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Extract One

Not A Step Without Bata

pp. 21-28 This extract is from the middle of a chapter about the Bata shoe company, an empire built from scratch by Tomáš Bata in the town of Zlín.

1931: Graphology
Tomáš Bata’s son Tomík, aged seventeen, returns from Zurich, where for the past year he has been manager of a large shop. He becomes manager of a department store in Zlín. He quarrels with his father about something. “You’ll be sorry, Dad,” he says, and writes a letter to Bata’s biggest rival in the USA, Endicott Johnson.


He offers them his skills. Then he folds the piece of paper, but doesn’t send the letter. His mother finds it and shows it to her husband, because he has instructed her to tell him everything. Tomáš triumphs: what a fabulous son he has, who can always cope!


On the other hand, he has an idiot for a brother. Jan Antonín, son of his father’s second wife, is twenty years younger. Tomáš calls him a blockhead in front of the staff and kicks him, just like the rest of his employees.


A while ago he ordered analyses of his closest colleagues’ handwriting from London graphologist Robert Saudek. He keeps them under lock and key so the victims know nothing about it. Egon Erwin Kisch will find them in the archives (in 1948 he will start writing his report, Shoe Factory, but after writing the first page he will die of a heart attack). Graphology analysis number nine – Jan’s – reads like an arrest warrant:

“1. Honesty: uncertain. If he is one of your office workers, I would not wish to cast suspicion on him on the basis of the handwriting presented to me, but I must say that I would never recommend him.

2. Initiative: greedy for short-term success, initiative of an aggressive nature. He is not a blackmailer, but he has a tendency towards it.

3. Openness: on the surface he is frank, as he mainly comes into conflict with people. At the same time a hypocrite.

4. Ability to make judgements: completely off the point. 

5.  Development potential: if you gave him free rein, he would be more likely to develop in a negative sense.”


(In six months’ time, Jan A. Bata will be given that free rein by fate. He will be even more terrifying than his brother.)


Meanwhile Tomáš Bata must establish a site for a small forest graveyard.

April 1932: The Opening

“We have got into the habit of regarding a graveyard as a place where we have to come to mourn. But like everything in the world, a graveyard should serve life. So it should not look frightening, but like a place the living can visit in peace and joy. Going there should be like going to a park, to have some fun, to play and to have good memories of the dead.” With these remarks, Tomáš Bata opens the Forest Graveyard at Zlín.


(It probably doesn’t occur to him that he will be the first person to be buried there.)

12 July 1932, morning: Fog

When at 4 am he arrives at his private airfield in Otrokovice, there is a thick fog. He insists on flying. The pilot asks him to wait. “I am no friend of waiting,” replies the 57-year-old Tomáš.


They take off, and seven minutes later, at a speed of 145 kilometres per hour, the Junkers D1608 aeroplane crashes into a factory chimney. The plane breaks into three parts, and a broken rib pierces Tomáš Bata’s heart.


“Tomáš Bata’s orders were sacred. He alone was above them, One day he gave himself an order, and died of it,” writes Kisch.

Half an hour later: The Boss

When his 37-year-old brother is informed of the disaster, he picks up the phone and calls the factory manager. “This is the boss speaking,” he introduces himself. Without batting an eyelid he uses his brother’s title, which those around him regard as blasphemy. It is said that he has taken the news of Tomáš’s death as a sign from God, and that is why he has started to imagine he is the most important man on earth.

13 July 1932: The Envelope

At the district court in Zlín the envelope containing Tomáš’s last will is opened. The company directors, his wife, son and brother are present. Eighteen-year-old Tomík receives cash from his father, Marie Batová receives cash and real estate. A second envelope is inscribed: “For Jan A. Bata”, and is dated a year ago. Tomáš writes that he has sold all the shares in Bata SA Zlín to Jan.


Jan opens his mouth and cannot believe that for a whole year he has been the owner of Zlín and all its foreign branches! (The factory manager, one of very few people who knew about this idea earlier, asked Bata the reason for such a surprising decision. “The biggest scoundrel in the family will still steal less than the most honest outsider,” the boss had apparently replied.)


