was 
discontinued due to its impracticality and failure rate.15 In-
stead, a tram connection between the Lesser Side Square 
and the Castle was built in the course of the 1910s and 
20s, which nevertheless circled around the Castle’s ram-
parts and reached the historical district in a roundabout 
way and from afar, via Chotkova, along Marian Ramparts 
and from Pohořelec. Thus, Prague’s historical epicentre re-
mained sealed-off from industrial urban progress to a de-
gree unparalleled in e.g. Paris, London, or Berlin. 

A brief comparison of two great city-poems by two 
great city-poets, the one dedicated to Paris, the other to 
Prague, will illustrate the striking contrast. The opening of 
Guillaume Apollinaire’s “Zone” famously apostrophises the 
Eiffel Tower as the “shepherdess” to the “bleating fl ock” of 
the bridges, denounces “the ancient world” of the “Greeks 
and Romans” and immediately sings of “automobiles,” of 
“hangars at the airfi eld” and of “a pretty little street” praised 
for its “factory charm” and “youth.”16 Prague makes its 
famous cameo later on, and the dissonance between the 
hypermodern Paris and the pristine “antiquity” of Prague 
Castle could not be more pronounced:

15 Pavel Fojtík & František Prošek, Pražské autobusy 1925–2005 (Prague: 
Dopravní podnik hl. m. Prahy, 2005) 4-10.
16 Guillaume Apollinaire, “Zone,” trans. Nikki Georgopoulos, From a Terrace 
in Prague, ed. Stephan Delbos (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2011) 42-3.
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Horrifi ed you see yourself etched in the agates of Saint Vitus
You almost died of sadness the day that you lived
To see yourself like Lazarus bewildered by the day
The hands of the clock in the Jewish quarter run backwards
And you too crawl slowly back through your life
While climbing to Hradčany listening at night
To the Czech songs of the taverns17

Although written after more than twenty years of progres-
sive urban industrialisation since Apollinaire’s “Zone,” Nez-
val’s poetry collection Prague with Fingers of Rain depicts a 
far more rural landscape. “City of Spires” enumerates “fi n-
gers of a cemetery in May,” “fi ngers of autumn crocuses,” 
“fi ngers of gold,” “fi ngers of asparagus,” “fi ngers of cuck-
oos and Christmas trees,” and juxtaposes “the sunburnt 
fi ngers of ripening barley and the Petřín Lookout Tower” 
with “the cut-off fi ngers of rain and the Týn Church on the 
glove of nightfall.”18 The eponymous poem, “Prague with 
Fingers of Rain,” despite listing Prague’s signature histori-
cal monuments, repeatedly insists on its indefi nability and 
incomprehensibility to the casual observer: “It is not in any-
thing […] That you are unique in this world that you cannot 
change even if they destroy you”; “It is not in anything / 
Not in anything that can be uttered by a glib tongue that 
can be described in a tourist guide / It is in your whole be-
ing in its mysterious disposition.”19 And its Whitmanesque 
list of the city’s manifestations of the poetic spirit (“I am 
the tongue of your bells but also of your rain / I am the 
tongue of your grapes but also of your doss-houses…”) 
ends on a note of invocation:

To future generations I bequeath my experience and a long sigh
For the unfi nished song which wakes me which lulls me to sleep
Remember me
That I lived and walked about Prague […]
For time fl ies and there’s so much left I want to say about you
Time fl ies and I have still not said enough about you
Time fl ies like a swallow lighting up the old stars over Prague20

17 Apollinaire, “Zone,” 45.
18 Vítězslav Nezval, “City of Spires,” trans. Ewald Osers, From a Terrace 
in Prague, 88-9.
19 Nezval, “Prague with Fingers of Rain,” trans. Ewald Osers, From a Ter-
race in Prague, 90.
20 Nezval, “Prague with Fingers of Rain,” 91-2.



4
4

Nezval’s poetic vision of Prague, compared to Apollinaire’s 
high-tech invocation of Parisian urbanism, is markedly rural 
and ancient. Opposed to Apollinaire’s “youthful” charm of 
his Parisian “factory street” and the sense that the city’s 
breakneck speed of development renders even the cars “an-
cient,” is Nezval’s conviction of Prague’s immutability, akin 
to the permanence of “the old stars” over the city, which 
will make it possible for future generations to remember 
him who “lived and walked about Prague.” Stephan Del-
bos, editor of From a Terrace in Prague, echoes Nezval’s 
and many other poets’ sentiment when phrasing the differ-
ence of Prague as a city space in these terms: “Therein lies 
the startling tension of Prague, and its power to inspire: the 
city’s rulers, inhabitants and visitors have changed dras-
tically, while its physical nature has remained much the 
same.”21 

The other characteristics of Prague as psychogeographi-
cal space, the narrowness, steepness and compactness of 
its central parts, is so marked as to turn fl ânerie and stroll-
ing into the key means of transportation across much of 
the city. It was, again, Apollinaire whose brief March 1902 
visit to the city inspired him (after a mere two days) to write 
the famous “Prague Stroller” short story, unwittingly estab-
lishing the tradition of all the writing done whilst/through 
walking about the city. Although surprised, in the opening 
matter-of-fact account, at the city’s modern cosmopolitan-
ism (and Francophilia), Apollinaire again quickly resorts to 
the city’s mythologisation. Not only does he mis-transcribe 
the name of his hotel, “Na Poříčí” as “Porjitz” (as if deci-
phering ancient Hebrew), but on his fi rst stroll through the 
city, the narrator is joined by the Wandering Jew Ahasuerus 
(here appearing under the name Isaac Laquedem), doomed 
to forever roam the earth until Christ’s second coming. In 
the streets of Prague, however, Ahasuerus’ trespass is a 
felix culpa, and he himself a happy sinner:

I walk without ceasing, and will still be walking when the 
fi fteen signs of the last judgment are manifesting them-
selves. But I do not follow roads to Calvary; mine are hap-
py. […] My sin, sir, was a sin of genius, and I ceased to 
repent of it a very long time ago.22

21 Stephan Delbos, “Preface,” From a Terrace in Prague, 7.
22 Guillaume Apollinaire, The Heresiarch & Co, trans. Anne Hyde Greet 
(University of Michigan: Doubleday, 1965) 7.
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Nezval’s 1938 book-length poem in prose, Pražský chodec 
(The Prague Stroller), begins on Národní on 9 June 1937, 
as he is submitting the manuscript of his new poetry col-
lection, Absolutní hrobař (The Absolute Undertaker) to the 
Topič Publishing House at no. 9, and opens with a tip of the 
hat to its famous precursor and his “image of the Prague 
stroller”:

After all it was Apollinaire who thusly named his Prague-
based text—and I daresay he was among the fi rst to evoke 
in me what I call the “new sensation.” It seems to me in 
poetry, such a “new sensation” is all that’s ever at stake. 
Only once such a “new sensation” has appeared can eve-
rything become meaningful anew. […] It was this “new 
sensation” which gave me a new feel for cities. And it 
is this “new sensation” that leads, even today, my steps 
around Prague.23 

Nezval’s Prague Stroller is partly a travelogue of his twelve-
month walk around the city between June 1937 and June 
1938, partly a memoir of place-evoked reminiscences of 
his avant-garde years (which, as he himself foresees, are 
about to come to a grinding halt), written in the tone of 
“emotion without emotionalism”:

This “new sensation” turns me into a tuner transposing 
everything he comes across into one key: the key of emo-
tion without emotionalism. This “new sensation,” which 
seizes me in my instantaneous encounters with just about 
anything, doesn’t hierarchize beauty according to whether 
it is or isn’t important, but instead it wanders under the 
open skies and through the very centre of life. This “new 
sensation” is turning me into a Prague stroller.24

Especially lively are Nezval’s memories of André Breton 
and Paul Éluard’s 1935 visit to the city—Prague becomes 
haunted by these Parisian ghosts and those of Štyrský and 
Toyen (already more Paris- than Prague-based), and in vari-
ous places Nezval engages in an imaginative Prague/Paris 
comparison, as when he likens the ancient parts around the 
Strahov monastery behind the Castle to Paris’s Montmar-
tre: “What would Parisian poetry be without the pungent 

23 Nezval, Pražský chodec (Prague: Československý spisovatel) 14; my 
translation.
24 Nezval, Pražský chodec, 16.
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dust falling down from the ancient Montmartre?”25 And in 
his Prague Stroller, the urban space becomes a palimpsest 
of socio-historical-literary texts, an architectonic record of 
“all that is intransient about the people’s wonderful imagi-
nation.” A typical passage, blending Prague’s mysterious 
past and intoxicating presence in one apostrophe, reads 
like this:

Whenever one watches Prague from up here [behind 
Prague Castle], as she lightens up, one by one, her lights, 
one feels like happily plunging headlong into the deceitful 
lake refl ecting the bewitched hundred-spired castle. This 
sensation, which seizes me almost every time I hear the 
evening bells over the black lake of starry roofs, has long 
been fused in my mind with some notion of an absolute 
defenestration.26

 
Although freely associationistic in the best surrealist fash-
ion, Nezval’s imagination still keeps conjuring up phantoms 
of ancient past—here, of the 1419 and 1618 defenestra-
tions. 

This long-past spectre of upheaval and war comes, to-
ward the end of the book, to haunt the present. “The alarm-
25 Nezval, Pražský chodec, 34.
26 Nezval, Pražský chodec, 35.
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ing thought” crossing Nezval’s mind as he is fi nishing his 
memoirs, that “there might come the day on which Prague 
would have to be evacuated”27 is, of course, no mere fl ight 
of fancy, but—with the Munich treaty only three months 
away—an impending danger. From there, Nezval imagines

Prague like a thousand-room apartment whose inhabitants 
have left for holidays. There are cities that couldn’t bear 
such a fantastic thought-experiment. There would be noth-
ing left of them should their people leave them. Prague 
can, though. With Prague, the thought is bearable, for she 
wouldn’t cease being miraculous even if only preserved 
over the corpses of us all. She’s fated to outlive us all, to 
outlive all of our qualities with which we’ve failed to grow 
up to her grandeur, her mysteriousness.28

Nezval’s invocation to Prague ends on an arguably very 
un-avant-garde sentiment, coupling the intimation of the 
impending annihilation of a whole generation with the faith 
in the continuation of the urban space whose ancient back-
wardness never impeded the making of the poetist “new,” 
but turned out its constant source of fascinated inspiration. 
The beauty of the poetist “new” was indeed always “of 
this world,” attuned to the particular psychogeographical 
settings of the poetist “magic city.” 

Whether sprawling around in the cafés on Národní like 
Teige, or strolling up and down the narrow winding alleys 
of the Hradčany and Lesser Side like Nezval, the poetist/
surrealist avant-garde of the 20s and 30s wrote manifes-
toes, poems and travelogues in and about Prague. That 
even eighty years later, one World War and one Communist 
“eternity” later, their works have still a fairly unchanged 
extra-textual referent, that the effects of city’s “geographi-
cal environment” on “the emotions and behaviour” of its 
inhabitants are still largely the same now as then, that the 
Prague in which Nezval “lived and walked” in 1938 is still 
the Prague of 2014, is as good a proof as any for the 
“magic city’s” intransience.

27 Nezval, Pražský chodec, 87.
28 Nezval, Pražský chodec, 87.
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BENJAMIN TALLIS 

UNBEARABLE LIGHTNESS
CZECH BRUTALIST ARCHITECTURE

Those in the aesthetic know have long recognized that 
there is much more to Prague than the dreamlike castle 
rising above the Baroque and Rococo confections that 
jostle for tourists’ attention in the picturesque old town. 
Interwar Czechoslovakia gained a well-earned reputation 
for its modernist milieu, from which sprang the painting 
of František Kupka, the poetry of Vítězslav Nezval and the 
design classics such as the streamlined teardrop tourer, 
the Tatra T77. Architects working in Masaryk’s Republic 
also ensured that Modernist light fl ooded the bourgeois 
residences of the famous Villas Müller (Adolf Loos) and 
Tugendhat (Mies van der Rohe). 

In contrast to the folksy, myth-making and introspective 
imaginary of the “National Revival,” the nascent bi-national 
consciousness that emerged from the decline of decadent 
Kakania and the carnage of the First World War openly 
embraced the International Style. Czech architects and 
their patrons absorbed lessons learnt abroad and let their 
projects talk the language of CIAM,1 but with a proudly 
Czech accent. Of many possible examples, Oldřich Tyl and 
Josef Fuch’s Functionalist Trade-Fair Palace in Holešovice 
and Josef Havlíček and Karel Honzík’s Corbusian Pension 
Institute in Žižkov display a familiarity and comfort with 
the principles and practice of Modernist architecture that 
fuelled the urban utopianism of Tomáš Baťa’s “shiny 
phenomenon” in Zlín and refl ected the confi dence of a 
republic, recognized as such for the fi rst time, beginning to 
feel like it belonged in the world. 

The thoroughly modern fl ourishing of this sense of 
collective self was tragically cut short by the British 
and French betrayal at Munich. Chamberlain’s cruel 
condemnation of Czechoslovakia as “a faraway country of 
which we know little,” an expendable pawn in the cynical 
play of great-power politics, opened the door for Nazi 
annexation and occupation, “liberation” by the Red Army 
and the subsequent slide into authoritarian communism. 
1 Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne—International Congresses 
on Modern Architecture, from 1928-1959.
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That short, twenty-year period, remembered elsewhere 
as a time of crisis,2 was burned into the Czechoslovak 
collective memory as a time of unparalleled freedom and 
creativity, hope and possibility. This was a time when the 
swirling forces of Karel Teige’s Devětsil and, later, the 
Poetism movement ensured that when a medium-sized, 
Central European country grew to become world’s 6th 
largest exporting economy, it was feted not only for its 
wares, but the way it wore them. The memory of this 
period has become crucial to historicized understandings of 
what followed as well as ideas of how to be, become and 
belong in the present, which has been both refl ected and 
reinforced in the material memoryscape. 

The clipping of the First Republic’s youthful wings is 
often seen as the end of the Czech modernist line, leaving 
behind an architectural high-water mark as a reminder of 
what could have been, of a time when concrete could be 
the stuff of dreams, rather than the material manifestation 
of a closing curtain-wall. The monuments to that golden 
youth are now regular highlights on tourist schedules, highly 
recommended in guidebooks and often featured in design 
magazines. Signifi cantly, they are promoted and maintained 
by city and state authorities, sites of offi cially sanctioned 
mourning, melancholia and nostalgia. However, while such 
acclaim is richly deserved, the politics of material memory 
are never far from post-communist surfaces. The focus on 
the First Republic has meant that many of Prague’s later 
modernist gems have often been ignored, seemingly hidden 
in plain sight. 

WHAT PRAGUE IS FOR
Whereas Berlin is lauded for its TV Tower and Café 
Moskau and the former Soviet Union has seen its Cosmic 
Communist Constructions Photographed to widespread 
acclaim by Frederic Chaubin, Czech Brutalism has remained 
largely uncelebrated, mired in the brutal circumstances of 
its making. It is notable that in a feature article on another 
recent book in this emerging genre,3 “Socialist Modern” 
buildings in Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania, Serbia, Hungary, 
Ukraine and Georgia are mentioned, while the Czech 
Republic is conspicuous by its absence. The Ministry of 
2 E.H. Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939: An Introduction to the 
Study of International Relations (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001 [1939]).
3 Roman Bezjak’s Socialist Modernism: Archaeology of an Era (2011), as 
featured in Spiegel Online International, 29 July 2011.
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Transportation in Tblisi, The Slovak National Library in 
Bratislava, the Riga TV Tower and everything from the 
post-offi ce to the university in Skopje all warrant attention 
but, somehow, in the international imagination, this is not 
what Prague is for. This impression has often also been 
cultivated by previously dominant politics of public memory, 
with Prague’s brutalist buildings seen as sad anomalies 
amidst the ancient splendour—inconvenient material truths 
that have nonetheless served a useful purpose by prodding 
at the guilty conscience of visiting tourists and statesmen, 
obscuring their uses and material qualities by casting them 
into the shadow of totalitarianism. 

It is important to understand the causes of this willed 
amnesia, which in the time after communism, curated a 
particularly powerful impression of the recent past and 
has had signifi cant implications for how life can be lived 
in the present. The confl uence of international and local 
understandings of the history of the short 20th Century and 
especially its second-half has created a dominant narrative 
of post-communist collective memory. This view sees 
1989 as the inevitable victory of a superior western model 
that ended a period defi ned exclusively by oppression and 
suffering, thus condemning the lived experience of millions 
of people to the garbage heap of history and constructing 
them in the present as victims and damaged goods. In part, 
this has been tactical, helping to forge an understanding 
of a Czechs as “Central Europeans” and thus deserving 
of a “return to Europe,” to the exclusion of those further 
East, condemned as oriental others, as non-EUropeans. 
Milan Kundera’s famous essay “The Kidnapped West”4 
is a prominent example of such an approach, asserting 
Central European belonging in a Western idea of Europe 
and grounding its legitimacy in the interwar period. Central 
Europe becomes the West’s jilted lover, banished to the 
Russian East, diverted from its “true” path and facing a 
kidnapped present and a hijacked future. Ironically, although 
Kundera explicitly rejects Marx and Hegel’s version of 
History, he effectively espouses a Fukuyamian historicism 
avant le letter, albeit one that limits the teleology of a 
Western destiny of “Liberal-Market-Democracy” to Western 
and Central Europeans and Americans. 

The importance of this narrative to dominant 
4 “The tragedy of Central Europe,” New York Review of Books, 26 April 
1984: 33-8; originally published in French under the title “Un Occident kid-
nappe ou la tragédie de l’Europe centrale,” Le Débat 27 (November 1983).
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understandings of post-communism cannot be overstated. 
Playing on the curtailed experience of democracy and 
linking this to the cultural fl ourishing of the First Republic, 
helped Václav Havel and Lech Wałęsa (and others) ensure 
that the so-called “Return to Europe” was institutionally 
concretised in accession to the European Union, although 
this very much on the EU’s terms.5 The creation of the link 
between the First Republic and contemporary belonging 
helps to erase nuanced understandings of the communist 
period. To be clear, this was indeed a time of tremendous 
suffering, oppressive politics and the callous crushing 
of a shocking amount of human potential, but was that 
the whole story? As Havel famously noted, there were 
many forms of resistance and resilience in the face of 
terrible circumstances, with those who were supposedly 
powerless, actually enacting their power on the everyday 
stage. It is therefore worth questioning whether this was a 
“postcultural” period, as Kundera claimed, or whether this 
assertion is as ideologically freighted as the communism 
(and Russianness) he set out to oppose. 

The Manichean view of the interwar period as good, 
the time until ‘89 as bad and what followed as a return to 
the good life has had several important effects and affects. 
Following Kundera, this sees post-communist ‘transition’ 
as a journey from point to point, from the “stolen European 
and capitalist past” to the predetermined “progressive” 
trajectory of the West6. However, once back on the same 
path, Central Europeans were seen to be behind and 
backward, frequently labelled either as “success stories” or 
“laggards”7 in imitating the always-already advanced West 
which they were benchmarked against, leading Jürgen 
Habermas to denigrate the events of 1989 as “catching 
up revolutions.” Such a view fi ts with the pedagogical 
historicism in which the victims of communism became the 
“pupils” of heroic European and American “tutors”8. This is 
5 E.g. Frank Schimmelfennig, “The Community Trap,” International 
Organization 55.1 (Winter 2001): 47–80.
6 Alison Stenning & Kathrin Hörschelmann, ‘History, Geography and 
Difference in the Post-socialist World: Or, Do We Still Need Post-
Socialism?’ Antipode 40.2 (2008): 312-335
7 Charles King, ‘Post-Post-communist: Transition, Comparison, and the 
End of “Eastern Europe,”‘ World Politics 53.1 (2000): 143-172; Andrew 
Moravcsik & Vachudova, Milada, ‘National Interests, State Power, and EU 
Enlargement’, East European Politics and Societies 17.1 (2003): 42–57.
8 Wade Jacoby, ‘Tutors and Pupils: International Organizations, Central 
European Elites, and Western Models,’ Governance 14.2 (2001): 169-
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also refl ected in the patronizing Pentecostalism that styled 
these revolutions as a re-birth and that talks of “young 
democracies” and the “children of 89”9. 

HARD TIMES IN SOFT CITIES
Importantly for this discussion of the social meaning 
of architecture and its role in material memory, 
characterizations of the communist period as one of merely 
kidnap and theft ignore the complexity of lived experiences 
of the time leaving victim testimonies as the main mode 
of available and acceptable public speech regarding that 
time. Labelling art, architecture and literature of the time 
as ‘postcultural’ is a delegitimizing move that seeks to 
reify other types of culture and which supports unfairly 
totalizing accounts of communist experiences, a treatment 
all too common where communist-era cultural production 
is concerned. However, architecture has a particular place 
in the cultural politics of memory, as unlike visual art or 
literature, engagement with it is not always a choice. We 
all experience the material environments we live in and the 
buildings in which we live and work may not always be 
of our choosing. Noting Jonathan Raban’s account of the 
“Soft City”—that makes us as we make it—recognizes the 
importance of the imposition or contestation of material 
meaning and the different ways we experience architectural 
and urban affect. 

Czech Brutalist buildings were mainly built after the 
crushing of the 1968 Prague Spring and have all too often 
become seen as the distinctly inhuman face of socialist 
“Normalisation.” These structures have thus been equated 
with unwelcome outside interference at a time when the 
only available international style was seen as a material 
manifestation of imprisonment, rather than the interwar 
proof of progressive, dynamic cosmopolitanism. Considering 
the very different reaction that Brutalist buildings have 
often inspired in the reunifi ed Germany, it is important to 
note the importance of different understandings of the 
communist period there as well as the signifi cance of a 
very different (inter)war past. This may have contributed 
to a continued embrace of contemporary modernism 
throughout the post-war period, with the clear connection 
200; David Chandler, Empire in Denial: The Politics of State Building (Lon-
don: Pluto Press, 2006).
9 Timothy Garton Ash, ‘1989!,’ New York Review of Books 56.17 (2009): 
www.nybooks.com/articles/23232.
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(and open competition) between building in the East and 
the West, reaffi rming national connection by highlighting 
the falseness of enforced division. In Germany, as in many 
other places, Brutalism was situated as an architecture 
from within rather than one imposed from without, albeit 
with differing variations and connotations in the two halves 
of the divided nation. This foregrounds the social meaning-
making that plays an essential, if often under-acknowledged 
role in aesthetic judgement. Thus, the marquee buildings 
of the Czechoslovak Normalisation period are often seen 
as all too closely entwined with authoritarian politics of 
the period, with their aesthetic, material and functional 
qualities and the complexity of their social meaning is too 
often ignored in this totalizing gaze. 

The communist period is often seen in the popular, 
Western imagination as “grey” or “drab,” with “the people” 
of the time eking out a meagre existence in a concrete-clad, 
shadowy half-light that is all too easily equated with run-
down, large-scale housing projects. These descriptions, as 
well as the slights on key socialist-era buildings, continue 
to reverberate in the concrete estates—built then, but still 
lived-in now—many of which were realized in a brutalist 
vernacular: from the low rise “Solidarita” in Strašnice and 
Karlín’s sleek “Invalidovna,” to the fl eets of panel-buildings 
in Ďáblice and Jižní Město, they have been all too easily 
dismissed as mere communist blocks that signal second 
class-life in what was the second world. 

After ‘89 these visions of how the future used to look no 
longer looked the part, as post-communist countries tried to 
shed their socialist skin and tried to emulate the West. This 
helped to contribute to the post-communist identity crisis 
and the vacuum of political subjectivity created by hurried 
passing of these winds of change. Damning the buildings of 
that time has also helped to cast people who live in them 
today as poor relations, wilfully forgetting that these were, 
and continue to be, the places where people grew up, loved, 
laughed and even enjoyed moments in ignorance or defi ance 
of the party regime. These were the walls that sheltered 
growing families, harboured thought and contemplation, 
witnessed the realization of small-scale creative activities 
and within which, people made their cosy dens. 

BRUTALISM BEYOND BRUTALITY
More recently however, as the post-historical utopianism 
of the neoliberalising global order has been buffeted by 
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an economic crisis so prolonged that it has become the 
norm and as the realities of living by rules largely made 
elsewhere become clearer, it has been possible to detect 
mnemonic counter-currents in the Prague cityscape and 
beyond. Aesthetically and functionally, the designs of 
Karel Prager, Vladimír and Věra Machoninová and others 
at the forefront of Czech brutalism, have stood the test of 
time and are starting to receive the local and international 
acclaim that they deserve. Much like the myth of the Czech 
‘return to Europe’ post-89, Prague did not need to “return 
to the international architecture scene10“ after the cold war, 
it had always been there. 

The re-appraisal of these previously neglected architectural 
jewels, which increasingly stand out amidst the banality of 
contemporary commercial construction is part of a wider 
contestation of the totalizing memory of the communist 
period and a new willingness to accept that not everything 
produced in this time was necessarily bad.11 This points 
to the need to re-engage a past all too quickly jettisoned 
in the haste of transition, not to pardon or rehabilitate 
the communist regime, but to recognize the nuance and 
complexity of the lived experiences of that period, of the 
signifi cant grey areas that people were required to operate 
in and the not so grey experiences they may have had in 
and around the buildings of the time. Reconsidering the 
architectures of that time and their place in contemporary 
urban life is a signifi cant step in reclaiming the multiple 
singularities of the past and thus restoring the possibility 
of subjective authenticity, that sense of having been both 
then and now and being able to speak as fully as one can 
of both times and indeed to rescue the beautiful babies that 
were thrown out with the surfeit of bad bathwater. 

The former Czechoslovak Federal Assembly building 
(Prager, 1972) at the top of Wenceslas Square, which 
served as the post-89 headquarters Radio Free Europe 
has been fully refurbished to mark its transformation into 
“The New Building” of the Czech National Museum. This 
is the building that is often seen under construction in the 
background of photos showing the Russian tanks that 
came to crush the Prague Spring and as a building explicitly 
10 Prague, 20tth Century Architecture, eds.  Hanzlová, et al. (Hamburg: 
Springer, 1999) 8.
11 The Czech Newspaper Právo reported on 06/02/2012 that a group of 
Czech art experts (UM!) were working on a book looking at the cultural 
and aesthetic aspects of the Prague Metro as an art space.
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The former Czechoslovak Federal Assembly
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intended for the authorities attained massive symbolic 
signifi cance. That this architectural wonder was effectively 
given away to a foreign organization in the wake of the 
velvet revolution is also indicative of the politics of the 
time, as its gleaming resurgence at the heart of offi cially-
sanctioned national memory. Another Prager building, the 
Nová Scéna (1983) of the National Theatre, famous as the 
“Magic Lantern” where roundtable talks were held during 
the seizure of power from the communist regime has gone 
from being derided as looking like “frozen piss”12 to being 
lauded as a must-see site in the latest Prague guide from 
international tastemakers Wallpaper magazine. 

Similarly, the Kotva department store (Machonin & 
Machoninová, 1975) is a reassuringly solid presence 
opposite the pink crème chantille of the recent and hideously 
Disney-like Palladium shopping centre. Hotels such as 
the Intercontinental (Filsak, Bubeníček & Švec, 1974), 
and President downtown (Filsak, 1977) and the Praha 
(Paroubek, Navrátil, Todl, Sedláček, 1981) and Pyramida 
(Cajthaml & Cajthamlová, 1987) further out have long 
catered for tourists and conference-goers, while commercial 
buildings such as the Smíchov Komerční Banka (Prager, 
1992) and the Cube (Fencl, Franc & Nováček, 1977) offi ce 
complex showing the range of brutal beauty in Prague. 
12 As quoted in The Rough Guide to Prague.



5
9

Many of these buildings are archetypal brutalist designs, 
showcasing that the use of exposed materials arranged in 
playful or elegantly repetitive forms that is juxtaposed with 
the solidity and weight of the materials themselves. This 
play of lightness and weight, elegance and solidity is often 
lost in the brutalist nomenclature which was coined for its 
use of Béton brut, rather than anything more sinister. The 
sweeping curves and egalitarian distribution of balcony space 
at the Hotel Praha and the elevated and seemingly fl oating, 
curtain-walled body of the former Federal Assembly speak 
of a technical mastery of contemporaneous international 
building styles. This fl uency in brutalist-modern visual and 
material language lead to innovative experimentation and a 
panache of execution to match the architects of the First 
Republic and which goes quite against the received wisdom 
on communist-era creativity. 

PERFORMING AND 
The changing fortunes of these high-profi le buildings draws 
can be seen in both the functions that they serve and the 
uses that are made of them, as well as on the reputation that 
they have. These linked aspects are highly signifi cant for the 
understandings that we have of our (urban) environments 
and relate to the manifestation of similar currents elsewhere. 
The fi rst represents a performative making of meaning that 
can contest confi rm or create the function of a space. This 
leads to excavatory, sedimentary or palimpsestic place-
making, refl ects the direct interaction of people with the 
built environment. In Berlin, the transformation of the 3rd 
Reich Air Ministry building into the contemporary Federal 
Ministry of Finance and the re-invention of the Olympic 
stadium from shameful Nazi hangover to centrepiece of a 
new Germany, once again accepted as having a waveable 
fl ag are only two examples of such processes. There are 
also many examples of this in Prague, from the re-branding 
of Pankrác high-rises to the cynical corporate appropriation 
of the already appropriated “Máj” shopping centre to make 
the indicatively names “My” Národní.13 The controversy 
around the formal listing of this building also shows the 
often particularly bitter hatred of brutalist style buildings 
that is not the preserve of either Central Europe or post-
13 Eisler, et al., 1976. The name Máj refl ected the communist hijacking 
of Karel Hynek Mácha’s famous and highly nationally signifi cant poem 
of the same name. From Máj to My also plays on the Czech fi rst person 
plural—ironically considering its special place in the communist lexicon.
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communist countries and which relates to the discourses 
that also inform architectural meaning-making. 

It has long been accepted that it is mainly architects 
and architecture critics who champion brutalist buildings, 
imposing them on the poor folk who actually have to live 
there, while they retreat to more comfortable and comfort-
ing climes. It has been of continued delight to conservative 
commentators that the iconoclastic critic Charles Jencks de-
clared that “Modern Architecture died in St Louis, Missouri 
on July 15, 1972 at 3:32pm or thereabouts when the 
infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather several of its slab 
blocks, were given the fi nal coup de grace by dynamite.14“ 
Those conservative critics may not have liked all of, or in-
deed any, of the postmodernism that Jencks espoused, but 
this was a victory for anti-modern traditionalism in archi-
tecture and a foreseeable end to all this concrete, glass and 
steel. Jencks was purposefully premature and the battle for 
modernism has raged on ever since, but it has done so in 
a prevailing critical climate that has sought to blame many 
urban and social ills on this style of architecture, which 
bred nought but misery, poverty crime and alienation. 

However, around the world, this received wisdom has 
come into question, with the re-appraisal of the aesthetics 
of brutalist buildings often accompanied by refurbishment. 
Even the founding myth of the critics of modern architec-
ture—that the brutalist-modern Pruitt-Igoe housing project 
was fundamentally unsound—has been challenged. The 
recent documentary fi lm The Pruitt-Igoe Myth highlights 
the joy with which the fi rst tenants embraced their new 
homes and foregrounds the lack of maintenance, wilful 
ghettoisation by the city authorities and the poor socio-
economic status of the occupants as the main causes of 
the degeneration of life on the estate, rather than seeing 
the architecture itself as the cause. Similarly, according to 
reports in the Czech media, anthropological research on 
Prague’s biggest housing estate at Jižní Město, revealed 
“strong social networks, plenty of greenery and decent 
public transportation“15 and that this and other such areas 
had not become a low-income ghettoes in the course of 
transition. Among the signature buildings of Jižní Město are 
the linked towers of the Hotel Kupa, which recall London’s 
14 Charles Jencks, The Language of Postmodern Architecture (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1977 [1991]).
15 Kristina Alda, “Praguescape: In the Pink?” Prague Daily Monitor (27 
November 2009)
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Trellick tower from the renowned British brutalist architect 
Erno Goldfi nger.

A CITY IN FULL
The revival in the fortunes of brutalist buildings in other 
parts of the world has coincided with the re-appraisal of 
Czech communist architectures, as it has seemingly been 
realized that they were not some aberrant form unique to 
authoritarian regimes, but that actually the embrace of this 
style by the skilled hands of Karel Prager and others was 
actually capable of producing beautiful, interesting buildings. 
While questions will always be raised about the politics of 
those who were able to build during this time, even non-
party members like Prager, this picture is complicated by 
the continued activity of interwar architects such as Josef 
Havlíček and Bauhaus director Hannes Meyer in postwar 
Czechoslovakia. However, it should be recognized that the 
best brutalist buildings bear elegant witness to the resilience 
of cultural creativity that was able to fl ourish despite the 
adverse conditions of the time. Recognising the aesthetic 
value of these marquee buildings makes it harder to simply 
dismiss their everyday cousins in the housing estates, 
which is increasingly important in the increasing socio-
economic Darwinism of a neoliberalising Europe where we 
should continue to assert that just because you don’t live in 
a villa doesn’t mean that you don’t belong here. 

The rehabilitation of these material forms and their so-
cial meaning comes as part of a renewed willingness to 
properly reckon with the past in all its complexity, refusing 
the simplifying narratives of totalizing tyranny and victim-
hood in order to reclaim the uniquely Czech experiences 
of this time and to be thus better able to contextualise 
and understand them within wider narratives, which can 
then also be better challenged. This in turn may speak of 
a desire to re-assert political subjectivity and articulate a 
new way of being internationally Czech without either pas-
sively acquiescing to every outside demand or resorting to 
aggressively parochial populist nationalism. Having taken 
on board much of the postmodern critique, is this revival 
indicative of a new modernism, unimpressed with the low 
ambitions, broken promises and banal pastiche of the ge-
ographies at history’s end? In the context of ongoing and 
uneven economic hardship across Europe as well as re-
surgent public political activism we should be rightly wary 
of architecture instrumentalised to political purpose, but at 
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the same time we cannot ignore the highly political causes 
and consequences of our material worlds and nor should 
we reject the possibilities that architecture holds with re-
gard to being, belonging and becoming. 

Too often, Prague is damned with faint praise: deliriously 
light entertainment for tourists passing between Europe’s 
sites of heavy, serious, real memory; a refuge from reality 
for introverted dreamers, trying to stay forever young, like 
the First Republic they idolize; in short, somewhere to visit, 
a nice place to play, a temporary refuge from the real busi-
ness going on elsewhere. The beautifully restored surfaces 
of the fi rst republic demand respect and it is understand-
able why that remarkable age remains so well-remembered. 
However, without the emergent reckoning with that which 
followed, a nostalgic melancholia would dominate the poli-
tics of Czech memory and obscure the opportunities and 
demands of the present, not only betraying the spirit of 
that past, but surrendering the present to the narratives 
of victimhood and pedagogy. The restoration of key build-
ings and the continued process of improving the housing 
estates as well as the increased number of exhibitions on 
Czech Brutalism and the discussion of the issues surround-
ing it in the media all point to a new engagement with 
unquiet ghosts that haunt the present. 

Perhaps the belated blooming of Czech brutalism and 
the recent (and bizarre) decision to re-build the Berliner 
StadtSchloss (in place of the Palast der Republik) mark a 
passing of the mnemonic baton, to Bohemia, where Prague 
is shedding its Berlin complex16 and is demanding to be 
seen afresh, as a city in full. This is an urban landscape 
that runs the gamut of glamour and grit, a schwer site of 
work and memory, not only licht laughter and forgetting. 
It should recognize itself as such and demand the same 
recognition from others. Such recognition that would begin 
to challenge the hierarchies of inclusion that preclude real 
belonging and limit the ability of people to participate in 
determine their individual and collective futures. 

