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(  I  )

When Bohumil Hrabal’s Poupata (Flower Buds) appeared in 1970, 
the few lucky souls who managed to lay hands on copies that had 
escaped the shredder and who had missed the previously published 
extracts from the long narrative poem Bambino di Praga, discovered 
to their surprise that Hrabal, a remarkable story-teller, had started 
out as a poet, that a writer, whose prose was typified by its flawless 
osmosis with what was most coarse-grained, venomous and ruth-
less about everyday life, had toyed, as he embarked on his writing 
career, with slightly off-beat semantic configurations to create some 
ornately impressionistic “Art nouveau tinkerings in verse”.1 

Today, Hrabal’s oeuvre having been brought to a definitive 
conclusion, it would obviously be a grave error to see in this early 
verse (first assembled as a whole in its original form in the volume 
Básnění [Versifying] as part of the 1992 Collected Works edition, that 
is, SSBH in the Literature) mere juvenile experiments that at best 
document an adolescent yen to write and are touching testimony 
to their author’s misguidedly high rating of his own talent. These 
lyrical beginnings are in fact extraordinarily important to any un-
derstanding of Hrabal’s poetics – and his “literary destiny” generally; 
and given that, in Flower Buds, Hrabal went back to them later, as 
a writer who had already made a name for himself (though with 
numerous other texts still hidden away in old folders and bottom 
drawers), he was undoubtedly aware of their importance himself.

Even at this early stage, what we are seeing is a need – if in an 
adolescent, mildly graphomanic form – to write out of his system 
everything that was his life at the time, to put into words all “the 
dreaming, the platonic love-making, the student boozing, and the 
endless walks in shades of pink and gold”.2 From the very start of 
his career, writing was more important to Hrabal than living: the 
poet and translator Kamil Bednář and the critic, art theorist and 

1) Bohumil Hrabal: ‘Doslov’ [Afterword] to Poupata: Křehké a rabiátské texty z  let 
1938–1952 [Flower buds: Delicate and disorderly texts from the period 1938–1952], 
Prague: Mladá fronta, 1970, p. 237. Also as: Kdo jsem, in the Collected Works edition 
(hereafter abbreviated to SSBH and volume no., see Literature herein, p. 91), Vol. 12, 
p. 303.
2) Ibid.
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translator Karel Teige did try to put him off writing, but he never 
stopped, writing on and on, as if racing against time. If Pirandello’s 
“la vita o si vive o si scrive” is broadly true, it applies doubly to this 
early Hrabal.

Hrabal’s life was absorbed to the last drop by his literature; by 
nature he was timid, and, constantly pursued by his “total fears”,3 
the ground beneath his feet never firm, he had to force himself into 
contact with life by prescribing “artificial destinies” to himself and 
casting himself in roles (of, say, a labourer or insurance agent) that 
were not even remotely cut to the measure of his disposition. His 
position in life was that of an observer and – as he reiterated con-
stantly – a recorder: throughout, his task was to record images from 
life, whether they sprang up before his gaze or rose out of stories 
told by others. He “wrote” those moments with the same intensity 
with which others lived them; and the moment he felt that he had 
“recorded” everything, he lost interest in living.

This obsession, this need, to make every transient image gleam 
with a new presence, is, by its nature, lyrical. Hrabal had not been 
wrong about his particular talent: if, following his juvenile overture, 
he turned to prose, we are entitled to believe that this switch, too, 
was a considered decision, one of the imposed “artificial destinies” 
that were to bring him closer to a life in anarchy. But then his prose 
never did displace this lyrical foundation: on the contrary, the hor-
izontal of the narrative segments in his short stories is constantly 
intersected by the vertical of lyrical expression. Later developments 
merely confirmed that, for him, the lyrical and narrative modes were 
freely interchangeable. It is no accident that during his phase of 
“total realism”, when he produced such a superlative narrative text 
as Jarmilka, he also wrote – now in the same total-realist diction – 
two spectacular poems, Krásná Poldi (Poldi the Beautiful Steelworks) 
and Bambino di Praga. And a particularly eloquent example of the 
unity between the two poles in Hrabal’s work is the fact that the 
first version of Příliš hlučná samota (Too Loud a Solitude), the acme 
of his work in the 1980s, was also written in verse. 