According to the last will, Jan is to manage the business at home and abroad. For quite a while he says nothing, but then he comes to his senses. Just in case, he adds to the deceased man’s statement that a year ago he bought it all “under a verbal contract”. According to the law, a verbal contract is exempt from taxes, and thus the whole thing can give the impression of being true – there did not have to any evidence of the transaction at the tax office.

From 1932: A New Era

Two Bata representatives fly to investigate the potential for sales in North Africa. They send two conflicting telegrams back to Zlín. The first one says: “No one wears shoes here. No opportunity for a market. I am returning home.”


The other one telegraphs to say: “Everyone here is barefoot. Vast potential for a market, send shoes as quickly as possible.”


Bata shoes conquer the world, and the company acquires its own mythological status. 


In the new era statistics will constantly be quoted: in Tomáš’s time there were 24 enterprises, in Jan’s 120; in Tomáš’s time there were 1,045 shops, in Jan’s 5,810; in Tomáš’s time there were 16,560 employees, in Jan’s 105,700.

1933: The Scapegoat


The world crisis of the 1930s is happening. The company makes an excellent scapegoat.


In Germany import duties on shoes go up, and it is announced that Jan Antonín Bata is a Czech Jew. Dozens of caricatures of him adorn the Nazi press. RABBI BATA SAYS IT ALL! The manager of Bata in Germany comes to Zlín to check up on the family background. They are Catholics for seven generations of cobblers; there are no documents going further back. He returns to Berlin and issues a statement to the press about Bata’s origins. He is interrogated by the Gestapo. Jan decides to sell his German factory at once. In France a factory has been in operation for a year, but it has to be closed, because the competition starts up an incredible campaign: BATA IS A GERMAN. Huge photographs on the walls show Jan as the stereotypical Prussian, with blond hair and blue eyes. In Italy the competition spreads a rumour that Bata has been attacking Mussolini in the Czechoslovak papers. In Poland they say a secret Soviet commission visits Zlín each year: BATA HELPS THE SOVIETS.


For five years, in spite of the crisis, Czechoslovakia holds first place for the export of leather footwear worldwide. 

1933: Vengeance: Act One


The poster painter Svatopluk Turek [whose work Tomáš Bata despised in 1927] publishes a novel called Botostroj (“The Shoe-Making Machine”). The name Bata does not appear in it, but everyone is convinced it is a savage attack on “Batism”.


Jan Bata sues Turek, and the court orders the destruction of all unsold copies of the novel. Two hundred gendarmerie posts conduct searches in all the bookshops in the country. (Turek claims Bata’s shopkeepers do what the gendarmes say because he has such a privileged position in the country).


Plenty of periodicals defend the book. Then Bata withdraws its advertising from them. Právo lidu, for example, gets it back when it follows a positive review by publishing a new, negative one.


(Botostroj will be reissued twenty years later when the regime changes. Then Turek will find more than eighty reports informing on himself in Bata’s Zlín archive. Bata was clearly trying to corner him. Later on Turek will write that he was visited by Bata representatives who declared that if he did not give up work on his next book about Batism, he would be forced to commit suicide.)

1935: Svedlundy

Jan is fascinated by numbering. For instance, the streets are called Zálešná I, Zálešná II, Zálešná III and so on up to Zálešná XII. There are more Podvesny Streets than any other, seventeen in all. 


Bata announces an international architectural competition for a dwelling house for the worker’s family. Almost three hundred architects enter. The winner is Erich Svedlund, a Swede. One house for two families. They will only have to work two hours to earn the weekly rent. 


“The worker with his own home undergoes a complete transformation,” Jan tells his managers.


The enlightened bourgeoisie in the West have held these views for forty years by now. A small house with a garden makes a worker the actual head of a family, worthy of the name, he becomes moral and sensible, he feels tied to a place and has an influence on his relatives. At the same time it is reckoned that a worker who is deprived of shared accommodation like a barracks with other families, shut away in his own home, will turn his back on collective demands and syndicalism. 


