
Dann kommt nur noch ein Namensregister. Was spürbar fehlt, ist ein Schlusskapitel,
ein Höhepunkt und Fazit der Erzählung. Ohne Reflexion der Quellen, ohne Re-
sümee wichtiger Themen oder eine Skizze weiterer Fragen hinterlässt das Buch
einen unfertigen Eindruck.

Vergleicht man „Hasta la vista komunista“ mit den vielen vorliegenden Büchern
zu 1989, sind als Pluspunkte dieser neuen Publikation die grafische Gestaltung und
die Verknüpfung von Faktengeschichte, Erinnerungen und gut ausgewählten Bildern
hervorzuheben. Schade ist, dass das Herausgeberteam die Gelegenheit verstreichen
lassen hat, dies alles mit einer kritischen Reflexion dieser wichtigen historischen Zeit
zu verbinden. Ältere Leserinnen und Lesern werden sich durch den Band atmo-
sphärisch in die 1990er Jahre zurückversetzt fühlen, vielleicht eine nostalgische
Freude an ihm empfinden. Ob er sich einem jüngeren Publikum erschließt, bleibt
jedoch fraglich; es wäre bedauerlich, wenn es solche Zeugnisse aus der Umbruchzeit
als bloße „Pflichtlektüre“ wahrnehmen würde. 

Prag Lenka Krátká

Goodman, Brian K.: The Nonconformists. American and Czech Writers across the
Iron Curtain.
Harvard University Press 2023, Cambridge/MA, London, 352 pp. ISBN 978-06-749-8337-3.

This excellent book explores literary interactions between Czechoslovakia and the
United States during the Cold War, focusing chronologically on figures who trav-
elled to Prague, from the Harvard professor and arguable founder of modern
American literary studies, F.O. Mathiessen, in 1947, through Allen Ginsberg in 1965
and Philip Roth in the 1970s to John Updike in the 1980s, and their relationships
with leading Czech writers, notably Josef Škvorecký and Milan Kundera. As the title
indicates, Brian K. Goodman suggests that each was drawn to the other through
their status or self-perception as “nonconformists” in their own societies.

Goodman’s opening description of the genesis of the project, when in 2004 he was
given copies of secret police files relating to Ginsberg’s stay in Prague in May 1965,
sparked for me a memory of seeing Ginsberg in the autumn of 1993, signing auto-
graphs and chatting with local students and several generations of hippies in
Olomouc’s pre-eminent alternative pub. I had just arrived in the Czech Republic
after finishing my undergraduate degree, spoke little Czech and knew very little
about Czech literature. Ginsberg held court among his adoring, awestruck courtiers,
seeming to have wholly embraced the title “King of May”, conferred in 1965 and
immortalized in his poem “Kral Majales”, an episode meticulously unravelled and
analysed by Goodman. Goodman’s considerable achievement is that he dispels this
image of American gods and subservient Czechs and persuasively demonstrates the
balanced, two-way nature of the relationship; there is no hierarchy of literary worth
here, and the Czech writers sometimes seem almost more important to their
American counterparts than the reverse.

A key levelling factor, Goodman reveals, is that each side, each individual writer,
sees in the other the embodiment of an ideal that they are looking for, and where
gaps emerge between that ideal and the reality, interactions or encounters – while
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always interesting and never fruitless – may also be marked by elements of failure,
disappointment, disillusion or confusion. Goodman establishes this central thread of
his study in his first chapter, which suggests that the catalyst of the Cold War rela-
tionship between American and Czech writers was their shared idea of Franz Kafka,
whose “image as a ‘denationalized’ writer, symbolically available to nonconformist
writers and intellectuals on both sides of the emerging Cold War divide, would help
transform Kafka’s writing into a mediating force in literary exchange across the Iron
Curtain” (p. 30). Typical of the range and depth of research and grasp that Goodman
displays throughout the book, the chapter becomes, however, a judiciously detailed
comparative history of how Kafka’s image is cemented through his reception in
inter-war and early Communist Czechoslovakia and in post-war America, and what
that reception reveals about the preoccupations of those writing it.

