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Daniela Kapitáňová and Nóra 
Ružičková read from their 
books Samko Tále: Buch über den 
Friedhof and Küstenforschung 
in Dombrowski book store 
in Regensburg on 19 January 
2011. At the same time, the 
German edition of the title 
Slowakei (Wieser Verlag, 
Klagenfurt 2010) was launched 
at the event.

The Slovak Institute in Rome presented two Slovak writers, 
Daniela Kapitáňová and Uršuľa Kovalyk, at a reading on 16 
March 2011. Daniela Kapitáňová’s short story, Africa, and 
Uršuľa Kovalyk’s story, An Ordinary Dead Father, were read in 
Italian translation by Katarína Dusíková.

On 25 February 2011 The Review of Contemporary Fiction: Slovak 
Fiction (Dalkey Archive Press, Champaigne, Illinois 2010), was 
launched in Panta Rhei book store in Bratislava. The Publisher 
John O’Brien (left), translator Clarice Cloutier (centre) and 
six of sixteen Slovak writers participating in the Review were 
present.

The writer and filmmaker Peter Krištúfek (left), the official 
guest of International Leipzig Buchmesse, presented his 
prose work on two occasions: on 18 March 2011 in the U fleků 
restaurant, where he read an extract from his latest novel, 
Gemini and the Antipodeans. On 19 March, together with 
German translator Mirko Kraetsch (right), they took part in 
Kleine Sprachen Forum at the Fair.

On 11 January 2011 Daniela Kapitáňová and translator Julia 
Sherwood presented English edition of Kapitáňová’s famous 
novel Samko Tále’s Cemetery Book (Garnett Press, London 2011) 
in the Daunts Books book store in London.

Events 2011 coorganised by the Centre for Information on Literature

During the Bologna Ragazzi Book Fair 2011 two Slovak 
writers were presented: Branislav Jobus (in the photo) and 
Dušan Dušek. On 31 March the Italian edition of Dušek’s 
book La nonna sulla scala (Acco editore, Gravelona Toce 2011), 
translated by Giacomo Vit and Alena Chocholáčková was 
launched by Publisher Paolo Acco.
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In Slovak literature the 1990s were associated with 
the expectation of a turning point, which in some 
people’s opinion did not take place in spite of 
the many changes and the many published works 

by writers of several different generations and widely 
varying thematic and poetic interests. In any case, 
however, there was a marked pluralising shift – as 
Foucault would put it – in the dominant social discourse, 
which delimits what can be talked about or reflected on.

As a matter of fact, literature is also part of this 
discourse, but it has the potential not only to construct 
it, but also to undermine it. When attempting to “tidy 
up” the period after 1989 from the literary history point 
of view, we quickly come up against the heterogeneity 
of the material, which has led to the dissolution of any 
concept of linear literary development (as pointed out, 
for example, by Ivana Taranenková). If, however, we can 
agree that the 1990s and the following first decade of the 
21st century pre-formed by those years left a deep imprint 
on the cultural situation of that period, it might be useful 
to treat some striking shifts as discursive events, also from 
the point of view of literary production. For the purposes 
of her work Sigrid Weigel called the concept of women’s 
literature that arose in the 70s a discursive event, and 
when studying this period phenomenon from the literary 
history point of view, instead of a period, work or author, 
she chose to concentrate on the literary text. It is obvious 
that some developments in Slovak literature in the 90s – 
as with “women’s literature” in the context of the German 
women’s movement – can perhaps be understood as 
compensation for something previously lacking, while 
this is not a question of a continuous development, but a 
series of disconnected practices.

My “event” after 1989 was above all the discovery of the 
gender dimension of authorship and the creation with 
others of opportunities for women authors to publish 
their works. After twenty years the term “women’s 
literature/women’s writing” has come to cover a wide 
range of conflicting meanings: feminist inspirations 
féminine écriture, as well as ones of German and Anglo-
Saxon provenance are crammed together under the 
ramshackle roof of social prejudice with the synonym 
of trivial reading or the restricting notion of an already 
given thematic and ideological repertoire. Of course, in 
actual fact there is no such thing as women’s and men’s 
authorship; there exists only so-called women’s or men’s 
authorship (to paraphrase Gerlinde Šmaus). Women 
and men authors willy – and even more frequently nilly 
– play this gender role, which the gender context of 
literary operations demands of them.