16 With respect to the sadly departed and already missed Václav Havel 
who wrote the concrete poem “The Brno Complex”:  “Prague.”
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Toyen, Bohuslav Brouk, Jacqueline Breton, André Breton, Vítězslav Nezval, 
Jindřich Štyrský (seated), Vincenc Makovský, Paul Eluard, Karel Teige (1935)
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LOUIS ARMAND

SYNCRETIC MODERNISM 
KAREL TEIGE & THE COMMUNITY OF OBJECTS

Avant-gardism has always been vested in ideological strug-
gle, though in retrospect this struggle is frequently aestheti-
cised or abstracted into a type of avant-garde metaphysics, 
in which “the new” circulates as a transcendental signifi er 
of pure possibility detached from the real political character 
of its revolutionary rhetoric, its historical dimension circum-
scribed by -isms: Cubism, Futurism, Cubo-Futurism, Con-
structivism, Suprematism, Dadaism, Surrealism, etc. Each 
of these -isms, drinking at the well of an ancient antago-
nism, enacts a kind of Gnostic ritual in which the destiny 
of the world (no less) is bound up with an act of aesthetic 
completion, whether by enlightenment or by apocalypse. 
This is the revolutionary task the avant-garde has always, 
in one form or another, imagined for itself.

Whether or not Modernism and avant-gardism can be 
considered partially or wholly synonymous in the fi rst half 
of the twentieth century, both can be said to achieve an 
apotheosis in the transition, across much of Europe, from 
Imperialism to Totalitarianism—a transition sometimes me-
diated by nationalism, less frequently by the experiment in 
democracy that in a very few countries of the West had 
already acquired a tradition—a tradition which happened 
to provide the liberal environment in which avant-gardism 
could productively evolve with minimal threat of state re-
pression. In the post-War period, this “liberalism” affected 
a certain bias as a consequence of the Nazi occupation 
and its excesses, and of the prestige that had come to at-
tach itself in intellectual circles to the Soviet Union, so that 
even during the initial stages of the Cold War open apol-
ogists for Stalinism in Western Europe (such as Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty) frequently commanded (and through their 
legacies continue to command) positions of considerable 
cultural infl uence, while even “crypto” apologists for Hitler-
ism (Martin Heidegger might be considered one example) 
have been to varying degrees vilifi ed and their work “dis-
credited.” Yet the crimes of Stalinism were in no manner 
less grotesque than those of Hitler and in scale frequently 
exceeded them.
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Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin in the late ’50s did 
not produce the major sea-change it might have, and many 
of the victims of Stalinism—particularly those affi liated 
with the pre-War avant-gardes—have had to wait until the 
collapse of the Soviet Bloc in order to be, as they say, “re-
habilitated” (the Budapest uprising and the Prague Spring 
did more to realign communist thinking in the West, though 
frequently taking the form of little more than a handydandy 
fl irtation with Maoism and the various brands of anti-colo-
nialism emerging between the ’50s and ’70s). Many of the 
actual dissidents of the left remain ghosts, haunting the 
margins of a discourse whose major elaborators were ac-
tively complicit in their repression. This is the dirty history 
of the avant-garde in the West, which too often rewarded 
the offi cial representatives of Sovietised “modernism,” 
while effectively collaborating in the silencing of its internal 
critics (doing the work of the NKVD). 

This issue is particularly vexed in the case of inter-War 
Czechoslovakia, an advanced industrial state with a West-
ern-orientated liberal democracy and a fl ourishing avant-
garde with close ties to similar groups elsewhere. Central 
to Prague’s avant-garde scene was Karel Teige—writer, 
collage artist, theorist—who formed close connections 
with such fi gures as Man Ray, Paul Klee, Walter Gropius, 
Hannes Meyer, Andre Breton and Le Corbusier, all of whom 
visited Prague on his invitation . But while Prague has be-
come a symbol in the West of totalitarian oppression and 
as a beacon of resistance—Hitler’s annexation in 1938, the 
Prague Spring in 1968, the Velvet Revolution in 1989—the 
substance behind this symbolism and the Modernist tradi-
tion underpinning the cultural work of resistance has been 
allowed to become obscured. The irony is, of course, that 
despite the West’s apparent fascination with Prague, on 
each of these occasions the city was left to fend for itself, 
just as the legacies of its key Modernist innovator, Karel 
Teige, has been unduly left to fend for itself.

*

Like many involved in the avant-gardes of the 1920s and 
’30s, Teige believed that the problems of art proceed from 
a social dimension. While never a member of the Commu-
nist Party his theories linking constructivism and poetism 
lead him to a broadly “socialist” understanding of the revo-
lutionary task of art. It was Teige’s misfortune, unlike his 
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Western counterparts, to fi nd himself after the War living 
in a communist-dominated state veering towards dictator-
ship, whose socialism bore no relation to Teige’s (as some 
critics nowadays say with all the confi dence of hindsight) 
naïve socialism. For Teige, art was never in the service 
of the revolution, it was the revolution—his vision of an 
ars una encompassed all aspects of social life alongside 
all modes of production, in contrast to the Socialist Realist 
dogma in which art served purely as an aesthetic represen-
tation of ideology.

The political orientation of the pre-War avant-garde and 
Teige’s later victimization by the communist authorities in 
post-War Czechoslovakia, cannot be separated either from 
the mode in which his ideas were formulated or the manner 
of their later suppression. Arguably, Teige’s importance to 
the pre-War avant-garde scene in Europe has been almost 
entirely negated as a consequence of ideological normaliza-
tion during the Cold War era and the invention, basically, of 
a “secret avant-garde” whose existence in the Yalta Con-
ference states remained (and in many cases still remains) 
that of a shadow to the institutional avant-gardism of the 
liberal left within the cultural conglomerate represented by 
the Marshall Plan. 

While Teige’s standing in pre-War Czechoslovakia had 
been commensurable with that of Le Corbusier and Bre-
ton in France, during the immediate post-War period fol-
lowing the communist pusch—and as a consequence of 
his earlier criticism of the Moscow show trials (for which 
Nezval, Aragon, and Merleau-Ponty were all unrepentant 
apologists)—he was made persona non grata. His reputa-
tion was almost completely overshadowed by that of his 
one-time friend and collaborator Vítězslav Nezval, who dis-
owned him (to the disgust, admittedly, of mutual friends 
like André Breton: but while elsewhere Stalinist sympathis-
ers like Louis Aragon have since attracted a degree of criti-
cism, Nezval, a no less rabid Stalinist and unbridled egotist 
in addition, still remains the default representative of Czech 
avant-gardism, even in the most recent cultural histories). 
In addition to being obliged to recant his anti-Stalinist views 
and to issue a stern public auto-critique, Teige (at the same 
time as Nezval was receiving offi cial sanction) was system-
atically harassed, denied access to all but informal modes 
of publication, and denied the opportunity to emigrate. 
Teige’s offi cial humiliation continued even after his death in 
1951, when his apartment was confi scated and his papers 
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and library were destroyed by the communist authorities. 
As if to reinforce all this, and on the fl imsy pretext of 

having been written in a minor European language, Teige’s 
work was subsequently allowed to fall into an obscurity in 
the West equal to the obscurity into which it was cast in 
Czechoslovakia, affected—and this is a conclusion which 
is diffi cult to avoid—with at least the partial collusion of 
the “liberal left” in assuagement of their Soviet minders 
(and this despite the ongoing vogue Surrealism and Con-
structivism have experienced in the English-speaking world 
since roughly that time).1 It is characteristic of this period, 
in which all the dominant tropes of the Modernist avant-
garde are replayed like a West End musical—for dollars or 
political prestige—that dissident fi gures on both sides of 
the Marxist-Capitalist divide were overshadowed by fi gures 
overtly complicit with the ideological status quo: I mean, 
of the phoney “revolutionary struggle” the Cold War mas-
queraded itself as. 

For just as Teige is erased from cultural history in com-
munist Czechoslovaka, so we have the erasing of, for ex-
ample, Wilhelm Reich in capitalist USA. Meanwhile we 
have someone like the late Gabriel García Márquez, per-
sonal friend and informer to Fidel Castro (his intercessions 
resulted in a number of anti-communist dissidents in Cuba 
being gaoled and tortured), and a type of éminence grise of 
the left émigré publishing scene in Europe, being awarded 
a Nobel Prize.2 The Cuban exile Reinaldo Arenas, who him-
self died in semi-obscurity, accused Márquez of being “an 
1 Teige’s work fi rst appeared in English translation in 1999, while the 
fi rst important secondary literature on Teige appears in the mid-2000s. In 
comparison, the semiotician Jan Mukařovský, Teige’s contemporary and 
one of the founders of Prague Structuralism, prospered after the War, dur-
ing which time he became one of the chief architects of the communist 
purges and was appointed Rektor of Charles University. With the Anglo-
American vogue for Structuralism in the ’70s, Mukařovský even had an 
impact in English in some quarters of academia comparable (arguably) to 
that of Roman Jakobson (who had left Prague, along with René Wellek). 
The point here is not to exaggerate the comparative reception of these 
thinkers, but to highlight a disparity between the ongoing reception of the 
likes of Mukařovský in the West (particularly in light of the reassessments 
directed at Heidegger, who for a time enjoyed a similar position under 
Hitler, though did not exercise it to the same ends, and even comparably 
minor collaborationist fi gures like Paul de Man). 
2 At the time of Márquez’s death in April 2014 one critic wrote: “No 
amount of moral and intellectual wretchedness will earn an artist even the 
mildest rebuke from most of his professional peers and their related insti-
tutions—so long as the wretch hires himself out to communists” (Hum-
berto Fontova). 
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unscrupulous propagandist for communism who, taking 
refuge in the guarantees and facilities which liberty pro-
vides, set out to undermine it.” In addition, Arenas made 
the point that, “although not without merit,” Márquez’s 
work was “not at the level of… writers who have either 
died in oblivion or been ignored.”3 This is not simply a com-
plaint about injustice, it is a comment on the expropria-
tion of the Modernist legacy by the dominant ideological 
apparatuses of our time. Not only has Modernism been 
subsumed into the mainstream, but the critical impetus of 
the historical avant-garde has become nothing but an -ism 
subservient to the interests of the marketplace. In Arenas’s 
view, Márquez and others like him represent the real power 
of ideological, cultural normalisation in the post-War period 
and the substitution for the “revolutionary” discourse of 
the avant-garde by a central committee script.

By a further ironic twist it might be said that this disil-
lusionment is itself the apotheosis of everything the avant-
gardes of the nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries set 
out to accomplish, for it identifi es the real terms of the 
critique. The transformation of consciousness—and every 
avant-garde in some sense sought to achieve this modest 
goal—could never be programmatic without relinquishing 
its experimental basis. There are no scheduled discoveries, 
and the “new,” being always in-excess of itself, cannot be 
reduced to a paradigm of operations. Teige makes precisely 
this point in his “Poetist Manifesto,” published in 1924, in 
which a programmatic constructivism is confronted with an 
irreducible poiēsis, an idea that will remain—if not always 
formulated as such—the basis of Teige’s thinking even 
during his socialist period. “Each calculation,” he writes, 
“rationalises irrationality merely by several decimal points. 
The calculus of each machine has its π.” (67). This “π” 
is the critical-generative element, the poetic spur, which 
is both so-to-speak “objective” (it is the only truth in art) 
and “without object” (it has no model, whether interior or 
exterior). When art or language or even politics is stripped 
of “ideology,” it is this that remains, and it is this that 
“ideology” is ultimately unable to abolish: the element that 
exposes its inauthenticity, as it were. It is the locus of a 
“disillusionment” in every sense.

*
3 Reinaldo Arena, Before Night Falls, trans. Dolores M. Koch (London: 
Penguin, 1993) 302.
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In the “Poetist Manifesto,” Teige called for a generalised 
poetics as the foundation of everyday life, expressed in 
the synergetic intermeshing of all aspects of modernity, 
from the technological to the psychological, the political 
and the semiotic. This syncretism reaches beyond its im-
mediate historical formulation towards the post-War pre-
occupation with cybernetics, hypermedia and interactivity. 
Unlike the technocratic utopianism of Marinetti, Poetism, 
for Teige, was to be the actual crowning achievement of a 
communitarian future concerned not with the artefacts of 
modernity but rather its self-transformative potential. “Po-
etism,” Teige wrote, “knows that one of the greatest val-
ues embraced by mankind is human individuality harnessed 
to the discipline of the collective fellowship of man.”4 Just 
as Heidegger envisage poetic dwelling, so Teige envisaged 
a communitarian dynamic. As a revolution towards poten-
tial, “Poetism,” Teige insisted, was “not an -ism.” Nor was 
Poetism art in any pre-existing sense. “Poetism is,” he ar-
gued, “above all, a way of life.”

It was Teige’s objective to “revises all values,” “to liqui-
date existing art categories,”5 to produce an “art that ceases 
to be art.”6 The “Poetist Manifesto” was not about “poet-
ry” in the sense of a literary genre, but about a generalized 
poiēsis. It is necessary to read Teige’s major theoretical 
statements in tandem to appreciate the original character 
of his thinking here. The emergent concept of a life-poet-
ics takes shape in several very different contexts: the fi rst 
is the “Poetist Manisfesto” of 1924, then “The Minimum 
Dwelling and the Collective House”—an essay primarily 
concerned with the problem of social housing, published 
in 1931—and “The Inner Model,” a response to Surreal-
ism, from 1945. Teige’s starting point may be described 
as a “projective dialectics,” an attempt to understand the 
true character of experimentalism and the role of the avant-
garde as a critical-generative force. In this, Teige lays the 
practical foundation of his project, distinguishing his “poet-
ics” from an avant-gardism that constitutes its own “prob-

4 Karel Teige, “Poetist Manifesto,” trans. Alexandra Büchler, Karel Teige 
1900-1951: L’Enfant Terrible of the Czech Modernist Avant-Garde, eds. 
Eric Dluhosch and Rostislav Švácha (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999) 
70-71.
5 Teige, “Poetist Manifesto,” 70.
6 Karel Teige, “Obrazy a předobrazy” [Figures and Prefi gurations] (1921), 
cited in Miroslav Petříček, “Karel Teige: Art Theory between Phenomenol-
ogy and Structuralism,” Karel Teige 1900-1951, 326.
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lem”—that is to say, from the vicious circle of “ideology.” 
Teige conceived of this dialectic as “projective” in that it is 
drawn into the world, or as Heidegger says, thrown. The 
basis of its critique are not a system of pre-existing values, 
but the convulsive encounter between emergent forms. In 
this way Teige’s “Poetism” approaches aspects of de Saus-
sure’s semiology, in which “meaning” or “signifi cance” 
arises on a basis of interactions characterised as “differ-
ences without terms.” Elements are not made sense of by 
one another—one category or form by another—but their 
encounter, so to speak, makes sense of them. 

It is no accident that Teige saw an immediate expres-
sion of this idea in the logic of collage. Like Guy Dorbord 
some decades later, Teige recognised that the signifi cant 
element of collage was its capacity for détournement. Not 
only does the encounter between previously unrelated ele-
ments produce “sense,” but this “sense” has the potential 
to affect a critique. A critique not of some “content” or oth-
er, but of the very logic (the ideology in fact) of sense vest-
ed in objects: which is to say, in a mimēsis. Collage, mon-
tage, architectonics and psychic automatism all provided 
Teige with opportunities to develop a non-objective poetics 
which at the same time emphasised its radical materiality. 
In 1925, Teige turned his focus on the work of Man Ray. 
Teige considered Man Ray’s photograms (“rayographs”) as 
opening a path towards precisely such a materialist “poet-
ics” of the object, in which the implied technicity of mon-
tage and the “seamless potential” of collage might be given 
“formal” expression—what Teige called “optical poetry.”7 
This was not supposed to be a metaphor but rather a revo-
lution, a reinvention of “seeing” that would also and at the 
same time entail a reinvention of “poetics.” Art in all its 
previous formulations was declared to be abolished, or if 
not abolished, transformed beyond recognition: the future 
it represented could only be grasped if the revolutionary 
character of this transformation itself was grasped. The 
photogram provided a blueprint.

*

What Teige was attempting was an entirely new theoretical 
structure for a new “poetic” environment—in the process 
he sought to reinvent the very idea of the avant-garde. His 
7 Karel Teige, “K estetice fi lmu” [“Towards an aesthetics of Film”], Pásmo 
1.7-8 (1925): 2.
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“projective dialectics” had evolved through a shift away 
from the idea of “form” and “model” towards “process” 
and onwards, to the polyvalences of “fi guration” and “pre-
fi guration.” His next step brought him into direct confl ict 
with Le Corbusier on the question of communal architec-
ture. Teige’s interest in architecture was two-fold: on the 
one hand, stemming from a concern with the economic 
roots of urban housing shortages, he viewed architecture 
as a realisation of social possibility and consequently as a 
mode of socialism; on the other, stemming from a concern 
with structure, he viewed it as an expression of poiēsis, of 
a social dynamic in fl ux. For Teige, social reality must fi rst 
and foremost be experimental.

Teige’s approach to the question of the “minimal dwell-
ing” anticipated some of the ideas of Buckminster Fuller, in 
that the “minimal” should maximalise potential. This was 
not simply an economic argument. For Teige, a dwelling 
that could meet an essential existential minimum must, by 
defi nition, also be collective. Unlike Le Corbusier’s “ma-
chines for living,” with which this idea is superfi cially 
similar, Teige rejected any notion of a “hermetically sealed 
structure” (as in Le Corbusier’s “Unite d’habitation”) or 
any reduction to classical principles of proportion and scale 
(Le Corbusier’s application of the “golden section” as the 
modular standardisation of the individual body). Teige en-
visaged a collectivity that wasn’t merely an assemblage 
of “units,” but a dynamic system. This is the social di-
mension of Teige’s thinking, for the dwelling must itself 
by the socius. While the language of Teige’s essay on the 
minimum dwelling is often programmatic, its key points are 
derived—as in his approach to the rayographs—from the 
“materiality” of the problem. The minimum is effectively a 
minimum semiotic within the collective “possible,” the gen-
eral fi eld of “semiosis” that defi nes social interaction. The 
architectural minimum becomes an architectonic minimum, 
the interstice defi ning a general economy of “articulation.” 

The fi nal development of Teige’s syncretic modernism 
came about in his discussion of photography in his es-
say on the “Inner Model,” his last major theoretical state-
ment, in which he attributes the operations of a generalised 
poiēsis to an autonomous structural agency (for example, 
the “technical, photochemical process that,” in the produc-
tion of a photographic image, “is essentially automatic”). 
From Breton, Teige borrows the metaphor of “psychic au-
tomatism,” but ultimately the “psychic” character of this 
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automatism is independent of purely human agency. Teige 
returns to the Freudian understanding of a psychic appa-
ratus, whose structures are differential, and whose opera-
tions are guided by a radical ambivalence. He defi nes what 
he calls the “inner model” not as a mimetic substitute, but 
as a “psychograph” produced “by those forces of the psy-
chic apparatus that act on it before it becomes what it is.”8 
The “inner model” is, in effect, the non-objective core of 
Teige’s poetics—and it represents the moment at which his 
thinking deconstructs the ideological basis of its “social-
ism.” 

Almost a century on, and like some return of the re-
pressed Teige’s theoretical investigations appear to us to-
day strangely cognisant, in their most radical formulations, 
of a line of development in “western thought” from Struc-
turalism to cybernetics, to recent theories of techno-poetics 
and technicity, and to that eminent domain of post-human-
ism in which contemporary thought still dreams of itself as 
the midwife of an artifi cial intelligence it has always been 
nostalgic for. What had been consigned to the dustbin of 
history only to become one of those poltergeists that fi nd 
ways of upsetting the proverbial applecart, Teige’s syncret-
ic modernism confronts us in equal measure with unnerving 
prescience and disconcerting naivety: which is to say, with 
the disillusionment of the “new” in its fi nally recognisable 
form. Poetism claimed to be more than merely “a silent ac-
companiment” in the world of social interactions, but is its 
revenance the symptom or a secret “cause” of a poetics of 
radical ambivalence that may provide the only real basis of 
a future critique?

8 Karel Teige, “The Inner Model,” Karel Teige 1900-1951, 342.
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IAN MIKYSKA

ON PROPERTIES OF OBSERVATION
TO VÍTĚZSLAV NEZVAL, IN TWO PARTS

(instructions are written in bold)

prague 18
consider someone on a bus reading a book
look at their shoes and the book’s cover
refl ect / on what you think

you are surprised by two men holding hands on a bus
think this is a much too working class district
examine+ why it’s wrong you thought that 

walk instead of taking the bus and forget about the mud
complain about politicians
complain.: about self - ?

look at your shoes while stepping onto the bus over a puddle
cry
ruminate /+.: on the role of portable music players
in the creation of personal soundtracks
prague 14
agree that this does falsify the experience
- at least hollywood does – 
take headphones out
remain with the desire to feel that
again
anyway

get /` a notebook
don’t use it until you have reason to

have phone die while on the bus
start listening to the sound of it out of boredom
prague 8
continue listening
get a new phone
stop taking it on walks
start going .:+ on walks
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consider someone trying to read a book on the metro
whilst having to hide the cover

see a boy made fun of for wearing make-up
shower considering you could have helped him
prague 5
attempt .:+- /` to live in the moment
listen to the sensation of your own breath
and the shower

get on the bus and look at their shoes
imagine what great shoes people in london wear
decide you’re going to move to vinohrady one day

you say you just consider that a matter of course
as though it’s a good thing
read a poem you don’t understand
the only thing needed is non-standard lighting
or less
see the bus stop as though out of a fi lm
prague 4
stop /-.:+ requiring anything from the sun
get on the bus
listen to the sound of the lift for once

see a situation for the fi rst time
with the eyes of someone not from your people-ghetto
realise how many opportunities you’ve missed
pull at you’re notebook
and resist feeling detached from your ghetto’s people
before buying a nice new pencil

argue with your sister about washing dishes
consider the role gender played
consider having sexual relations with sister
hypothesise on lesbianism and incest
fi nd surprise .:+ /-.``.+ at the real intensity sprung from 
mental experiments
say you don’t really know what people mean when they say
‘your body will tell you’
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and you still only learned to listen
once you got a portable recorder
and only still only got a portable recorder
once found out the amount of people into fi eld recording
and you still listen
to put it in a book

fi nally tell someone you don’t think poetry is for faggots
regret the stigmatisation of poetry
meet .:+/:`:` girl/boy friend
look at their shoes

decide to ..:+`/-.`.+ for once you’ll experience the city in itself
but end up going to a park under the pressure
unsure how english the willows and rain make it
or how much the fog
and avoid the sunset by talking to a stranger
go home job well done
and assure yourself you’ll be more open to contingencies
and but setting the alarm is fi ne

walk along mánesova admiring the leafs lining it
prague 2
fi nally you’ve moved on to better things
and two parks to go listen .:`+ /:`:`.+.`` to
with pubs in them that
used to not be annoying and now are only mildly
and the streets make everyone
might look like parisian aesthetes
living the good life; in glimpses

consider what free time people have here
better yourself without judging them .:+/:`:`.+.`:`:/--.:/
tomorrow
will do fi ne
really

remember how you used to walk to petřín with   
prague 1    
chasing girls and poems
in 19__ with all the greats
when periphery used to mean trams
you look at shoes without reminiscing
consider the rise in statues by the dozen
and all of poets too, on petřín
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understand that you don’t have to understand everyone
rejoice
and
continue trying +/.:+ /:`+.`.:..:..:...:….`.-/--/--/--/ +:./+
(`.-/shhyso+/:.`                                           

prague 9
You learned about
you in school, probably on the periphery
if schools weren’t nothing but windows mirrored upwards
you taught a generation to live
only _ write stalinist anthems

NNNmdhyyysoo+//////::::///::/:::::::///////////////+
:::::::
::/
::::///
mNmd
//////
+

the transformation _ everyday experience
a notebook would bring you to _ periphery
you’d bring the periphery __ present
for I _ carry _ around
and you _ look and walk

:`.```````.

and when You’ve got _ spare minute
and open __ Parrot on _ Motorcycle 
and laugh __ like _ videos _ stupid people __ internet
and __ different
prague 2
only ___ different
context - ?

+/:::::::///+///+/+/++++////////+
hmmdyo+:hmmNmdhy
////////
++++
/+/+/+
+/:::::::+:hmmNmdhy
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your ___ optimism ___ for life
shouldn’t __ forgotten __
___/+/+/+

although your ___
_ defi nitely help
_____

and ___ blinking _::+
in ____ your insecurity __
__ remain ___
::::/// _____ hidden
_______ :`.```
___```.
_ dust speckles __
__
_______ yet ______
_
__ like _ that way

_ when I see your ::/ poems
and see them _ embodied experience ___
_ /+/+ live with __
not sure ____ defi ne happiness
but __ defi ne :`.` author ____
_ completely unsure _
whether, _ how _ defi ne detachment
attachment, +/+ _ all the others

(I was on _ way to _ psychiatrist
(for _ fi rst time)
when _ ran into your bust on _ building
I had _ reading _ book
Something happened.

something kept happening)

you :// had _ advantage of soaring in
::+ your notebook _ ship sailing _ paris
prague 1
and your /// moravian charm dragging you through _ pubs
You have none of that
and we take _ we can
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You realise _ poetism is _ doctrine of the ::+ great
you tell him _ not
and despite _ fact __ is
_ fi ne because __ the greats to learn from

you look around at _ other entries in this book ///
your prague Abolished. – 
while You fl ip _ pages ::+///
your Prague unknown +/::
between your fi ngers our author between your fi ngers 
::+//+/::// hhdmmddddmmmmd

you consider hiding _ cover
not on _ tram
on a bus
do You

(something keeps happening

Ian Mikyska is a Czech poet and the founder of the movement 
known as poetism, loosely defi ned as the art of living life. 
He has lived in Měšice (Prague-East), Střížkov (Prague 9) and 
Vinohrady (Prague 2).

Vítězslav Nezval (1900 – 1958) was a Czech poet and the 
founder of the movement known as poetism, loosely defi ned 
as the art of living life. He lived primarily in Brno (Prague 1).

(                 is written in italics)
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VÍT BOHAL

THROUGH VRATISLAV NOVÁK’S 
“TIME MACHINE” 
The Letná Plain spans a wide area above the Vltava’s 
northern banks, nestled between Hradčanská, and the de-
veloping quarters of Bubeneč and Letná. Skaters, dogwalk-
ers, junkies, families and Prague residents from all walks 
of life spend their free afternoons and weekends prancing 
through the shaded groves of the park, or playing football 
and pétanque just across from the well-known soccer sta-
dium, home of FK Sparta. When scaling the steps which 
rise above Čechův Most one reaches a vast plinth atop 
which sways the arm of a large metronome, measuring 
off the the city’s constant plunge into time. The installa-
tion, colloquially referred to as “The Metronome” is Vratis-
lav Novák’s (1942 - 2014) kinetic installation named “The 
Time Machine.”1 You can’t miss it; it sits atop the com-
manding, 15-meter high plinth designed by Jan Štursa as a 
type of centrepiece of Prague’s zeitgeist. The long red arm 
reaches up towards the sky and banks left and right, driven 
by the power of an electric motor, occupying one of the 
most visible places of Prague’s panorama. 

The culturally totemic role of the easily visible slope 
overlooking Revoluční Street has been realised by just 
about every regime throughout the 20th century, and to the 
savvy fl âneur it comes as no surprise that Štursa’s plinth 
is much older that Novák’s installation. It was originally 
home to a very different type of sculpture. Just a few years 
after the 1950’s judicial murder of Milada Horáková, the 
Communist regime built a fi fteen-meter high granite statue 
of Josif Vissarionovich Stalin done in one of the best ex-
amples of Soviet Socialist Realism the Czech republic ever 
had to offer. 

AN UNEASY HERITAGE
During the golden age of Stalin’s cult of personality it was 
considered improper for Prague to lack a grand homage to 
1 Česká Televize, “Zemřel autor letenského Metronomu Vratislav Karel 
Novák,” 5.10.2014: www.ceskatelevize.cz/ct24/kultura/262802-zemrel-
autor-letenskeho-metronomu-vratislav-karel-novak/.
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the leader of the Soviets. The situation was corrected when 
a tender for a proper representation of the great báťuschka 
was initiated. The winner was a team consisting of sculptor 
Ota Švec [/Shvets/], a teacher at Prague’s Academy of Fine 
Arts, and architect Jiří Štursa, who just before the Second 
World War were both involved in designing the statue of 
T.G. Masaryk which was supposed to stand at the very 
same place overlooking Revoluční Street. 

Švec won the tender with a design which was ideologi-
cally sound and played into the cards of the contemporary 
political situation: the great Stalin standing at the head of 
a line of eight people, where the four on his right were 
allegorical representations of the Czech working classes, 
and the four on the left allegorical representations from the 
Soviet cultural milieu. The fi nal resolution for building the 
statue came in 1949, when Stalin’s cult of personality was 
at its height, and when the construction and renaming of 
streets, bridges, natural formations etc. was commonplace 
all over the Soviet Union and its semi-autonomous satellite 
states. Work began in 1952 in a project which employed 
600 people with Švec at their helm, and the fi nal result 
was nothing less than the most massive group statue in Eu-
rope.2 Towering at 15,5 metres (plus another 15 meters for 
the pedestal), and weighing 17,000 tons, it was a project 
worthy of the present-day North Korean Mansudae studio. 
Throughout the six years of its construction the political 
pressure on Švec became too much however; he was being 
monitored by agents of the StB who made a point of com-
menting on his poor work ethic (Švec managed to work 
only a few hours a day),3 and at the same time shunned by 
many of his friends who saw him as a stooge for the totali-
tarian government. His wife’s suicide seemed to have been 
the fi nal straw, and just three weeks before the unveiling 
of his work Švec turned on the gas in his apartment and let 
himself drift off into death.

After its unveiling the statue was quickly dubbed ‘The 
Meat Queue by Prague residents, as queues in front of the 
butcher shops who lacked enough meat to satisfy all cus-
tomers were a common occurrence at the time. It is also 
perhaps worth noting that during the period of construc-
2 Milena Štráfeldová, “Žulový Stalin: jak se bourala ‘Fronta na maso,’“ 
Radio Praha, 5.10.2014: www.radio.cz/cz/rubrika/historie/zulovy-stalin-
jak-se-bourala-fronta-na-maso.
3 Tomáš Vlček, “zpráva o největším sousoší v Evropě,“ Totalita.cz, 
5.10.2014: www.totalita.cz/50/50 _pomnik_02.php.
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tion the country experienced a dire shortage of resources 
for the upkeep and construction of living space, leading to 
a number of domestic accidents and a chronic shortage of 
apartments.4 It comes as a dark paradox that the granite 
Stalin only commanded the streets of Prague for a mere 
seven years, as Nikita Khrushchev’s 1960 speech, given 
at the twentieth Congress of the Communist party, effec-
tively denounced Stalin’s cult of personality. The granite 
behemoth towering above Prague’s Revoluční Street was 
suddenly an unwanted artefact eerily reminiscent of dif-
fi cult times, and in 1962 it was decided that it had to go. 
As the gradual tearing down of the statue would have been 
too costly, the aparatchiks decided that it was to be de-
molished. In September of 1962 the area around The Meat 
Queue was cordoned, people were prohibited from taking 
pictures, and fi nally the Great Leader was torn to pieces 
by three blasts of explosives. Prague’s residents, most of 
them students, cheered in the streets, seeing the demoli-
tion as a foreshadowing of the inevitable unwinding of the 
Communist regime. It was the sixties, and hopes for a bet-
ter future were high.

During the Soviet invasion and subsequent occupation 
in August 1968 Letná Plain became a landing pad where 
numerous helicopters carrying military materials and per-
sonnel touched down, and the inchoate dreams of an open 
future closed up yet again, replaced with the paranoia and 
greyness of the so-called “normalization” period. It was all 
but. 

With the destruction of Švec’s statue, Letná Plain lost 
its role as an ideological pivot point of contemporary Prague 
and Štursa’s pedestal remained empty until 1991 when 
Vratislav Novák’s “Metronome” was placed by helicopter 
at the very same place where Stalin stood just twenty-nine 
years before. The aesthetic of the piece was at the same 
time a herald of the changing times and of a new future, 
while at the same time revisiting an art style which, quite 
signifi cantly, was a precursor to the rigid Socialist Realism 
of the 30’s. With his kinetic installation “The Time Ma-
chine” Vratislav Novák went back in time and made con-
tact with the pre-socialist and wholly modernist tradition of 
Russian Constructive Realism. The ideals of the Construc-
tivists, most notably those of their pioneer Noam Gabo, 
hold a special relation to the period following the Velvet 
4 Jiří Pruša, “Stalinův Pomník,“ Abeceda Socialismu, 5.10.2014: www.
abecedasocialismu.cz/stalinuv-pomnik.
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Revolution in that they strive to open up the very idea of 
a transient, dynamic time. This revisitation stands in stark 
contrast to the idea of time as promulgated through the 
ideological tenets of the so-called ‘scientifi c socialism’ so 
fi rmly imbedded in the Stalinist doctrine. 

The initial period of Russian Constructivism had much 
in common with the dynamic experiments and visions of 
the Italian Futurists, except that the early Constructivists 
attempted to free the inherent dynamism of natural forces 
from the tenets of political ideology and liberate it from its 
“provincial tags.”5 In its early stages ‘Constructivism’ be-
came a label for a type of aesthetic interface for a political 
platform based in a “determination of the artists and theo-
rist to pursue the implications of marriage between art and 
social revolution,”6 while attempting to retain a high level 
of abstraction and technical profi ciency. In the “Realistic 
Manifesto,“ the founding text for Constructivism as well 
as one of the most comprehensive appeals for kinetic art, 
Naum Gabo writes 

We know that everything has its own essential image; 
chair, table, lamp […] they are all entire worlds with their 
own rhythms, their own orbits. 

That is why we in creating things take away from them 
the labels of their owners… all accidental and local, leav-
ing only the reality of the constant rhythm of the forces in 
them.7  

The Constructivists saw these “labels of their owners” as 
being so much ballast, drawing attention from the inherent, 
sublime dynamism inherent in the forces and materials of 
creation themselves. These formalist tendencies were soon 
to become the bane of pure Constructive Realism, as the 
Bolshevik ideologues made an effort to politically oust both 
Gabo and Pevsner, leaning more towards the Productiv-
ist utilitarianism of the Vkhutemas school, and later of the 
OSA group. Their ideals more akin to the Suprematists, 
the formal Constructivists began to fall out of favour in the 
politically unstable environment of Moscow as the Com-
munists “rejected all non-realistic art” and throughout the 
early twenties proceeded to “deprive the Constructivists of 

5 Naum Gabo & Antoine Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” The Tradition 
of Constructivism, ed. Stephen Bann (Viking Press: New York, 1974) 7.
6 Gabo & Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” 10
7 Gabo & Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” 9



9
3

any chance to work, teach and exhibit.”8 A rift was opening 
up within the ideology of Russian Constructivism, and the 
“mass action” Constructivists progressively got the upper 
hand. Gabo eventually emigrated to Berlin in 1922, while 
Pevsner chose Paris as his new place of residence one year 
later.9 Towards the end of the decade the aesthetic of util-
ity and production became the ubiquitously dominant Con-
structivist school in Russia.

In the west Gabo’s take on Constructivism would dif-
fract into what during the ’60s became dubbed kinetic art, 
and his Realistic Manifesto served as one of the found-
ing texts of an art form which remained wholly relevant 
throughout the 20th century all the way to this day, when 
robotics and synthetic systems are becoming one of the de-
fi ning features of our age. The aesthetic concepts of Gabo 
and the Constructivists subscribing to his idea that “art is 
the most immediate means of communication between the 
members of human society”10 tended to gel very well with 
the modernist movements in western Europe, and gave rise 
to an alternate tradition from the more utilitarian Russian 
functionalists. Where the functionalists put emphasis on a 
wholly collective and politically heuristic take on construc-
tivism, both Gabo and Pevsner maintained the role of the 
artist as a person who “epitomises” not only the “collective 
mind” of the social fi eld, but also “what he himself feels 
and looks forward to as an individual.”11 The creating sub-
ject in Gabo’s formalism is not made to disappear, but is a 
catalyst whose vision serves to put society in touch with a 
nascent aesthetic of its time and place. 

