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particularl y excitin g recently , but Statement s like Zverina' s tha t th e "majorit y 
(seen from th e Standpoin t of quality ) of our artist s an d thinker s are living in exile, 
th e best of th e minorit y here have been silenced " (p . 112) or Y. Z.' s tha t "no t 
one of the 30 most prominen t Czech writers has been abroa d in th e last 15 years" 
(p . 121) constitute , at best, unsubtl e obfuscation . 

Th e sloppy thinkin g which characterise s much of A Besieged Culture is epito -
mized by Kohouť s sentence , "Even thoug h Czechoslovaki a is one of th e oldest 
an d most highly develope d of Europea n countries , linked with th e rest of Europ e 
by history , civilization an d culture , only a very shor t tim e was neede d forcibly to 
sever these ties" (p . 180). Kunder a manifest s eithe r ignoranc e or hysteria when he 
says: "I am weighing my words carefully: in its duration , exten t an d consistenc y 
[sic], th e massacr e of Czech fultur e [sic] following 1968 has ha d n o analogu e in 
th e country' s histor y since th e Thirt y Years' War" (p . 128). Tha t reflects th e 
uncritica l acceptanc e of myth s invente d mainl y durin g th e 19th Century , thoug h 
some 17th-centur y exiles like Rosaciu s or Hartma n did help Revivalists an d neo -
Revivalists to creat e those myths . Seriou s Czech historian s un d literar y scholar s 
have been tryin g to demolis h those myth s for nearl y a hundre d years now. I t is an 
eloquen t testimon y to th e editors ' isolatio n tha t the y leave this passage in thei r 
Kunder a excerpt . The y clearly have no t read , say, Fathe r Ja n Kučer a an d Jiř í 
Rak' s study of Balbín , Pěšin a an d th e Czech Baroque , which was publishe d in 
Pragu e in 1983. Kučer a an d Rak' s book is mor e importan t for scholar s an d 
ordinar y Czech s tha n anythin g in A Besieged Culture. 

A Besieged Culture has so man y printin g error s tha t it is frequentl y difficult to 
read . I t also has a few schoolboyish spelling mistake s like "seasure" for "seizure" 
(p . 103) or "publically" for "publicly" (p . 140). Sometime s error s are, no doubt , 
mer e slips, as when VLK is called an "auditioning " instea d of "auditing " 
Organisatio n (p . 147). Some error s constitut e sloppy mistranslation , like "loges" 
for "boxes" (p . 171), but some are simply th e result of understandabl e ignorance . 
A dům kultury I osvěty is a village hal l or assembly hall ; a filosofická fakulta 
is an an s faculty, an d kultura itself ma y onl y rarel y be translate d as "culture" ; 
usually it is eithe r "th e arts " or "entertainment" . I t would no t have been diffi-
cul t for the editor s to have foun d an English native speaker to go throug h thei r 
anthology . Tha t would have curbe d th e impressio n of Schlamperei. 

Londo n R o b e r t P y n s e n t 

Havel,  Václav: O lidskou identitu [Towards a Human Identity]. Edited by 
V. Prečan and A. To mský. 

Rozmluvy , Londo n 1984, 397 pp. 

Thi s volume of essays, feuilletons , interviews an d polemic s writte n (or uttered ) 
by Have l between 1969 an d 1982 contain s mostl y pieces which have alread y 
appeare d in th e Czech emigré press or in foreign languages. Onl y eight pieces 
have nevěr appeare d in prin t before. Nevertheles s it is useful to have all these 
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Statement s in one volume , and it is worth re-readin g some of Havel' s essays, 
especially if one compare s his assertion s and analyses with those of writers pub-
lishing in Czechoslovakia . 

Whateve r one' s views on Have l as a littérateur (an d his prose lacks élan — 
an d humour , unlike his drama) , no one will doub t tha t he is a ma n of great 
courage . In thi s review, however, I shall no t be intereste d in Have l th e ma n no r in 
Have l the politician , but in Have l the social critic . I t is a pit y tha t he has 
declaredl y refraine d from readin g author s publishin g in Czechoslovaki a — with 
th e obvious exception s of Hraba l and Páral . Since , however , man y Czech in-
tellectual s of th e so-calle d 'oasis culture ' do no t read even Páral , one might see 
some individua l stanc e in this . Nevertheles s his readin g of almos t exclusiveiy 
samizdat literatuř e has deprived him of the knowledge tha t most of what he 
criticize s in Czechoslova k society is openl y criticize d in what is thoroughl y mis-
leadingly called 'official literatuře' . To be sure, Havel' s criticism was publishe d 
in th e West often before othe r writers ' similar criticism was publishe d in Czecho -
slovakia. I doubt , but I am in no positio n to děn y outright , tha t Havel' s writings 
influence d or inspire d those 'official' writers. 