As with all juvenilia, Hrabal’s early poems were in search of mod-
els, paradigms, that would help his particular sensibility to speak 

3) A key idea that will peak as the title of one of Hrabal’s late prose pieces. [DS]
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out and put his own sensory experiences in some kind of order. He 
was to recall later, on numerous occasions, how, back then, he had 
read everything that he could lay his hands on. While it may be ba-
nal to say that the emancipation of any author’s voice comes about 
against the backdrop of literature that has gone before, it is no less 
true that this dialogue with the polyphony of literary texts unfolds 
in manners unique to each and every author. In Hrabal’s case, it has 
to be stressed, this period of intense dialogue with existing litera-
ture overlapped almost entirely with the first period of his output 
(from the lyrical verse of the 1940s to the prose of the 1950s); back 
then he was in permanent “communication with literature”,4 and 
it was then that he discovered all the writers that he would later 
acknowledge time and time again: Ungaretti, Céline, Schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche, Kafka, Chekhov, Babel, Faulkner and, above all, his Czech 
forerunners Jaroslav Hašek, Ladislav Klíma and Jakub Deml. Later 
on, he did very little reading: he gave his pantheon its final form at 
quite an early stage, and although he never stopped dropping these 
names, with fervour and respect, to the very last, this was more born 
of a disciple’s gratitude than it constituted a body of developing, 
constantly updated, attitudes. The moment Hrabal found his own 
poetics he patently lost all interest in reading as a corrective to the 
direction in which he was going: he had not the slightest intention 
of keeping pace with the literary trends of the day, he lacked any 
kind of competitive instinct and was not interested in being “up-to-
date”, and nothing was more alien to him than strategic musings 
on the current state of the book market (unlike many others setting 
out on a writing career in the 1960s). Accordingly, intertextuality 
researches never arrive at a more than a very limited body of pa-
limpsests. And therein probably lies one reason for the surprising 
fact that, though whole decades could pass between the writing of 
so many of Hrabal’s works and their appearance in print, this has 
never been a particular obstacle to their reception. 

Hrabal’s persistent references to his great icons is indicative 
of something at least for the first phase of his career. He tells us 
himself of the extraordinary importance to his poetic beginnings 
of Ungaretti (more precisely the Ungaretti of Il porto sepolto  [The 

4) SSBH, Vol. 17, p. 308. 
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buried port, 1916], Czech translation by Zdeněk Kalista, 1934, that 
is, the Ungaretti associated with pre-war avant-garde Modernism), 
and of Czech Poetism and Surrealism. 

Ungaretti’s being named in the role of Hrabal’s teacher has gen-
erally been rather perplexing: the lyrical concentration of Ungaret-
ti’s texts has been seen as the complete antithesis of the somewhat 
disorderly rambling of Hrabal’s works in prose, encircling reality ad 
infinitum with ever new imagery. However, if we can dismiss such 
comparing and contrasting as merely superficial, the trigger effect 
of Ungaretti’s verse is actually quite conclusive:5 while in Hrabal’s 
early poems we may find no quotations from or allusions to Il porto 
sepolto, many of them genuinely come close to the Ungarettian 
verse of hints and pauses that apprehends the world of objects in 
simultaneous perceptions expressed in sober language:

I want to go to sleep. But see!
A cart flows silently down the sliced-open street
like a barge along a navigation
and the horses,
two brown blots,
row to the rhythm of their nodding necks,
while the counterpoint
of a shower of sobbing drums away from boredom.6

Hrabal’s verse, too, like Ungaretti’s, aspires at this stage to be a 
“concentrated footprint of emotional life” and “beautiful biography”. 
Hrabal’s verse, too, seeks to speak in “essential” metaphors, and, 
above all, Hrabal’s verse, too, desires to go beyond being mere or-
nament, to touch the existential horizon and to speak of those rare 
moments when the individual dissolves into the whole, becoming 
one “docile thread of the universe”:

A slumbering village
was smouldering

5) For another closely argued view of the Hrabal-Ungaretti connection see David Chi-
rico: ‘Towards a Typology of Hrabal’s Intertextuality: Bohumil Hrabal and Giuseppe 
Ungaretti’, in Short: Bohumil Hrabal, pp. 11–33.
6) Město v dešti (The City in the Rain), in SSBH, Vol. 1, p. 85 (trans. DS).



( 11 )

with happiness,
the monotonous barking of dogs counted
the hours
and a chugging train shattered
the fragrant dark,
galloping somewhere across the land like
a copper stallion.
Bewitched, still in the small hours I was
sipping
from the goblet of night until I had left
at the bottom 
only
dew-decked stars.7

Not for nothing have we placed such emphasis here on the Un-
garettian roots of Hrabal’s juvenile verse: the main reason is that 
many shades of inspiration from that source later crop up as key 
components of Hrabal’s mature prose. One of his guiding princi-
ples will continue to be the search for “essential images”, and one 
fundamental reason for him to write will always be the urge to 
record sudden, intuitive perceptions of a vital depth and fullness 
(a meaning that can also be attached to his familiar metaphor of 
the perlička na dně – variously translated as ‘a/the [little] pearl on 
or at the bottom’ [of a tale]).8 

From this perspective it can also be appreciated why Hrabal, in 
a single breath, spoke not just of the lesson of Ungaretti, but also 
of that of Poetism and Surrealism (he actually said that he hoped 
to initiate – in collaboration with his friend Karel Marysko – a 
trend to be called “Neopoetism”). For Poetism, which emerged at 
the very start of the 1920s as a product of the Czech adoption of 
European avant-garde verse (notably the Cubist patterns of asso-
ciative combination initiated by Apollinaire’s Zone [1912]), and the 
programme of which was given concrete form by nearly two dozen 
poets, prose-writers, dramatists and artists (Karel Teige, Vítězslav 

7) Scherzo, in SSBH, Vol. 1, p. 136 (trans. DS).
8) The short-story collection Perlička na dně remains untranslated into English. 
A film version exists whose traditional English title is Pearls of the Deep (1965), which 
translation will be kept in later references to the book. [DS]
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Nezval, Jaroslav Seifert, Konstantin Biebl, Vladislav Vančura, Adolf 
Hoffmeister among others), sought above all else to magic life itself 
into words: life as an unpredictable adventure, life in its simultane-
ous manifestations – beyond the hierarchy of high and low, life as 
data presented directly to the senses, and life in its lyrical immedi-
acy. The instrument of this two-way permeation of life and poetry, 
the principle of association, an instrument common to Poetism and 
Surrealism, again points to the core method that Hrabal applies to 
his prose: the multidimensional evocation of reality by means of 
juxtaposed images. The poetics of both Cubism (Reverdy) and Sur-
realism (Breton) recommended bringing closer together the most 
mutually distant realities (Reverdy: “The more distant and clear-cut 
the relations between two realities that have been drawn together, 
the more powerful will an image be and the greater its emotive force 
and poetic reality.”9), and Hrabal the prose-writer, speaking in one 
Babelesque breath of “a diamond and gonorrhoea”,10 was unshake-
ably steadfast in his application of the principle. 