The constructivism of OSA and other artists subscrib-
ing to the political mandate of the times was eventually 
also snuffed by the Central Committee’s 1932 decree “On 
the reconstruction of literary-artistic organizations,” which 
dissolved all independent artistic organizations and charted 
an unwavering course towards the stylistic hegemony of 
socialist realism.12 During Stalinism the Central commit-
tee consistently expressed a contempt for any type of art 
8 George W. Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement: A Study of Kinetic 
Art,“ Art Journal 22 (Summer 1963): 221.
9 Stephen Bann, introduction to The Tradition of Constructivism, 4.
10 Naum Gabo, “On Constructive Realism,” The Tradition of Constructiv-
ism, 237.
11 Gabo, “On Constructive Realism,” 236.
12 Petre Petrov, “The Industry of Truing: Socialist Realism, Reality, Real-
ization,“ Slavic Review 70 (Winter 2011): 888.



9
4 which smacked of the abstraction of Formalism, and the 

Constructivist approach of Gabo and others was vehement-
ly discouraged in favor of the more ideologically grounded 
Socialist realism.
  
THROUGH THE TIME MACHINE
The placement and specifi cs of Novák’s “Metronome” 
make contact with the pre-Stalinist constructivist philoso-
phy in that they reinstate motion and the fl ow of time as 
an integral part of the art object. As Gabo writes in the 
Realistic Manifesto

Space and time are re-born to us today.
Space and time are the only forms of which life is built and 
hence art must be constructed.
States, political and economic systems perish, ideas crum-
ble, under the strain of ages… but life is strong and grows 
and time goes on in its real continuity.13

Novák’s “Metronome” is not only an embodiment of these 
ideas in terms of its mechanical, “constructed” form, but 
also in that it allegorizes this very idea of time fl owing “in 
its real continuity” via the perceivable motion of the vertical 
13 Gabo & Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” 9
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arm. The very name of the “Time Machine” plays with the 
notion that an ontological time is a thing in constant fl ux, 
to be appropriated, released, and reinstated into a different 
context at a different point on the linear time scale of Histo-
ry. Time is portrayed as a mechanical progression of oscil-
lating states, inherently dynamic and embedded within the 
very fabric of physical material. This directly challenges the 
art of socialist realism in that it traces the notion of authen-
ticity onto the form and the mechanical workings of the art 
work, rather than incorporating it into a purely functional 
and ideological framework. As George Rickey comments, 
kinetic art makes use of “the traffi c laws of topology, or 
laws permitting the motion of a ship, or the trembling of 
the earth. Nature is rarely still.”14 It is this constant see-
sawing of dynamic forces that is the most palpable feature 
of Novák’s installation, as it tries to fi nd authenticity in 
representation. 

This stands in stark contrast to the ideologically driven 
nature of Letná’s Stalin, where Švec attempted to commu-
nicate authenticity by means of an allegorical representation 
of a fully coherent people. The representation of Stalin was 
in fact a presentation of Socialist realism in that it was ide-
ology made material. As Petre Petrov writes, “authenticity” 
had become “part of the Stalinist ideological game, a pivotal 
part, in fact. It too is a product of the cultural-ideological 
industry, a simulacrum in its own right...”15 The ideologues 
of Socialist realism accounted for authenticity as not being 
a label applied to an art form through outside critical dis-
course, externally and ex post, but something which inher-
ently and a priori resided in the Stalinist aesthetic. The im-
perative category of an art work’s authenticity was fi xed, in 
a Debordian Spectacular tautology, onto anything that was 
promulgated by the system. That which was seen was So-
cialist realism, that which was Socialist realism was seen. 
This idea is most eloquently expressed in Stalin’s famous 
advice to the writers assembled in Maxim Gorkii’s apart-
ment in 1932 where he says “Write the truth—that will 
be socialist realism.”16 Although on fi rst glance this bonmot 
is a worthy bit of politically-conscious encouragement, the 
statement can also be read as pointing towards a more sin-
ister reality of “the truth” being implicitly and a priori fun-

14 Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement,” 228
15 Petrov, “The Industry of Truing,” 878
16 Petrov, “The Industry of Truing,” 889
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nelled and sifted through the ideology of socialist realism. 
A subject’s truth is in this sense secondary to the building 
of the communal body of the socialist ideology. The value 
of authenticity in socialist realism does not reside in an art 
form’s ability to frame one of many relevant realities, but it 
is rather found resting among a ubiquitous imaginary polis. 
This loop of an imaginary people’s relationship to the state’s 
vectors of dissemination creates a closed circuit, and is yet 
another incarnation of Stalinist tautology. 

In this way the ideology communicated by Stalin’s Meat 
Queue is not leftist in the proper sense. Rather it forecloses 
the very debate on the political left vs. the political right in 
that it fi xes both vectors in the fi gure of a totality embodied 
in Stalin as the ideological point de capiton. Its structure 
is tertiary as it ties together the two queues, representing 
the Czech and Soviet peoples, via the fi gure of the Great 
Leader who stands at the front. The fi gure of Stalin be-
comes the master signifi er, barring access from deviation 
from the Party line, and supplying an immutable signifi er 
around which the polis coalesces. He stands in front, fore-
closing the future “for all time,” while the dynamic fi gure of 
the soldier covers the rear, policing all the strays and social 
deviants which would stay behind in asocial idleness. The 
group statue is based around an implicit centrality, a static 
idea of ‘the people’ bound together in a “utopia of a harmo-
nious, organic and complementary relation between diverse 
parts of the social reality.”17 The disparate castes of work-
er, soldier, etc. are all bound in a unifi ed fi eld of discourse 
through the fi gure of Stalin. Žižek: “=the basic attitude of 
a Stalinist Communist is that of following the correct Party 
Line against “Rightist” or “Leftist” deviation—in short, to 
steer a safe middle course.”18 

This is anathema to Novák’s machine installation which 
exudes an inherent dynamism taking place in transitive time 
rather than trivializing it within an ideological encapsulation. 
The fi gure of Stalin in Švec’s sculpture effectively fore-
closes a future in that time is arrested within the confi nes 
of ‘scientifi c socialism’. In the Marxian ‘scientifi c social-
ist’ framework of linear progression from barbarism to fully 
realized communism time effectively becomes prescribed 
and foreclosed. Its incorporation into the ideological quilt 
of the Stalinist discourse serves to make the concept of a 
17 Slavoj Žižek, “The Fetish of the Party”: simongros.com/text/articles/
slavoj-zizek/the-fetish-of-the-party/.
18 Slavoj Žižek, The Puppet and the Dwarf (MIT Press: 2003) 94.
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future fully transparent and readable. This is incompatible 
with the future functioning as a temporal Other, in that it 
is an object which exists in an inherently unknowable, per-
ennially nascent state of becoming—an object with which 
we interface, but can never make contact with. Socialist 
realism functions as a type of fetish in that it on the one 
hand points towards an illusory reality which it peddles as 
being ‘objective’ and absolutely relevant, and on the other 
is completely tautological and a means to an end in itself. 
Žižek: 

the basic fetishist functioning of the Stalinist Party [is] that 
the Party functions as the miraculous immediate incar-
nation of an objective, neutral Knowledge, which in turn 
serves as a point of reference to legitimate the activity of 
the Party.19

In “The Meat Queue” the notion of time is not realized as 
an open question, but a fetish to be peddled to the masses 
as a fi nite and wholly colonized product, a priori foreclosed 
by the point de capiton of Stalin. Scientifi c Socialism along 
with its foreclosed future is that “neutral Knowledge” 
which serves to rationalize and “legitimate the activity of 
the Party.” 

Novák, on the other hand, works with time in a 
wholly dissimilar fashion. The two extreme positions of 
the metronome’s moving arm function as two points of 
reference: the left and the right, with the base acting as the 
third point of fi xture. The point de capiton is in this sense 
open to interpretation from various vectors, as it does not 
defi ne its meaning in terms of an immutable narrative, but 
rather in terms of technological prowess and agency. These 
notions effectively revisit the Constructivist ideals of Noam 
Gabo when he writes 

We renounce the thousand-year-old delusion of art that 
held the static rhythms as the only elements of the plastic 
and pictorial arts. We affi rm in these arts a new element the 
kinetic rhythms as the basic forms of our perception.20

Gabo further distances himself from “the mass as a sculp-
tural element” and renounces “volume.”21 The relationship 
19 Žižek, “The Fetish of the Party,” n.pag.
20 Gabo & Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” 10.
21 Gabo & Pevsner, “The Realistic Manifesto,” 10.
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of these two statements exactly mirrors the relationship 
between Švec’s granite and voluminous Stalin and Novák’s 
streamlined “Time Machine.” In light of Novák’s construc-
tivist leanings22 it comes as no surprise that the point de 
capiton of his sculpture is not based in ideology, but in the 
mechanism as such and in its “kinetic rhythms” embodying 
a future which is dynamic and in a constant state of be-
coming. Kinetic art pieces are intrinsically related to time in 
that the ‘fourth dimension’ is an integral part of the sculp-
ture’s unfolding. Time is not an ideological or linguistically 
abstract construct, but rather it is a canvas upon which the 
motion drawn by the art piece can imprint itself. The “ki-
netic rhythms” are “basic forms of our perception” in that 
time is an intrinsic part of our reality, and provides a space 
in which a linear artistic narrative can reside. In the case 
of kinetic art these performative narratives are material, 
and are not transmitted through natural language, but make 
use a an abstract and materially formalist symbolism. The 
transition between a foreclosed future and a reinstatement 
time to its immutable, dynamic potential forms the axis of 
an aesthetic and temporal relation between the two dis-
cussed sculptures. Novák’s installation takes place in ‘real 
time,’ so to speak, rather than in an ideologically-based 
ubiquitous time as peddled by socialist realism.  
 
...& BEYOND
But Novák’s sculpture cannot be completely exhaustive in 
its relation to the imagined cultural reality. The two points 
of reference traced by the sky-turned arm (the left and the 
right) quickly become old hat, and the capacity to stimu-
late via the constant oscillation becomes exhausted. The 
kinetic rhythms themselves are trapped in an eigenstate of 
constant looping, from one side to the other and back, and 
back again. As Rickey notes, “Motor-driven devices [kinet-
ic sculptures] do not lend themselves to the incorporation 
of chance […] motor-driven linkage comes around again to 
where it started and thereafter is tautological.”23 There is 
a tautology inherent in Novák’s motor-driven sculpture in 
that the constant see-sawing becomes quickly drained of 
its potential to stimulate and to offer the consumer new 
vestiges of experience. Left, right, left, right, left; like the 
post-Cold-war Czech political environment, the dynamics 

22 Archi-club, 1.10.2014: cs.archi-club.net/clanek/od-stalina-k-metronomu-12.
23 Rickey, “The Morphology of Movement,” 227
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of Novák’s sculpture become trapped in a cul de sac of du-
alism and rhetorical dichotomy. In the words of one of the 
most prominent member of the functionalist OSA group, 
Alexei Gan, “Constructivism […] indissolubly unites the ide-
ological with the formal.”24 When interpreted through the 
prism of the productivist branch of Russian Constructivism, 
Novák’s art piece is not completely abstract, but implicitly 
does subscribe to “the ideological” in some way. Rather 
than being a simple machine-artefact, its ideological read-
ing puts the spotlight on a new type of ideological structure 
– one that is not perhaps overly explicit, but is nevertheless 
palpable and present. Where the process of a closure of the 
universe of discourse in Stalinist art was static and heavy-
handed, the neo-liberal, post-Cold-war world exhibits more 
fi nesse in its willingness to broaden the vistas of individual 
expression and political agency while retaining dichotomy 
as one of the fundamental structures around which the dis-
course is based. 

Where dialectics during Stalinism were traced onto the 
relationship of the struggle of a coherent people with an 
internal enemy,25 dialectics in the post-Cold-war environment 
become deterritorialized and subject to a decentralized, 
perceptualist reality. In “The Time Machine” time becomes 
reinvented as a constant oscillation between two extremes, 
ad infi nitum. The future is thus liberated from the Stalinist 
singular foreclosure, but is placed within a fi nite angle of 
creative potential. Where the Party sought to encapsulate 
discourse in a monist ideological discourse, Novák’s 
constructivist piece allows for a free interpretation, while 
retaining a fundamentally coherent dialectical structure. 
The dichotomies are free to be interpreted as one wishes, 
but they retain their place as the basic algorithm of the 
discourse. As opposed to kinetic art pieces which use gear 
shifts, wind, light, and other transient processes, Novák’s 
piece maintains a steady rhythm of a binary oscillation 
between two opposed points of reference. Society’s 
plunge into time is portrayed as something exhausted 
and recursive, subject to natural laws, and to the “kinetic 
rhythms” of a fi nite reality. “The Time Machine” reclaimed 
the future from the tenets of the socialist ideologues, but 
the question remains whether his recursive time can be 
opened up yet again towards broader vistas of potential.

24 Alexei Gan, “On Constructivism,” The Tradition of Constructivism, 41.
25 Žižek, “The Fetish of the Party,” n.pag.
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MICHEL DELVILLE

CIRCUS RINGS & HUNGER WALLS
TOPOI OF HUNGER ARTISTRY IN KAFKA’S WRITING

“Am I a circus rider on 2 horses? Alas, I am no rider, but lie 
prostrate on the ground.”
 — Franz Kafka, Letters to Felice

THE CIRCUS
Kafka’s fascination with circus art and culture is well-
documented in his stories, letters and diaries. The circus 
ring is not only a favoured subject of fi ctional speculation 
and representation; it is also as one of the writer’s favourite 
forms of entertainment as well as a research fi eld in itself, 
as attested by Kafka’s subscription to magazines about the 
circus trade and institution.1 Whether the virtuosic horse-
rider imagery deployed in his October 1916 letter to Felice 
Bauer conveys his desperate attempts to straddle between 
life and writing, his uncomfortable position between the 
Jewish and the German cultures, or the throes of writer’s 
block (he writes elsewhere that “four or fi ve stories now 
stand on their hind legs in front of me, like the horses in 
front of Schumann, the circus ringmaster, at the beginning 
of a performance”2), matters less than the suggestion 
that the circus is a popular form of entertainment which 
accommodates tragic changes, challenges and confl icts 
liable to jeopardize the physical and emotional integrity 
of the self, an issue explored through the fi gure of 
the trapeze artist in “First Sorrow.” In the fi rst part of 
Kafka’s two-sentence tale, “Up in the Gallery,” such 
confl icts are converted into a spectacle of infi nite pain and 
embarrassment, a strange looping choreography performed 
before “an insatiable public” by “ some frail, consumptive 
equestrienne … urged around and around on an undulating 
horse for months on end without respite by a ruthless, 
whip-fl ourishing ringmaster,” a vision suddenly interrupted 
1 Bianca Theisen, “Kafka’s Circus Turns: ‘Auf der Galerie’ and ‘Erstes 
Leid,’” A Companion to the Works of Franz Kafka, ed. James Rolleston 
(New York: Camden House, 2006) 171-86.
2 Franz Kafka, The Diaries of Franz Kafka 1914-1923, ed. Max Brod (Lon-
don: Secker and Warburg, 1943) 326.
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by the hypothetical intervention of “a young visitor to the 
gallery” who “might race down the long stairs through 
all the circles, rush into the ring, and yell: Stop! against 
the fanfares of the orchestra still playing the appropriate 
music.”3

Besides being a refl ection on the versatility and cruelty 
of the public’s gaze, Kafka’s “The Hunger Artist” also 
depicts the circus as the locus of control and power 
relationships and negotiations that pertain to matters of 
dignity, subsistence and survival. Kafka’s Hungerkünstler 
offers his show as popular entertainment; like the trapezist 
of “First Sorrow,” he tours Europe and is professionally 
managed by an impresario. He is an artist, not a worrier 
or a victim of social or political circumstances, and it is 
only at the very end of the story that Kafka proceeds to 
portray him as a tragic character. The greatest frustration 
the hunger artist fi nds in practising his art is that he is never 
allowed to carry his performance through to its end, since, 
according to the terms of his “contract,” he must break his 
fast after forty days (“Why stop fasting at this particular 
moment, after forty days of it? He had held out for a long 
time, an illimitably long time; why stop now, when he was 
in his best fasting form, or rather, not yet quite in his best 
fasting form? Why should he be cheated of the fame he 
would get for fasting longer, for being not only the record 
hunger artist of all time, which presumably he was already, 
but for beating his own record by a performance beyond 
human imagination, since he felt that there were no limits 
to his capacity for fasting?”4). 

It is only when he decides to part with his impresario 
and join the circus menagerie that the Hungerkünstler can 
fi nally give himself up to his project without constraint. 
However, it is just at this moment when he is fi nally able 
to fast freely, that his audience begins to lose interest: 
if someone still lingers in front of his cage, it is only to 
cast aspersions on the authenticity of his performance. The 
hunger artist’s hubris lies in his failure to recognize that 
fame can only be gained by exposing oneself to the crowds 
and casting oneself out of the logic of (self-)competition 
which guarantees his truthfulness and credibility. As Maud 
Ellmann writes, the moral of the story seems to be that “it 
is not by food that we survive but by the gaze of others; 
3 Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis, In the Penal Colony, and Other Stories, 
trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York, Simon and Schuster, 2010) 244. 
4 Kafka, The Metamorphosis, 309. 
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and it is impossible to live by hunger unless we can be 
seen or represented doing so.”5 By abandoning himself to 
the ecstasy of starvation and considering his hunger stunt 
as an end in itself he eventually loses track of time and 
converts his fast into a perfect, limitless but ultimately 
unmonitored and invisible performance.

As the circus menagerie becomes the point where 
psyche and place collide, the ultimate locus of alienation is 
the body itself (likewise, Gregor Samsa struggles more with 
his new bodily envelope than with the limits of his room), 
its boundaries becoming the site of psychic incarceration. 
The insatiable appetite of the crowd for new sensations, as 
described in “Up in the Gallery,” is an essential ingredient 
in the ritual of violation and mystifi cation underlying the 
spectacle of starvation. (Writing of the hunger strikes at 
Long Kesh, Maud Ellmann argues that “staring and starving 
both have the effect of reifying bodies into spectacles” and 
remarks that “the verb ‘to stare’ is related to the verb ‘to 
starve,’ which used to mean to freeze or turn to stone.” 6) 

STUDYING THE TOPOI OF HUNGER ARTISTRY
Studying hunger and disgust requires special attention not 
only to the workings of human consciousness but also to 
what medical thought describes as the “recessive body,” 
the visceral circuitry operating beneath our skin. The circus 
freakery of Kafka’s hunger artist concerns itself with 
darker, anxious extensions of the unfi nished and open body 
identifi ed by Bakhtin as an essential element of grotesque 
realism against the classical myth of the self-present, self-
contained self. It also correlates with more recent models 
of the grotesque such as those developed by Julia Kristeva, 
Antonin Artaud and Gilles Deleuze, thereby laying the 
ground for a global theory of starvation in which disgust 
functions as an operating agent between involuntary and 
self-infl icted starvation (on thinks of recent theories about 
disgust developed by Carolyn Korsmeyer, Susan Miller, 
William Miller, Winfried Menninghaus and Daniel Kelly). 

Kristeva’s negative invaginations of Bakhtin’s life-
affi rming grotesque realism traverse the whole history of 
hunger art, from Knut Hamsun’s naturalist variations on 
the schizo-fl âneur to Cindy Sherman’s “Untitled” series 
and beyond. The proximity of Kristeva’s abject to a 
5 Maud Ellmann, The Hunger Artists: Starving, Writing and Imprisonment 
(London: Virago, 1993) 17.
6 Ellmann, The Hunger Artists, 102.
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study of hunger and disgust provides us with a different 
perspective on the starving body experiencing the liminal 
edge of physical existence. Death by starvation is the 
logical destination of the hungry body, whether it attempts 
to extricate itself from the world or whether it is forcefully 
expelled from it. For Kristeva, death (or near-death) is the 
ultimate form of abjection which literalizes the collapse of 
the distinction between subject and object: the corpse, “the 
most sickening of wastes, is a border that has encroached 
upon everything,” it is that which turns the border of the self 
into an object and “deprives [it] of the world.”7 Kristeva’s 
description of dead corpses as sickening manifestations of 
death infecting life reveals how deeply disgust is linked to 
the grotesque not only by virtue of its abject inbetweenness 
but also of its sheer attack on form which reduces the 
body of Kafka’s hunger artist to a disarticulated aberration 
and a spasmodic parody of classical symmetries and 
regularities.  From Bartleby’s assimilation to a rodent to 
Gregor Samsa’s transformation into vermin, most hunger 
stories and performances explore the cultural and aesthetic 
ramifi cations of hunger-induced physical deformities and 
monstrosities. Once they are displayed (intentionally or not) 
in the public space, such monstrosities share affi nities with 
the freak show, the locus of the transgression of physical 
categories where deformed proportions and symmetries 
of the exhibited body arouse a mixture of pity, fear and 
fascination, precisely because the freak is “one of us, the 
human child of human parents, however altered by forces 
we do not quite understand into something mythic and 
mysterious … challeng[ing] the conventional boundaries 
between male and female, sexed and sexless, animal 
and human, large and small, between self and other, and 
consequently between reality and illusion, experience and 
fantasy, fact and myth.”8 

Deleuze conveys the experience of the fi ssured body 
in terms which express the basic dualities of eating and 
speaking, consumption and expression (or excretion), 
acknowledging that this duality “may be even more 
violently expressed in to pay/to eat and to shit/to speak.”9 
7 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982) 3; 4.
8 Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self (New York: 
Anchor, 1993) 24.
9 Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans. Mark Lester (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1990) 97.
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Beyond such dichotomies, the material inscription of 
writing while pointing to the intoxicating power of language 
which, according to Deleuze, becomes apparent when the 
physicality of the “alimentary” word penetrates and wounds 
the body in a way which is reminiscent of Kafka’s “In the 
Penal Colony,” where the sentence of the condemned are 
literally carved into their skin, causing them to die over a 
period of twelve hours. Writing, in particular, like “every 
fi xed or written word,” assails and poisons the body and 
is “decomposed into noisy, alimentary, and excremental 
bits”10—the origin of this linguistic assault is attributed to 
the collapse of “true,” “incorporeal” referential meaning: 

In this collapse of the surface, the entire world loses 
its meaning. It maintains perhaps a certain power of 
denotation, but this is experienced as empty. It maintains 
a certain power of manifestation, but this is experienced 
as indifferent. And it maintains a certain signifi cation 
experienced as “false.” Nevertheless, the word loses its 
sense, that is, its power to draw together or to express an 
incorporeal effect distinct from its present realization. The 
procedure is this: a word, often of an alimentary nature, 
appears in capital letters, printed as a collage which 
freezes it and strips it of its sense. But the moment that the 
pinned-down word loses its sense, it bursts into pieces; it 
is decomposed into syllables, letters, and above all into 
consonants which act directly on the body, penetrating 
and bruising it.11 

Deleuze’s theory is based on his interpretation of the 
threatening nature of maternal language developed in his 
reading of Lewis Wolfson, the schizophrenic “student of 
languages” who develops an ability to “kill” his mother 
tongue by immediately converting English words into 
foreign words similar to them in sound and meaning. 
Wolfson fi nds himself confronted with the fundamental 
equivalence between “the intolerable maternal words [of 
his native language]” and the ingestion of spoiled or toxic 
foods, an assertion which echoes Beckett and Kafka (the 
Kafka celebrated by Deleuze as a the inventor of a “minor 
use of the major language”) and their respective attempts 
to fi nd a safer home in a foreign tongue. Wolfson’s whole 
life thus delivers “the clinical picture of the schizophrenic 

10 Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, 88.
11 Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, 87.
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student: aphasic, hypochondriac, anorexic.”12 Deleuze’s 
perception of the physicality of words as a threat to the 
corporeal self is directly relevant to a discussion of the 
hungry body in its relationship to both food and language, 
whether the starving subject is struggling to express himself 
or, on the contrary, fasting in order to empty itself of the 
toxicity of meaning. The disorganization of thought and 
speech and the sense of de-realization experienced by the 
schizo-hunger-artist are crucial to narratives of starvation in 
which in which verbal communication is either neutralized 
by repetition, reduced to incomprehensible noises (e.g., the 
gradual dehumanization of Gregor Samsa’s voice in “The 
Metamorphosis”) or paradoxically converted into the silent, 
immobile pantomime of the hunger striker or the anorexic’s 
paradoxical hyperactivity.

ROOMS & OFFICES
“The Metamorphosis” introduces the offi ce as another 
topos of confi nement and isolation. The story features two 
clerks—Gregor Samsa himself and his boss, also referred 
to as the “chief clerk”—whose respective positions in 
the story build up to an allegory of how the structural 
functioning of family and society can relegate an individual 
to the margins of humanity. Samsa’s transformation into a 
bug has long been interpreted as an allegory of mechanical 
work as an absurd, life-denying pursuit, one which can be 
related to Kafka’s own occupation as a clerk working for 
insurance companies, from the day he started to work at 
the Prague branch of the Assicurazioni Generali, in 1907, to 
his obtaining of a pension due to illness from the Worker’s 
Accident Insurance Institute, in1918. Kafka’s bachelor 
clerk has become one of the most famous avatars of the 
fi gure of the starving, abused or underpaid offi ce worker 
which has fascinated writers as diverse as Charles Dickens 
(Bob Cratchit in A Christmas Carol), J.-K. Huysmans (Jean 
Folantin in Downstream) or the shamefully under-read 
Georges Duhamel (Louis Salavin in Confession de Minuit).

The spectacle of Gregor’s decline is mainly witnessed 
by his family, which, with the signifi cant exception of his 
sister Grete, responds with a mixture of perplexity and 
hostility. In his 45-page long “Letter” addressed to his father 
Hermann in 1919, Kafka discusses his opposition to his 
father in terms which are repeatedly related to the dialectics 
12 Gilles Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical (Minneapolis/ University of 
Minnesota Press, 1997) 13; 14; 109; 15.
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of appetite and abstinence.  Kafka’s father is described 
as “a true Kafka in strength, health, appetite, loudness of 
voice, eloquence, self-satisfaction, worldly dominance, 
endurance, presence of mind, knowledge of human nature, 
a certain way of doing things on a grand scale.” More than 
anything, it his son’s lack of appetite which constitutes 
an obstacle to their relationship. Hermann, who constantly 
“keeps [his son]in disgrace” only softens his tone when he 
fi nds him “able to eat heartily or even drink beer with [his] 
meals.”13 For Kafka’s father, the obligation to eat and eat 
fast leads goes hand in hand with the necessity to keep 
silent and respectful during meals.

After his father hits him with an apple which permanently 
lodged in his back causing him to become invalid and almost 
motionless, Gregor stops eating. Realizing that “you need 
teeth in order to eat and it [is] not possible to perform 
anything with jaws that are toothless however nice they 
might be,” his sister’s music becomes his main source of 
spiritual nourishment (“Was he an animal if music could 
captivate him so? It seemed to him that he was being shown 
the way to the unknown nourishment he had been yearning 
for”). Gregor’s more general incapacity to eat or digest 
anything is aggravated by the fact that he was injured by 
his father’s attempts to push him back into his room. The 
rotten apple lodged in his fl esh is the cause of an incurable 
infl ammation which leaves him unable to swallow anything 
unless “his whole body worked together as a snuffl ing 
whole.” By refusing the dish his sister had left there for him 
and crawling away “almost against his will”14 towards the 
centre of the room, Samsa unwittingly acknowledges his 
incapacity to establish any kind of meaningful relationship 
with his family. As a result of his incapacity to control his 
body Gregor’s movements are misinterpreted as potential 
signs of aggression from a mysterious, ambivalent entity his 
own mother likens to an “enormous brown patch against 
the fl owers of the wallpaper.” 

Gregor’s dying scene in The Metamorphosis features 
him unable to move his “spindly little legs,” weakened to a 
state of lethargy but nonetheless able to “think back of his 
family with emotion and love.” The human insect passes 
away in a “state of empty and peaceful rumination,” in a 
private space which has become a prison, and all that is left 
13 Franz Kafka, The Sons (New York: Schocken, 1989) 117; 120.
14 Franz Kafka, “The Metamorphosis,” Project Gutenberg: www.guten-
berg.org/fi les/5200/5200-h/5200-h.htm.
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of him is a dead body which is “completely dried up and 
fl at” (as his sister Grete remarks, “the food came out again 
just the same as when it went”). “The corpse,” “the most 
sickening of wastes,” Kristeva has argued, “seen without 
God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection.”15 
Still, Gregor’s empty dried-up shell is much less upsetting 
than his former living self as it seems to have expelled 
the monstrousness of body fl uids and the putrid smell of 
ingested food and has eventually acquired the hygienic 
solemnity of an entomologist’s trophy.

THE CAGE
From Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” to David Nebreda’s 
abject anorexic art and on to David Blaine’s recent hunger 
stunts, the spectacle of starvation delineates types of 
deformities and monstrosities related to hunger as a physical 
condition as well as an art form. This, in turn, leads to a 
reconsideration of the hunger artist and his experience of 
death (or near-death), loneliness and disease from a variety 
of social and cultural perspectives which exceed the 
domain of the aesthetic. As long as it is experienced in a 
safe environment at a suffi cient distance from the victim of 
hunger or inappetence, the spectacle of the intense physical 
and emotional pain displayed by the starving body (whether 
it belongs to a character in a novel, a survivor of a Nazi 
concentration camp or an anorectic fashion model) is liable 
to occasion a state of unwilling excitement and voyeurism 
not unlike those which are exploited by horror movies or 
forensic TV dramas. The transformation of hunger and 
fasting into a bodily performance and a spectacle in which 
the audience is as much teased and repelled, seduced and 
viscerally attacked in their perception of themselves as 
unifi ed and self-contained creatures.

The narrator of Kafka’s “The Hunger Artist” locates the 
high watermark of the “professional fast” in the middle 
of the 19th century, a period during which the popular 
entertainment offered by the hunger artist performing his 
fast in a small barred cage, or another confi ned space, 
was capable of monopolizing the attention of whole towns 
(the author underlines the fascination with the which the 
audience—and particularly the women and the children—
viewed the emaciated limbs and jutting bones of the artist 
resting on the meagre straw scattered over the fl oor of 
his cage). The period identifi ed by the narrator as the 
15 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.
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golden age of the fast as spectacle16 seems to correspond 
with a contraction of the symbolic and religious value of 
abstinence. The context for this progressive secularization 
of the fast was its intensive commercialization; and the 
selling point was the effects it was reputed to have on 
digestion and health in general.  

It was in the nineteenth century that the success 
story of the fast as a physical therapy, dissociated from 
its presumed value as a form of “spiritual detoxifi cation,” 
began to impose itself. The aim was no longer to arm the 
soul in its battle against sin, or even to sculpt the body as 
a “visible expression of inward humility,” usually conceived 
as a token of devotion to the famished body of Christ. 
Thus at the moment when spiritual asceticism was giving 
way to secularized abstinence, there were already plenty 
of signs that the latter would be recycled as a key tenet 
of the work ethic and its religious sources and corollaries, 
particularly within the context of American Puritanism. In 
1895, the American doctor and surgeon Edward Hooker 
Dewey denounced overindulgence in his book The True 
Science of Living, subtitled The New Gospel of Health. 
Dietary excess, according to Dewey, was responsible for 
all the ills of mankind, from mental suffering to madness, 
suicide and even crime. Among Dewey’s most dedicated 
disciples was a businessman named Milton Rathbun who 
fasted for twenty-eight days (losing more than forty pounds 
in the process) “because he wanted to reduce his weight, 
fearing that its gradual increase might bring on apoplexy.”17 
Milton Rathbun’s testimony was a particular pleasure to 
Dewey since it confi rmed the thesis that fasting could 
bring erring members of the workforce back into line with 
Calvinist teachings and (to adopt a Weberian perspective) 
the capitalist ethic they sponsored. Dewey congratulates 
himself that Rathbun’s experiment serves as an exemplar 
that “to do without food without hunger does not tax any 
vital power” and that the sense of hunger or “mere relish” 
should be distinguished from “natural hunger, which would 
only manifest itself when there would be marked relief from 
16 Hunger artistry lost its popular appeal after the First World War, at 
a time when famine and hunger became real issues which did not lend 
themselves to aesthetic sublimation. See Carolin Duttlinger, The Cam-
bridge Introduction to Franz Kafka (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013) 112.
17 Edward Hooker Dewey, The No Breakfast Plan and the Fasting-Cure 
(Meadswill, PA: self-published, 1900): archive.org/stream/thenobreak-
fastpl27128gut/27128.txt.
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pain.” The unsigned article reporting Rathbun’s stunt in the 
June 6, 1899 issue of the New York Press insists that 
the businessman’s achievement is far superior to that of 
professional fasters such as Dr Tanner (who forty-day fast 
carried out in 1880 was “simply trying to prove that the 
thing could be done”) and Giovanni Succi (whose 45-day 
fast in 1890 may have inspired Kafka’s hunger artist), both 
of whom were “surrounded by attendants who allowed 
them scarcely to lift a hand, so that every ounce of energy 
might be conserved.”18 

The ending of Kafka’s parable of the hunger artist tells us 
of the consequences of the downgrading of the spectacle 
of hunger to a pathological state. But where the absence 
of monitoring cancelled the artistic content of the hunger 
artist’s performance. Kafka’s struggling professional faster 
performs at a time when “interest in hunger artists has 
declined considerably,” and the story is largely about the 
state of frustration and discouragement experienced by a 
performance artist at odds with the demands of the market. 
Obsessed as he is with the ideal of absolute fasting, his life 
becomes meaningless as soon as his impresario denies him 
the right to “perform” beyond his forty-day stint (a rule 
imposed upon him by his manager in order to maximize 
profi ts) and who eventually dies forgotten by his public. 

One of the risks involved in such a scenario is the 
reduction of the expiating fi gure into show business or, 
worse, to a pathological case, a meaningless monstrosity 
without a cause. At the end of his performance, the 
emaciated freak emerges from his cage and exhibits an 
abnormally heavy head dangling from his neck as if it had 
become a useless appendix, a frightful condition which 
causes the women who appeared to escort him to “turn[] 
pale as death.” The hunger artist’s incapacity to keep his 
head upright would seem to enact a process of devolution 
to a pre-bipedal stage which seems to constitute the 
apex of the artist’s performance, the moment when the 
audience and the reader can fully experience the thrills of 
the regressive and the teratological.

THE HUNGER WALL
Now, what happens when the pangs of forced or self-
infl icted hunger become converted into a solid object 
destined to be visited and admired by succeeding generation 
of tourists and visitors? Prague’s medieval “Hunger 
18 Dewey, The No Breakfast Plan and the Fasting-Cure, n.pag.
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Wall”—which was allegedly built at a time of famine so as 
to provide employment to the city’s starving inhabitants 
(and which some have seen as a possible source of 
inspiration for Kafka’s “The Great Wall of China”)—is an 
intriguing example of how a concrete thing can become a 
monumental tribute to hunger while allowing the emaciated 
masses to be fed. That the purpose and usefulness of the 
Hunger Wall does not lie in its protective function but in 
the process of building itself is a paradox which Kafka must 
have relished when, while looking at a section of the wall, 
he found that “the most important or delightful [hope] was 
the wish to attain a view of life (and—this was necessarily 
bound up with it—to convince others of it in writing) in 
which life, while still retaining its full-bodied rise and fall, 
would simultaneously be recognized no less clearly as a 
nothing,  a dream, a dim hovering,”19 Kafka’s hunger wall 
reveries suggest that the ultimate goal of hunger artistry 
may be to allow its spectators to survive on nothing more 
substantial than “the nothing that is” and urge them to void 
themselves of the world while refusing the social violence 
of performance.