Perhap s th e stronges t motif in O lidskou identitu consist s in th e distinction s 
Have l variously draws between living in trut h an d living in a lie, what he calls 
'existentia l schizophrenia ' (p . 12). Th e searchin g for trut h in a society which is 
permeate d by lies has becom e somethin g of a cliché in moder n Czec h literatuře . I t 
constitute s th e main them e of Rade k John' s Džínový svět (1980), but John' s 
novel end s optimisticall y (cf. also his second novel , writte n with Ivo Pelant , 
Začátek letopočtu (1984) , a work which contain s far mor e detaile d social 
criticism , but which is fundamentall y Trivialliteratur). Th e searchin g for trut h in 
a world of lies is also th e them e of Frais' s Den, kdy slunečnice hořely (1982), 
which end s optimisticall y like John' s novels, but which introduce s th e idea tha t 
ma n need s some sort of religion (cf. Havel , p. 238); Frai s takés tha t furthe r in Strom 
na konci cesty (1985) . Hlinka' s Už není návratu (1981; 2nd ed. 1985) has 
th e same theme , also introduce s th e need for some faith , but thi s novel end s pessi-
mistically . Hlinka' s drunke n youn g heroin e dies unde r th e wheels of a bus. Th e 
artisticall y most sophisticate d depictio n of thi s search for trut h come s in Ludvík 
Nemec' s Hra na slepo (1982), where Němec , incidentally , uses chess as an 
emblém of manipulatio n like Have l in Zahradní slavnost (1963), thoug h Nemec' s 
use is mor e comple x tha n Havel's . What Have l calls Czech society' s 'existentia l 
schizophrenia ' is exemplified by th e part y game called th e Trut h Gam e which was 
populä r in Pragu e studen t an d Lumpenbourgeoisie circles in th e latě 1970s an d 
early 1980s (thi s game appear s in Nemec' s novel , in John' s Džínový svět, 
Dusek' s Lovec štěstí (1980) an d in collection s of verse by Mikuláše k an d Pohan -
ková) . 

Nemec' s novel also deseribes tha t fear which engender s apparen t complianc e 
with sociopolitica l norm s or governmen t demands , th e fear Have l speaks abou t 
in his open lette r to Gusta v Husá k of 1975. Něme c ha d satirized such complianc e 
in his previou s novel, nejhlasitější srdce ve městě (1978) . Existentia l anxiet y is no t 
a rar e them e in moder n Czec h literatuře , particularl y verse; one think s of Schild -
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berger, Gartnerová , Mikuláše k an d Skácel . Cervenkova' s Semestr života (1981), 
a novel which is stron g in social criticism but weak in style, shows all authority , 
even ecclesiastica l authority , as ruled ultimatel y by eithe r fear or stupidity . Cer -
venkova' s heroine , who had wante d to live in truth , at th e end goes off to have a 
child , someon e to trust , but , on th e way, she is raped . Tha t endin g remind s on e of 
th e endin g of Dusek' s Lovec štěstí, a thrille r which , on its appearance , th e critic s 
declare d as showing tha t crim e does no t pay; Czech readers , however , inter -
prete d it as a bitte r Statemen t on th e fact tha t being an outside r does no t pay. In 
th e Husá k lette r Have l sees thi s fear combinin g with consumeris m an d indifference . 
In some way or anothe r most Czech writers of an y seriousness at all have attacke d 
consumerism , particularl y amongs t technocrat s and officials, writers from th e to p 
rank s of th e Establishment , like Kozák , as well as writers who are at th e momen t 
still on th e fringe, like Křivánek . Th e huma n indifferenc e of those same careerist s 
is particularl y strongly criticize d in Hlinka , Joh n an d th e dully Establishmen t 
Hercíková . Have l suggests tha t th e Stat e encourage s such consumeris m (p . 26), 
an d I canno t but thin k of Mrs . Thatcher . Have l claims tha t th e State-inspire d 
consumeris m has brough t abou t a cult of banalit y in legally publishe d literatuř e 
(p . 33). Tha t is at th e very least an ungraciou s claim , whatever one might conside r 
th e literar y value of such writers of the early 1970s as Kudel a an d Skarlant . By th e 
end of the 1970s it ha d becom e a lie, but , perhaps , tha t is irrelevant . Later , however, 
he is still capabl e of statin g tha t 'th e onl y literatuř e worth y of attention ' is 
typescrip t literatuř e (p . 243). 

In th e 1982 essay, 'Kriz e identity' , Have l expresses his intens e distress at th e 
way consumeris m has alienate d ma n from th e world aroun d him . Tha t alienation , 
an d th e role television plays in it, has long been a them e of Paral' s novels. Aliena-
tion is th e main them e of Nemec' s novels, of Hlinka' s Už není návratu,  even 
of th e no t very comi c comicwriter , Mirosla v Skála. 

On e migh t say tha t ever since th e beginnin g of th e 1960s Václav Have l has 
been concerne d mor e with generá l huma n problem s tha n with specifically Czech 
problem s — but tha t really does depen d on ho w one interpret s especially his thre e 
1960s plays. On e certainl y can say, however , tha t since th e mid 1970s he has 
becom e ever mor e concerne d with generá l huma n problems . H e does no t see Western 
democrac y as an y answer (cf., e.g., p. 128); like István Bibó he is seeking some 
thir d path . Th e intentio n of thi s review is at least to adumbrat e th e fact tha t in his 
ever greate r concer n with universa l problem s (a t least as his though t is presente d in 
O lidskou identitu) Havel' s developmen t comport s with th e developmen t of 
'official literatuře' . Where Kundera' s writing, whateve r its philosophica l cur -
licues, remain s firmly roote d in th e prett y parochia l historicis m (an d sex-boundness ) 
of th e 1960s. Have l has no t remaine d 'sixtiesish' — no t tha t he ever was as 
'sixtiesish' as Kundera . Furthermore , non e of Havel' s sociopolitica l Statement s in 
O lidskou identitu is as stron g as Hlinka' s generá l assessment in Už není návratu, 
perhap s even as Cervenkova' s in Semestr života. 

Londo n R o b e r t P y n s e n t 