For its part, Hrabal’s attitude to Surrealism is rather complex. 
It is broadly the case that the prose Hrabal – like so many modern 
European prose-writers – happily exploits the prodigious expansion 
of the space made available to the imagination by the Surrealist 
experience. In particular his tendency to transform the real through 
hyperbole is indubitably the fruit of this Surrealist dauntlessness. 
Yet Hrabal’s relation to Surrealism is in no way circumscribed by 
this vague legacy. He was obviously also fascinated by the Sur-
realist practice of écriture automatique; and while this fascination 
is projected in his early verse with moderation, it is much more in 
evidence – in a  modified form – in his only slightly later interest 
in the unregulated stream of narration based on “oral gesture”, and 
then again in the 1970s, after he has given up on his compositional 
method of ex post collage, favouring instead writing “alla prima”. 
To this extent, then, Hrabal’s recurrently vaunted attachment to 

9) Pierre Reverdy, Le gant de crin (1927), in: Idem, Oeuvres complètes II, ed. Étienne- 
Alain Hubert, Paris: Flammarion, 2010, p. 555: “Plus les rapports des deux réalités 
rapprochées seront lointains et justes, plus l’image sera forte, plus elle aura de pui-
ssance émotive et de réalité poétique.”
10) See, for example, ‘Interview na hrázi věčnosti’ (An interview on the dike of eter-
nity), in Domácí úkoly (SSBH, Vol. 15), p. 269.
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Surrealism is more to do with method than content. There is, for ex-
ample, one disparity in the fact that Hrabal’s “flow” method, clearly 
an echo of Surrealist automatism, is far from conceding a core role 
to the unconscious (the dream records of 1944 are a mere episode) 
and is not a pathway to oneiric alternative worlds; on the contrary, 
it remains – more in line with the Cubist tradition – totally tied to 
the crudest of reality and its supply of the verbal “ready made”. This 
typical contradiction need not, however, be made too much of, since 
the way Czech Surrealism evolved did rather blunt it: there is no 
overlooking the fact that in the 1940s and 1950s the second wave 
of Czech Surrealism (Zbyněk Havlíček, Karel Hynek, Oldřich Wenzl) 
admitted solid chunks of the specific (including politically anchored) 
reality into the imaginative space while also intellectualising its 
methods (notably through humour, sarcasm and irony).
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(  I I  )

It has often been averred that the most remarkable period in Hra-
bal’s development was the 1950s. And yet this time of workshop 
trials remained long hidden from view. Hrabal made his debut in 
1956 with Hovory lidí (Things People Say, a bibliophile edition of 
250 copies), coming to the notice of a wider public only in 1963, 
by then as a seasoned author with a distinctive style, through the 
collection Pearls of the Deep.11 The first insight into the work that 
pre-dated these publications came with his personal anthology 
Flower Buds (1970), while a broader view can be gleaned from two 
volumes of his Collected Works: Vol. 2, Židovský svícen (Menorah, 
1991) and Vol. 3, Jarmilka ([a girl’s name], 1992).

The 1948 Communist coup, which cast Czechoslovakia out of its 
short-lived and shaky phase of post-war democracy right into an 
era that was the acme of Stalinism, meant a second break in the 
evolution of Czech culture (the first had been occasioned by Nazi 
occupation), and an extraordinarily brutal one at that. Many major 
writers, such as Egon Hostovský, Jan Čep, Milada Součková and Ivan 
Blatný, emigrated, some forty writers, including Jan Zahradníček, 
Zdeněk Rotrekl, Zdeněk Kalista, Josef Palivec, Jiří Mucha and Josef 
Knap, disappeared for many years into the country’s jails, while 
Záviš Kalandra was executed. Avant-garde modernism was rejected; 
its erstwhile representatives, all of them left-leaning, fell prey to 
persecution (Teige, Biebl), opted unwillingly for silence (Seifert), or 
adapted their poetics to order (Nezval). Most literary journals were 
extinguished, foreign literature was prevented from entering the 
country, mountains of recent publications were turned into waste 
paper and thousands of titles were removed from libraries. The 
publishing plans of the newly nationalised houses were trimmed 
radically back to a narrow “cultural legacy” (what were called “pro-
gressive” classics) to serve as the backdrop against which a new 
literature might emerge, offering a positive and optimistic image of 
the path newly taken towards “bright tomorrows”. The total devalu-
ation of aesthetic criteria meant that second- and third-rate authors 
donned the mantle of representing Czech literature. 

11) See note 8. [DS]