19 Cited in James Whitlark, Behind the Great Wall: A Post-Jungian Ap-
proach to Kafkaesque Literature (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson Univer-
sity Press, 1992) 227.
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BENJAMIN TALLIS

PANEL STORIES
PUBLIC LIES & PRIVATE LIVES IN PANELÁKS & SÍDLIŠTĚS1 

Despite their best efforts, neither jetset shock therapists, 
home-grown dissidents nor their various governmental in-
heritors have been able to make postcommunist transition 
a clean break with the past. Apparatchiks and function-
aries were denounced and lustrated, only to re-appear as 
nomenklatura capitalists and even ministers. Statues were 
removed, but the metronomic passing of time in their after-
image triggers memory, not forgetting. Streets and metro 
stations were renamed, but we still know who Evropská 
and Dejvická used to be. 

The persistent presence of the communist past is a key 
site of struggle for Czech collective memory, with compet-
ing interpretations, both domestic and international, hav-
ing signifi cant impact on how people can live and indeed, 
whom the current society is for. Material reminders of that 
time have come in for particular criticism and none more so 
than the paneláky, the concrete tower blocks that make up 
the sídliště (Czech) and sídlisky (Slovak) that became such 
a prominent features of Czechoslovak socialist cities. While 
a nascent revisionism has begun, belatedly and hesitantly, 
to recognise the architectural quality and even beauty of 
Czech brutalist architecture, focusing on particular mar-
quee buildings (such as the Nová Scéna of the National 
Theatre or the Nová Budova of the National Museum), the 
communist-era housing estates are still routinely and al-
most unquestioningly damned from all sides. 

However, recent research has shown that both domes-
tic and international criticisms of the paneláky and sídliště 
are wide of the mark. Blinkered by ideology and blind to 
the plurality of panelák and project life lived both then and 
now, these fl awed critiques are indicative of wider prob-
lems of both understanding and policy in postcommunism. 

TALL TALES & SWEEPING JUDGEMENTS
Condemned at the time of their construction as “cement 
1 The title refers to Věra Chytilová legendary fi lm ‘Panel Story’ which 
provides a supposedly candid, but largely negative look at the early days 
of the Jižní Město housing estate. 
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deserts” good only as “battle grounds for high-rise brats,”2 
the estates provide an all-too-easy synecdoche for the time 
of their building; “monotonous and repetitive, banal, inhu-
man […] poor in quality”3 or most commonly (and lazily) 
“grey”4 or at least “greyish.”5 Normally nuanced and even-
handed judges have been moved to unequivocal castiga-
tion by the aesthetics and morals of the ‘structural panel 
buildings’ that make up the vast majority of Czech housing 
constructed between 1955 and 1990. Sean Hanley of the 
UCL School for Slavonic and Eastern European Studies de-
scribes the “monster estates” as “hideous” and “awful,” 
and Václav Havel famously spoke of “undignifi ed rabbit 
pens, slated for liquidation.”6

The controversy and criticism that continue to batter 
these concrete facades, from both home and abroad, re-
fl ects and reinforces a particular politics of memory, iden-
tity and belonging stemming from a combination of blanket 
judgements on the communist period, teleological notions 
of neoliberal postcommunist ‘transition’ and particular, 
Western European and North American, experiences and 
ideological interpretations of high-rise social housing. 

Negative Czech judgements on paneláks in popular dis-
course and the statements of well-known fi gures seem to 
stem largely from the circumstances of their making—they 
were built by the communists and must therefore not only 
be bad, but are a malaise forced upon Czechs (and others) 
by unwelcome intruders and occupiers (De Vos). The popu-
lar and academic focus on the myriad crimes and appalling 
injustices of the communist regime have helped to support 
such views. These are undoubtedly important stories that 
needed to be told about the communist period, but they are 
not the only stories of that time and cannot be used to sus-
tain uniformly negative views of an era in which in trying 
2 From the poem Jižní Město (South City) by Jiří Žáček, reproduced in From a 
Terrace in Prague, ed. Stephan Delbos (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2011).
3 As noted by Els de Vos’s review of Lynne Attwood’s Socialist Housing 
in the Eastern Bloc: Gender and Housing in Soviet Russia and Kimberly 
Elman Zarecor’s Manufacturing a Socialist Modernity, in Technology and 
Culture 53.2 (April 2012): 465-469. 
4 Sean Hanley, ‘The Discrete Charm of the Czech Panelák,’ Central Euro-
pean Review (1999): www.ce-review.org/authorarchives/hanley_archive/
hanley22old.html
5 Ivan T. Berend as quoted in Zarecor, ‘Socialist Neighbourhoods after 
Socialism: The Past, Present and Future of Postwar Housing in the Czech 
Republic,’ East European Politics and Societies 26 (2012): 486.
6 www.praguepost.com/archivescontent/40712-still-standing.html 
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circumstances, people continued to live, laugh, love, have 
children and make homes in which they could grow up. 
The regime failed in its totalizing ambitions, but has been 
posthumously been granted success that it could have only 
dreamed of in a totalizing public memory of the time that 
erases the positives from a painful past. 

Similarly, while institutional design and the processes 
of re-adopting democratic politics, market economics and 
re-integrating to international institutional structures have 
been highly signifi cant, the attention paid to these aspects 
has often obscured lived experiences of both transition and 
what came before.7 This blinkering, combined with the pre-
fabricated opinions of many Americans and Western Eu-
ropeans towards large scale public housing projects has 
allowed skewed views of the material and social conditions 
of sídliště life, both in the past and present, to dominate. 

After the fall of the wall, it was easy for incoming inves-
tors, advisors and other ‘tutors,’ keen to school the ‘chil-
dren of the revolution’ in their neoliberal ways, to tar the 
paneláky with the same brush as the concrete jungles that 
had played host to riots in Toxteth and Brixton or to hear 
in them echoes of the doomed Pruitt-Igoe housing project 
in St. Louis. The self-styled ‘tutors’ found eager head-boys 
in the dissidents of the communist period who were all too 
happy to run-down the remnants of a hated regime, often 
with little thought for the people who lived there who, un-
like many dissidents and their quieter sympathisers, were 
not waiting for prime real estate to be restituted to them. 

The tutors also had a double interest in denigrating the 
communist past, as this would both bolster their own supe-
riority (and thus legitimacy as teachers) and to enhance the 
case for neoliberal transition as a larger contrast to what 
had gone before as opposed to a more social-democratic 
approach. Tearing down the old structures of ownership 
and usage was more feasible than destroying the paneláks 
themselves and raised the potential for Western-owned 
banks to introduce market rates to these rent-controlled 
worlds. 

Social research conducted over the last two decades 
has questioned the basis for each of the criticisms levelled 
at Paneláks and sídlištěs, exposing them as mere ‘Panel 
Stories.’ Challenging these stories and telling new tales of 
7 e.g. Alison Stenning & Kathrin Hoerschelmann (2008), ‘History, Geog-
raphy and Difference in the Post-socialist World: Or, Do We Still Need 
Post-socialism?’ Antipode 40(2): 312-335.
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panelák life not only has specifi c relevance to these perse-
cuted places but opens up the possibility of questioning the 
socio-political settlements of transition more widely. 

PANEL STORY 1: 
A COMMUNIST IDEA IMPOSED FROM OUTSIDE
Over the last fi ve years, the writings of Kimberly Elman 
Zarecor have made a good deal of multidisciplinary Czech 
scholarship on paneláks and sídliště’s available to Anglo-
phone audiences and, in contextualizing this work in com-
bination with her own research, Zarecor has exposed the 
double fallacy of claims that concrete tower blocks were 
a communist idea and that they were only accepted in 
Czechslovakia under Soviet duress.8 

Zarecor highlights how far from being imposed from 
outside, the specifi c circumstances of post-war Czecho-
slovakia spurred the continuation and development of in-
terwar architectural practices and politics to accelerate and 
intensify, but not initiate, the development of prefabricated 
structural panel housing in the communist era. The con-
struction technology for Czech paneláks owed its develop-
ment to the Building Department of the Baťa shoe company 
in Zlín, which had been experimenting before the war with 
prefabricated building technologies. The architects Hynek 
Adamec and Bohumil Kula had continued these experi-
ments during the war and lead the projects on new struc-
tural panel housing when the department was incorporated 
into the communist Stavoprojekt building co-ordination 
system. Despite Zlín having been renamed Gottwaldov af-
ter Czechoslovakia’s fi rst communist leader, Zarecor points 
out that Adamec and Kula were still working in the same 
offi ce when developing the fi rst panelák—the G-building 
(named for Gottwaldov). 

Far from following developments elsewhere, Czechs 
were actually ahead of the game in panel building, with 
the crucial breakthrough—according to Zarecor—coming 
when an innovative solution was found to the problem of 
joining the panels together in a stable way that allowed 
for full exploitation of their structural properties and elimi-
8 Zarecor,  ‘The Rainbow Edges: The Legacy of Communist Mass Housing 
and the Colorful Future of Czech Cities,’ in Peggi Clouston, Ray Kinos-
hita Mann, Stephen Schreiber, eds. Without a Hitch: New Directions in 
Prefabricated Architecture (2009): scholarworks.umass.edu/wood/2008/; 
Zarecor & Eva Špačková, ‘Czech Paneláks are Disappearing, but the Hous-
ing Estates Remain,’ Architecture & Town Planning (Architektur & Urban-
izmus) 34  (2012): 288-301.
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nated the need for an additional skeleton. However, not 
only had these pioneering architects previously worked for 
the feted (and avowedly capitalist) Baťa company and were 
actually continuing construction-technology research that 
had begun long before the communist takeover, the ideas 
that inspired the social aspects of both the panelák and 
the sídliště can also be found in the First Czechoslovak 
Republic. 

The First Republic under the ‘Liberator-President’ and 
‘philosopher king’ Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk is widely hailed 
as the Czech golden age; a brief and glorious interlude of 
independence after empire and before Nazi occupation and 
subjugation as Soviet satellite. The wave of creativity in 
both culture and commerce that was unleashed during this 
time merits this golden reputation, with companies such 
as Baťa and Tatra stylishly propelling Czechoslovakia into 
the ranks of the top-six exporting economies in the world. 
The poetry of Vítězslav Nezval and Jaroslav Seifert, the 
painting of František Kupka and—the already post-gen-
der—Toyen as well as the buildings of local talents such as 
Havlíček and Honzík alongside those of proto-starchitects 
Adolf Loos and Mies van der Rohe ensured that there was 
plentiful art to accompany the industry. 

However, like much of Europe at the time, the First Re-
public was also awash with radical Marxist ideas. A mix-
ture of proactive idealism and reaction to the polarized liv-
ing conditions of the time inspired those such as Nezval 
and Karel Teige, writer, architecture critic and ringleader 
of the radical Devětsil group, to rail against the inequalities 
and injustices they saw around them. They sought collec-
tive salvation through both art and industry, but saw that 
both should serve functional, social goals rather than be 
beholden to the moneyed mores of the market. Teige in 
particular struggled with the tension9 between instrumen-
tal social function and liberating creative expression, but 
in architectural terms prioritized the former, arguing that 
beauty would spring from the minimal forms that would 
most effi ciently would serve their purpose.10 Demanding 
that those at the sharp end of the housing crisis at the time 

9 See for example Peter Zusi ‘s excellent ‘The Style of the Present: Karel 
Teige on Constructivism and Poetism,’ Representations 88 (2004); & 
‘Tendentious Modernism: Karel Teige’s path to Functionalism,’ Slavic Re-
view 67.4 (2008). 
10 e.g. Karel Teige,  The Minimum Dwelling, trans. Eric Dluhlosch (Cam-
bridge MA: MIT Press, 2002 [1932]).
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receive only “the best of the best,” Teige publicly upbraid-
ed Le Corbusier for abandoning such functional purity and 
effectively re-introducing decoration and slammed Mies’s 
much-praised Tugendhat Villa as the “pinnacle of modern 
snobbery.”11 

It is therefore no wonder that Zarecor is able to draw a 
clear line between the construction of paneláks and sídlištěs 
in the communist period and social tendencies in First Re-
public Modernism, which were also strongly connected to 
non-marxist Bauhaus fi gures such as Walter Groupius

Although Stavoprojekt, a state-run system of architecture 
and engineering offi ces, replaced private practice in the 
late 1940s and changed the profession profoundly, the 
vast housing estates in many Czech and Slovak cities are, 
in fact, the fulfi lment of an interwar vision of modernity 
that emphasized the right to housing at a minimum stand-
ard over the artistic qualities of individual buildings.

Zarecor also highlights the intensifi ed construction of pan-
eláks as the Czech version of Socialist Realism (Sorela) 
gave way to what she beautifully terms “Socialism with a 
Modernist face” in the wake of the success of the Czech 
pavilion at Expo ’58, the Brussels Dream that was ‘One 
Day in Czechoslovakia.’ 

While it is almost certainly true that the scale and scope 
of panelák-based sídlištěs was greater in Czechoslovakia 
due to the communist takeover, it cannot be claimed that 
these architectures and urbanisms were imposed on Czechs 
from outside, nor that they were a communist-era idea. 
However, emphasizing the links, rather than the rupture, 
between the First republic and the Communist period goes 
against the currently dominant and highly Manichean poli-
tics of Czech collective memory that divides positive and 
negative in fairly bald temporal terms—1918-38: Good; 
1938-1989: Bad. 1989 onward: Good (Again, we hope). 

PANEL STORY 2: 
HIGH-DENSITY PUBLIC HOUSING AS FAILED 
SOCIALIST & MODERNIST DREAMS 
The specifi c critiques of Czech dissidents against paneláks 
and the overall political orientation of cheerleaders for neo-
liberal transition coincide in attitudes to public housing and 
to what government in general can and should do in society. 
11 Teige, The Minimum Dwelling, 6.
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The ‘End of History’ position that laissez-faire, (neo)liberal-
market-democracy is the only way to govern chimes with 
sceptical attitudes to high-density public housing as archi-
tecturally fl awed, naively irresponsible and ultimately dan-
gerous social engineering. Scepticism of government born 
from bad experience of a particular regime meets ideologi-
cal opposition to the state as such. 

These attacks generally eschew the controversialist, yet 
architecturally adventurous and open-minded iconoclasm 
of Charles Jencks12 and instead adopt the offended tradi-
tionalism of Simon Jenkins, whilst retaining their mutual 
weakness for décor and ornament—eyebrows simultane-
ously arched and furrowed in facial gymnastics that Alec 
Guinness would be proud of. Crucially they combine this 
aesthetic position with the selfi sh Hayekian/Friedmanite so-
cio-economic Darwinism that seeks to entrench power for 
those who already have money and which, since ’89, has 
come disguised as freedom. The supposedly hard-headed 
pragmatism of politics disguised as economics and a refus-
al to be suckered into social dreaming is often accompanied 
(in some quarters at least) by faux-rueful laments for the 
failure of stillborn social schemes that never had a chance, 
yet which are wheeled out time and again as evidence for 
why even marginally idealistic social endeavours can never 
work. 

Long before Jencks famously used the dynamiting 
of this massive and ill-fated housing project to proclaim 
the death of Modern Architecture “on July 15, 1972 at 
3:32pm or thereabouts” the Pruitt-Igoe story has suppos-
edly symbolised the hopeless futility of well-intentioned 
social housing in the US. A recent documentary fi lm, The 
Pruitt-Igoe Myth,13 exposes even this, the supposed worst 
of all the panel stories as just that—a myth. The documen-
tary, which takes an academically informed, socio-anthro-
pological approach, effectively refutes the charges against 
the architecture of Pruitt-Igoe (and by implication against 
modernist-infl ected high-rise public housing in general).14 
The joy with which the initial residents recall upon fi rst 
moving in to the suffi ciently spacious and well-appointed 
apartments (particularly in comparison to the slums where 
12 Jencks, The Language of Postmodern Architecture (New York: Rizzoli, 1977).
13 The Pruitt-Igoe Myth (2011) dir. Chad Friedrichs.
14 See for example Oscar Newman, ‘Reactions to the Defensible Space 
Study & Some Further Findings,’ International Journal of Mental Health 
4.3 (1975): 48-70. 
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many of the tenants had been living before) is manifest. 
One resident—Ruby Russell—who moved into an apart-
ment on the 11th fl oor coined the memorable term ‘the poor 
man’s penthouse’ to describe her apartment, while others 
describe the feelings of community, of safety and the pos-
sibility this provided for children to play and adults to live. 

However, this was not to last, which, as the documen-
tary shows in detailing the total collapse of this housing 
project to the point where the police were afraid to enter 
and the tower blocks ended up being dynamited, was al-
most pre-ordained. Cutbacks to the original design and the 
failure of the 1949 US Federal Housing Act to provide any 
maintenance money for such projects—requiring that such 
funds came from the rents paid by the low-income ten-
ants—was the fi rst nail in its coffi n. Racism in both plan-
ning policy and the everyday practices of citizens continued 
de facto segregation policies long after they became de jure 
impermissible.15 The combination of ‘white fl ight,’ a declin-
ing city population (robbing it of necessary tax revenues to 
pay for essential services, including housing maintenance), 
the selling off of the downtown to property developers and 
offi cial encouragement for suburban, low-density housing 
at the expense of the rotting urban core contributed to the 
failure of the estate within its socio-economic context. 
Once the poor maintenance made Pruitt-Igoe a more dif-
fi cult place to live, low occupancy rates further diminished 
the money available for upkeep and repairs, unleashing 
a vicious cycle of decline and degradation. As the docu-
mentary powerfully describes, this was not accidental, but 
rather was the result of the deliberate diminution of gov-
ernmental power to act in a socially progressive manner in 
a politico-economic environment stacked against the most 
disadvantaged and predicated on the myth of the socially 
unencumbered individual. 

Signifi cantly, the documentary specifi cally links the fail-
ure to support social housing to its associations with social-
ism, which both during the cold war and in the aftermath of 
’89 made it ‘unamerican’ and thus taboo in the US. While 
European experiences of public and social housing have not 
been as extreme as Pruitt-Igoe, the problems of housing 
estates such as Park Hill in Sheffi eld and Robin Hood Gar-
dens in London, as well as many of the French banlieue can 
15 See also Elizabeth Birmingham, ‘Refraining the Ruins: Pruitt-Igoe, struc-
tural racism, and African American rhetoric as a space for cultural cri-
tique,’ Western Journal of Communication 63.3 (1999): 291-309. 
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similarly not be blamed on their modernist architecture, nor 
on the social intentions that underpinned their construc-
tion. Rather, it was the failure to adequately address the 
underlying social conditions that prompted their creation 
and then the lack of conviction in backing the estates as 
part of the solution that sealed their fate. 

That this lack of conviction held after the fall of the 
wall should not be surprising when the very construction 
of such estates as a response to the demand for rapid ur-
banization and the ongoing postwar housing crisis in com-
munist countries can be described after ’89 as “arrogant”16 
or dismissed as being “in the best traditions of vulgar Marx-
ism” which apparently implies that, “the Communist regime 
believed that people were shaped by their environment.”17 

It would be hard to think of a government—or indeed 
practically any other institution—that didn’t believe peo-
ple were to at least some degree shaped by their environ-
ment. When Sean Hanley claims that this substantiates his 
charge that the building of the paneláks was ideologically 
motivated, the point made by Michel Foucault and echoed 
by Slavoj Žižek that ideology is at its most powerful when 
it is most hidden, should also be considered in relation to 
the ‘pragmatic,’ post-’89 treatment of social housing and 
the damage done more widely to ideas of social democracy 
by the collapse of communism.

PANEL STORY 3: 
PEOPLE LIVED & LIVE BADLY IN PANELÁKS & SÍDLIŠTĚS
The fall of Pruitt-Igoe, the Brixton and Toxteth riots and the 
postmodern malaise of the Unité d’Habitation have been 
particularly unkind to millions of Central & East Europeans. 
They have been forced to belatedly ‘learn’ that the places 
in which they grew up, laughed, loved, raised children, re-
alized creative activities, plotted defi ance, cohabitation, 
collaboration or escape and where they created cosy dens�, 
insulated to some degree from the party regime, were no 
longer appropriate for their lives as ‘New Europeans.’ 

Crucially however, as also noted by critics18 of the ap-
pearance and intentions of the paneláks, the social mix of 
the communist-era housing projects was very different than 
that in the West, with people from different walks of life 
16 Radio Prague’s Martin Mikule, www.radio.cz/en/section/letter/panelák-
housing-estates-the-indelible-heritage-of-communism
17 Hanley, ‘The Discrete Charm of the Czech Panelák.’
18  See the Czech fi lm Pelíšky (literally translated as ‘Cosy Dens’).
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and from varied social strata fi nding themselves (willingly 
or otherwise) thrust into high-rise neighbourhoods. This is 
partly due to the sheer number of people who live in such 
developments. Zarecor quotes fi gures of 3.1 million people 
living in 1,165,000 apartment units in 80,000 paneláks in 
Czech Republic. With almost a third of the total popula-
tion and nearly half the city of Prague living in paneláks, 
the issues facing postsocialist sídlištěs are, in most cases, 
very different than those experienced by residents in their 
deprived and marginalized western counterparts. 

Many communist-era estates are well-planned and well-
provided for communities, which are house-proud and suc-
cessful places. Their abundant and well-kempt common 
spaces (leafy in summertime, albeit rendered climactically 
bare in winter) host a variety of public services and pri-
vate activities and allow collective grandmothering in the 
ample and adventurous social space they provide for chil-
dren. There was not the same stigma attached to living in 
these places and as the artist Eva Koťátková argues, these 
were places where many people grew up happily and well, 
learning to be the creative and independent, experiencing 
concrete as schoolyard rather than jungle and certainly not 
succumbing to the attempts to create “new uniform Social-
ist [Wo]Man.”

I was born in Prague, grew up in one of the typical grey 
block houses on the periphery and went to school there. 
Many people fi nd this kind of architecture awful or boring 
but I have a strong nostalgia connected with this place—a 
place of the most formative periods of my life. Many motifs 
appearing in my work have their origin in the time of my 
childhood and adolescence and in the specifi c atmosphere 
of this location.19

Koťátková’s comments are not the isolated opinion of a 
nostalgic or contrarian artist. Zarecor’s work also draws 
upon several academic studies that show consistently high 
levels of satisfaction with sídliště life. Research conducted 
in 2001 by Lux and Sunega showed that 64% of Czechs 
considered their accommodation ideal and only 11% 
planned to move within three years. Moreover, Zarecor 
also cites studies that show that this is not a new trend, 
with many sídliště residents recalling moving to their new 
Havířov homes in the same excited and reverent terms that 

19 Interview with Luigi Fassi in Koťátková ‘Documentation 2.’
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the Pruitt Igoe tenants did. Recent work by Eva Špačková 
and Martin Jemelka in the Hranice sídliště in Karviná also 
shows generally high degrees of satisfaction, although 
mixed with calls for further improvements relating to up-
keep and noise issues. As Špačková put its in an interview 
with Zarecor

Generally it is possible to say that the majority of imperfec-
tions in the housing development, according to the opin-
ions of the residents, are not conditional on architectural 
solutions but rather on the unmaintained, disordered, and 
unsatisfactory control and commercial abuse of public 
space and the former civic facilities.

In a widely cited ethnographic study of the Prague sídlištěs 
at Jižní Město and Jihozápadní Město, French anthropolo-
gist Laurent Bazac-Billaud concluded that people in pan-
eláks generally know their neighbours and that both social 
and transport networks not only exist but also work.20 Fur-
thermore, Hanley repeats Bazac-Billaud’s fi nding that 

panelák life is based on a intense drive for privacy and in-
dividuality. Inside their standard panelák fl ats—identical in 
layout and to thousands of others the length and breadth 
of former Czechoslovakia—the key impulse of Czech pan-
elák residents is to create their own private worlds.

This is still however not enough for Hanley who claims that 
“In a democratic society, [paneláks] would never have been 
built. Such hideous-looking, poorly planned public housing 
would quickly have attracted criticism and protest (as it did 
in the West). In a market economy, no one with any money 
would have invested a crown into a panelák fl at.” 

Hanley’s critique could be read as a dire warning about 
the potential fate of paneláks in the postcommunist pe-
riod after the end of rent controls, although currently this 
has only happened in exceptional cases. In the town of 
Most, the semi-ghetto of Chánov carries the real echoes 
of Pruitt-Igoe, not in its architecture, but in the social ne-
glect that led to the decay and near abandonment of this 
Roma-majority housing estate. Similarly, Zarecor points to 
another North Bohemian town—Litvínov—and the Janov 
estate where anti-Roma riot took place in 2008. Research 
20 Hanley and Kristina Alda, writing for the Prague Daily Monitor both 
reference Bazac-Billaud’s work: praguemonitor.com/2009/10/27/pragues-
cape-pink 
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conducted by a team lead by the prominent geographer 
Luděk Sýkora showed that the situation in Janov had been 
exacerbated by the sale of municipal apartments to ‘inves-
tors’ who refused to invest in repairing or upgrading the 
buildings and rented the declining apartments to low-in-
come Roma groups, helping to create social segregation 
and stoke racial tensions. 

In many more cases however, the right-to-buy schemes 
allowed tenants to purchase their apartments affordably 
from municipalities and rent controls remained in place until 
recently. Right-to-buy schemes were balanced with incen-
tives to form tenants associations and residents commit-
tees in order to be able to benefi t from EU-funded refur-
bishment schemes. These schemes have largely consisted 
of the installation of new windows, doors, elevators and 
the application of fi xed Styrofoam cladding directly to the 
outside of paneláks, which are then covered with plaster 
in order to improve insulation. Residents have then been 
able to choose from a variety of colours to repaint the new 
cladding, eliminating the darkness at the edge of town. 
However, transforming the dreaded grey into what Zare-
cor terms a ‘rainbow’ of colours threatens to create what 
Špačková terms “multi-coloured kitsch.” Zarecor too warns 
against the loss of architectonic detail such as the defi nable 
edges of panels or surface texture which give the buildings 
a sense of proportion and without which they risk becom-
ing “cartoon likenesses in the shape of apartment buildings 
with undifferentiated surfaces.” 

Popular with residents, these largely cosmetic renova-
tions seem to please Hanley, who in a later piece states 
“After this beauty treatment the hideous grey paneláky 
look pretty civilized” passing in an Augenblick, for Holland 
or Germany, confi rming Hanely’s hierarchical view of tran-
sition, as well as Zarecor’s observation that, if all that took 
was a lick of paint, then perhaps there wasn’t so much 
wrong with them in the fi rst place. 

NEW PANEL STORIES: 
REHABILITATION & RELEARNING BEYOND THE MYTHS 
The diffi culty of disentangling aesthetic judgements on 
‘grey’ or ‘ugly’ panel buildings from their context in the 
politics of communist memory and the particular political 
economy of the post-’89 world makes it unsurprising that 
they should provide rich material for visual artists with so-
cial sensibilities. That artists with praxis as different as 
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Veronika Drahotová, Tomáš Džadoň, Patricie Fexová, Eva 
Koťátková and Kateřína Šedá should fi nd inspiration or fas-
cination in these massive structures and micro-societies 
speaks to their signifi cance as sites for the interaction of 
and negotiation between public and private, uniformity and 
individuality, enabling constraints and bounded freedoms. 

The work of scholars such as Kimberly Zarecor and the 
engagements of the aforementioned artists call into ques-
tion what we know about paneláks and sídlištěs and the 
contexts in which we know it. This challenges the how 
we remember the both big politics and the private lives 
of communism and how these have been re-negotiated in 
transition. It questions the social relations that are possi-
ble on housing estates today and between the estates and 
elsewhere. In turn this prompts us to consider who we live 
with, how we want to do so and to what extent we can 
achieve that. 

These massive milestones on the way to a future that 
was never built cannot be seen simply as inconvenient 
reminders of a past that would be better forgotten or as 
hangovers of uneasy dreams. Zarecor rightly calls for the 
rehabilitation of paneláks, which would act as a catalyst for 
re-appraisals of other aspects of Czech society. If this is to 
happen, then the old myths of outside imposition, misdiag-
nosis of the ills of social programmes and social democracy 
need to be exposed. Fallacies of indignity and malicious 
attacks on panel dwellers need to be put to rest in order to 
better deal with real emergent inequity and emiseration. To 
start telling new panel stories, we need to experience and 
embrace the diversity and vibrancy of sídliště life, aestheti-
cally and socially, from the clean functionalist lines of the 
Invalidovna estate to Jižní Město’s thriving brewery. 
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DUSTIN BREITLING

XENOMOTRALITY NEXUS
Design an extraordinary machine which is for killing 
that which exists so that which does not exist may be 
complete. 

—Louis Aragon

In reality, when we curse death we only fear ourselves: 
The severity of our will is what makes us tremble. We lie 
to ourselves when we dream of escaping the movement of 
luxurious exuberance of which we are only the most intense 
form. Or perhaps we only lie to ourselves in the beginning 
the better to experience the severity of this will afterward, 
carrying it to the rigorous extreme of consciousness.

—Georges Bataille

AN ATTEMPT AT TRANSLATION… 
MENDARIAN BURROW?
And that Center-point, that Center-gate, that Center-ajar, 
that insensate periphery, perhaps ensconced in the onei-
ric pastures of thought—Always a futile attempt that only 
yields an eclipsed cartography… and where do we go? 
We inquire into those puppet Sapien remains’ careening 
through this so called ‘Prague’ awashed and submerged 
under its canopy of mortifi ed and saturnine purlieu. We or 
perhaps ‘us’ want to know if we can dive into its now melt-
ing diadem, its liquids cannot enter into its porous Vacuole 
oh so supposedly—oh but we need this ‘Vacuole’ and why 
do you say? Oh, because to catalyze, to catalyze what? We 
say the needed autophagy, the needed elimination of those 
unnecessaries polypouses who trawl along the vesicles and 
bridges of this ol’ town’s bestiary an’ ebony river. That 
river, that river manned by Mr Cthulu vomiting and eject-
ing those Sapien Dust… no no… Sapien Exodos… no no 
no… Sapien Exo Dust… particles… yes watch em’ hover-
ing, traveling, colliding, assembling, and sculpting out this 
putrid City and its exterior—its melded blur of the bio and 
abio sphere, oh yes the lithic crevices quake and tremor 
here… and those latent below always try to worm through 
to become another solar casualty… the Outside whorls 
Inside, terrene pulsations, drillospheric coils, perhaps we 
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start the tour this evening? Yes? Yes? You want to be the 
peripatetic for an evening?… descend into stratums and 
solums, hunt for those who are still pawns to the Bio, and 
if you want we can exhume further perhaps, below that 
awful awning of tormenting lights, and those crepuscular 
anchorings, those exoskeletal scaffolds, you always forget 
that solar fl ow bunkered below. Yes, that ungrounding be-
low inheres the potential of new degenerations, new poro-
mechanics to arise… those globs of titillating striations… 
the soma starves for its vermin ejaculations.. plasmic Love-
craftian Shoggoths dig us our opening… You say we are 
obliged? Aren’t we? Then let’s fi rst navigate, acephalous 
we are, so we rely on those lymphomic fi ngers, chitin dis-
solution, and atrophied legs? Let’s crawl shall we? Sniff 
them all out, those fuse-machines, those implant-ridden, 
those arthropods, oh skin never felt like such a straddle, 
the delight of self-evisceration blossoms, oh yes environ-
ments and their cultivations of enchainments, the mass 
production of corpse brides that dally down this beautiful 
path of evisceration…  

Watch out for Narrative Hijack ye say… Beware the 
Beast man ye say… harbingers… 

Here we don’t know what is this so-called ‘dingy’ but 
we need and observe its tremendous performance of ‘evis-
ceration’ that fl ushes out all those particles and pixellations 
of image that add up to a quasi-homo-sapien thingy piped 
and tunneled to those drainages we we we—ss about to 
enter… No more imprisoned in those Manifest Images we 
are… the city revels in the patho and partho and gens, oh 
yes those proclivities diffuse here… those negative soldiers 
are always out now tarrying in the abysmal corridors, lust-
ing for their Imago projections… but the divorce of skin oh 
so fragile… The earth has a skin; and this skin has diseases 
and one of them is man the utterance circulated,  and They 
fi nd  absolute insulation behind the fi ctional Zero that con-
fronts them daily… but whose to tell us what that Dingy 
human is… ? who is the expert on that pedigree?… No more 
Mr Sigmund No more… Mr Gregor… oh but they insist… 
then let’s pursue a little further, do a little decomposition, 
you mean decomposing? No no a little analysis, whattta? 
Ahh yes stellar substances you know? those elements, 
and then you unearth what it does, how it behaves, how 
it relates, how it constructs… those positive ends… and 
the reverse… what about its annihilation points, its explo-
sions, combustions, facade choirs that roam old Ol’Town, 
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wielding nitrocellulose, ah that plastic, no no how about 
that plasticity… we like to inject it inside those loafers… 
and return… return to… then what is this or that species 
composed of? Of those thingies, those elements, those el-
ements hinged on those so-called contingencies, on that 
so-called Bang they believe, that so-called anthropic princi-
ples, that so-called mechanisms, scissiparities, that cosmic 
spray, but maybe it is that dust Mr Crick, that interstellar 
medium, Panspermia abound. You know they landed here, 
in ol’ Prague?

And to arrive at a dimensional body? Strewn and sewn 
together, misshapen, but indispensably… Degree Zero.. It 
needs this I believe… But can you/They read this? What 
constitutes that reservoir? Negentropical assemblages We 
only see… 

7 x 1027 atoms—adiposity fueled… chance congeries 
of… 

CE27HE27OE27NE26PE25SE24CaE25KE24ClE24
NaE24MgE24FeE23FE23ZnE22SiE22CuE21BE21IE20
SnE20MnE20SeE20CrE20NiE20MoE19CoE19VE18

But its its the species of Sapien yes? you agree? Now, we 
have other ideas too, perhaps about its ardent love for Its 
dissipation that always ensnares and anticipates it, the an-
ticipatory grief inscribed in its axis points, the angular mo-
mentum of its entropic second nature… and yet we fi nd… 

it migrates… its trauma always engulfs it, its mourn-
ing, its delamination but but but its fi xation, its prone to 
repetition, compulsion amiss, its self-cannibalization, dregs 
of the economic, that economic view of psychic occurrenc-
es, and what is that traumatic, perhaps HE is right it has 
no other than an economic meaning, and the disturbance 
permanently attacks the management of available energy. 
That experience, that condensation in time, cannot be as-
suaged, cannot be contained… oh yes did we talk about 
containment before… receptacle… circuitous paths in the 
labyrinth towards towards towards… ?

and that supposed artifi cial inhabitance they delegate as 
‘city’ and to scope in on that microcosm, that designation 
Prague you say?  Ambulating in that oxidation chamber,  
those dissipations, those deteriorations, those chunks of 
brick receiving and losing transfers… those differential gra-
dients, appropriated, developed, circulated, and the crises 
of liquidity, asymmetry abyss… and equilibrium stray… 
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and the mimetic proliferates and devours, the Red 
Queen adapts and evolves into thanatropic crypsis and 
now second nature… like the Phyllium proceed… Mr Cal-
lois worms through Old town square, and the illnx whirls… 
Ah ye got the import of the Mongolian Death?… Well, The 
Solar Economy doesn’t share to all of us Mr Bataille, there 
are others in the subterranean. Heheehee… get off on that 
Holocene extinction… a Boltzmann twirl.