The little houses are egalitarian and modernist. Five-metre high (and thus small) red brick cubes, a style with no roots in tradition. People call them svedlundy. On the ground floor the family has eighteen square metres for a living room, a bathroom and a kitchenette; upstairs there is another eighteen square metres for the bedroom. Thank God there are small gardens.


(“It’s tragic living here,” Jiřina Pokorná of Bratři Sousedíků Street will say in sixty-seven years time, wife of an electrician trained at the Bata school. She is seventy now. “I’m going to die soon, as you can probably tell by looking at me, and all my life I’ve never had a proper kitchen, because this nook in the front room, one and a half square metres – that’s not a kitchen, is it?” she asks.


“Why is it so small?” I ask.


“They did everything to make sure life didn’t happen at home!”


In sixty-seven years Jiřina Pokorná will be sitting outside her little red house in the garden drinking beer quite legally. [In 1926 Tomáš Bata had banned alcohol in Zlín.])


The houses are so close together that the residents can’t help keeping an eye on each other, like it or not.


On top of that, the svedlundy on Padělky II Street are identical to the ones on Padělky IX, for example. A time-traveller from the early twenty-first century would think one and the same street was automatically reproducing itself, like in a computer game.

The end of 1935: The Prophet

“Ah, a self-duplicating town,” sighs a delighted guest who visits Zlín. He is the “prophet of twentieth-century architecture”, designer of some inhuman “machines for living” and his name is Le Corbusier. He was president of the jury for the competition in Zlín and Jan will ask him for an urban planning project for the whole town too. Le Corbusier has just designed the Centrosoyuz building in Moscow, and in a few years he will be entrusted with the design for the UN building in New York. 


(Some time later Jan Bata will boast to the prophet of an idea on an even bigger scale: “I want to build copies of Zlín all over the world!”)


Because of a difference in characters, their cooperation will never come about, and the comprehensive urban planning project will be devised by two Czechs, František Gahura and Vladimír Karfík. Karfík has spent a year working for Le Corbusier, and another year working for Frank Lloyd Wright in America. Zlín will become famous as the world’s first functional town.

Let’s go back to May 1935: A Monopoly

The social department has its spies who inform on lovers. As soon as they notice a new relationship, they report the couple. The company recommends that they get married and have children.


The manager of the personnel department, Dr Gerbec, says: “Children are the leads we hold their daddies by.”


“Bata has a monopoly on human life,” thunder the red trade unions.


“The capitalist backs all the ruling and non-ruling parties in Czechoslovakia,” writes the communist newspaper, Rudé právo.


Indeed, in Zlín at least there are Bata people running as candidates for all the political parties in the elections to the district council. The landowners give third place to the manager of the Bata factory in Otrokovice, the Social Democrats give a senior Bata official first place, the People’s Party gives a junior Bata official third place, the nationalists give the manager of Bata’s shoe finishing operations first place, and the fascists give the manager of Bata’s workshops first place.

1936: Not A Step

This year’s shoe advertisement for Europe: NOT A STEP WITHOUT BATA.

Extract Two

Life is a man

pp. 135-144 This extract starts a chapter about pop singer Marta Kubišová, who was made into a non-person by the communist regime. The title is a line from a song, which starts: “Life is a man/ who sends every woman crazy/ but I trust him even though he’s deceitful…”


She came into the recording suite in a sheepskin coat.


It was 14 November 1989, quite cold. Communism was to come to an end in a month’s time. The face that appeared from behind the glasses, warm scarf and fur collar was not a familiar one.


She took off her coat and went into the studio. The sound director asked her to do a voice test.


He went pale, glanced at the film’s director and said: “Fero, you must be mad!”


She began singing her warm-up exercises.