In subsequent chapters, Czechoslovakia emerges for “nonconformist” American
writers sequentially as some sort of “third way” between US democratic capitalism
and Soviet communism, the fleeting realization of a fantasy Beat carnival, and a place
that gives the act of writing renewed purpose through literary dissent. In turn,
America constitutes for “nonconformist” Czech writers at first a means, through
translation, of liberalizing post-Stalinist culture, moving almost seamlessly from its
leftist voices to its counterculture, of reconnecting Czech literature with world liter-
ature, and after 1969 of gaining international visibility and support for dissident
ideas. While these findings are not unfamiliar or unexpected, the merit of Goodman’s
book is their elucidation through complexly researched case studies. These case
studies contribute to the readability of the book, aided by Goodman’s easy, author-
itative style; they are sometimes even moving stories of intellectually independent
human beings with fierce interests and good intentions motivated by beliefs, princi-
ples and personal aspirations, who nevertheless have their limitations and make mis-
takes. Goodman acknowledges the exceptionally male world he portrays, but avoids
analysis of the extreme homosociality of literary life in this period in both national
contexts. He likewise touches on both the Jewishness and sexuality of several of his
American protagonists without systematically examining how they might have
informed individuals’ “nonconformism” or attraction to Czechoslovakia.

From a Czech Studies perspective, I wondered if room might have been found to
explore or at least reflect on writers who emigrated to the United States from
Czechoslovakia during and/or after the Second World War but became part of the
Cold War story, notably Egon Hostovský and Milada Součková. On the other hand,
I especially appreciated the chapter on Škvorecký’s mediation of American literature
in 1950s and 1960s Czechoslovakia through translation, journalism and his own fic-
tion, which exemplifies the smooth interdisciplinarity of Goodman’s approach. The
chapter combines literary analysis of Škvorecký’s first novel, The Cowards, includ-
ing its intertextual relationship to Crane’s Red Badge of Courage and Mezzrow’s
Really the Blues, with an account of the changing attitudes of the censor to American
literature and how Škvorecký exploited and drove them. As in several other chap-
ters, Goodman also uses a much less well-known, shorter text to disclose authorial
positions; this approach usefully allows Goodman in other chapters to highlight
texts by American writers including Roth, Updike and Arthur Miller that more or
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less explicitly portray Czechs or Czechoslovakia. In this chapter, as throughout,
Goodman demonstrates the extent to which key source material for Czechoslovak
cultural history, especially in the Communist period, lies in private or oral sources
or repeated anecdotes that generate a mythology that can be difficult to verify or dis-
mantle. Goodman dismantles gently where he can, but perhaps even more valuably,
while he often, with very clearly elaborated justification, presents particular inci-
dents or stories as emblematic of an aspect of his topic, unlike in some other recent
English-language attempts at Czech cultural history, he never trivializes that history
by reducing it to a stereotype-perpetuating sequence of quaint or absurd details.

English-language Czech literary studies have benefited immensely from the fairly
recent turn towards comparative, transnational research, most obviously in relation
to Kafka, but also, for example, with Michelle Woods’s and Justin Quinn’s work on
translation and circulation, on which Goodman’s book builds. What makes their
work so persuasive and rewarding is their confidence and competence in multiple
fields. Goodman is manifestly as comfortable in the world of Czech literature and
literary and intellectual history as he is in its American counterpart and the result is
a richly varied, informative and enjoyable study that deserves wide attention.

Oxford Rajendra Chitnis

Češka, Jakub: Za poetikou Milana Kundery. Od básnických počátků k poslednímu
románu Slavnost bezvýznamnosti [Behind the Poetics of Milan Kundera. From His
Poetic Beginnings to His Last Novel The Festival of Insignificance].
Host, Brno 2022, 430 pp., ISBN 978-80-275-1367-3.

The context is always significant when discussing the literary work of a particular
author. This is especially true of bilingual writers like Milan Kundera; Kundera, who
died in 2023, made his debut as a poet and published numerous novels in Czech and
French. In his essay “A Kidnapped West, or the Tragedy of Central Europe”, he pre-
sented the concept of Central Europe, and reviews such as “Betrayed Testaments” or
“Curtains” amply proved his knowledge of European literature. There are thus mul-
tiple different contexts in which Kundera can be discussed, and which of them to
choose in a given situation is an important question. 

However, Kundera studies to date have focused too much on the writer’s novels,
with treatments of his poetry and drama remaining in the minority. Besides the genre
differences themselves, linguistic barriers are probably partly to blame for this;
Kundera wrote his early poems and plays exclusively in Czech, and researchers who
read only French therefore have limited access to them. The relationship between his
early poetry and drama and his prose has therefore remained largely unclear until
now. This lacuna has now been addressed by Jakub Češka, who previously pub-
lished a book centred on motif analysis 1 as well as a study on Bohumil Hrabal, a fur-
ther leading 20th-century author of Czech literature.2
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1 Češka, Jakub: Království motivů. Motivická analýza románů Milana Kundery [The King-
dom of Motifs. Motivational Analysis of Milan Kundera’s Novels]. Praha 2005.

2 Češka, Jakub: Bohumil Hrabal – autor v množném čísle [Bohumil Hrabal – Author in the
Plural]. Brno 2018.