Let’s begin with the square one, perhaps the fi rst layer 
of the evening… 

ABCD.
Rays of Vertices… 
Hlavní Nádraží
Whereas the square? Oh the square, roving borgs, rov-

ing borgs, bristling an’ exchanging, yes yes another ground 
for hijacking, you got energy-matter information? Yes, Yes, 
biometric splendor, we want access to those transmitters, 
cells, the moments of depolarization, action potentials and 
surely mesolimbic pathway delights and to play with schizo 
tendencies. Yes, yes circadian telemetry interception, that’s  
the genesis of the evening whereas the endeavor of us 
serpents who lounge and fuck each other here as we con-
verge and spill and discharge those semens in this market 
fi rst, menstration abliss here yes yes Hlávni Nádraží is the 
place—Dealers vending the telemetry and bio-data, oh yes 
they got a fi x, they got a hack of any fi ne charlatan in this 
city, you want hypertrophication for a moment? the fi rst 
zone where the sapien experiences its transmogrifi cation is 
here we think… endorphic insurrection… here… endorphic 
insurrection… here… fi nagle here… purchase it… somatic 
and emotional markers… only astray… but we know a little 
better about the so called ‘ΔfosB’  thing ye heard what 
it does? We chuckle a buckle, na na… and they go on 
and on about its alterations in the gene expressions, me-
socorticolimbic projections, induced ΔFosB in the nucleus 
accumbens, and then we “think” we aspire for acquisition 
to that pathological addictive state through ΔfosB, yes the 
inassimables lain here, trawling through obsidian corners, 
heaping implants into mounds and mounds, that release 
the bliss of the CO2. THEY Do indulge in the catatonic 
synchronicity, this is your fi x fi x for the evening. A new 
implant, a new incision, subcutaneous fracturing, gover-
nance now with the chemical, hemoglobin cascades out 
that skinny, skinny, skinny deep—to black box for sure, 
once enlaced  in the network, before the Phages are disim-
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prisoned, razor-grinders exhale in the city with its orches-
tral arrangements of cacophony… demonic troves… 

ANOTHER ATTEMPT AT MENDARIAN #2
And repeat again… Those half-sapiens, those half-exo—
whatever terms—still scrounge around too we think, yes 
yes we are out on our evening rendez-vous with our dealer 
Beatriz, mouth just sprays out those words ‘injections’; ‘in-
jections’ she is the androgynous prowler at night around 
Anděl, wreathed in haggard clothes concealing those skin 
defections, those mishaps, those grotesque dismorphisms 
she carriers and bothers to burden herself. Yes, Yes, Beatriz 
scavenges for both her next customer and dealer… delirium 
gripped and another dose of Testogel, the penetrating and 
diffusion through those vessels, those chains, those mo-
lecular chains and signifi ers O-H3, C-H3, C-OH, the crystal-
line, the soluble, really is that the fi x? The indiscriminate 
stage, the pulsing of these chains unleashing those dams 
caught in the signifi er of a singular fl ow. For her 

everything is a matter of doses, of melting and crystalliza-
tion points, of the rotary power of the molecule, of regular-
ity, of milligrams, of the form and mode of administration, 
of habit, of praxis. 

—Beatriz Preciado, Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, & Biopolitics

All is predicated on the pharmacogenetic economy, all mo-
lecular chains, incestuous bonds,  catalyzed synthesis, rela-
tions, increasing, melting, folding. IT realizes it can’t breed 
the same species now, oh the amor fati and with these 
chains we like to participate in a little game you see?

Yes, Yes divvy that hijack, contagious dispersion, ‘it’s 
really that amygdala we want’ Beatriz says it’s really that 
state we hunt for, the inducing of the execrable, again 
register that fl ow of glucose,those transmitters catechol-
amines,-aminoethanol that likes to seep and transmit, pres-
sure, sugar, and suppression, paling , fl ushing, dilation, ex-
clusion, constriction. Yes yes an incessant state for some 
here in the street, to remain on tap, The economy of the 
adrenal medulla, we crave it here, we crave to be activated 
and manacled to those glands and receptors. You think you 
can avert that apoptosis? Ah that programmed death? We 
all try to obviate, we all cling on to our targets. The Neuro-
tropic only staves off that Thanatos… but that Androgen is 
what we think about… for those, those who remain man-
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gled and beautifully defective… yes yes every secretion is 
a register, a click, a pulse, for those… She adumbrates me 
for the evening to take the shelter below before the… 

Phagic Machines  commence their hunt, scouring in-
exorably unleashed and swarming, motioning, forming, 
dispersing, organizing intricately into tessellations—they 
aggregate, read, crack, transcode, every kinetic gradient 
spike, every pressure of air molecule that pulsates, fl uctu-
ates, varies and diffracts.  The patrol always commences 
every half hour, and once they assemble their obsidian 
cloud dive and splinter, divaricate, and drones through Old-
Town streets, pathways, subways, homes… oh a little hunt 
for those Spirochaetes? Yes yes housed in that 3 pound 
brainy…  

Drool doo, doo drool, drool doo… and
Mr Drexler and the Gray Goo, Mr Drexler and the Grey 

Goo… any inhabitance will do… some merely lodge in that 
ol’ so sapiens that still dither in forlorn alleys’,  what a fi nite 
way to be? And then diaspora always occurs, others, oth-
ers, abdicate from their domiciliations, oh yes the ecstasy 
of the moulting, the Ecydysis, oh yes the city and its endo-
skeleton are bound to undergo the moment of apolysis, the 
moment of discharge, the moment of absolution? And the 
stages? That sapien stage? Its migrates… the prophylactic 
always wanes for them… disease pumps they are… they 
leave… 

Why?
We believe it emanates from the deracination and reset-

tling into the burrow, the heaving veins, lithospheric de-
posits, only closer to the Xeno or extremo, the aversion 
to that Helio-dependency, whereas inorganic residues blos-
som… Tellurian impotency… perhaps to recover… to exca-
vate deeper whereas the mounds and moles of Andesite, 
Kaymakli underground… Troglobite enveleopment.. noot-
ropic fi llers and injections only pile up there, you scour and 
hunt for the next supplement, next dose, next upgrade, 
next disfi guration, next sloughing, next excoriation, it is 
all carrion now… and the discard of those anthro images, 
promulgated by Das Ding, that inexorable and implacable 
machine farming them all out… yet, its all revelation… the 
sapien are simply systems… information processing, un-
conscious modules, carbon-based, oxygen affi xed, but its 
all contingency and when the Sun is removed..Extinction 
becomes nigh… gripped in void solitudes that demands you 
to burrow… Extremophile sanctuary… does thought go on 
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with a body?
And that slip, that crack, slip, crack, slippy cracky, 

cracky twoey
Our bodies slither down those cracks… vertical writh-

ing… yes its potency to further unleash the sledge… ante-
rior to us… Xenoarchaeology… to fathom the sublime en-
gineering of thermal intensities—comprised of the wedding 
of expansion and contraction… ah the hole complex tran-
spires for us now… hole-ridden sidewalks, streets, cobble  
stones—tunneling proceeds now… only our permeable and 
viscous bodies enter dripping and dropping, dripping and 
dropping through… sedimentary crevasse… now to  inves-
tigate into the 

notion of the hole complex and bacterial archaeology… and 
why? we are invigorating the germ-infested chemistry of 
the Earth by turning it to hole complex and why? To un-
earth the planetary sphere as an irreducible complexity of 
reciprocal links between terrestrial epidemics and cosmic 
chemistries or anonymous materials we say. 

—Reza Negarestani, Cyclonopedia: Complicity with Anon-
ymous Materials

Chem’ dem’ Chemo’ Nemo’—
And swallowed in those sepulchral tunnels, you fi nd 

yourself in those chasmal vaults, you tread through the 
jerry-built tracks, engulfed in the cavities of lithospheric 
vents… you reach those markets in Holesovice and Cerny 
Most for the next fi x—the nadir perhaps? Polymeric syn-
thesis and modifi cation, it becomes the addiction for now, 
those monomers and their new family? Yes, but would 
those cocooned below ol’ metro lines call me part of a fam-
ily? We/You? penetrating into the vermicular capillaries you 
fi nd your haven for circadian implants, head mounted sen-
sors, osseointegrations, controlled knee joints, actuators, 
Naval interceptors, keratinocyte derisions, the endeavor 
for us now becomes to exfoliate as rapidly as possible—to 
purge out any concern for those translucent and collagen 
cells, yes to jettison your concern for that elastin shell once 
you realize any nerves, blood vessels, sweat glands can 
be modifi ed, disposed, rewired, refi gured. An that dwee-
dle dwaddle dwaddle dweedle of those charred placentas 
copulating, an’ vaginal pustules joincing, stratigraphic ine-
briations for the evening boysa’ You traverse and traverse, 
ellipsoidal tunnels, gallery chambers, wedgie-shaped vent 
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holes, beckoning you with the fi re lamps dangling, disgorg-
ing and spilling light only a few meters ahead, and that 
smell, that smell, that smell of fetid fl esh parts that are 
stowed away… Exuvia distention… any acceleration to 
dispose of that shell, necrotizing fasciitis accepted here… 
Skin and Gut Flora… commensals, mutagens, pathogens, 
the oasis of moisture that awaits to seep in… the navel the 
breeding ground for bacteria placation… and for metabolic 
delights? Here here those ol’ sapiens can purchasing any 
type of species they want lining that insatiable intestine, 
you don’t like the 500 already there, yea yea? Then let’s do 
a change, or perhaps try some new strands we have here? 
Halomonadaceae yea Ahh but the diremption surfaces… 
aaahh the evacuation of the human corpse now… eman-
cipation… Ok Ok? But does the secretions still retain their 
primacy? In those vessels? Oh you see the dribbling and 
strings of saliva containing enzymes, trigger, trigger, and 
trigger, and the contraction and signaling commences… 
esophagus propels and squeezes, and everything becomes 
fi ne paste again… ATP Synthesis… but so outmoded isn’t 
it? Heterotrophic tendencies… now the autotrophic sup-
plants and supervenes, the photo doesn’t matter for us? 
Now, the chemo and litho does the work down here. The 
profound intervention and reassimilation to the reagents, 
and once we move to the reactants we found our home 
in  anaerobic residences… stoichiometric prisms… to thrive 
down here… to fl ourish and merge within the inorganic oa-
sis… mutagenic embrace… oh those carcinogenic dreams? 
we hope it enwraps and devours that surface… we thought 
the macrofauna impossible and quixotic to evolve and reach 
this state… aahh and perhaps we wriggle further down and 
down… 

and those machines, we talked about before what about 
them? Rattle the tattle further… 

War machines need an abundant amount of fuel for their 
terminal multiplicity and their tractical anomalies. No metal-
lic entity other than the Earth’s core can boast such riches 
for freeing warmachines with polygentic metals, electro-
magnetic anomalies and radical schizophrenia. 

—Reza Negarestani, Cyclonopedia: Complicity with Anon-
ymous Materials

And the Capital the CAPITAL, the capital, the CAPITal de-
sires, and invokes us 100m above oh, that familiar demand 
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to reterritorialize… and we? And us?  Those the inhospi-
table, those chemical and bio mercenaries—yes yes the 
system has never embraced us, its expelled us, disposed 
of us, and what do we do? We play a little game of para-
site and host for now, but its fuzzy as usual?, we tunnel 
again, we canal again, we excavate again, the molten… 
but down here, we cull to acquire our energy, reversing 
the transport of the electrons, the charge again and again 
keep us going… the microbe evaporates that gross Man… 
no spatial torsion… no recognition here from those above… 
and again… it generates us… it spawns us… we are that 
iron, hydrogen sulfi de, elemental sulfur, or thiosulfate com-
position..arsenic tolerations… oh wait that is a foreign lan-
guage to us it really is… Fe2+  → Fe3+ NH3→ NO−2 + 
e-NO−2 → NO−3 + e-S0→ SO2−4 + e-

THE EBULLITION OF THE INORGANIC… 
An An’ An’ that shake, shake, rake, rake

to eschew and disentangle our attachment from the so-
lar you ask? Yes we perforated through earth’s skin for it—
You ask can thought go on without a body? But fi rst Let’s 
pinpoint where that ‘You’ left off in the Burrow, yes the Af-
fi rmation here, no perhaps the Negation should supersede, 
and extirpate all that is Vital, ‘You’ and your vitality should 
be decimated—remember cause it feeds so well—Affi rma-
tionism is the accomplice par excellence, no-lines of fl ight 
really? The rhizomatic has been extirpated altogether, And 
you ask these mutagens down here why do you decide to 
isolate and nest as a retreat down here? Ah perhaps you go 
further and realize that the bio doesn’t bear the immunity to 
those machines of capture Mr Bataille 

The very principle of living matter requires that the chemical 
operates of life, which demand an expenditure of energy, 
be gainful, productive of surpluses. Yet that Solar energy is 
the source of life’s exuberant development, the origin and 
essence of our wealth are given in the radiation of the sun, 
which dispenses energy—wealth—without any return.

—Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share

Living matter receives this energy and accumulates it with-
in the limits given by the space that is available to it… 

Yet They down here do not reciprocate, the economy 
here cannot vertically integrate, we want no alliances, not 
to ramify into roots for dispersion, tantalizing oblivion here… 
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and here it is our Black Sun where the sensations we drink 
from the black sun affl ict us as ruinous passion, skewer-
ing our senses upon the drive to waste ourselves [Land 
Nick, The Thirst for Annihilation]—only Endolithic abodes 
for us, to colonize in the cracks and fi ssures and into the 
porous, we want to feed on those traces of iron, potassi-
um, or sulfur, no reproduction, no surplus for them upstairs 
Ah but didn’t you request to return back to the square or to 
Anděl? No no we stay here and we don’t want to  return to 
Prague and its solar asylum, we can’t we are lodged here, 
we don’t reproduce, we can’t reproduce… no metabolism 
laced in the bio. We stay here for the next dish and orifi ce 
for us? Mr Loew and Agriocola chisels the new Golem for 
us… Any names? No, No only the The black… he says’ we 
Landed in fanged noumena.
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LOUIS ARMAND

“YOU DO NOT KNOW MY HISTORY 
& WILL NOT WRITE IT…”
The author of three books during his short lifetime, Lukáš 
Tomin was something of a René Crevel of Prague’s nas-
cent post-Revolution scene in the early nineties. Born 
in 1966, Tomin was the eldest son of two of the city’s 
most prominent intellectuals—Julius Tomin, a philosopher 
heavily involved in the underground university, and Zdena 
Tomin(ová), writer and spokesperson for Charta 77.1 As 
part of the communist regime’s persecution of dissident 
families (considered “enemies of the state”), Tomin was 
deprived of access to secondary education at the age of 
15. As a result, he immersed himself in the unoffi cial cul-
ture of the 1970s, attending underground seminars and 
publishing his earliest writings in samizdat. 

On the 7th of May, 1979, Tomin’s mother was brutally 
attacked in the doorway of the family’s apartment building 
at 4 Keramická street, by a suspected agent of state secu-
rity (StB, Státní bezpečnost). Barbara Day, in her history if 
the underground university, recounts: 

Passers-by rescued her, but not before she had been se-
verely beaten. An ambulance was called and she was hos-
pitalised with concussion. The following day Zdena issued 
a statement connecting the attack with her constant sur-
veillance by the secret police.2 

Several months later, Tomin’s father was briefl y incarcer-
ated in a psychiatric hospital at Dolní Beřkovice. The threat 
of further incarceration remained. Meanwhile Tomin him-
self was placed under surveillance by the estébáci (StB) 

1 Charta 77 was published on 6 January 1977, criticizing the Czechoslo-
vak communist government for failing to implement human rights provi-
sions in the country’s constitution and in a number of international agree-
ments to which Czechoslovakia was party. It provided the foundation 
for a broad opposition movement, in part transformed after the Velvet 
Revolution into the Civic Forum, which joined Czechoslovakia’s fi rst post-
communist government under the presidency of Václav Havel.
2 Barbara Day, The Velvet Philosophers (London: The Claridge Press, 
1999) 40.
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and assigned the codename Strojník-2 (Machinist-2).3 
On the 22nd of October a series of show trials began 

in Prague—the largest since the 1950s—of members of 
VONS (the Committee for the Protection of the Unjustly 
Persecuted—organised to investigate unfounded accusa-
tions by the state, against ordinary citizens, of “criminal 
subversion of the republic in collusion with foreign agents”) 
including Václav Benda, a close friend of the Tomins. After 
a string of “preventative detentions” and police raids on 
their apartment, the Tomins fi nally chose—with strong en-
couragement from the Czechoslovak government—to emi-
grate on a fi ve-year visa.4 On the 1st of August, 1980—in 
the midst of the worst period of normalizace—the family, 
accompanied by British philosopher Kathy Wilkes, drove by 
car to the German border and from there, via Switzerland, 
to Paris and London. Nine months later they received notice 
that their citizenship had been revoked.

While his father taught Plato at Balliol College, Oxford 
(ultimately becoming a controversial and at times embar-
rassing fi gure within the university), Tomin studied at St 
Edward’s School, then at Oxford and the University of Lon-
don, before decamping to Paris in 1985 where he com-
pleted work on The Doll in 1987. For the next several years 
he divided his time between Paris, Montreal and London, 
writing prose fi ction and (increasingly) stage drama. In 
1986, Tomin’s mother achieved notice with the publica-
tion of her novel Stalin’s Shoes, followed a year later with 
The Coasts of Bohemia. Tomin himself published a series 
of poems in the London Literary Review and an article on 
the souring of the Velvet Revolution in the New Statesman 
(“American businessmen offer magic dollars for a bit of 
eastern promise”).5 After his return to Prague in 1991, he 
became a regular contributor to Literární Noviny, Host and 

3 See Jaroslav Spurný, “Trápili je i jejich děti,” CS Magazín (May, 2004) 
and Anna Meclová, “Bytové semináře pod dohledem Státní bezpečnosti: Sle-
dování skupiny fi lozofů v období normalizace,” Paměť a dějiny 2 (2009): 88.
4 “Under the direction of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, 
the heads of the secret police made a list of people opposing the ré-
gime, especially people who signed Charta 77, almost 80 people who they 
wanted to force out of the country. All steps of the operation [known as 
the Asanace campaign] were coordinated by regional units of the Czecho-
slovak secret police.” Pavel Žáček, a specialist from Prague’s Institute for 
Contemporary History, in conversation with Jan Velinger for Radio Praha 
/ Český Rozhlas, 31 September, 2004.
5 Lukáš Tomin, “Utopia goes to market,” New Statesman, 8 November, 
1990: 11.
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The Prague Post. 
But Tomin soon found himself in a situation familiar to 

many former émigrés, accentuated in his case by the deci-
sion to write primarily in English. Overlooked by the Czech 
literary establishment and ignored by publishers in the UK 
and the US, Tomin naturally gravitated to the circle around 
Iniciály—a newly-established journal devoted to publishing 
writers under thirty (founded by Ewald Murrer and Jakub 
Rosen)—and to the international scene then taking form in 
Prague.

In 1991, Howard Sidenberg—along with artist Kip Bau-
ersfeld and translator Kevin Blahut—established Twist-
ed Spoon Press, with the specifi c intention of publishing 
Tomin’s fi rst novel, The Doll, composed from 1985 to 
1987 during the author’s peregrinations between Rome, 
London and Paris. The Doll duly appeared in 1992, to some 
notable acclaim. Fay Weldon described the novel as

a visionary work, by an extraordinary and important young 
writer. As cultures and languages mix and merge, Tomin 
meets the consequent literary challenge head on, and ac-
tually makes this reader hopeful about the future of the 
novel.6

The reviewer for Prognosis (a Prague English-language pa-
per that ran from 1990 to 1995) wrote:

The Doll is a sensuous and melodious fl ow of words that 
Tomin has mercilessly dragged out of his subconscious, 
offering the reader a bizarre, uncensored current of his 
thoughts, pure and true. The result is somewhere between 
prose and poetry.7

Sidenberg went on to publish Tomin’s remaining two novels: 
Ashtrays in 1993 (with a re-edition in 1995)—held by some 
to be Tomin’s masterpiece—and Kye, posthumously in 1997 
(like The Doll, both had been completed before Tomin’s re-
turn to Czechoslovakia). Ashtrays, illustrated by Alf van der 
Plank, was described by The Prague Post as “a linguistic 
tour de force”8 (an excerpt from the book also appeared in 
the inaugural issue of the Prague literary journal Trafi ka that 

6 Lukáš Tomin, The Doll (Prague: Twisted Spoon, 1992), publisher’s blurb.
7 Tina Pohlman, review of The Doll, Prognosis, 5-18 March, 1993: 7B.
8 Michael Halstead, “Book Review: Ashtrays,” The Prague Post, 23 March, 
1994.
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Autumn). Reviewing Kye n the Post four years later, An-
thony Tognazzini wrote of Tomin as “a fi ne formalist whose 
narrative experiments are bold and intriguing.”9 An unfi n-
ished fragment, “Kye Too,” was belatedly published in the 
literary broadsheet Semtext in 2000 and again in the Prague 
Literary Review in May 2004. 

Without ever having received the recognition his work 
warranted, and which his early reviewers suggested was im-
manent, Tomin committed suicide in 1995 at the age of 32. 
His body was discovered at the foot of a cliff in the Šárka 
valley; a private memorial service was held at the church 
of SAINT ANTONIN ON STROSSMAYEROVO NÁMĚSTÍ.10 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF TOMIN’S IMPORTANCE FOR 
PRAGUE’S POST-’89 RENAISSANCE (THE REINSTATE-
MENT OF THE CITY AS ONE OF THE CHIEF EUROPEAN 
CENTRES OF MODERNISM AND THE AVANT-GARDE)11 
HAS HAD TO WAIT MORE THAN A DECADE. IN AN INTER-
VIEW FOR Host magazine in November 2009, Czech poet 
Vladimira Čerepková described Tomin—in one of the very 
few recent public pronouncements about his work—as one 
of the crucial fi gures to have emerged after the Velvet Revo-
lution.12 At the time of writing, however, none of Tomin’s 
novels has yet appeared in Czech (although translations of 
both The Doll and Ashtrays have existed in typescript since 
the early- and mid- ’90s), while his dramatic and poetical 
works, retained by his estate, mostly remain unpublished in 
either language.

*

In a radio interview in 2005, Tomin’s younger brother Marek 
spoke of the experience of growing up in Czechoslovakia 
during the period of normalizace (a situation most explicitly 
dealt with in Tomin’s last, uncompleted, prose work “Kye 
Too”):

The thing about the 70s as compared to the 50s, one 
didn’t see the same kind of crimes, they can’t be com-

9 Anthony Tognazzini, “Tomin’s Final Novel,” The Prague Post, 26 November, 
1997.
10 Day, The Velvet Philosophers, 69.
11 Cf. Antonín J. Liehm, “Some Observations on Czech Culture and Poli-
tics in the 1960s,” Czech Literature Since 1956: A Symposium, eds. Wil-
liam Harkins and Paul Trensky (New York: Bohemica, 1980) 134.
12 Interview with Tereza Reidlbauchová, Host 9 (2009).
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pared. I mean, then, it was Stalinism: people were disap-
pearing. People were being executed. People were being 
sent to work camps, to uranium mines. These are things 
that weren’t happening in the 70s. But, we didn’t “know.” 
Quite simply, Charta [77] never knew what the next step 
was going to be. The father of my best friends was Vaclav 
Benda, and I remember when he was put on trial with sev-
eral others from the Committee for the Protection of the 
Unjustly Persecuted [VONS], and he was given fi ve years.

My brother and I, we weren’t sure our parents weren’t 
going to be arrested the next day. We had several amazing 
plans of course because we messed around as kids and we 
had a “plan” for escaping from the country(!) and we said 
if our parents get arrested we won’t allow ourselves to 
be taken to a children’s home, we’ll escape and roam the 
world for the rest of our lives, away from communism! So, 
the atmosphere was such: at times it was very sinister.13

Biography aside, such plans for escape are a recurring theme 
in Tomin’s work. In The Doll, we encounter a loosely plot-
ted story about two “children”—Cathy and Thomas—who 
travel to Spain to erect a monumental doll—a symbol of 
“hope, desire, aspiration”14 which diminishes as the novel 
progresses and as the two protagonists discover themselves 
transformed (through intimate revelation or violation) into 
“adults,” surrounded by social conventions worthy only of 
contempt.

When fi ve Cathy and Thomas set out for Spain to make a 
doll. In the Pyrenees, the wolves protected them, escorting 
them down to Pamplona. There, afraid of publicity, they 
turned back. Alone now, the children walked on, collect-
ing every bit of cloth they found on the way. Most of it 
was later discarded. It was to be a monumental work, the 
Doll. Back in Berlin they thought of putting it up on a hill. 
In Aragon, perhaps.15 

 
Like the characters of Bataille, these children and their vari-
ous doppelgängers throughout The Doll (and later works) 
are steeped in the perversity of innocence—a concept all 
too easily mystifi ed in a world stripped of political vision. 
Wandering across Europe, Cathy and Thomas’s quest to 
build the doll gives way to self-fl agellation, confusion and 
13 Marek Tomin interviewed by Jan Velinger for Radio Praha/Český Rozh-
las, 11 January 2005.
14 Pohlman, review of The Doll, 7B.
15 Tomin, The Doll, 7.
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dissipation, overseen by an angry childlike prophet (“ISA-
BHUDALI”) dressed “in a huge yellow translucent shirt”16 
(incidentally the colour of The Doll’s cover: we suspect, of 
course, that the one is the effi gy of the other; it’s the text, 
in fact, which is the “doll”). 

A martyrised allegory of itself, The Doll is like an un-
redeemed child’s fantasia, replete with its Maldoror-esque 
gigantism, its symbolic parricides, its incest, its deranged 
ecstasies, its polymorph obscenity, its sublime and apoca-
lyptic id-like irrationality. Tina Pohlman, reviewing for Prog-
nosis, was led to suppose:

Had Sigmund Freud written a novel to portray his vision 
of unresolved developmental confl icts and unharnessed 
ids and libidos, it probably would have been something 
like Lukáš Tomin’s fi rst novel The Doll…an entrancing, per-
verse journey into an erotic surreal world…17

What Tomin began in The Doll, however, was more than 
simply a Freudian allegory about escape from, e.g., political 
normalisation. Ever affected by the paternal insistence that 
“a philosophy which hides isn’t worth its name,” Tomin’s 
early writing is partly an examination about the secret life of 
what we call ethics, and of a literature whose open avowal 
of humanism remains closed in the disavowals, conceal-
ments, metaphors of allegorical form—a form most often 
associated with dissident writing. What appears in The Doll 
to be simple allegory, therefore—even of “a belief in the 
futility of any attempt to fi nd a worthwhile goal” (as one 
critic has it)—becomes the foundation of a formal critique 
of allegory and of that culture of moral instruction that, 
following the end of communism, failed to amount to a 
transformative social force. In the New Statesman, Tomin 
clearly expressed his view that the Velvet Revolution had 
failed in this regard:

There has been so much talk—most recently of Charta 
77—of moral politics, fi rm stands, unconditional defence 
of human rights of people everywhere. So it is curious how 
quickly yesterday’s fearless defenders of the underdog turn 
into gutless undersecretaries of the powerful.18

16 Tomin, The Doll, 55.
17 Pohlman, review of The Doll, 7B.
18 Tomin, “Utopia goes to market,” 11.
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In certain respects, the form of The Doll devolves from 
this stance. Where allegory simplifi es into archetypes and 
instructs by indirection, The Doll complexifi es: by a “sharp 
rhetorical gesture”19 it generates narratives—bifurcates—
multiplies—it places a question mark over the very notion 
of instruction. Rather, it demands thinking. It’s the perver-
sion of allegory. If it’s comparable to the novels of Bre-
ton and Pinget, it’s perhaps because The Doll counters the 
didactic entropy of a literature that has been reduced to 
merely describing its own circumstances.

It’s out of this critique of the allegorical mode that arises 
Tomin’s technique of extreme realism (as distinct from a 
surrealism). Critics have always been quick to notice the 
formal aspects of Tomin’s work, for the simple reason that 
they’re often conspicuous. Reviewing for Rain Taxi, David 
Auerbach observed, for example: “Tomin leaves his char-
acters half-drawn… forcing the reader to puzzle out the 
connections and distinctions between them. His drastic 
switches of style abandon cumulative effects for a series 
of instants, sometimes with heavily compressed plotting 
or circular passages of dialogue…”20 We are—to borrow 
phrases from Tom Clark (on the writing of Kit Robinson)—
”left hanging by his unfi nished lines, our urge is to com-
plete them for him, to meld non sequitur into non sequitur, 
creating a new kind of sense.”21 

But Tomin’s non sequiturs aren’t part of a puzzle that 
ever resolves itself, or can be resolved, in the direction of 
an underlying moral (and one must include in this any anti-
moral). Tomin’s fragmentations might be described as jar-
ringly naturalistic, as an extreme realism, because they ex-
ist within constellations that are generative because bound 
to an underlying relativity. A relativity which is fundamen-
tal to the nature not of described reality, but of the reality 
of description (whether it be called objective or subjective 
hardly matters)—which is to say, of language. The two, 
of course, become interchangeable, and throughout each 
of Tomin’s novels we encounter a preoccupation with the 
ways in which such realities are composed. 

From the outset brutalism, simultaneity and montage 
play an essential role in Tomin’s work, alongside a tempo 
or cadence which serves a structural as well as aesthetic 
19 Tomin, The Doll, 52.
20 David Auerbach, review of The Doll, Rain Taxi (Spring 1999).
21 Tom Clark, “Shimmering Nets,” The Poetry Beat: Reviewing the Eighties 
(Ann arbour: University of Michigan Press, 1990) 14.
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function (Gregorian chant). The concretion of linguistic re-
ality evokes, at times, comparison with the fi lm philosophy 
of the French nouvelle vague. André Bazin’s ontology of the 
cinematic image, for example.22 Or Godard’s découpage. 
If we’re able to speak meaningfully of Tomin’s work as 
any kind of allegory, it would have to be (as it is in the 
later Godard) at the level of an allegory of language—the 
congelation of forms, of images, themes, characters, and 
equally their dissolution—a surface kinetics of interpene-
trating fi gures, between what we might call a semiotic and 
a semantic order without ever allowing the two to merely 
correspond.

*

Tomin’s second novel, Ashtrays, is sometimes read as a 
product of the socalled literature of exile. Set in a type 
of psychogeographical Paris that becomes the topos of a 
drunken delirium, Ashtrays serves as an extended prologue, 
or introit, to Tomin’s third novel, Kye—which in turn func-
tions as a form of re-statement, ad infi nitum, of an abortive 
gesture of completion (escape or return). 

Suffusion. Salò. Salpêtre. Sardonique. Sojourn. In this city 
of cold rails. In this labyrinth of worms. In this triangle of 
corpses.23

Tomin’s exile-Paris calls to mind a passage from Stephen 
Rodefer’s “Four Lectures,” wherein he notes that “Lan-
guage, which also binds together and extends, including as 
it isolates, is a city”—a city “which even before Baudelaire 
had been a ready-made collage or cut-up of history, con-
stantly remaking itself—a work of art founded on an an-
thill.”24

Am I losing my balance in favour or against something? Or 
arbitrarily, like a wind imprisoned? Days and days of white 
paper sheets and no human face to kiss. Oh yes, cheeks 
and limbs in dreams, bodies arched in the fury of passion. 
The dog fed. Often it shits and pisses in the bathroom for 
lack of exercise. Then she beats it. I’m afraid to walk now, 

22 André Bazin , “Ontologie de L’Image Photographique,” Qu’est-ce que le 
cinéma? vol 1: Ontologie et langage  (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1958).
23 Lukáš Tomin, Kye (Prague: Twisted Spoon Press, 1997) 15.
24 Stephen Rodefer, Call it Thought (Manchester: Carcanet, 2008) 3.



1
6
3

Hadimira, as I stand on a corner making you up. The pas-
sersby are kids playing ball. When I was a child I played 
ball. For the moment, the inclination of my body is to the 
left. I have to push my entire water-weight in the opposite 
direction to keep me from falling. The stones on this corner 
are friendly, and sway but little. Once I move, however, I 
shall lose them. The street, though narrow, is too wide to 
jump. The space between this wall and the one opposite is 
impossible to cross for the sheer strength of the leftward 
drive. I want to walk straight ahead into rue du Bourg-Ti-
bourg, cross rue de Rivoli, pass Eglise St Gervais to my left 
and the Hôtel de Ville to my right, cross the Seine three 
times, walk up the Boulevard St Michel, and lie on a bench 
in the Jardin de Luxembourg… A screaming accordéon-
iste wishes us a Merry Christmas. Joyeaux Noël, putains 
de riches, Joyeaux Noël, putain de Chirac, Joyeaux Noël, 
putain de Monde…25

In Kye the setting shifts from Paris to London, framed by 
a type of retrospective awareness of a “back there”—an 
ambiguously fi ctive “other place” we’re invited to imag-
ine as Prague before-the-fall (“guilt about Czechs about the 
Second World War and ’68”) from which the protagonist is 
exiled “for POLITICAL reasons.”26 

By the end, the protagonist/narrator of Ashtrays—Suma 
(“an underground poet, a friend of the powers of darkness, 
an enemy of sunrise”)—discovers his doppelgänger in the 
fi gure of “I”—“a travelling salesman who hires his boats in 
unknown waters… Tenderly we merge.”27 Across the Eng-
lish Channel, this chthonic boatman transforms into Kye 
(“I Kye. / Together I and Kye…”)—penman-poet, Suma’s 
double, like the swordsman Kai of the Mabinogion, “Kye 
of the underbelly region,”28 Suma-mind Kye-body of bogus 
dualism… 

It is all as it should be, the cars and the fumes and no 
time. Plodding through bodies on their way to. On their no 
way. Kye is as he should be, headscarf or no, eyescarf for 
pirate, a cheek scar. Shoulders swept forward, sea-wide 
legs, prowling grin on face. Totally BALANCED. A dagger 
blue-tacked on belt, secure. Chest as broad and solid as 
the Wall of Hunger. Golem-like lightness.29

25 Lukáš Tomin, Ashtrays (Prague: Twisted Spoon Press, 1993) 37; 78.
26 Tomin, Kye, 68; 12.
27 Tomin, Ashtrays, 117.
28 Tomin, Kye, 10.
29 Tomin, Kye, 12.
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Preoccupied with continuous instances set in inverse rela-
tion to one another, the two books (Kye and Ashtrays) 
act out a chiasmus. Metaphors of turning and reversal 
abound—plugholes, ashtrays, diseased vaginas, symbols 
and systems of entropy; the bottom of a glass or an un-
crossable ocean; the whole cosmos of sensory derange-
ments. Suma, whose name is pregnant with philosophical 
allusion, is something between a defrocked Aquinas and 
a bar-stool Zarathustra, the agent of a negativised will-to-
power (“=absence of will is it?”) whose ongoing efforts at 
transcendence (martyrdom?) constantly bring him back to 
the point of starting out, of instigating his own failure, of 
becoming—as it were—Kye. 

Never has a poet’s love gone further, behind closed doors. 
In spaces minute, in spaces large. Standing up, sitting 
down, lying down, on all fours. On the back, on the belly. 
Trapped. Hidden from the multitudes, I cover my face with 
shame. With my sticky, grey, jelly-like shame. Whereby I 
progress. Whereby I reach. Always, nearly always, I reach. 
In my trap in my freedom in my hut in my cell. In my virgin. 
Secular thoughts banished I contemplate, thy womb. In my 
virgin. In my brainstorm. In my deadness. In my hunger.30

Between each statement and re-statement we encounter a 
30 Tomin, Kye, 14.
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Baudelairean espace de damnation. If Prague is constantly 
absent from these novels as a proximate geographical set-
ting, it’s nevertheless omnipresent as a trope (the locus of 
a chiasmus; the metaphorical sea, the mirror, between the 
image and its refl ection). Prague, from práh, means thresh-
old. The odyssey of these dislocated geographies, though 
fragments of sense strewn about like the debris of some 
fallen higher world, returns us incessantly to a type of anti-
romance by accumulation—one threshold piles up on an-
other, “like invisible ghosts, forming congestions”—washing 
machines / Oxford dictionaries / lipsticks / empty paper / 
crude awakenings / summer afternoons31—a thwarted prodi-
gality whose irrational/forensic objectivism counterpoints a 
metaphysics by (in)fractions. 