Over the past twenty years her voice had become husky, deeper, but she was still there in it. “And unfortunately they recognised her by it,” says Fero Fenič. The assistant sound director grabbed his bag of sandwiches and the recording editor seized his briefcase. The cleaner grabbed her beret and said: “My child is sick!”


“They ran like the plague,” the director recalls. “You have no idea what terrible terror they had in their eyes. Do you say terrible terror in your language too? They fled the studio like rats,” he adds.


The film Zvláštni bytosti (“Strange Beings”) is about the last night of communism. Fenič foresaw that night, because he started filming it in February 1989 but, as he says, out of fear no Czech actors were willing to play the leading roles, so the parts were played by Poles.


She began to sing the song for the closing titles.

Until 1970 Marta Kubišová is a pop star. She sings in a trio with Helena Vondráčková and Vaclav Neckář. After 1970, people cross the road at the sight of her. 


In the photos taken at the MIDEM music fair held in Cannes in 1969 she is still happy. Neckář is holding her and Vondráčková tight around the waist, and it’s clear both girls are belting it out.


In a photo taken twenty-one years later she is frightened. She looks like an office worker (a post lady? a shop assistant?) whom someone has told to get up on stage. She is glancing fearfully into the camera and has too many grey hairs.


But let’s go back to the photos from Cannes.


A year, at most two years after Neckář held her and Helena round the waist, she would have appeared at a festival in Sopot, Poland. The three of them would have been a sensation, Sopot ’70 would have gone wild with joy. “Vondráčková, Kubišová and Neckář – the famous Czech trio the Golden Kids, who conquered the Paris Olympia!” the presenter Lucjan Kydryński would have announced. From that moment on Marta would have been as famous in Poland as Helena.


But that’s not what happened.


On 3 February 1970 Neckář was summoned by the head of Pragokoncert, František Hrabal, who placed on the desk before him three pictures torn from a Danish magazine called Hot Kittens. “Take a good look at this, Mr Neckář. One of these girls is Kubišová. You realise Pragokoncert can no longer work with an artiste like that. If you want to go on tour, you and Vondráčková will go alone.”


“Forgive me, Mr Hrabal. I have been working with Marta Kubišová for seven years, but I have never seen her in this sort of pose before. Perhaps if you were to call her husband…”


“We know you people! We are perfectly aware how you artistes behave… I’ll show you a porn film that Kubišová made for a thousand West German marks in a villa in Prague! And then you’ll be sure to recognise her.”


He didn’t show it to him.


The Golden Kids ceased to exist. Rudé právo newspaper wrote that Marta Kubišová had posed for some pornographic photos and could no longer be a socialist artiste.


In the days when Czech photo albums only featured black-and-white reproductions of van Gogh, the Security Service was very good at faking Danish porn mags, producing photographs in the very same colours, on exactly the same sort of paper, but with Marta’s face.

Only a year earlier the reviewers in Paris had written: “Marta, Helena and Vášek are socialism with a human face.” (Josephine Baker praised them.) Unfortunately, the twenty-eight-year-old Marta had infuriated the regime.

When the Soviet tanks entered the streets of Prague, Kubišová had just been asked to record the final song for a television serial, Songs for Rudolph III. The programme told the story of a kingdom, where the king’s death is followed by chaos, but along comes a knight who drives out the traitors and marries the princess. In Marta Kubišová’s low voice the princess sings:


May peace be with this land,


May spite, envy, jealousy, strife and terror


be at an end, let them now be at an end.


The fairytale programme went out twice. The song, to words by Petro Rada, became an anthem. The radio, which was still controlled by the Prague Spring team, broadcast it as A Prayer for Marta. People started singing it on the streets, among the Soviet tanks.


“To this day,” says the writer Lenka Procházková, “some people weep when they heard the Prayer. Just as I do.”


The new head of the radio ruled that they should only broadcast one work by Kubišová daily. They had to weaken her position in the forthcoming popular vote for the Golden Nightingale award.


She had won it in 1968. The Golden Nightingale was the top prize a singer could win from the public. In the male category it was always won by the tenor Karol Gott.