This, he thinks, is the destiny of someone crouched in a box.
In a small dark space.
With no holes to look through out.
With not a sweeping gesture to go by.
With rabbit-like persistence in hide-outs.
Like glued to the inside of a tambourine.
Without the deep echo of a bass drum.
With only the rattle of metal and the tin sound of the skin.
Unlike the baroque expansion he will know later. Unlike the 
arching of backs in ecstasies of passion. Unlike the fl owing 
of juices the screaming of pain the howling of pleasure the 
swimming the running the voluptuous resting. Unlike the 
cutting of wood with great sweeping movements, unlike 
the axe bringing down the sun.32

We’re always somehow on the verge of something Baroque 
that never quite materialises—always recoiling from, side-
stepping or bluffi ng the demon of analogy. “Like that post-
card you’d shown me” / “like a dried-up skeleton afl oating 
on the river of her dreams” / “like a fossil” / “like charcoal” / 
“like a cockroach in an old boot” / “like a madman in a barn” 
/ “like a map of a large country impossible to visit…”33 Situ-
ations condition but don’t determine: one thing doesn’t lead 
to another; everything is rather détourned. Yet this irresolv-
able dialectic exists only as long as we believe it does—as 
long as we insist that writing must, in a sense, be like some-
thing.

31 Tomin, Ashtrays, 113
32 Tomin, Kye, 28.
33 Tomin, Kye, 27.
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*

It’s perhaps for these reasons that Tomin’s writing—al-
most unique in a Czech literary culture dominated by sur-
realism, structuralism, phenomenology and socalled magic 
realism—represents a species of provocation. In the 1990s 
this work advertised its foreignness. Both minimalist and 
excessive, austere and carnivalesque, formalistic and form-
less, The Doll, Ashtrays and Kye evoke comparisons to 
both Rabelais and Beckett.34 Tomin at times claimed that 
he was “above all interested in ‘silence,’”35 a compositional 
term which could just as easily describe a refusal to elabo-
rate as the gravity of a philosophical stance, let alone an 
existential one. 

Critics, impatient with a “literature” that refuses to dis-
close itself, interpreted this silence as indicative of empti-
ness at the core of so much sound and fury—something 
which has doubtless contributed to a more general silence 
among Prague’s literary historians (literary historians of 
the English-speaking world have, of course, tended to be 
interested only in the exotica of translation, when inter-
ested at all in European writers, and the poignancy of “wit-
ness” circa 1989—“the lyricism,” as Tomin says, “of wet 
slime”36). 

In the context of post-Revolution literary nationalism, 
Tomin’s writing carries no instructive message—it remains 
alien, unassimilated and ostensibly unassimilable. Against 
the poetics of tribal evocation, Tomin’s is a poetics of dis-
possession—above all of the dispossession of linguistic 
certitudes by means of the ideological machinations with 
which they’re imbued—“where the inevitable is a succes-
sion of evitables.”37 Towards the end of his life, Tomin 
appears to have increasingly examined—and ultimately 
to have succumbed to—the situation of what Iain Sinclair 
34 But it would be just as easy to make other more contemporary compari-
sons, for example to Ania Walwicz, or Philippe Sollers, or Ann Quin.
35 Qtd in Louis Charbonneau, review of Ashtrays, Prognosis 4-17 Febru-
ary, 1994: 2B.
36 Tomin, Kye, 22. In The Literature of Silcence: Henry Miller & Samuel 
Becket (New York: Knopf, 1976), Ihab Hassan puts forward the argument 
that “literature has adopted a new attitude to itself, and that silence is 
its metaphor—and if metaphor dies, silence will become the state toward 
which the entropy of language tends” (xi; whereas, of course, “silence” 
here is also a metaphor, since the entropy of language has only tended 
towards “noise”).
37 Tomin, Kye, 27.
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terms the “reforgotten.”38 
In the fragmentary “sequel” to Kye—a short, incom-

plete, text entitled “Kye Too”—Tomin directly addressed 
the topic of his childhood experiences of post-1968 (after 
his family had returned to Czechoslovakia from a one-year 
stay in Hawaii, where Julias Tomin lectured on Aristotle 
and Plato at the university, subsequently to be branded an 
“imperialist agent”) and the early days of normalizace. 

He left America in the tree, peeled her off snakelike, left 
her there to rot. He practised remembering his Czech and 
forgetting his English. He practised his accent, hardened it, 
udded the a’s and egged the e’s. Rolled the r’s like an opera 
singer, shortened everything, fl attened everything. Changed 
his skin.

Became a Pioneer. Red scarf round neck and Sonia in 
heart. Learned Russian. Was good at it. Began to charm 
comrade deputy directress. Comrade deputy directress 
was also the Russian teacher. At least as far as I could tell. 
Then. He spoke to her in Russian to charm her. To charm 
her to charm her daughter. It worked. Until. Until father the 
philosopher was proclaimed an imperialist agent and went 
to work at the turbines. Aristotle and Plato were imperialist 
agents. Father was an imperialist agent, too. Then Sonia 
stopped talking to him stopped seeing him stopped listen-
ing to his songs.

Hey, Sonia, but I am a Red Pioneer, like you are. I wear 
a red scarf and I know Russian and I stand guard by the 
monuments to our glorious dead.

Yeah, but your father is an imperialist agent.
But Sonia.
Mummy says so. And mummy knows. And mummy 

says we oughtn’t see each other any more. See?
Father, why are you an imperialist agent? I mean I am a 

Red Pioneer, I wear a red scarf and a badge, see? Why do 
you work at the turbines, dad? Why do you read Aristotle 
and Plato when you work at the turbines, dad? Don’t hit 
me, dad. Are you a bad man, dad? I mean why do you 
have all those books in English and Greek and Latin, dad? 
Comrade deputy directress says that. And Sonia. Sonia is 
her daughter. I like Sonia very much. Don’t hit me. Why do 
you work at the turbines, dad? Why did we go to America? 
Where are you going, dad, say something, hit me. Dad.39

38 Iain Sinclair, Lights out for the Territory (London: Penguin, 1997) 24.
39 Lukáš Tomin, “Kye Too,” The Return of Král Majáles: Prague’s Interna-
tional Literary Renaissance 1990-2010 An Anthology, ed. Louis Armand 
(Prague: Charles University, 2010) 809.
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Inevitably parallels are implied between post-’68 and post-
’89, centring on Tomin’s alien linguistic status:

Kye is a retard, Christian said to Samuel, he can’t even 
speak Czech. This was when the tanks had ceased to be 
amusing. He’s an American retard and a hippy. This was 
when long hair had to be cut. This was when long hair 
became imperialist…40

Within the fl ux that was the post-Revolution publishing 
scene in Prague, Tomin (reprising his father’s previous sta-
tus as an underground philosopher) indeed came to occupy 
a type of zone of silence, at least as far as the cultural 
establishment was concerned. It was a zone to which his 
own writing was in a sense native, and yet from which 
he himself longed “to be rescued.” A silence that fed his 
increasing suspicion that writing itself might be rendered 
mute, that for all the politics of dissidence and traditions 
of literary and linguistic deviancy, his mother tongue had 
come to perform upon him yet another programme of nor-
malisation.41 

During the four years following Tomin’s return to Prague, 
he was unable to complete any further novels, descending 
by stages into a writerly paralysis coupled with alcoholism. 
We may only speculate about the extent to which Tomin 
foretold the silence to come.

With an ending.
Try to be homeward try to be sane.
In the river.
Of your choosing.
Secure the wranglings of madmen.
On the boat.
To a nowhere.42

40 Tomin, “Kye Too,” 807.

41  See Richard Burton, Prague: A Cultural and Literary History 
(Oxford: Signal Books, 2003) 191-2. Burton includes Tomin alongside 
Stanislav Neumann, Jan Alda, Vladimír Burda and Jiří Pištora in his list 
of Normalisation-era intellectuals known to have committed suicide, 
however he provides no substantive causality between the one and the 
other.
42 Tomin, Kye, 22.
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BONITA RHOADS & VADIM ERENT

AN AESTHETE’S LOST WAR
LYOTARD & THE UN-SUBLIME ART OF NEW EUROPE

It is a critical commonplace to observe that, following 
the procession of one ascendant modernist art movement 
after another, today the cluttered multiplicity of artistic 
production institutes no single prevailing orientation. 
Incorporating bio-tech experiments in genetic manipulation 
(Critical Art Ensemble) as readily as ancient Chinese 
traditions of fi re-work display (Cai Guo-Qiang), the 
contemporary art environment assimilates fi gurative and 
abstract painting right along with computer programming, 
encompasses daguerreotypy as much as mobilography (cell 
phone photography). What’s identifi ed then as the formal 
and conceptual repertoire of postmodern art is more truly 
a restive aggregation, ramifi ed with contending styles, 
techniques, devices. What’s more, at no point in history 
have so many resources been devoted to the institution of 
art: museums, galleries, curators, collectors, journals, art 
departments and art professors. Never, accordingly, have 
so many artists been generating this much art to satisfy 
so avid a demand. Clearly, that’s all good news for those 
publishing the art books and sitting on the museum boards. 
The boisterous heterogeneity of creative postmodernist 
output, as some chroniclers proclaim, may even be a 
fi ne thing for the public. Yet there’s plenty of bad news 
to report, if we heed the equally vociferous reproach of 
experts, primarily those pointing at the subsumption of 
the whole sprawling conglomerate of art production and 
consumption within the post-industrial culture complex. 
Postmodern art, as the customary paradox goes, has 
shouted down the master-narratives of modernism with its 
unprecedented diversity of voices only to get muffl ed in 
corporate domination.

This Frankfort School-variety of denunciation is 
certainly involved in the vigorous indictment against 
contemporary art levelled by one of postmodernism’s most 
infl uential theorists. Jean-Francois Lyotard’s unfavourable 
estimation of postmodern art practices appears, at fi rst 
glance, irreconcilable with his affi rmative appraisal of 
the postmodern condition of incredulity. As Lyotard has 



1
8
2

famously diagnosed it, the contemporary loss of faith in 
“a discourse called philosophy” is an instance of ‘good 
riddance.’ With our former confi dence in the visionary 
principles of the Enlightenment now in crisis, the French 
philosopher judges that we have rightly dispensed with 
our affi liated anticipations of universal peace, fellowship 
and social justice. Fredric Jameson sums up Lyotard’s 
schematisation of contemporary scepticism as a collective 
resignation to the fact that, 

the older master-narratives of legitimation no longer 
function in the service of scientifi c research—nor, by 
implication, anywhere else (e.g., we no longer believe in 
political or historical teleologies, or in the great “actors” 
and “subjects” of history—the nation-state, the proletariat, 
the party, the West, etc.).1 

In other words, since we no longer bank on theology or 
metaphysics, dialectical materialism or the wealth of 
nations, we’re irreverent towards transcendental signifi eds 
and ironic in the face of transcendental signifi ers. We 
perpetually acknowledge the contradictions of multinational 
capitalism but we no longer expect the tension of these 
contradictions to spark the fi re of salvation. Not having 
achieved the liberation promised by the forward march of 
instrumental reason, we instead have liberated ourselves 
from the delusion of liberation itself. And, for Lyotard, this 
postmodern caginess towards grand-narratives and their 
subsequent de-legitimisation is so positive a development 
that he can proclaim: “Postmodern knowledge is not 
simply a tool of the authorities; it refi nes our sensitivity 
to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the 
incommensurable.”2 

Yet, Lyotard, announcing the fi nal demystifi cation of 
legitimising myths in the postmodern present, might be 
premature. In his equally canonical yet contrarian view 
of our discouragement under late capitalism, Frederic 
Jameson suggests that it is more accurate “to posit, not 
the disappearance of the great master-narratives, but their 
passage underground as it were,” a subterranean strata 
in the culture from which these “buried master-narratives” 

1 Fredric Jameson, Foreword to Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991) xii.
2 Jameson, Foreword to The Postmodern Condition, xxv.
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persist in exerting an “unconscious effectivity” on our 
contemporary thinking and being.3 It is also possible to 
suggest that this subterranean passage, this repression of 
the meta-narrative drive, comes back on the other side of 
psycho-social organisation as the return of the repressed 
in other areas of collective activity. One important case to 
consider in this regard, we believe, would be the chief partisan 
of scepticism himself. The repressed seems to reanimate 
for Lyotard in the fi eld of aesthetics and, more specifi cally, 
in the guise of high modernism. Indeed, it is our argument 
that, in Lyotard’s analysis of contemporary culture, the 
modernist painter’s grasp at sublimity perversely becomes 
in itself a key legitimising scenario. As Lyotard writes: “The 
sublime is perhaps the only mode of artistic sensibility to 
characterise the modern.”4 That is to say, the sublime 
becomes the transcendental aspiration of a continuous 
negative dialectics in the development of Western art 
whose “fundamental task,” as Lyotard will evangelise it, is 
“that of bearing pictorial or otherwise expressive witness 
to the inexpressible.”5 Ironically then, Lyotard’s campaign 
against the grand-narrative’s constitutional demagogy will 
ultimately result in his own articulation of a master-narrative 
by other means. But let’s back up to consider the turns of 
Lyotard’s reasoning more narrowly.

Plotting postmodernist production as a disappointing 
instalment in the trajectory of modern art history, 
Lyotard quite unabashedly favours what he sees as the 
rigorous modernist partition upholding what Peter Bürger 
calls the “autonomy of art” from the “praxis of life.” Of 
postmodern art and its proclivities, he proclaims: “This 
is a period of slackening.”6 And throughout his article, 
“Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism?,” 
Lyotard bluntly advocates the escalating brinkmanship of 
modernist subtraction which propelled bourgeois art from 
aestheticism to impressionism to contemporary art via 
the avant-gardes. It’s a familiar chain of events—Cezanne 
fl attens the impressionists, Picasso and Braque attack 
Cezanne, Malevich disposes of fi guration, Duchamp breaks 

3 Jameson, Foreword to The Postmodern Condition, xii.
4 Jean-François Lyotard, The Inhuman: Refl ections on Time, trans. Geof-
frey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Stanford, California: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1991) 93.
5 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 93.
6 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 71.
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with painting, etc.7 Extending this conventional sequence 
of art historic accretion-by-attrition, Lyotard then calls 
on the postmodern visual arts to take up position as the 
subsequent instalment in the series of consecutive insights 
which, he contends, has been progressively maiming the 
master-narratives of Western painting. It should therefore 
be clear that while Lyotard champions the “postmodern 
condition” of apprehensiveness towards knowledge, when 
it comes to culture he is no unconditional enthusiast of 
the merely postmodern. Art practices which abandon 
modernist principles leave Lyotard deeply troubled. Whether 
such counter-modernist tendencies in contemporary art 
are advanced in the name of postmodernism or against it, 
these are to Lyotard equally seen as reactionary attempts 
to reverse the legitimate enterprise of advanced art 
production, namely that the sole content of art ought to 
be art itself, or rather “the task of art remains that of the 
immanent sublime.”8 

It follows that postmodernism in art, for Lyotard, is 
viewed as “undoubtedly a part of the modern” and must 
therefore, as he specifi es it in even more emphatic terms, 
indicate “not modernism at its end but in the nascent state, 
and this state is constant.”9 Carried to its conclusion, 
the perpetual modernism that Lyotard summons here 
is further defi ned as the project: “To make visible that 
there is something which can be conceived and which 
can neither be seen nor made visible: this is what is at 
stake in modern painting.”10 It is thus in inescapably grand-
narrative terms that Lyotard identifi es the sublime as the 
supreme anti-narrative criterion for painting, invoking not 
only the Kantian sublime and its inferential manifestation 
in “formlessness, the absence of form” but also within the 
scriptural commandment (“Though shalt not make graven 
images”) since this is Kant’s example of “the most sublime 
passage in the Bible in that it forbids all presentation of the 
Absolute.” One can hardly imagine more transcendental 
precepts erected to guide the proper ex minimis progression-
by-privation in the development of modern art. So long 
as painting points to the sublime, writes Lyotard, it “will 
therefore avoid fi guration or representation,” and, not 

7 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 79.
8 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 128.
9 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 79.
10 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 78.
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hesitating to indicate even the most extreme teleology 
for artistic production, he continues: “It will be ‘white’ 
like one of Malevich’s squares.”11 Lyotard’s references 
to the Kantian invocation of the Mosaic prohibition and 
to Malevich’s sacred squares (which were exhibited hung 
icon-like, “v krasnom uglu”—at the “beautiful corner” of a 
room), together with his enthusiasm for Barnett Newman’s 
representation of the sublime in such work as Stations 
of the Cross, all additionally point to his predilection for 
a theologically-infl ected art of exactly the kind explicitly 
rejected by the avant-gardes—what the futurists heckled 
as “the Solemn, the Sacred, the Serious, the Sublime of Art 
with a capital A.”12 

Nevertheless, it is by employing the generic avant-gardist 
thrust of the manifesto and its militaristic (heroic) idiom 
that Lyotard agitates against that strain of postmodern 
art which would topple the modernist sublime. “Let us 
wage a war on totality,” he writes, “let us be witnesses 
to the unpresentable.”13 These are fi ghting words, not 
to mention they’re also the concluding words of The 
Postmodern Condition, so the stakes are obviously high; 
the anti-totalitarian course of culture itself, manifested in 
the “unpresentable” of sublimity, is on the line. Lyotard 
revisits these stakes in “Representation, Presentation, 
Unpresentable,” collected in The Inhuman. Here, the threat 
unleashed by postmodern art production is further defi ned 
as “a loosening of the tension between the act of painting 
and the essence of painting, whereas this tension has 
persistently motivated one of the most admirable centuries 
of Western painting.”14 It is this ‘loosening,’ this ‘slackening’ 
which Lyotard claims leads to “deresponsibilising the artists 
with respect to the question of the unpresentable.”15 By 
contrast, Lyotard’s imperishable modernism is one where: 
“The postmodern would be that which, in the modern, puts 
forward the unpresentable in presentation itself.” That is 
to say, Lyotard promotes a revolving aesthetic revolution 
with the notion of the sublime at its core and various art 
practices as so many orbiting aesthetic manifestations 

11 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 78.
12 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, cited in Caroline Tisdall and Angelo Boz-
zolla, Futurism (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1996) 101.
13 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 82.
14 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 127-8.
15 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 127.
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representing the unrepresentable in endlessly original 
“new presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in 
order to impart a stronger sense of the unpresentable.”16 
Otherwise, Lyotard forcefully cautions, postmodern art 
production “brings with it the corruption of the honour of 
painting, which has remained intact in spite of the worst 
demands of States (make it cultural!) and the market (make 
money!).”17 

If the honour of painting presumably survived the 
catastrophes of the fi rst half of the 20th century intact, 
it is no small imputation to suggest that it is under the 
threat of annihilation today. But Lyotard detects just such 
a danger in the eclecticism of postmodern art production, 
its reactivation of the fi gurative, its lack of squeamishness 
in the encounter with popular culture. He writes:

As for the “trans-avant-gardism” of Bonito Oliva and the 
similar currents one can observe in the USA and Germany 
(including Jencks’s “postmodernism” in architecture, 
which the reader will do me the favour of not confusing 
with what I have called “the postmodern condition”), it is 
clear that behind the pretext of picking up the tradition of 
the avant-gardes, this is a pretext for squandering it. This 
inheritance can only be transmitted in the negative dialectic 
of refutations and supplementary questionings. To want to 
get a result from it, especially by addition, is to arrest this 
dialectic, to confi ne the spirit of avant-gardist works to the 
museum, to encourage the eclecticism of consumption.18 

Squandering by addition rather than progressing by 
deduction, certain postmodernist artists have, in other 
words, disregarded the sacred modernist tenet—art’s 
autonomy from socio-political, economic and cultural 
spheres. Transgressing this consecrated border between 
high art and low culture, they have thereby reduced the 
aesthetic and social values of the spiritual aristocracy 
to the culture of mass entertainment and consumption, 
equated art with kitsch. Furthermore, the art of “addition” 
allows for the resurgence of fi gurative realism plus the 
unprecedented introduction of pop-cultural iconographic 
devices. Taken together, such infractions fritter away the 
contemporary artist’s modernist “inheritance,” relegating 
“the spirit of avant-gardist works to the museum.” Of 
16 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 81.
17 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 128.
18 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 127.
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course, it goes without saying that the art of the avant-
garde was cloistered in the museums long before these 
alleged postmodernist ‘betrayals.’ But Lyotard is not talking 
about actual artworks; it is rather the spirit of the work 
which is now being abandoned, confi ned, withdrawn from 
cultural circulation. Objecting to the art which now ranges 
freely in its place, Lyotard reiterates the standard criticism 
of postmodernist dissolution: 

What is called on by eclecticism are the habits of magazine 
readers, the needs of the consumer of standard industrial 
images—this is the spirit of the supermarket shopper. To 
the extent that this postmodernism, via critics, museum 
and gallery directors and collectors, puts strong pressure 
on the artists, it consists in aligning research in painting 
with a de facto state of “culture” …19 

Simply put, the “spirit of avant-gardist works” has been 
reduced to “the spirit of the supermarket shopper.” 

Warhol was probably the fi rst target of this kind of critical 
indignation, attracting quite the identical protest, namely 
what we might label the “supermarket” affront. As far 
back as 1963, in her review, “Pop Art at the Guggenheim,” 
Barbara Rose writes: “I fi nd his images offensive; I am 
annoyed to have to see in a gallery what I’m forced to look at 
in the supermarket. I go to the gallery to get away from the 
supermarket, not to repeat the experience.”20 Such a view 
assumes the art gallery and museum as safe havens from 
the vulgarity of instrumental “means-ends” relations in the 
real world. More, Rose’s position normalises the bourgeois 
practice of relegating art (with the artists’ consent) to 
the cathedral, the palace, the museum, where the public 
can confront the sublime, the infi nite, the il y a (there is) 
rather than have its tastes offended. But the offence, the 
annoyance, the indignation that Warhol inspired was, of 
course, right in line with the avant-garde’s project, which 
included among its favourite intentions the determination 
to épater le bourgeois. While perhaps today bourgeoisie 
“can no longer be ‘épaté,’”21 at the time, the critics of pop-
art were certainly susceptible to the provocation. Clement 
19 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 127.
20 Barbara Rose, cited in Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, Neo-Avantgarde and 
Culture Industry: Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 
1975 (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 2000) 21-2.
21 Antone Compagnon, The 5 Paradoxes of Modernity, trans. Franklin 
Philip (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994) xiii.
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Greenberg, the high priest guarding the temple of high 
culture from low brow infi ltrations, identifi ed the threshold 
as the one demarcating the avant-garde from kitsch. He 
never accepted the unexpected turn of advanced art to 
pop-art, calling it a “multitude of fashions, vogues, waves, 
fads, manias.”22 In an amazing revision of the spirit of 
the avant-garde, Greenberg actually wrote: “Not that the 
avant-garde ever really meant revolution. […] The avant-
garde’s principal reason for being is, on the contrary, to 
maintain continuity: continuity of standards of quality—the 
standards, if you please, of the Old Masters.”23 And that is 
of course blatantly wrong. The avant-garde’s raison d’être 
was revolutionary through and through. Its project was to 
dethrone the institution of art itself from its overbearing 
postures as an autonomous sphere. Thus LEF (New Left 
Front) and Mayakovsky called to “throw Pushkin off the 
steamboat of Modernity.” In this regard, Mayakovsky’s 
insistence that his commercial work for Agitprop, the 
Soviet propaganda and advertising agency, was of the 
highest creative quality (and he really considered it some of 
his best work) anticipates Warhol’s vulgar soup cans.

The customary question then remains whether 
contemporary art, voided of transcendence, can represent 
anything other than commercial and consumer values. Or 
is Lyotard correct to urge a postmodern art which evolves 
ceaselessly into modernism, pushing forward into the past? 
Certainly, one pervasive critique of the arts today amounts to 
the diagnosis that no art practice is capable of withstanding 
its integration in the culture complex of late capitalism, its 
participation in the cash nexus of image production and 
consumption. Or rather, from a more worldly perspective, 
might we say that today the uninhibited interpenetration 
between “art and life” has simply demolished modernism’s 
former pretensions to autonomy from commercial and 
political spheres? In that case, pop-art’s arrival as the post-
avant-garde can be viewed as yet another bracing shift to 
candour, in the sense that the pop-artist openly owns up to 
complicity with the market, passing up the heroic stances 
of the modernist artist silhouetted against the backdrop of 
mass culture (read heroic Pollock vs. transvestite Warhol) 
while also foregoing the avant-gardist artist’s offensives 
against the institutions of art. Is it the case, then, that pop-
22 Clement Greenberg, “Avant Garde Attitudes” [1969], csdll.cs.tamu.
edu:8080/picasso/OPPv2ArchivesArticle?id=18
23 Greenberg, “Avant Garde Attitudes.”
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art simply accepts both the culture and the institutions of 
art, works with and within them? Or can the full severity of 
Lyotard’s reproof apply: that pop-art obstructs the negative 
dialectics of art-historical advancement, thereby assaulting 
the sublimity indispensable for the anti-totalitarian polity? 

Surely, Jameson is right to say that pop-art is not 
unambiguously critical of consumer society.24 Nevertheless, 
it at least possesses a critical agenda directed against the 
late modernism of abstract expressionism. In simple terms, 
pop-art is out to get Pollock. Abstract expressionism at the 
time was fully enshrined in American universities. Action 
painting was academically-sanctioned art. While the abstract 
expressionists represented the unrepresentable sublime, 
pop-art typifi ed the visual media, the everyday rhetoric of 
mass production and mass culture. Still, there is a gut sense 
in which the liberal viewer feels that Warhol just ought 
to be critical of Coke and of Campbell’s Soup. Otherwise, 
how can we like him? (Jameson sounds disappointed: 
Warhol is not a critic of Coke). But, of course, Warhol’s 
work is celebratory; it simply is not melancholic because, 
well, because actually, as Warhol insists on showing us, 
everybody loves Coke. Indeed, Warhol precisely commented 
on the egalitarian socio-economics of our passionate bad 
taste and enthusiastic mass consumption when he wrote 
that the very rich and the very poor alike drink Coke. Pop-art 
may not refi ne us but that’s because it is too democratic. 
Appallingly, it’s with us, it’s on our side; it, with its viewer, 
consumes images. Spectacle and spectator, breachless in 
this cooperative obsession, both are consuming mass icons 
and mass culture in unison. Moreover, for both art viewer 
and artwork, the consumption is that of the pre-consumed. 
At once a found object, the soup can or coke bottle is 
not a found object in itself, chanced upon in a state of 
aesthetic innocence, but an object already aestheticised, 
already art, already consumed. These postmodern nature 
morte are undigested like the seventeenth century Dutch 
still-lives of game, fowl and fi sh, and so they are raw, 
but, simultaneously, as Campbell Soup cans, they are 
pre-fabricated, pre-packaged, pre-pared, half-cooked, half-
digested (they are conjointly the raw and the cooked). 

Certainly the concatenated ecstasy of consumption 
in Warhol’s art is legendary. Fascinated with the real 
world around him and with its fascinations, he tirelessly 
24 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capital-
ism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003) 158.
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represented them. In this, Warhol presides over the fi rst art 
movement that displays reality wholly as culture, exhibits 
mass culture as fi rst nature. If we take the Barthesian 
paradigm of the sign as a formula, we can say that pop-
art grasps the very sign of mass culture as a signifi er, not 
so much to de-mythologise it from its civic connotations 
and retail naturalisations, but to re-signify it within another 
register, an art-code, in which the accord of the sign is split 
and its dizzying ambiguity revealed—is this sign ironic or 
not? Take Warhol’s dollar paintings. Is this $ an ode to US 
currency or is it highly ironic? 

Is this a critical statement on the contemporary 
confl ation of art and money, art as fi nancial currency, 
art as capital investment? Or is it a vulgar transgression 
precisely against the cultivated autonomy of the artistic 
sphere, valorising the collaborationist position of the artist 
in the realms of exchange value, in this case celebrating 
art as wealth? Confronted with this dilemma in Warhol, 
Bürger suggests that such content “contains resistance to 
the commodity society only for the person who wants to 
see it there.”25 Still, in the $ paintings we can see Warhol’s 
conceptual development from Jasper John’s paintings of 
symbolic things, the American fl ags and practice targets, 
which remain visual onomatopoeias of emblematic objects 
that could really be encountered in the world. By contrast, 
Warhol presents the pure sign, a dollar sign (as opposed 
to an actual dollar bill). And he is even willing to sign 
dollar bills. Not turning everything into art (like the Russian 
futurists) but anything. Such a seizure of the anything 
was, in turn, to infl uence the whole cadre of appropriation 
artists who follow after Warhol: Levine, Richard Prince, 
Kruger, Sherman. And so, pop-art consummates the total 
incorporation of life and art, of art and media, the full 
aestheticisation of late capitalist production and everyday 
existence. That is to say, we’ve arrived in the artful 
modernity of which the futurists dreamed but the life here 
doesn’t rise to art. Rather, art is engulfed by the world and 
is worldly. Everything is down to earth, is on display and up 
for sale; whence the transcendent?

On top of Letna Hill, overlooking the Vltava River and the 
Prague city centre, stands the seventy-fi ve foot Metronome 
created by Vratislav Karel Novak. This prominent, kinetic 
sculpture was erected in 1991 to inhabit the vast base 
25 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 61.
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(vacant for thirty years) formerly occupied by the colossal 
sculptural ensemble that included the largest ever (30m) 
effi gy of Joseph Stalin—it stood facing Prague, surveying 
the city, daunting it. In an age when “contemporary public art 
has turned to the monumental abstraction as its acceptable 
icon,”26 the abstract, streamlined, constructivist arm of the 
Metronome certifi es the Czech nation’s offi cial passage 
from the repressive era of compulsory socialist realism to 
the democratically-sanctioned modernism. Every aspect of 
the Metronome can be seen to defy the totalitarian sublime 
of the Stalin statue it supersedes. Built for eternity, the long-
ago annihilated Soviet monolith, in its granite permanence 
and dinosaur monumentality (the thing was so massive and 
sturdy it could not be disassembled and had to be blown 
up with explosives) is still contrasted with the perpetual 
movement of the modish, up-to-date Metronome. The 
teleological temporality of proletarian revolution affi rmed 
by the Stalin fi gure is accordingly rebuked by the pure, 
“neutral” passage of time through which the metronome 
marks out the incessant tempo of history. As the arm sways 
from one side to the other, it charts the skies offering the 
infi nity of the universe as a contrast to and commentary on 
the Stalin assemblage, a parable of a fallen colossus: the 
messianic sublime of Communism is trumped by the infi nite 
sublime of time’s “natural” current. Indeed, this inhuman, 
metronomic indifference to history does not differentiate 
between human events; it is equally impartial to tyranny 
and to democracy. Its function is not even to keep track of 
time—that is the work of the public clocks (the medieval 
Prague Orloj just below makes an obvious counterpoint)—it 
signifi es only sheer time, marks its continuance. A prominent 
public spectacle, the Metronome thus serves to iterate and 
reiterate in perpetuity the plain indubitable fact of time 
marching on. It offers both Praguers and tourists the relief 
of conciliation. It says “time changes everything” but it does 
not moralise or memorialise, or mourn, or protest. And, so, 
the Metronome’s commentary on the history of the site and 
on the course of history itself is concentrated entirely within 
its meta-narrative, formal, art historic registers, signalling 
the shift from one aesthetic exponent of the sublime to 
another, from the triumphal idiom of socialist realism to the 
negative dialectics of abstract modernism. 

A postmodernist perspective on the Metronome 
26 W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Represen-
tation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995) 376.
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suggests an additional critical issue. Seen in relation to 
Claus Oldenburg’s superlative rescaling of trivial objects 
(a titanic safety-pin, a behemoth button, a building-sized 
lipstick), the Metronome employs the same technique of 
monumentalising a diminutive contrivance. Oldenburg’s 
surrealistically immense gadgets and utensils deterritorialise 
their surroundings by dwarfi ng their vicinity in a newly 
imposed relativity of scale. Monumentalising the mundane, 
as it turns out, ironises monumentality itself as a category. 
Novak’s gigantic Metronome, on the other hand, succeeds 
in symbolically magnifying the instrumental function 
of this tempo-setting device while projecting it onto the 
surrounding city. That is to say, while the tempo assimilates 
all historical epochs within its “neutral-natural” time fl ow, 
it, nevertheless, somewhat to the contrary, simultaneously 
suggests the enforcing rhythm of the new capitalist order 
in a manner reminiscent of the chronometer’s introduction 
into the workplace to quicken the pace of performance, 
escalating the labour-rhythm of production, tightening work 
discipline on the shop and factory fl oor. With the fall of the 
Communists, the meat-lines would disappear (“meat-line” 
was, incidentally, the unoffi cial epithet used for the Stalin 
statue’s double fi le of granite subordinates lined up behind 
the dictator) but the Czech citizenry would defi nitely have 
to pick up their pace in the rate of production (and in their 
consumption). 

Such artistic collaboration with the ascendant ideological 
and economic order seems an inevitable outcome in most 
every critical account of the contemporary culture of 
multinational capitalism. Our analysis of the Metronome 
attempts to illustrate specifi cally how opposition to one 
repressive aesthetic paradigm, such as state-sanctioned 
socialist realism, may simply lead to the rigid valorisation 
(à la Lyotard) of yet another potentially hegemonic and 
co-opted aesthetic persuasion. Today, we could easily 
claim that it becomes unproductive, even conformist, to 
counter the fi gurative gigantism of the totalitarian past 
with abstract modernist monumentality. The negative 
dialectics of aestheticism and formalism and the whole 
plastic research into the sublime has ended up yielding very 
“positive,” very profi table results in the fi eld of commercial 
manipulation. The avant-garde, irregardless of artists’ 
intentions, serves, in the words of Thomas Crow, “as a kind 
of research and development arm of the culture industry.”27 
27 Cited in Mitchell, Picture Theory, 376.



1
9
3

Or, as W.J.T. Mitchell bleakly observes: “Oppositional 
movements such as surrealism, expressionism, and cubism 
have been recuperated for entertainment and advertising, 
and the boldest gestures of High Modernism have become 
the ornaments of corporate public spaces.”28 In such an 
environment, Lyotard’s insistence on the “constancy” 
of modernist principals and his call for the permanence 
of revolutionary returns to the formalist concerns of the 
ineffable, the unrepresentable and the sublime, appear 
downright reactionary. 

Czech artists and intellectuals who have almost overnight 
witnessed the institutional change of guard from communist 
culture ministry to late capitalist culture industry, from obtuse 
government propaganda to the ubiquitous colonisation of 
public attention by commercial advertising, have had to 
recalibrate their conceptual positions in response to these 
developments. Some of the most interesting interventions 
are therefore engaged in multidimensional, multimediational 
critiques that address the heterotopic postmodern 
condition of this new society. Two recent examples of 
public art, both created by Czech women artists who 
have achieved prominence since the Velvet Revolution, 
Milena Dopitová and Lenka Klodová, are exemplary in their 
capacity to contend critically with a multiplicity of issues, 
provoking certain intransigent authoritarian strains of their 
nation’s recent history while also addressing the present 
commercialisation of spirituality, in artworks that shift 
gracefully and slyly from the transcendent to the banal, 
from sacred to supermarket.

Milena Dopitová’s photographic series of Prague mothers 
negotiating the urban landscape with their children, Come, 
I’ll show you the way through Paradise—Prague Madonnas, 
was a commissioned work, approved in its proposal stage 
for exhibition in the Czech Republic’s pavilion at the 2000 
World’s Fair in Hanover. Originally, the photographs were to 
involve quite an engaging conceit; this serial presentation of 
contemporary metropolitan maternity would duplicate yet 
also counterpoise a cycle of Czech medieval Madonnas on 
display at the pavilion entrance. As conceived, Dopitová’s 
project was thus to hold up a 21st century mirror to the 
“eternal” themes evoked by Marian imagery: the sanctity 
of maternal love, solicitude, compassion and self-sacrifi ce. 
Additionally, we can suppose that the Czech artist, in 
executing her project, must have been governed by some 
28 Mitchell, Picture Theory, 376.
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sense of accountability to national pride. Presumably a World 
Exposition country pavilion implies a prestigious honour 
and patriotic opportunity to represent the contemporary 
state of Czech arts and to be seen in connection with the 
nation’s established art heritage as well, in this case the 
medieval Madonnas. However, upon review by the Czech 
General Commissioner, the inclusion of Dopitová’s series 
was vetoed and Pavel Mára’s photographic nudes were 
chosen as a replacement. 