The votes were counted, and despite the weakening of her position, Marta Kubišová still won the female vocalist category.


At that point Edvard Švach, head of the censor’s department and formerly the Stalinist prosecutor, paid a visit to the competition office and cautioned what the public vote should be like. They should combine the male and female categories, and then Gott would gain the advantage over the female singers too. If even in this instance Kubišová came too high, they would have to destroy the postcards with votes for her and double the votes for a singer called Pilarová.


The categories were combined and the votes doubled. Gott came first, and Marta was in seventh place.



The Nightingales had always been awarded at a special ceremony, with the top ten winners appearing on television.


The censor gave the following instructions: Kubišová will be awarded her prize at the office, and only the top six performers will take part in the concert. 


Copies of Hot Kittens were sent to the concert offices, newspapers, radio and television. Neckář tells how they were also sent out to selected individuals – those who were suspected of being enemies of socialism. When the head of a provincial cultural centre received an envelope with no sender’s name and a picture of the naked Kubišová inside, he immediately felt as if someone was watching him, that they knew something about him, and they were warning him: if you’re a naughty boy, we can do something equally horrible to you.


She disappeared.


For twenty years the radio and television did not broadcast a single song performed by her. She tried to find a job of any kind, but the Security Service made sure she couldn’t get one. 


She and her husband went to live in a village, in a house left by his family. The village was called Slapy.


The word Slapy was not allowed to appear in the media.


Journalist Jiří Černý did an interview for Melodie magazine with the jazz vocalist Eva Olmerová, who mentioned that she had recently been to stay with friends in Slapy. The editor-in-chief of Melodie personally changed the phrase “in Slapy” to “not far from Štěchovice”. “For God’s sake,” he said, “let’s be careful no one works it out. Štěchovice is the next little place, and it’ll let us sleep in peace.”


Marta went to Prague for court hearings – she had sued the head of Pragokoncert for defamation. The court admitted that it was in fact uncertain whether the woman in the pictures was Kubišová. “Perhaps the plaintiff would like to be photographed in identical poses? For comparison and an expert opinion.” Her husband reckoned they were just waiting for pictures like that to have real proof that yes, she did take part in a porno session. She refused. The court ruled an apology, the head expressed his regret and the case was closed. Kubišová and her husband realised they had no money left. “My God, a few weeks went by and there was nothing to eat,” says Marta.


Her husband, film director Jan Němec, made inquiries about work in Slapy. They had a job for him as a tractor driver. For her there would be a job at a food processing plant chopping up chickens. 


As we know, the country did not immediately change into a ghetto after the invasion.


Humiliated by the Russians, the party chief Dubček only left his post in spring 1969, and until Gustav Husák replaced him, until his team, forced by Moscow, had mercilessly suppressed everything it had thought up itself, there was a transition stage. For a year and a bit a lot of things were still possible.


After the invasion Marta still won the Golden Nightingale ’68. She recorded Taiga Blues ’69 for the radio – a haunting song about the “tender taiga” in honour of eight Moscow University employees who on 25 August 1968 held a protest in Red Square against the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Six of them were sent to labour camps for four years and two were shut up in a psychiatric hospital.


Six months after the invasion by fraternal troops she issued a solo record. Two months later the Golden Kids had a premiere at Prague’s Rokoko Theatre. A year after the invasion Marta also played at a song festival in Yugoslavia.


When towards the end of 1969 the “normalisation” began, the émigré poet and singer Karel Kryl defined it like this: “Comrades Husák and Bilak have passed the death sentence on Czech culture and made a goulash out of it.” The invader was no longer needed. “And the Gustapo has smashed us in the face,” said Kryl. “Gustapo” was a famous pun he made up in honour of Husák.


The name of a theatre in Brno was even changed because of him. Husák means goose, so instead of Husa na provázku (“Goose on a string”) it became Divadlo na provázku (“Theatre on a string”).


Marta began to receive anonymous letters: “Miss Kubišová, the songs you sing are shit that destroys people’s morality.”