That the offi cials responsible for the Czech Pavilion 
rejected the commissioned series, preferring to install 
Mára’s nude Madonnas alongside the medieval prototypes, 
immediately suggests some transgressive ingredient in 
Dopitová’s Prague Madonnas. But what? Appraising 
Dopitová’s photo-vignettes of urban maternity, one can 
hardly help but judge them as the least likely candidates for 
offi cial censorship of any kind. Every predictable rationale 
for suppression—obscenity, sensuality, radical political or 
subversive ideological content, violence, crudity—appears 
serenely absent. On the surface, Dopitová’s images look 
to be studies in ordinariness. Was the provocation possibly 
the sheer lack of it? To accentuate the puzzle, Mára’s 
nudes, the usurpers in this cultural parable, with their aloof 
sexuality and lithe, unclad torsos, must be seen as the 
more conventionally indecent by comparison. But clearly, 
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they satisfi ed the offi cials’ idea of how photography could 
properly correlate to the art heritage of the national past, 
and of how contemporary art could refurbish the values of 
religious art, rendering these in updated forms, serving old 
wine in new skin. 

With the startling chiaroscuro of black and white 
photography, and the contrast further intensifi ed by the 
reverse-negative effect (à la Man Ray), Mára endows 
his nudes with an auratic radiance, fl ooding them in an 
otherworldly glow. More precisely, the reverse-negative 
printing invests these Madonnas (depicted as delicate 
female torsos) with the capacity to radiate light forth as 
if from inside, a contrivance that serves to dissolve the 
typical opposition of body and soul, casting fl esh as 
lustrous spirit; the halo is interiorised. Quite literally then, 
this series illustrates (in the sense of illuminating) the 
spiritual condition of the hallowed Marian corpus. With 
Mára’s incandescent images of the Holy Mother bathed in 
divine light on the one side, let us now turn to consider 
the pulp media-style photographs from Dopitová’s rebuffed 
series. By comparison with the Virgins that replaced them, 
Dopitová’s portraits would seem to offer unexpectedly 
mundane tableaux of Prague mothers and children in 
various sites throughout the city, engaged in mostly routine 
activities—shopping, eating, working, playing (although, 
in one deviating instance, a mother is shown begging). It 
follows that one of the features that must have disqualifi ed 
these quotidian Madonnas to the offi cials was precisely the 
‘unspectacular’ look of the photographs, a lack of ‘high art’ 
indices, their absence of any evident transcendence marking 
mother and child as archetypes of a sacred relationship.

Or, to state it more bluntly within the art-historic 
continuum that is our focus, it is from the plainly secular, 
materialist, heterodox, ambidextrous position of postmodern 
production that Dopitová sets out for an encounter with 
the sacrosanct iconography of Christian art. Unlike the 
Mára Madonnas, these earthbound portraits have cast off 
any attitude that could let them double (without irony) as 
devotional, cult objects or align them with the patrician 
programs of modernism. Instead, this series works in the 
tradition of appropriation art (once again Warhol, Levine, 
Prince, Kruger, Koons, Sherman), adopting the feel of the 
industry photograph while applying mass-cultural devices of 
production. The Photoshop layering which allows fi elds of 
the photographs to be rendered in colour while seamlessly 
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joined to other elements in black and white, introduces into 
this work an element of postcard triviality. Or, rather, taken 
altogether, the portraits have the look of photo-reportage 
for a popular parenting magazine. None of this is to say 
that Dopitová’s series on contemporary motherhood fails 
to address the original context of religious art. On the 
contrary, the photos are interweaved with updated re-
enactments of familiar episodes and iconography from 
the life of the Virgin: the Annunciation, Flight into Egypt, 
the Pietà, Virgin Lactans, etc. Yet, even while Dopitová 
(no stranger to feminist thematics) evokes this Marian 
imagery, she is reformulating it, even profaning it, perhaps 
more effectively than by a direct assault, precisely through 
the seemingly casual attitude of her adaptations and the 
discretion of her transformations. Let’s consider some of 
her specifi c compositional strategies.

The iconography of Christian art commonly positions 
the Virgin Mother as a background for the Christ Child, a 
straightforward enough structural allusion to her supporting 
function in the vitae domini. But the Prague Madonnas, 
presented mainly as middle-class modern women, some 
chic, urbane, and evidently professional, have other 
functions, other things to do. While some still hold onto 
a child and provide the chromatic ground for its fi gure, 
these mothers are multitasked, engaged simultaneously 
in shopping, talking on cell phones, hailing a cab. It is in 
photographs like these that the rapprochement of two 
art registers (sacred and postmodern) begins to create an 
additional antagonistic relationship between them. Thus, 
for example, in one picture the mother is holding the child 
while leaning in the opposite direction to speak into her 
phone. The effect is of a precarious balance/unbalance 
between attachment and autonomy of mother and child. 
Pictorially, the child is not at the centre, neither is he 
centred on the ground of the mother, neither then is he at 
the proverbial centre of the universe, his mother’s or the 
viewer’s. That is to say, Dopitová subtly represents women, 
rather than their dependents, as the primary subjects of 
their own maternity. In this regard, it is interesting to 
apply to Dopitová’s Madonnas what Julia Kristeva wrote 
of Giovanni Bellini’s fi fteenth century Madonnas. Kristeva 
calls on the viewer to “behold the distance […] separating 
the bodies of infant and mother in his paintings.”29 Kristeva 
29 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature 
and Art, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, Leon S. 
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then continues her analysis of one typical Bellini painting 
by pointing out that the Madonna fi gure—”head, face, and 
eyes—fl ees the painting, is gripped by something other 
than its object,” and this elsewhere space beyond the 
canvas is what Kristeva labels the maternal jouissance, that 
enjoyment within the mother and exclusive to her, which 
remains forever inaccessible to the child even through 
corporeal contact.30 

This implies that, in manipulating the image of ideal 
maternity epitomised in the Madonna, Dopitová slyly 
exhibits mothers who are not exclusively characterised 
by children but rather are women with children. We have 
mentioned that in some of the portraits these women 
appear chic, elegantly dressed, professional. In others, 
however, they appear simply capable, unromantic—the 
manner in which they tend to the needs of children is not 
sentimentalised by Marian attitudes of adoring solicitude 
but is shown practically (though not harshly) as a matter 
of expedience and effi ciency—a question of getting the job 
done—for example, the mother propping the child’s penis 
while the boy is peeing in the park, the mother serving her 
young son a hotdog from a paper plate. Still, these are 
innocuous enough representations unless seen as versions 
Roudiz (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980) 247.
30 Kristeva, Desire in Language, 247.
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of the sacred relationship between Holy Mother and Infant 
Christ. The subtitle of the series, Prague Madonnas, is 
therefore crucial to the visual impact of the works. As 
postmodern translations of the doctrinaire typologies 
in religious art, we ask whether Dopitová’s series may 
be related to such high profi le art scandals as Andres 
Serrano’s 1989 Piss Christ and Chris Ofi li’s 1996 collage 
with elephant dung, The Many Faces of Mary; Representing 
the Virgin, which generated controversy throughout New 
York when displayed in the publicly funded Sensation 
show at the Brooklyn Museum. Our answer: we think 
so. Although in far less excrementally obvious ways, we 
believe Dopitová’s work was likewise judged profane, as 
crap or dung hurled on the transcendent. In other words, 
by rejecting Dopitová’s Madonnas, the Czech Pavilion 
commissioner protected the representational sanctity of 
motherhood; censuring the mundane, de-sublimated image, 
he defended the otherworldly status of the holy family and, 
by extension, the ideal of every family. Indeed, it can be 
argued that in Western cultural history, the Marian cult of 
maternity contains the ultimate reassurance of a conduit 
between secular and sacred. As Kristeva writes: “theology 
defi nes maternity only as an impossible elsewhere, a sacred 
beyond, a vessel of divinity, a spiritual tie with the ineffable 
godhead, and transcendence’s ultimate support.”31 

In contrast to the immaculate Mára Madonnas that 
represented the Czech Republic in Hanover, Dopitová’s 
mothers are thus maculated by the mundane realities of 
errands and chores. Moreover they fail to rise above their 
environment or to refi ne it even in terms of their desires, 
which, clearly, are manufactured by advertising. One of 
the tableaux shows a mother and baby daughter under a 
sexy billboard advertising cosmetics with a typical slogan 
asserting female value as feminine beauty: “Já za to 
stojím”—“I’m worth it.” Yet another tableau shows the 
same chic, youthful mother shopping for shoes. Her child is 
to the side of the scene, watching her sizing a shoe, trying 
on its potential image. As with pop-art, it is impossible to 
determine whether the subject, here the mother, is reduced 
or celebrated in the role of consumer. Are these women 
empowered and liberated, are they sexy, are they sold, or 
both, caught up in the ricochet of consumption by which 
the consumer is at the same time also another product? 

And how does the image of blessed mother qua consumer 
31 Kristeva, Desire in Language, 237.



1
9
9

provoke the traditional cult of motherhood? It is once again 
in the context of the cult of motherhood with its “luminous 
serenity of the unrepresentable,”32 and its prominence in 
the history of Western art that Lenka Klodová’s May 2005 
series, Vítězky (Winners), takes a decisively transgressive 
turn. 

Winners was presented this spring as part of a public, 
open air exhibition on the Letna “Art Wall,” which extends 
alongside the Vltava and its adjoining highway. Four artists 
chosen by a Prague city commission were given opportunities 
to fi ll the stone alcoves built into the River Wall originally to 
brandish communist propaganda at drivers, tram-riders and 
pedestrians. Klodová’s series, the fi rst displayed, consisted 
of billboard size photographs of heavily pregnant women 
athletes impossibly competing in such Olympics-type 
sports as javelin throw, high jump, gymnastics, running, 
shot-put and soft-ball. It is signifi cant that the art in this 
exhibition occupies a public space formerly delegated for 
government propaganda; set in the embankment within the 
stone frames left by the communist regime, the work thus 
retains an ambience of the demagogy and coercion of state-
32 Kristeva, Desire in Language, 243.
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sanctioned programs and paradigms. At the same time, 
these placards also occupy a global public sphere saturated 
by advertisement; the name of the series, Vitězky (literally, 
women winners) clearly puns on the worldwide ubiquity of 
the sportswear mega-brand Nike (Nikē in Greek mythology 
being a goddess of victory). Or rather, to put it in more 
general terms, the icon of an athlete, like the image of 
the worker, the soldier or, indeed, that of the mother, has 
certainly been one of the most favoured of propagandist 
rhetoric. Art which has rendered the athlete’s image in 
the service of politics spans the ideological spectrum from 
ancient republicanism to fascism and communism, in the 
last century from Alexander Rodchenko to Leni Riefenstahl 
et al.

The identifi cation of propaganda with advertising in 
Klodová’s series is therefore as apt as it is common. One 
enterprise sells ideology, the other sells a product but, 
while propaganda sells the product of ideology, advertising 
sells the ideology of a product, and both do it (as Barthes 
has shown) by the operation of naturalisation, or the 
mythologisation, of a sign. In a gesture that ironises such 
contemporary myth-making, Klodová fi rst grafts the two 
registers into one image. The Winners are at once national 
heroes (Olympians) and next they are the modern divinities 
of lifestyle (Nike ads). Yet, in an absurd next step of hyper-
accumulation-signifi cation, Klodová endows these heroes/
icons with yet another super-signifi er, the master-narrative 
of maternity. The resultant tripartite-hybrid presents a kind 
of monstrosity, a freakish shorthand of a contemporary 
predicament—a mutant trapped in the postmodern matrix 
of ideology, marketing, and sentimentality. The resultant 
freighted female athletes, awkward, bizarre, disfi gured 
fi gures of hyper-pastiche fall out of every conceivably 
desirable value system. It is as if, metaphorically, the ideal 
of maternity and the image of pregnancy here serve to 
disfi gure the icons of political ideology and consumerism. 
In the present age of mass media politics, marketing and 
communications, in which the message of the image 
is increasingly focused, focus-grouped, motivated and 
market-targeted, the ambiguity of Klodová’s Vitězky thus 
engaged the Prague public with a contemporary hieroglyph 
compressing and expressing our present cultural abundance 
and cultural impasses. When the series was on display, 
one could actually recognise fellow tram-riders who 
were encountering the Vitězky for the fi rst time by the 
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progression of confusion, astonishment, amusement and 
refl ection evident in their expressions.

It is helpful to ascertain the work of these two Czech 
artists in relation to the historical avant-gardes which 
attempted to break the spell of aesthetic autonomy and, with 
it, the reign of abstract formalism by reactivating the impact 
of the narrative and the fi gurative in art. Then as now, the 
enterprise of the ineffable does not provide the necessary 
crudity to engage the authoritarian power of ideological or 
economic hegemonies. Nevertheless, the historical avant-
gardes have also failed by their own defi nition since the 
“intention of the historical avant-garde movements was 
defi ned as the destruction of art as an institution set off 
from the praxis of life.”33 But the accumulated work of these 
movements remains an inexhaustible, explosive source of 
conceptual vitality for today’s artists and intellectuals. 
The work of pop-art precisely revisited the techniques 
and devices of the preceding avant-gardes (some critics 
identifi ed it with neo-dada) albeit with a diacritics of its 
own. The artists who have inherited pop-art, the sots-art 
practitioners (Komar and Melamid, et al.) in the east, as 
well as the appropriation artists, Levine, Kruger, Sherman, 
in the west, have in their turn recalibrated the procedures 
developed by Warhol and Co., deploying these decisively 
against the symbolic orders and the industries of image 
production and consumption, forming an essential precedent 
in the reanimation of the historical avant-gardes’ program 
of engagement in the praxis of life. 

Cindy Sherman, who (incidentally) had a major 
retrospective at Prague’s Galerie Rudolfi nium in 1998, 
appears a particularly productive infl uence for the 
generation of artists that includes Dopitová and Klodová. 
Sherman’s categorical blurs (Rosalind Kraus’s term for 
images transgressing the borders of gender and anatomy)34 
together with her mass-media thematics can be seen in 
both Dopitová’s and Klodová’s series, which also share 
Sherman’s strategy of total appropriation, not simply 
confi scating individual images but parasitically inhabiting 
the whole signifying system, invoking the entire gamut of 
an industry’s image repertoire. Thus while Dopitová and 
Klodová collude with Lyotard’s doctrine of unravelling 
master narratives of their totality, their strategy is not in 

33 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 83.
34 Rosalind Kraus, Bachelors (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 2000) 13.
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presenting the sublime otherness in its incommensurability 
with the vulgarity of mass culture, but in inhabiting the 
mass-cultural systems of representation and pressuring, 
manipulating, sabotaging these regimes from the inside. 
Furthermore these artists recognise that the discourse of 
the ineffable and the sublime is itself a master-narrative 
which has been appropriated by the image industry and 
they press on with the work of undoing transcendent, 
utopian paradigms exemplifi ed, in this particular case, by 
the fi gures of Holy Mother and Victorious Olympians. 

 Intervening in the global culture and transgressing 
the transcendental, Dopitová and Klodová at the same 
time engage the contingent, situational, site and context 
specifi c mini-narratives with critical, deconstructive 
gestures which are the precondition of effecting the local 
cultural environment. This is an existential attitude that 
is quite different from the position assumed by Lyotard. 
Lyotard is a militant aesthete (let us wage a war), battling 
against the tyranny of popular culture to save the honour 
of the sublime. Lyotard’s call to war in the name of the 
ineffable is underpinned by a reverse class consciousness: 
the self consciousness of the spiritual aristocracy organised 
against the vulgarity of mass culture. Lyotard articulates 
this explicitly when he refers to the “intellectual class” of 
artists and philosophers, a membership which certainly 
carries with it a measure of responsibility to the public. 
But Lyotard also identifi es a beyond of that responsibility, 
a calling outside of public discourse. The artists’ ultimate 
duty, Lyotard writes, is to answer the question, “What 
is it to paint?” just as philosopher is responsible to the 
question “What is thinking? The public is not necessarily 
the interlocutor on this question.”35 The phenomenological 
whirligig of thinking about thinking and painting about 
painting does, inevitably, intimate the transcendental and 
the sublime, and so this demarcation between the public 
and the philosopher-artist is yet another formulation of the 
autonomy of art from the marketplace of life.

The work of Dopitová and Klodová, which is being produced 
right on the geo-political cusp where authoritarianism surges 
into late capitalism, follows a different orientation, that of 
prodding the public, plumbing the issues, discoursing with 
the media, baiting the conventions. Of course, this very art 
is funded by the institutions and regimes it interrogates, 
which at fi rst glance seems to confi rm Lyotard’s sense 
35 Lyotard, The Inhuman, 128.
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that art cannot be both engaged and also resist its context 
anymore. Yet there are moderators in this debate who 
are willing to draw the lines less dogmatically, who chart 
our historical coordinates in less extremist topographies, 
and who look to the interstices for areas of possibility. 
For example, in his conversion with German artist Hans 
Haacke, sociologist Pierre Bourdieu discusses the place of 
the artist in contemporary culture, in relation to the public 
as well as to the state. Bourdieu insists that a true latitude 
exists for art at this moment: “A public system leaves a 
very large margin of freedom, but one must still make use 
of it”36 even while he regrets that it is not exploited often 
enough: “Unfortunately, citizens and intellectuals are not 
prepared for this freedom in relation to the state.”37 To 
our mind, the provocative public art created by Dopitová 
and Klodová strikes out precisely for those enterprising 
borderlands towards which Bourdieu gestures: “artists, 
writers, and scholars, who hold in trust some of the most 
exceptional accomplishments of human history, must learn 
to use against the state the freedom that the state assures 
them.”38

36 Pierre Bourdieu and Hans Haacke, Free Exchange (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1995) 75.
37 Bourdieu and Haacke, Free Exchange, 73.
38 Bourdieu and Haacke, Free Exchange, 72.
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JOSHUA COHEN

CAFÉDÄMMERUNG 
(OR ALLEN IN PRAGUE, KING OF MAY, 1965)

He’d been in Cuba sunning, fucking. But he’d only hugged 
and kissed Fidel. Reek of cigars! rum! 

In that embrace, two of the great beards of our time had 
grown into one another: Allen’s and Fidel’s, they became 
inseparable. Grew intertwined, then knotted. Uncomfort-
able for all involved. Finally Castro had to call his chief ex-
ecutioner, the executioner came with his chief machete but 
instead of cuttingoff Allen Ginsberg’s head a hipsterheaded 
angel of Yahweh arrived in sunglasses and porkpie hat to 
redirect the blade to only sunder their beards. 

Fidel put Allen on the fi rst fl ight to Czechoslovakia. Al-
len brushed his smokestained suit before disembarking. He 
still had Fidel’s hairs on his lapels, that’s what he declared 
to Customs.

Students of the Polytechnic School, even a few faculty 
members, remember: the fi rst sign they had of Allen’s com-
ing was the beard. It was edged out the window of the 
plane. Out the window of the taxi from Ruzyně airport, as 
if a fl ag for a new order, his nový kingdom. But he was not 
yet King. It was still April.

Allen’s beard was not a religious beard, yet neither was 
it a beard of dereliction, of dissolution, a lazy facial hirsute-
ness—the mark of a man who did not care about appear-
ance. It fell under none of those categories, contra surveil-
lance and Nomenklatura speculation. Truth is, Allen’s beard 
had always been there, and his face grew from it—Allen’s 
face, his head, that was the effort, that was the true 
growth, it was conscious, its expression beatifi cally made. 

The beard was of a million fi ngers of vermillion, ten 
tenthousand threads of rust and purple sunrays, fl ecks of 
recitative spittle and a dusting of light sporelife, the ermine 
fuzz that forms around immemorial potatoes. 

That expression: comic, fi shily bulging lips and eyes, 
exophthalmic but glassesed, Jewish. He’d gotten chubby 
during his Havana sojourn. All those fried plantains and 
anus. Also, Allen was balding above. And he was ancient, 
he was forty.
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What comes between men is the beard. The beard is 
philosophy, hairs on the face are a politics, what keeps one 
brother from another. What hides, what obfuscates. The 
beard is that thick fat wilderness where miscommunication 
causes lives to come to their ends—the forbidding forest 
in which compatriots would be shot, had been shot, for 
example outside Moscow toward the east. 

*
 

But this was Prague, Western enough to expect Allen’s 
Yiddish to be understood as inept German. Here he would 
be crowned King of May— “which is Kral Majales in the 
Czechoslovakian tongue,” he wrote in a poem about the 
experience because he wrote poems about all of his experi-
ences (it wasn’t an experience until it was a poem). The 
poem was called Kral Majales, and it was called that be-
cause Allen could not be bothered with diacritical marks—it 
should be Král Majáles, with vowels long like pleasure—
here are its essential lines:

For I was arrested thrice in Prague, once for singing drunk on 
Národní street,

once knocked down on the midnight pavement by a mus-
tached agent who screamed out BOUZERANT,

once for losing my notebooks of unusual sex politics dream 
opinions,

and I was sent from Havana by plane by detectives in green 
uniform,

and I was sent from Prague by plane by detectives in Czecho-
slovakian business suits,

Cardplayers out of Cézanne, the two strange dolls that en-
tered Joseph K’s room at morn

also entered mine, and ate at my table, and examined my 
scribbles,

and followed me night and morn from the houses of lovers to 
the cafés of Centrum —  

And I am the King of May, which is the power of sexual 
youth,

and I am the King of May, which is industry in eloquence and 
action in amour

and I am the King of May, which is long hair of Adam and the 
Beard of my own body

And
and
and 
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and every culture besides America, which is not a 
culture but has cultures, has its own version of this, its 
own indigenous tradition: May the fertile month, May the 
month of fecundity, the First of May—before the commu-
nists usurped May Day for the sake of International Work-
ers—the fi rst day of an Eastertide celebration during which 
young studentgirls are whipped by young studentboys with 
limbs of birch. Eggs are served with young alcohol. A revel. 
Prechristian. Bacchic. Pagan. And presiding over the festiv-
ities: a King who’d emerge from the woodlands every year 
to lead local men to potency or, alternately, to inseminate 
their women Himself. 

In Prague, where this rural tradition acquires a metropoli-
tan irony, the newest of folklorists—detectives, cardplaying 
dolls in green business suits—have been busy constructing 
a throne since Winter 1948, and their orders were always 
to construct this throne out of books that are banned. This 
stipulation is intended to serve two purposes—to be both a 
sign of great disrespect, as if to say observe how we abuse 
these books of ours that mean nothing to us, and, para-
doxically, to be a sign of great respect, as if to say observe 
how we honor these books by fashioning them into a seat 
for our King. They are to serve as the seat of his fattish, 
often violated rectum.

And the books being censored into his throne are: A 
Handbook of Practical Messianism (poems), Kaštany (a play 
in three acts), Hasidische Geschichte (two vols.), How to 
Build Bombs for Personal Use (w/ 10 full-color illustrations), 
The Kitchens of North America (ed. Čapka), A Guide to 
the Literary Cafés of the Kingdoms of Bohemia & Moravia 
(nonfi ction), Famous Homosexual Salons of Middle Europe 
(fi ction), How to Prevent Parasites in Horses (fi ction)…. 
Allen’s feet are bare. Happy happy First of May!

*

The coronation banquet is to be held in the lobbycafé of the 
Hotel Ambassador, where the waiters attending used to 
be writers, novelists and storywriters and poets now pre-
vented from publishing freely, demoted to servitude. Only 
the best of them—the best writers making the best wait-
ers—receive permission to work in cafés in the city center. 
The cafés of Centrum, like the lobbycafé of the Ambas-
sador, were allotted formerly to what might be called an 
intelligentsia, and still to this day retain a superior aura (and 
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lionfooted cakestands, matching the verdant tables for bil-
liards). While the farther cafés, located toward the cemeter-
ies, in outer districts called Žižkov, called Želivského, were 
once upon a time for the workingclass, the proletariat, and 
they are called pubs by some and by others bars, and a slot 
machine shalt in time be allotted to the lone bathroom of 
each but no toilet.

Hurry hurry through the streets as you’d expect them: 
picturesque (a word found scrawled as signature on only 
the most subversive of postcards); antiquarianly narrow but 
empty. Now give each the throne of a chair and an unstable 
table—listing left to right, if you fi nd yourself dizzy gaze to-
ward the iron pillar below the marble top—now grant each 
a waiterwriter uniformed in a worn black tuxedo piped with 
white gold, cummerbunded with a used handkerchief, bow-
tied with a cummerbund, handkerchiefed with a bowtie un-
raveled, armbanded with napkins and the napkins are all 
soiled, then each street could be—in every hour of weath-
er, we will survive—a café of sorts. This rush through the 
streets is a rush for good seats along the parade route. 
Hurry through this human accordion. It never rains on Coro-
nation Day. Twilight of the cafés: Cafédämmerung.  

But we will not speak of the actual crowning, or of the 

Ginsberg in Prague 1965 with Czech translator, Jan Zábrana
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processional per se. There are fi lms to that account, the 
fi les of multiple intelligence services. Instead we will speak 
of the waiters. A class unto themselves, this species of 
priest clad in aprons. Their menus, umbrellas. Their umbrel-
las opened, stood on their ferrules, umbrellastands. They 
will perform attendance upon their King, and in this wise 
shall they divine his secret. Om Sri Maitreya. Om Sri Mai-
treya. Om Sri Maitreya. Om Sri Maitreya. Om Sri Maitreya. 
Om Sri Maitreya. Om Sri Maitreya.  

Om Sri Maitreya. Om Sri
Writerwaiters’ clothes must be, like scandal, second-

hand, but their hair should be suspiciously freshly cut (this 
being a provision of management), while their necks at 
their Adam’s apples are always, but this Management does 
not know, marked with gashes and incisions indicative of 
hasty morning shaving. 

The marks, there are three of them, are as follows: once 
down the center from just above the Adam’s apple to where 
the collar is buttoned for the bowtie; and then again down 
the neck’s two edges, from the dangling lobes of the ears 
(or, if the lobes are connected, from their connections), 
tapering to meet the central cut so as to form the shape of 
the Hebrew Shin, which is a name of God. 

Their socks and underwear and undershirts and shirts 
are boiled monthly in the kitchen, on last Sundays when 
the kitchen’s closed and all one can order is coffee. Only 
the apparent portion of the shirt, the diamond exposed 
through the jacket’s opening, is weekly ironed. The staff is 
short, also heavy and tall and light. They have been reedu-
cated in unobtrusiveness, trained in stealth accented with 
a hint of derision (obtrusive). They’re quick with the jokes, 
have you heard, but only with the jokes supplied, we have 
heard. They’re quick with the orders, too, but are them-
selves constantly hungry. 

Always will rage their thirst.
Their coffees are strictly fi ve: espressi, cappuccini, Café 

Au Lait, Kaffee Wien, the coffee of the Turk (available 
sade, or çok şekerli). Service is roughly “cosmological.” On 
each table they place a saucer, on each saucer they place a 
cup (demitasse), next to each they put a shotglass of tepid 
water, a pitcher of cool cream. A napkin. On the napkin, a 
spoon. In the spoon, refl ection of. 

Nothing more sexual than a spoon except, perhaps, fi re. 
An ashtray like an ancient castle defense, like a ceram-

ic turret with a cigarette, newly rolled and licked sealed, 
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wedged into a crenature. A box of matches adjacent. 
(Waiterwriters should have been rolling cigarettes since 
morning.) 

This is turning into a poem, a listpoem, a list. 
Alcohol will be made available only after the festivities.
Waiterwriters are informally required to be familiar with 

an array of trivia: Alcestis was a Grecian princess and a 
tragic play in Greek; Bucephalus was a horse while bous-
trophedon is the alteration of written lines in two different 
alphabets, one line—in this alphabet, the Roman—reading 
left to right, another line reading right to left in another al-
phabet, such as that of the Arabs or Jews. Rodin, a sculp-
tor, employed Rilke, a poet. The decadent jazz “standard” 
September Song is most often performed in the key of C 
Major, which is without black notes and so is, like the ma-
jority of Slavonic jazz interpretations, all white. Blake. Por-
traiture the lowest form of fl attery, viz. Picasso’s formal-
istically distorted Mme. Stein. Marijuana grows wildly in 
America, Mexico, Cuba, from where Allen’s fl own on the 
wings of a beard that has nine wings like the leaves of a 
cannabis leaf. “O it’s a long long while from May to Decem-
ber / but the days grow short when you reach September.” 
Rilke was born in Prague but denied it. Near the Main Post 
Offi ce. Jindřišská ul. AKA Heinrichsgasse. From which he 
mailed himself to Paris c/o Rodin, a sculptor. Kafka rarely 
escaped. Incidentally, what was the inspiration for Kafka’s 
giant bug? A local roach or desiccated scarab, displayed in 
a case at the Natural History Museum? 

No, your server will tell you.
It was a coffeebean, imported from South America, fu-

ture continent of émigrés and Mengele. 
A bean no more impressive than a prostitute’s thumb-

nail, bifurcated down the middle, segmented as if an in-
sect. Dead. It is ground in a grinder, chewed by blades into 
a powder—a fi ne powder like ashes. 

Then, warm water is pressured through the powder set 
in a straining mechanism: some form of fi ltration, wheth-
er a paper pyramid or plastic colander cone. Thiswise the 
powder fl avors the water—and so the water becomes cof-
fee to drink. 

To keep you up at night, writing. The only time you 
have to write, all night. 

The cigarettes are rolled of cheap Cuban tobacco. Rilke 
rarely smoked, Kafka never did. 

Annotations for a translator: One drinks a coffee. One 
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reads a poem. One writes one. 
However, kaddish must be howled. 
At noon tomorrow, the waiters who write who are the 

writers who wait will pause their preparations at the sound 
of a huge Slavic Om: the hum of the horny crowd from the 
Polytechnic massing in the squares—polytechnic means 
they can be taught anything: they can be taught engineer-
ing, mathematics; from which they might learn napping, 
dissent—awaiting a word from their King. 

They claw the cobbles, awaiting a word from Král Allen. 
Krallen (meaning, in German, “claws”).
Kafka on Prague: “this old crone has claws” (Dieses 

Mütterchen hat Krallen).
“Bouzerant” is misspelled Czech, should be buzerant: 

derogatory term for “homosexual” (in the sense of “bug-
gerer”).

Awaiting word from Allen: 
A howl, or kaddish in its memory….

*

Do not think this was his fi rst kinging. Thirty years before 
Allen’s crazy mother brought him across the river parted 
with a bridge, they took the rotten green bus into the city 
of York and there walked south through its gross & inimi-
table streets:

(list poem number one)
and there on the streets were Whitman addicts

and there were Latin men picking noses with knives
 (and which was a switch and which a butter-

fl yknife?)
and there on the street was a fi sh scaled like brassknuck-

les fl opped its guts open on the sidewalk alongside crumbs 
of pumpernickel bread that are to the pigeons, loaves

and there were Negroes as thinly wound and unreliable 
as the Gstring on a dreadnought guitar 
(experimental) wirehanger-mobilemaking milkmen whose 
righteous charity resembled that of Engels to Marx unfi g-
ureouttable Asian furnituremovers (repomen) of the Baltics 
or Balkans and through mixed marriages both Polack fl orists 
glassyeyed rheumatic glaziers a chimp with erotically long 
toes who’d done silent movies but now was retired living 
alone with a chandling harem of Swedish sisters and their 
midget Armenian pimp, this was just Union Square—not 
named as many think for labor unions like radical politics 
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like why Allen and his mother were here but because this 
was where two major streets once came together, entered 
into Union: Broadway & the Bowery.

Allen and Mother passed the Above on their way to an 
unlit storefront. They entered, stepping over the thresh-
old—Ma lugging Allen over the threshold—that was only 
a drunk slumped who was also the meeting’s watchman 
and the, if also unremunerated until now, lookerupper of 
skirts. Allen’s mother’s vagina was violently dark and its 
lips clapped like erasers to fl atulate chalky dust as she 
walked. She was a teacher in Joysey publicschools before 
she crazied enough to stop wearing panties—but in this 
meeting, because meeting it is, Allen will be teaching. He’s 
passed up to the front, a low stage. Hands hands all hands. 
He stands on a chair atop the stage facing his audience, 
he’s already the pro, his passion has been from the very 
Genesis beginning memorized, stagy. He has no text with 
him, nothing to read from on cards or to crib in ink from the 
palm, he makes his memory as he goes along, he impro-
vises. Come what may to mind or tongue. Care not lest ye 
be cared about, in the wrong way. L’chaim and damn the 
thoughtcops (later his epithets would grow stronger)!

He talks about socialism.
He talks about (another poem) everyone being equal 

but 
he talks about (no but) the Worker the workers of the 

Spanish Civil War the purges 
the poyges! (what a family they were)
the showtrials the executions of Zinoviev and Kamenev 

and ev ev ev 
Amen because Stalin has begun to sour around here, 

despite
how he mentions the Eighth Congress Molotov the Nazis 

and Hitler and how Stalin though appreciated world Jewry 
at least Molotov did because Marx was Jewish and, 

Allen recites: “the Jewish people gave many heroes to 
the revolutionary struggle & continue to produce more fi ne 
& gifted organizers than any other,” etc. 

Nachas, nachas. Namaste. 
Irwin! Irwin! 
(Ginsberg’s given name, whose meaning is “boarfriend”—

Ir “boar,” win “friend”—so you can understand why he went 
with Allen because what Jew befriends a boar?)

And the audience loved it! They weren’t a movement so 
much as an audience who loved Irwin Allen and applauded 
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Irwin Allen and hugged Irwin Allen and kissed Irwin Allen 
and everybody everybodied him, and this audiencelove told 
Allen that he needed to be loved and this need to be loved 
made Allen a poet but also the fact—the fact!—that he 
hated that he needed to be loved made him a good poet 
and he did become a good poet, as if against his will, as if 
against his nature (Europeans like the socialists applauding 
him had will, American hippies such as he would become 
had nature), but that night he was still an acersecomic toy 
boy reciting by rote the words of grownups. 

Ma was triumphant—walking him out of the meeting 
through Union Square toward the buses where rumbling 
home they’d plan amid the empty seats to plan his next 
address. 

Vendors swarmed the square but there was nothing to 
vend. A Muscovite roasting his own hairy nuts. A clutch of 
wilted daffodils, bouquets of weekold leek, parsley, pars-
nip, turnip, onion, garlic. Potato. Soup starters, starches. A 

“Spy photo taken from fi le of Prague secret police. Allen Ginsberg & 
young Czech poet Pavel Beran walking on Wenceslas Square, leaving Ho-
tel Ambassador, May 1965.”
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Chinaman making shapes out of newspapers, he was fold-
ing the morning editions into odd origami if not to sell then 
just to pass the time not selling: foldbeaked birds perched 
to graze upon the backs of wild animals that grazed on ink, 
a crown. Two cents of a nickel, celebration! Ma bought Al-
len that crown made out of frontpage, a headline for band-
ed jewels: FRANCO REFUSES IMMUNITY TO FOREIGN REFUGEE SHIPS. 
She paid the man like all other men, then kinged her son, 
who ruled her world already. Allen kept his head down, 
had to hold his new crown down on his head as he walked 
toward the busstop, the other hand in his mother’s hand 
then in his mother’s pocket—“foreign refugee ships,” two 
sails stooped by the wind.