She used to sing Bob Dylan and Aretha Franklin songs with Czech lyrics.


“The Western leisure industry is influencing revisionist attitudes in Czechoslovakia. An opponent can systematically gradate his ideological sabotage with the help of pop songs. Aided by Western chart toppers he can cause apolitical attitudes to further demoralise youth, and by the same token create a rabble that would then conduct action against the socialist authorities” – went the analysis of Marta Kubišová’s role published by the East German newspaper, Neues Deutschland.


People usually escape from their troubles into the future. They imagine a line across the path of time, beyond which their present worries will cease to exist. Dr Tomáš’s wife Teresa, the heroine of Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being, could not see any such line ahead of her. The only consolation she had was in looking back. 


“I had a bad time,” remembers Marta. “Because there was nothing to console me, not in the future or the past.”


Absolutely nothing.


She became pregnant, but got too upset in court and miscarried in the eighth month; the doctors saved her from a state of clinical death. “Your child was killed by stress,” they said when she opened her eyes.


“ ‘What child? What stress?’ I thought. I could only think of one thing: there was some Coca-Cola on the windowsill and I wanted to drink it. Something had wiped my mind clean. Later on, whenever I had to talk about the past, I found a way to avoid it because I couldn’t remember anything and I was coming out unreliably. The trauma gradually passed, but even now I have to say everything twice or I don’t remember it. Apart from song lyrics.”


She used to go back to Prague and walk about the city aimlessly. “When you’re walking fast your thoughts aren’t as intrusive,” she explains. At the same time the writer Bohumil Hrabal was travelling up and down Prague in tram number seventeen. After being interrogated at the Department of Security he didn’t want to be at home, so they wouldn’t be able to find him again. In the tram he used to consider ways of leaving the world.


Marta roamed about Prague with the presentiment: “Something’s going to fall on me, a balcony, a cornice or a flowerpot. A while back a woman was killed by a falling cornice.” 


“ ‘There are lots of old houses in Prague,’ I would tell myself. ‘Balconies must fall sometimes.’ But I was out of luck in every way.”

Extract Three

Kafkárna

pp. 193-197 This extract is a complete section.

It’s 1985.


Joy Buchanan arrives in Prague, a student on a scholarship who wants to discover Kafka’s world. She is writing a paper on him. She can speak Czech, so she walks about the Old Town asking one single question: “Have you ever read Kafka?”


People don’t answer. It is 1985, and at once they want to know if she has written permission.


“For what?”


“A document proving you have the right to ask that sort of question.”


Miss Buchanan (as she will be called at Charles University) starts going round with a Czech female interpreter and a tape-recorder. This is supposed to increase her credibility. No one has read Kafka, but the passers-by often smile enigmatically and say: “Oh yes, kafkárna!” , but the interpreter never translates that word.


Finally the student asks her: “What does kafkárna mean?” 


“Oh, it’s nonsense,” says the interpreter and stops talking. But Joy Buchanan refuses to leave it at that. “Well, that word simply shouldn’t be used, or rather it has no right to be used,” explains the interpreter at last.


“You have words that can’t be used?”


“No, we don’t have any forbidden words, of course not. It’s just that that word doesn’t feature anywhere.”


“But people keep saying it!”


“Yet if you were to look for it in writing, you wouldn’t find it. And in our country anything that isn’t written doesn’t really exist. And I’ll tell you frankly, it suits everyone fine.”


A café is a place where coffee is made, thinks the American, a vodárna in Czech is a place where water – voda – is purified, and an octárna is where vinegar – ocet – is made. So there must be a place where something is done with Kafka.


Joy Buchanan starts asking on her own initiative. Her guardian at the university says kafkárna is something everyone knows about, but they also know nothing can be done about it. And there’s no reason to be surprised. Instead, one should just accept it.


“But what?”