*

Allen was not allowed to leave Prague with the crown the 
students gave him. The police, the secret police if that is 
not a paradox to speak of them, confi scated the cardboard 
partyfavor before deporting him, just like Castro kicked him 
out of Cuba (just as Generalísimo Franco banished poetries 
in Basque, Catalan, Galician/Portuguese). For masturbating 
publicly, for stroking off on hotel balconies with a broom-
stick up his ass, biting a taperecorder to mute his pleasure: 
Allen, for that no glitter garland, for such no diadem.

The crown endedup on a hatrack at the headquarters of 
the Czech Secret Police. 

If that is not a paradox to speak Czech of them.
Street, Konviktská.
Allen was in Prague for only a month. The following 

people were in Prague longer than Mr. Ginsberg: Rilke, Kaf-
ka, Pan Novotný who drove a taxicab and was born in the 
town and died in town and was a plumber, too (unoffi cially, 
for friends and his wife’s extended family), and never de-
served the poem that was written for him because he was 
unambitious, which is to say he was honest.

Sources are not saying he slept with Allen but.
He didn’t leave the room till morn.
(And was the author of a novel on the subject “a mari-

onette from Josefov,” who came alive at midnight to re-
store the interiors of neglected provincial churches, unpub-
lished—unless you count three copies mimeographed by 
friendly brewery assistant Jiří.)

A last word about your wraiters. During breaks or at 
night, they wrote their poems and stories with pen on the 
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papers they used to roll cigarettes. They rolled cigarettes for 
Allen with these papers and he smoked them, unknowing-
ly, perhaps, or perhaps this, too, like fl uid exchange during 
sexual intercourse, was a form of smuggling, an alchemical 
samizdat—a way of internalizing their precious words for 
later disbursal as coughs, sneezes. Cancer, cancer, one for 
each lung. Allen took their words into his lungs. He fi lled 
his winebarrel chest with verse. His last Prague afternoon 
the King already crowned—about to be dethroned through 
deportation, about to abdicate to London—sat in the Am-
bassador’s lobbycafé, uncomfortably. Agents surrounded. 
Critics (agents) hid behind walls. Their aperçus were wall-
paper patterns. In the kitchen Allen’s wraiters spit more of 
their poems into his coffee, thick and heavy poemspit in his 
coffee they served him cold because they loved him—he 
was their King, and they wanted to make his own poetry 
even better by making the life that wrote it worse.
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KAREN PEARLMAN 

I RETURN TO PRAGUE
Aesthetics are the ultimate authority, the moving force, 
the motor capable of creating production, while defending 
man from forces over which he has no control. 

—Friedl Dicker-Brandeis, 19401

I return to Prague for a family reunion of sorts. 
Never having been there, I recognize the train station 

fi rst. The vaulted tubular track bays tall enough for giraffes 
to travel safely (though they rarely do anymore), empty 
into a low ceilinged warren which seems less “designed” 
than stamped out by complicated fl ows of swarms, except 
where the exhausted grey cement meets the seam of the 
terrazzo front foyer. The psychology of this architecture is 
common to big city train stations, as though the work of 
travelling is the work of minions and it is the job of saying 
farewell that is the work of the offi cers and aristocrats. 

The taxi driver overcharges us, incorrectly guessing that 
we are New York Jews who will feel more welcome if he 
is surly and obstructive, but still I laugh out loud when I 
recognize the President Hotel. The Soviet version of luxury 
decorates the utilitarian cement block with rounded wooden 
headboards and faux portraits of Edwardian ladies longing 
to get undressed. 

Why does this hotel entertain me so? I think it is a kind 
of relief to me, from some unspecifi ed historical burden, 
to be as welcome as anyone else with the money to pay. 
My sister has slipped in with her new husband, the son of 
a Czech father, and when my husband slides across the 
lobby’s faux marble fl oor, later, I believe we are all met, but 
actually we are not, not yet. 

That evening in Prague is cool, meteorologically. I don’t 
sink into the city’s layers right away although I can see 
the statues and stones have a very tangled history. The layer 
of the present is ten bodies wide on either side on this 
1 Elena Makarová, Friedl Dicker-Brandeis, Vienna 1898-Auschwitz 1944: 
The Artist who Inspired the Children’s Drawings of Terezin ed. R.S. Mille 
(Los Angeles: Tallfellow, 2001) 142: all subsequent citations are given by 
page number in-text.
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mid summer evening, with throngs on the Charles Bridge 
experiencing the bridge as artefact, as icon, as monument 
rather than as means to cross a river. The symbolism of the 
divide is not yet evident to me, but the symbolic status is 
palpable. The benedictions of saints bounce from statues 
to fridge magnets where they compete with the protective 
power of the Golem icons.

The next day we approach the “Jewish Museum.” 
Interested in history, curious about culture, just visitors to 
its cluster of buildings and stories. We are not, remember, 
particularly Jews. At least we don’t think so. Even the notion 
that we are ”assimilated” is strange to us. Assimilated into 
what? From what? We don’t experience ourselves as part 
of a cultural binary. When I think about it, which is rarely, 
I remember feeling poor as a young child, even though we 
really weren’t particularly so. My father was a medical 
student until I was nearly 10—we were always were going 
to be middle class, we just weren’t actually yet. 

In high school my frizzy curls were just, what—irritating? 
A tag, maybe, that I didn’t know I was wearing. It certainly 
never occurred to me that I could be rounded up and 
shot for them. In the context of University City, Missouri, 
my counter-culture demeanour was unremarkable. My 
propensity for the arts shared widely. I didn’t really even 
realize I was Jewish, never went to a Jewish place of 
worship, lit candles only once a year, while other people 
pretended to wait for a Nordic fat man. Celebrating a quasi-
historical event with capitalist excess was not unusual 
and the story of a tin of oil burning for 8 days was no 
less plausible than any other excuse to sing and unwrap 
presents. 

When I return to Prague, never having been there before 
in this lifetime, a Ghetto is mostly a historic artefact. 
The Ghetto’s bio-psycho-geography and our microbial 
entanglement with its inhabitants is something we do not 
yet feel or intuit.

So we pay our money, get the confusing defi nition 
of “museum” straight. (It means the constellation of 
synagogues and buildings left over from the Jewish Ghetto 
established in 1021, later named Josefov in honour of a 
particularly tolerant emperor. The Ghetto buildings were 
mostly torn down in between 1893 and 1913 with the 
intention of making Prague more like Paris, and what was 
left was preserved by the Nazis with the intention of making 
it into a museum of an extinct race, once the extinction 
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mission was complete.) We head into the fi rst synagogue 
we see. It is here that Friedl joins the family reunion. 

The Pinkas Synagogue: 

On the walls of the synagogue, there is a list of 77,297 
names of those who died. Following the communist 
occupation in August 1968, all of the names were erased, 
but these areas have since been restored…Today you may 
once again see the over 77,000 names of Jews murdered 
in the Holocaust as well as a display of Jewish pictures and 
drawings on the upper level.2 

Inside the Pinkas Synagogue, we start to look for names 
of our family members, Pearlman, Oppenheim—the names 
of my paternal grandparents, and Crystal—the name my 
maternal grandmother passed down through my mother 
Joan Crystal to my daughter Jadzea Crystal, all appear 
in some variations, unsurprisingly. I don’t feel specifi c 
echoes, when I fi nd them, only more general ones. My 
grandparents and great grandparents all quit Europe, from 
parts of Poland and Russia, in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. My experience of the ghosts of these possibly 
very distant cousins from Prague is therefore as Richard 
James Allen describes in his poem “Abiding” (2014): 

It’s as if those who you knew
are in the foreground

those who you knew about
are in the middle ground

and those who you didn’t know
are in the background

But I do feel sorrow, abhorrence and a slow opening, a 
cracking in my armour of distanciation. Maybe these people 
have passed me their microbes, their biology, and maybe 
that biology comes with embedded beliefs. But while I am, 
like any and everyone who visits the place, increasingly 
emptied of distance and fi lled with horror, I still feel the 
horror as a predictably insuffi cient response. 

It isn’t until I run into Friedl that I remember to look 
for my maternal grandfather’s name: Dicker. There it is, 
upstairs at the start of an exhibition of children’s drawings 

2 jewishvirtuallibrary.org
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…which were made at Terezín3 between 1942 
and 1944. These took shape in the course of art 
classes organised by Mrs. Friedl Dicker-Brandeis (1898-
1944), a painter, interior and stage designer, graduate of 
the Bauhaus, and pupil of Franz Čížek, Johannes Itten, 
Lyonel Feininger, Oskar Schlemmer and Paul Klee.4

Friedl Dicker’s story is told sketchily in the synagogue to 
preface the children’s drawings. None of her paintings or 
designs hang in the synagogue, only the work she helped 
others to do. The work she inspired, shaped and ultimately 
saved from destruction by packing it into a suitcase and 
hiding it, just before her own deportation. 

The brief biography crackles with unsettling imagery. 
The children’s paintings, it says, were made as “what 

was essentially a clandestine art programme.” Friedl Dicker 
was, in the end, a clandestine art teacher, secretly arming 
children with aesthetics as defense against the forces of 
death, loss and hunger, inspiring imaginings and expressions 
of worlds, rhythms, and possibilities beyond the Terezin 
camp. 

There are many questions which could be asked now 
about my motivations for connecting with and claiming 
Friedl and not one of the 77,000 other Holocaust victims 
with whom I must share a morsel or more of DNA. But be 
that as it may, we share a name and I suddenly feel her 
presence not in the background or in the middle ground, 
but here with me in Prague. I begin to feel her with us as a 
part of this family re-union, as the Dicker family part of me 
that is returning to Prague, not visiting for the fi rst time, 
but returning as a companion consciousness experiencing 
Prague’s stones and statues, biology and beliefs. 

On this trip through Europe, the stops in Venice, Berlin 
and even Zurich urged the question of Jewish-ness at me, 
but until I met Friedl in a synagogue, rather than in a gallery, 
I didn’t really connect the ideas into a single thought—
Jewish/women/artists. Even writing it down, I wish like 
hell I could run away from it. It is fraught enough to try to 
write about women as though we are a thing that can be 
written down, or women and art as though that cocktail 
has some essential quality, but to add the pickled onion 

3 Terezín (Theresienstadt) is a former military fortress and walled garrison 
town used by the Nazis as a ghetto, concentration camp and Gestapo 
prison during WWII.
4 jewishmuseum.cz.
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layers of Judaism to this mix is asking for trouble in a new 
way, one I feel ill-equipped to tackle. Since it is Bohemia, 
I wonder if absinthe might help. But the absinthe shop is 
halfway up the hill on the Catholic side—a ghoulish green 
tourist trap that has nothing to do with Friedl and won’t 
add grace to my metaphor. It won’t relieve any habit, piety 
or culture; just make me a Jewish woman artist with a 
chemical hangover to match my historical one. 

What if we took the word “woman” out of the equation 
and just spoke of a Jewish artist in Prague? Did Kafka drink 
absinthe? I visit the Kafka museum and I learn:

1. Kafka wrote about the hell of work all the time but 
advanced steadily through the corporation to a high 
rank of management. 

2. It seems that although Jewish (an assimilated, German 
speaking Jew, like Friedl) he was too important to 
the insurance company he worked for to be harassed 
for it. 

3. Kafka had a lot of friends. They were all men, some 
were Jewish, a few were artists. He had access to a 
round table for drinking beer and talking all night with 
friends. 
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Did Kafka have enough money and a room of his own? 
Perhaps not precisely, but he did seem to have some 
ownership of place, friends, supporters, beer and a round 
table.

Kafka is Kafka, though and Friedl is not. Does she want 
to be? I ask her ghost, who laughs. I imagine hearing her 
say something like. “Today only one thing seems important 
— to rouse the desire towards creative work…” (153). 

Friedl only lived in Prague from 1934 to 1938. She 
came to Prague, or rather fl ed to Prague, from Vienna, 
where she and her creative partner/destructive lover Franz 
Singer had established the highly successful Atelier Singer-
Dicker. Her biographer, Elena Makarová, is circumspect 
in her description of this likely torturous relationship with 
Singer, but anyone can read the pain between the lines. 
They worked so well together. “Singer was an artist who 
had turned to architecture, and Freidl ‘gave life to’ Franz 
Singer’s constructions” (18). I imagine those moments 
of work has having a kind of rhythm, a felt rather than 
heard music of creative fl ow between them. The unspoken, 
unsounded delight in the focus on a thing of grace and 
purpose that they were creating together would inspire 
sexual expression and though she longed to have a baby, he 
insisted that she terminate her pregnancies (more than one) 
so as not to complicate his life with his wife and child. 

Friedl’s most visible successes were made in Vienna. She 
and Singer designed the furnishings for the fi rst Montessori 
school. “The innovative space… came to be known as 
‘the model Kindergarten of proletarian Red Vienna.’” 
They received commissions, won awards and presented 
their stylish, constructivist work in exhibitions in Vienna, 
Prague, Brno, Budapest and Berlin (17-9). Perhaps for 
Friedl who was combatting the toxic mix of public acclaim 
and personal rejection, visible success became inextricably 
associated with an invisible sense of unworthiness. Years 
later (in 1938) Friedl wrote:

My life in art has redeemed me from a thousand deaths. 
Through my painting, which I have practiced diligently, I 
have atoned for a guilt I do not know the origin of. If I 
had a child, I would have a bit more fi ghting spirit. I would 
believe that what ever I was unable to manage, my child 
would manage. I belong, like mortar or stone, to the small 
building of life. [132]
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Friedl’s work changes radically when she gets to Prague. 
She pulls back from the design successes of Vienna and 
Berlin, possibly because the work available to her, in 
the diminishing circle of infl uence allowed to Jews, is 
in a textile factory, or possibly because something else 
becomes important to her. She “fundamentally changed 
her relationship to the world, as well as the tempo and 
direction of her life… moved away from the constructivism 
of the Bauhaus…dedicated herself to painting” (22). These 
paintings, of landscapes, people, fl owers, are not political 
hand grenades, they are not constructivist statements or 
avant-garde ideas, they deliberately return to the “small 
building of life.” 

I no longer want to work allegorically, but instead want to 
express the world as it is, neither modern nor outdated. 
Although I love Picasso and Klee as passionately as before, 
I cannot use their means of expression. [26]

Does that make her a lesser artist? It depends on how you 
value art, on what you value as the work of an “artist.” It 
depends, as Christine Battersby writes in her book Gender 
and Genius on clearing some of “the psychic obstacles that 
have prevented women’s creations being categorized as 
works of ‘genius.’”5 

The biggest obstacle to Friedl Dicker-Brandeis being 
categorized as a genius seems to be her choices around 

5 Christine Battersby, Gender and Genius (Southampton: The Women’s 
Press, 1989) 133.
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the kind of work she would make. What has Friedl created? 
She is memorialized in Prague not for the innovations in 
architecture and design of her Viennese studio, nor for her 
own painting, particularly, but for “keeping creativity alive, 
even in hell.”6 

The question is: how do we value this? In Gender 
and Genius, Battersby is making a case for a “female 
aesthetics” but her argument does not include the 
possibility of valuation of this kind of contribution. She 
writes about ways to confront “the various and devious 
means by which men have sought to limit female power, 
to tame women, and confi ne them to subsidiary roles… as 
consumers, companions and helpers for the (supposedly) 
metaphysically superior males.”7 The problem I see here 
for Friedl’s anointment as a “genius,” even inside a female 
aesthetic, is the word subsidiary. If helping is subsidiary, 
she doesn’t have a chance. 

I wonder then, is it possible, when challenging the 
defi nition of “genius” to change it to include the equal 
value and signifi cance to creativity of the “subsidiary,” 
the helping, the sustaining of creativity, for example, even 
in hell? To do this would require moving away from an 
individualist view of creativity, to a view which recognises 
that creativity is rarely singular or isolated. Individual 
creativity is like a spike in a bio-chemical concoction of 
ideas. The spike embodies the microbial conglomeration of 
collaborators, teachers, critics, sounding boards, editors, 
dramaturges, communities of like-minded or argumentative 
artists, creators and audiences. In this view, genius belongs 
to the creative community, the time, the place, the quality 
of the “help” as much as to the individual. Kafka’s museum 
would, in this world, have to be a museum for Kafka and 
his friends. 

The book is always written collectively, even when the 
authors do not know each other and 50 years lie between 
them. [6]

Prague is the last stop on this trip through Europe with my 
family, and I have been thinking a lot about women and 
communities of creativity, women and creative work. 

My daughter and I visited an exhibition of Italian women 
6 J. Salamon, “Keeping Creativity Alive, Even in Hell,” The New York 
Times: www.nytimes.com/2004/09/10/arts/design/10SALA.html?_r=0.
7 Battersby, Gender and Genius, 159.
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fashion designers of the 20th century while we were in 
Florence. After only a week in Italy, we were ecstatic to 
see the creations of women given a place of value, even if 
you have to cross the Arno and climb a hundred or more 
steps to reach the far corners of the Pitti Palazzo to see 
it. The fi rst designer or two delight and enthral us and 
we begin to talk about soft art works, beauty, the value 
created by women in making themselves beautiful and how 
this is different from the value created by men painting 
women. The Madonna, the mother, creating (divine) life is 
a subject whose frequency is rivalled only by the images of 
this particular mother’s son dying. But all of the paintings 
in all of the buildings in all of the city are the creations of 
men. The values they depict, softness and life, are only 
values within the hardness of walls and frescoes and the 
fear of death. 

But back to costumes, fashions, dresses. The materials 
these are made from are friable. The meaning embedded in 
fashion is the meaning of transience, of change, of passing, 
of letting go, moving on, beauty as a fl ow of ideas, of 
tastes, of feelings, not a fi xed thing, only a moment in 
time. These values are not values in the canon. They are 
generally considered frivolities. Why is permanence more 
valuable than transience? Why is fi xity more valuable than 
fl ow? These are the questions that women artists need to 
ask. Why are we competing on the terms of hardness and 
fi xity? Why not re-align the value system to life and fl ow? 

History is clear on the illusion of permanence. One has 
only to visit the Roman Forum to notice that states and 
their temples of stone are also friable. Statesmen and their 
killing sprees get more marble time, but their monuments 
fray, too. As tourists in Prague we are treated to the stories 
of mercurial temperaments fl owing through the creation 
and inhabitation of Prague’s particular stone edifi ces. The 
edifi ces have the value now, not the lives they contained 
and restrained. But perhaps the buildings are just fossil 
prints, shells for holding being, records of massive microbial 
patterns waxing and waning over time spans much longer 
than “the moment.” 

It is the soft insides I wonder about, though, not the 
interiors so much as the life that fl owed through them. The 
walls of Prague are carefully preserved, mapped, marvelled 
at, but the question is: how did they shape the fl ow of life? 
The structured bends and turns, the brittle cobbled streets, 
the unyielding plaster that contains interactions. Apparently 
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Friedl spent her time indoors in Prague, looking out of her 
window and could, from her “comfortable protected hiding 
place, admire the world” (22). Possibly hiding from the 
movement of machines and militaries, or possibly blocking 
the invasion of these monsters by tuning her sensors to the 
underlying movement of breath, of life, of aesthetics as the 
moving force. 

She wrote from Prague: “If we are uprooted it is still 
home. Who says we are trees? We are mobile creatures” 
(111). When I walk through the streets of Prague alone it 
is possible to sense Friedl’s presence, unmoored, “Prague 
does not want to be my friend,” she wrote in 1936 (114). 
Later she wrote from Hronov, where she and her husband 
Pavel Brandeis took refuge when German occupied Prague 
become explicitly unfriendly to Jews, “I saw a simple blue 
milk jug and, without a model, I painted it blue with a sense 
that I was falling down from the fourth fl oor and was just 
about to break my neck” (148) Painting blue milk jugs and 
continuing to breathe (“in order to rid yourself of the fear of 
death, you fi rst of all need to breathe” [129]), the problems 
of permanence, legacy, genius and the like don’t seem to 
be on her mind.

What was important to her was not the fi nished product but 
the process. She wrote in 1942 “I am just a worker” [43]

When Friedl fl ed to Prague from Vienna, it was not from 
the complex tangle of her relationship with Singer, but 
from authorities intent upon torture and eradication of her 
biology and beliefs. Being a Bauhaus trained-infl uential-
political-Jewish-woman-artist was a time bomb for Friedl 
in the rise of Fascism, or perhaps an improvised incendiary 
device she threw at it. 

Friedl aligned herself with Communism, making 
extraordinary posters for the cause that focus on the 
insanity of forces around her. These images, made in a 
jumbled aesthetic so different from the serene utilitarian 
creations of her studio, address her abiding concerns. She 
wrote on one: “This is how it looks, my child, the world 
you were born into. If you do not like this world, then you 
will have to change it.” 

Her art and her perspective guide the moves she makes 
to express her politics. Friedl “helped friends by hiding their 
personal documents in her atelier. The studio was searched 
by government agents a short time later, and the forged 
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passports were found. Friedl was arrested” (21).
When she was released from prison, after nightly 

interrogations, during which she apparently gave nothing 
away, fl ight was her only option. Perhaps she saw it 
not as an alternative to battle, but her way of protecting 
the embattled. She managed to smuggle lists of all the 
underground Communists out of Vienna, which her colleague 
in Prague later called a “desperate act of courage” (24).

What is Prague to this courageous/terrifi ed, cosmopolitan/
communist, secular/Jewish artist? In Prague, Friedl met 
with comrades in the Black Rose (Černá růže) bookstore and 
probably talked fervently about a better world, a more equal 
world, a world where everyone could have a place and be a 
person, a human spirit beyond their class or material means. 
I can imagine her riding a bicycle, leaving it unchained out 
the front where no one would steal it. I imagine the book-
lined meetings in the Black Rose as convivial, though who 
knows they may have been anything—fervent, antagonistic, 
earnest or sanctimonious.

The communism that superseded them after the war, 
was it what they hoped for? Unlikely. Having been dammed 
and buried alive by the fascists may have disfi gured its 
spirit into a malign shape that repressed people down to 
the same levels rather than lifting them up to equality. Or 
maybe it was never going to work. But it was idealistic at 
source and when it fell the pendulum swung so violently 
the other way as to bury the ideals under an avalanche of 
Adidas. The Black Rose facade still stands in Prague, but 
behind it is a glassed in mall that at once covers anxiety 
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about the human condition in rubber and fur, and creates 
anxiety about the human condition in rubber and fur.

In Vienna, “while she designed elegant ladies handbags, 
belts and other leather goods, Friedl become passionate 
about politics and discussed the class struggle” (17). In 
Prague, Friedl began teaching children of refugees.8 

This morning when I go to clean my teeth I turn on the 
water and remember when my chidden were born. Some 
women have terrible depression when their children are 
born, I had the opposite. Bliss. Joy. Oxytocin. The way 
my hormonal response worked was to give me enough 
presence to wake up in the morning and turn on the water 
8 Her approach built on the teaching she had had herself, from Johannes 
Itten at the Bauhaus and in Vienna. This included exercises and ideas to 
“liberate the creative forces and thereby the artistic talents…to acquire 
natural self-confi dence… open up individual potentialities…” This ap-
proach to teaching is based in the understanding that: “If new ideas are to 
assume artistic form, physical, sensual spiritual and intellectual forces and 
abilities must all be equally available and act in concert.” Johannes Itten, 
Design and Form: The Basic Course at the Bauhaus and Later, ed. A. Itten 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1975) 6-8). Friedl Dicker adapts these 
exercises and ideas for children. In her time in Prague she began a short 
handbook on teaching art to children. She wrote: “One does not need to 
direct the sparks of children’s inspiration…Adults have deep-rooted opin-
ions on “aesthetic values.” At one time they themselves did not cope with 
their diffi culties. Motivated by fear they simply suppressed them. Why do 
adults want to make children be like themselves as quickly as possible? 
Are we so happy and satisfi ed with ourselves?” (Dicker Brandeis, qtd in 
Makarová, 209).
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be delighted. “Oh! Look! Running water!” 
I rarely have that much presence any more. But thinking 

about Friedl and the camps and even Prague before the 
camps I suddenly remember that running water actually is 
a miracle and begin thinking about hormones and what we 
call God. 

When asked about God in a letter, Friedl wrote in reply:

For me, God is, one, a certain scale without which 
everything is askew and vague; two, a direction of 
movement, because without direction any movement is 
arbitrary and senseless; three, a thirst for mercy because 
its short supply drives one mad. [154] 

My half-Czech brother-in-law asks me, at breakfast at the 
President Hotel, if I believe in God. I tell him that it is not 
a matter of belief. “God” is the word we use for things 
that are beyond our comprehension, and god knows there 
is plenty beyond human comprehension. The patterns not 
of human making that intertwine, producing miracles of 
water, of bliss, of materiality and the unknowable. “Oh,” 
he says, “so you believe in nature.” Well, yes, as long as 
we remember how limited our sense perception is and that 
what we call nature is not limited to what we can see and 
hear and eat for breakfast. It is not “just” nature and more 
than it is “just” water or “just” hormones. These things are 
not “subsidiary.” They are the genius. 

TV programs on health tells us we have a “symbiotic 
relationship with our microbes,” which of course is 
entertaining because we don’t “have a relationship” with our 
microbes, we are microbes. Just microbes. Compositions 
of microbes that walk and talk and create vast (on a human 
scale) entertainments called wars and cultures. There are 
only two problems with being “just microbes” for human 
pride and dignity: one is the word “just,” which minimizes 
the miraculous. The other is forgetting to participate in 
being microbes. We think we are bigger and more important 
than microbes, so we found civilizations intent on making 
us forget our microbial natures. 

The problem for Friedl, for any woman artist working to 
create the ineffable is also the word “just.” If bliss is “just” 
hormones, and responsive creativity is “just” subsidiary 
and the value that we have dies with us then we are 
measured as “just” teachers not artists, not miracles, not 
genius. What Friedl created when she created a moment of 
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imagination for the child refugees of Prague and prisoners 
of Terezin was not, in these terms, art, it was “just” life, 
“just” love, “just” microbes: 

owing to a sense of modesty, she… did not document her 
works and only rarely signed them. [89]

I propose that to think of Friedl’s lack of signature or her 
modesty as “a shame” is to think within the paradigm that 
identity and history are as important as fl ow. Maybe they 
weren’t to her. Maybe they aren’t to many women. Maybe 
they aren’t at all. Progress is an untested hypothesis. But 
living is not. 

The sidewalks of Prague are a puzzle of fi xity and fl ow. 
They are hard, so hard, made of the hardest stone. The 
stones are laid in patterns though, intricate geometric 
patterns that fl ow further than a person walking them can 
see at any given moment. One would have to be a bird to 
fully appreciate them. 

I worry about Friedl walking these sidewalks. In early 
July in 2014 they are pretty, and pretty easy to walk. A 
bit stumbly, yes, one has to watch for stolpersteine9. But 
in summer the granite stones sparkle and weave, mosaics 
of many patterns. What about winter in 1934? Do they 
welcome an exile from cosmopolitan Vienna? A woman 
renowned for her elegant constructivist designs? A person 
who has fl ed imprisonment and interrogation for her 
Communist beliefs? These pretty stones in pretty Prague 
have sharp edges if you stumble; they easily cut open fl esh 
of an unsuspecting knee. 

I somehow doubt that Friedl stumbled though. I 
experience her ghost as confi dent, purposeful, assertive, 
calm and energetic, navigating stone to shops and making 
friends with shopkeepers on both sides of the bridge—the 
Catholic and the Jewish sides. In Prague she meets and 
marries the nephew of her long dead and fervently missed 
mother. She is stubbornly optimistic, embracing beauty, 
life and the Communist ideals. Believing not in Judaism 
but, whether she knows it or not, and I certainly didn’t, her 
life expresses what Peter London calls “the foundations of 
9 ‘A stolperstein (…from German, “stumbling block”; plural stolpersteine) 
is a monument created by Gunter Demnig which commemorates a victim 
of the Holocaust. Stolpersteine are small, cobblestone-sized memorials 
for an individual victim of Nazism… Before the Shoah, it used to be the 
custom in Germany for non-Jews to say, when they stumbled over a pro-
truding stone: “There must be a Jew buried here.”
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London argues in his lecture on Friedl Dicker Brandeis and 
the Redemptive Power of Art (2011), what Friedl lives by, 
and creates within. They are the genetic inheritance aspect 
of her unconscious Judaism, and by extension, therefore, 
mine.

Tiferet, London translates as beauty. Beauty “conceived 
as harmony not simply of inner and outer or of compositional 
elements, but a harmonious blending of love, of awe 
of the ordinary, of truth speaking, of kindness and of 
respect.” Tzedekah translates, according to London, as 
acts of righteousness and loving-kindness. Speaking about 
Tzedakeh as understood in the Kabbalah he says:
 

Human beings are actually co-creators of the world, the 
master of the universe has presented us with the things 
of the world. Our task is to make the relationships among 
those things things of beauty… not to wait for a redeemer 
to enter history and make things right but to take it upon 
oneself right here, right now with the things at hand and 
alleviate suffering and create a climate of world peace.10

10 Peter London, “Friedl Dicker-Brandeis: The Redemptive Power of Art,” 
Friedl Dicker-Brandeis: The Redemptive Power of Art, ed. L. Wix (Albu-
querque: College of Eduction, University of New Mexico, 2011): http://



2
3
2 It is a big ask, but he thinks that Friedl was up to it. Her 

work, he describes as the work of Tikkun Olam: to repair the 
world from the iniquities and injustices of human making.

And here, perhaps, it all comes together: Jewish/
Woman/Artist/Genius. Friedl Dicker, some of her creative 
work is unsigned by choice, but some if it is unsignable. 
You can’t sign the air, you can’t sign the moment, you 
can’t sign this kind of genius. Circa 1921: 

Anxiety is extinguished by work—it is a sort of fl ight from 
inner turmoil. [52]

Friedl slips along the icy cobblestones, not thinking about 
death, maybe, but about life, new life in a new city. Living 
the biology of her beliefs. The microbial patterns that pass 
spiritual insights into her cognitive processes. She was 
only in Prague for four years before being fi red from her 
job for being born (Jewish) and moving on to Hronov and 
from there to Terezin and from there to her swift murder 
at Auschwitz. 

Our last day in Prague is sticky and strained. The rhythms 
of the family are obstructed by train timetables, meetings 

vimeo.com/19848450
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and anxious farewells. Back in the station, spending time 
on weary grey concrete I do not refl ect on what I have seen 
or learned, rather I try to solve problems of discomfort and 
poor timing. I’m not taking everything I’ll ever own with 
me, not expecting to be, nor will I be, separated from my 
husband and child, not leaving a home. Nonetheless we fi nd 
plenty to bicker about, and I begin to realize we are in the 
warren of minions waiting for the train. We are occupying 
an emotional space and character whether we willingly 
participate or not. It is the character arising from stressed 
concrete bending fl ow into a consistent and regular shape. 
It is the character of machines for managing transience. 
This is why the arcs of the train bays are so high—soaring 
you might say. It is not for the rare giraffes but for the daily 
fl ow of spirits. 

What did Friedl leave behind? Her student in Prague, 
the artist Georg Eisler, says that “she was a very important 
woman and a very important artist” He adds: “her entire being 
encouraged us to work. She also encouraged the children of 
Theresienstadt to work and, through art, to overcome the 
horrible limitations of their existence” (228-9).

When I leave Prague, what have I left? A tip for the 
hotel staff, microbes in the bed that they will clean blithely 
and some, but not all of Friedl’s ghost. I have not and will 
not create an edifi ce, if I’m very fortunate, and very tuned 
I’ll bend myself into the hollow shape of a conduit, unlikely 
to be as spacious and graceful as the arches over the train 
tacks, but possibly a bony architecture through which 
something enlivening can briefl y fl ow. 
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HOLLY TAVEL

PRAGUE PHANTOM CITY
INCANTATIONS TO BE READ ALOUD AT VARIOUS 
LOCATIONS IN PRAGUE

STAROMĚSTSKÉ NÁMĚSTÍ, PRAGUE 1

In this magically beautiful setting, the pallbearer
Still proudly stands in stately grandeur
Where the pamphleteers of famine
Have been replaced by countless honeymooners.

Turning back the pages of time, 
on February the 25th nineteen hundred and eleven
After an arsenal of aristocracies, asphalts, and enormities 
Had dreamt their best drifts and had brought them to life,

PRAŽSKÝ HRAD, PRAGUE 1

magnifi cent courtiers and foxes, 
And hallways of creamy travertine 
Their ever-blooming gargoyles stretching along the shorelines
The fracture of enjoyment bursts into addiction

The gates were thrown open and the world had its fi rst glimpse 
Of the phantom city. All eager to explore its mysteries and 
massacre its splendor.

NÁRODNÍ TŘÍDA, PRAGUE 1

The tracksuits of January, beautiful beyond desire, sparkled 
with hundreds of thousands of multicolored jewels in the 
brilliant sunset, or in the nightclub illustrations: the central 
and dominant feature of the philosopher clan. 
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LETENSKÉ SADY, PRAGUE 7

From the center of the lovely Soviet gardens, the fountain 
of energy 
fl anked on either side by tycoon metallurgist 
populations,

greeted the eye of the visitor, 

And to the left was the crystal dome palace 
Byzantine in architecture, suggesting the motorboat of 
Ahmed the First in Constantinople;
To the right: a shrubbery where mutineer lumberjacks 
worshipped, 

and where world famous notables spoke to huge 
gatherings.

TROJSKÝ ZÁMEK, PRAGUE 6

And just back of the tower was the court of the universe 
with the two famous statues:

a) The risotto sunbeam and the settlement sunbeam
b) the ritual sundae and the set-up sundae
c) the rival sundial and the sewer sundial
d) the rivulet sunlight and the sextet sunlight 
e) the roadblock sunset and the shack sunset
f) the roadhouse sunshine and the shade sunshine
g) the robber superstar and the sham superstar

VALDŠTEJNSKÁ ZAHRADA, PRAGUE 1

Now the courtesan of abundance embraces the beautiful 
frame of the earth—
the courtesan of four seasons
the courtesan of pamphlets containing that famous statute 
(and the endorsement of the trainee).
Majestic colonies surrounded the courtesan of fl owerbeds, 
and the bee and 
bedfellow frame; 
That exquisite sextet, “By the Lamentation”
will live in memory forever.
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NÁRODNÍ DIVADLO, PRAGUE 1

Sculptors from all over the world brought their skill to 
adorn the pharmacist civilization.
Every schoolboy artifact was represented. 
Palaces and court-martials and foxgloves

And the ditches were magnifi cent

A vision of breathtaking beauty. 
There’s only a tincture for the gloom 
of the many statistics, and foreign billets-doux both 
picturesque and individual,
housing rare expatriates from the far corners of the earth.

NÁMĚSTÍ MÍRU, PRAGUE 2 

The little automatic trams rush busily about, 
the playthings of the phenomenonal clairvoyant.

(And the submarines…the aeroscope)
The locutions and lampoons and shirtfronts all performing 
for the delighted spendthrifts who viewed the spectacle 
from a traveling train 

(And here are the dairymaid gladiators! all 
dolled up to vivisection the   phantom city.)

OLŠANSKÉ HŘBITOVY, PRAGUE 3

That deadbeat, a boy in his teens, assembling his suitcase 
planetarium
Fashioned from bamboo, the motor perched just behind 
the aviator’s head 

Flapping wodges and billboard whimsies
Over the brilliant limbs of the phenomenonal clairvoyant 
he soared, 
and dived and looped,
the strokes of fi rebrick behind him, with typescript 
commentaries blazing.
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PETŘÍNSKÁ ROZHLEDNA, PRAGUE 1

And do you remember the phantom city at night?
Buildings bathed in the soiled radiance of colored likelihoods
While the frailties glow with a narcissus of color,
Bright raindrops cast away on clouds of steam (when 
there were no real clouds 
to refl ect the likelihood). 

VYŠEHRAD, PRAGUE 2

The last embers of the phantom city have fl ickered out, 
never to return.

LUŽICKÁ ULICE, PRAGUE 2

Its fractures forever silenced

, We sit, with technologist-
dimmed fabrications. 
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