“It’s something sub-conscious in people’s minds. If you’re going to live here for a while, you’re sure to get your head round it and suddenly you’ll say: ‘Aha, kafkárna!’ ”


The people on the Old Town Square give various answers. “It’s a joke, and if you didn’t take it as a joke you really wouldn’t know what it was.” Or: “It’s something very silly, but that has to be.” “You must be confusing it with švejkárna, but that’s bad too, because there’s no such word. But there is švejkovina, which means behaving like Švejk. But that’s completely different from kafkárna.”


She notices that people in Czechoslovakia often compare something specific with something that they say doesn’t exist at all, or that they know nothing about it.


An office worker gives her an example: “Imagine you’re a man, you go into a shop and ask if they’ve got any fleecy socks. The shop assistant replies: ‘Ladies’, yes – we haven’t got any for children.’ That logic makes no sense, Miss, but it works.”


“Where’s the logic in that?”


“Because it assumes he knows, or ought to know that men’s socks haven’t been on sale for the past six months so there probably aren’t any. So what socks can he be asking about? Obviously just ladies’ or children’s.”


The student has over a hundred answers, but no proper definition.


The Charles University employees who come into contact with her are cautious. When at a reception given in her honour more and more people find out who she wants to write about, they all drop her like a hot potato. 


However, the wives of her academic colleagues are braver than their husbands. The wife of the head of the institute for Czech literature admits to Buchanan that her husband is thinking reading a little of that Kafka, but for the time being he can’t. He started, but he can’t get to the end. “Just imagine, he tried reading about the man who turned into an insect. But that’s so unnatural, so dreadful. It’s more like something from your American literature – you’ve got science fiction over there, haven’t you?”


“Yes, we have.”


“But in the Czech literary tradition that sort of deviation is not at all usual.”


The wife of another employee, the archivist at the institute, wants to match make the American student with her son, who hasn’t a clue about Kafka. The mother decides to read The Trial and summarise it for him, so he can impress his future fiancée with it. She soon gives in to despair. She keeps going back to the beginning of the book, because she thinks she’s missed the bit saying what Jozef K. has been accused of. Then she thinks she’ll find out at the end, but still there’s nothing. Then she’s convinced the writer must have encrypted the explanation into the sub-text, but she still can’t find it.


All this makes her burst out and say: “Son, it really is pure deceit! There are no pointers! By genre this book is a horror story, but after this many pages anyone in a horror story has a right to know the reason for the threat!”


Two months later two plain-clothes police officers turn up at the student’s room. The Security Service wants to know if the passers-by who replied to her survey had not by any chance been deprived of their own will. And whether they had answered her questions in that state.


One of the professors advises the American that it would be better not to use the name Kafka in her paper on Kafka. He tries to convince her that in Czechoslovakia people are extremely good at skirting around boggy ground. “People have been talking about the first pre-war Czechoslovak republic for years and years, and sometimes they say the president of the time did this or that. Everyone knows who they’re talking about, but no one ever says the name Masaryk, not for love nor money. And that’s perfectly all right.” So she’d better say “the writer”.


It’s 1992.


Joy Buchanan’s story was written up by an associate professor of American literature at Charles University, Radoslav Nenadál. The son of a pre-war officer, born in 1923, nowadays he is one of the leading translators from English. He wrote his novel Tudy chodil K. (“In the footsteps of K.”) in 1987, during the socialist era, and submitted it to a publisher. By some miracle the employees at his institute knew what was in it before it was published. None of them spoke to him for over six months.


These experts on literature were all deeply offended by its content. They realised that the story was made up, and yet, as one of them commented, it was a truthful fabrication.


The publisher didn’t dare publish it. It only came out in 1992, once socialism had collapsed, and the author had already retired. It was published by the Franz Kafka Publishing House, but they were unable to sell it. “Maybe people weren’t ready for this sort of derision?” the author wonders. So there are piles of his novel lying in the cut-price bookstores. Nowadays the price per copy is the same as for a tram ticket.


“If you’d like to translate it into Polish,” he says, “or at least summarise it in one of your journals, maybe it would leave more of a mark.”


“By all means.” 
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