As I myself am part of what I am writing about, I 
tried to find some other point of departure and I chose 
the most prestigious literary prize in Slovakia, Anasoft 
Litera. Last year I was one of the five-members of the 
jury for this prize, which is now in its sixth year. Since 
it came into existence, the prize for the best prose work 
published in book form in the previous year has not only 
livened up discussions about literature in professional 
and non-professional circles, among readers and in the 
media, and considerations about the criteria for the 
selection of the best in Slovak literature, but it has even 
increased the activity of some publishing houses. 

My involvement with literature is not just that of 
someone who writes about it, but also of someone who 
publishes it, which is why from the time when the prize 
was introduced I have been interested in all possible 
aspects of the discussion about the selection of the 
final ten. Our book edition publishes works by women 
authors who differ in many ways: in personality and in 
generation, in their choice of topics and style of writing 
and the only thing they have in common is this space 
deliberately (feminist) created for women. But in spite 
of this they are often judged from outside primarily on 
the basis of the fact that their work was published in 
this special “distinctive” edition. Their one and only 
common distinction is that they are women. That is 
why I decided to take a look at this feature from another 
angle and to apply simple gender counting statistics to 
the final round of the Anasoft Litera competition. In 
the first year of the competition in 2006 three books 
by women authors got into the final ten – those by 
Daniela Kapitáňová, Etela Farkašová and Jaroslava 
Blažková. For Blažková it was also the rightful return of 
an emigrant to the Slovak literary scene: for her book 
Happyendy (Happy ends) about everyday life and also 
about exile in Canada she received the readers’ prize of 
the SME daily newspaper. In the second year the final 
selection brought four works by women authors to the 
attention of the general reading public: Jana Juráňová, 
Monika Kompaníková, Rút Lichnerová and Svetlana 
Žuchová. In the following year the jury considered 
only seven titles worthy of inclusion in the final round, 
of which two were by women – Zuzana Cigánová and 
Ingrid Hrubaničová. In 2009 four women writer’s 
names appeared in the final selection: Jana Beňová, 
Jana Bodnárová, Jana Juráňová and Alta Vášová, who – 
as the only woman so far – won the prize for her book 
Ostrovy nepamäti (Islands of Time Immemorial). In 2010 
there were two women writers: Ivana Dobrakovová, 
whose short story debut drew attention thanks to its 

Finalists of Anasoft Litera 
in “gender counting”
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I.
Chairman Popelka

I lived in his house for a week. He was the first person 
I got to know in the village of S. Sensible and clever. 

He uses modern expressions, heard and picked up from 
who knows where. During his military service in Prague, 
perhaps? He drinks quite a lot, but his wife keeps a tight 
rein on him. Alcohol yes, girlfriends no. He lost a leg 

distinctive style and hallucinatory motifs, and Veronika 
Šikulová, who won the SME readers’ prize. This year’s 
final ten included several tried-and-tested authors: I. 
Dobrakovová (for the second time) with her first novel 
Bellevue, in which she developed the most powerful 
moments of her short stories, J. Juráňová (for the third 
time), who, after two novels where a revised view of our 
political and cultural history played an important role, 
published a collection of 13 short stories and one play 
Lásky nebeské (Heavenly Loves), M. Kompaníková (for 
the second time) with her first novel Piata loď (The Fifth 
Boat) and artistically precise depiction of the “empty 
spaces”, the loneliness in people’s lives, and there was 
also one new author, Zuzana Mojžišová, with a prose 
work entitled Bon voyage, which appeared thirteen 
years after the first little book, having matured in plot 
and also in poetic approach. 

But let us return to my calculations: in terms of 
percentages it looks as if the final ten has been made 
up of 68.7% of men authors and 31.3% women authors. 
Sociological theory says that for a group to cease to be 
regarded as a minority (with all the distorting stereotypical 
views that such a perception brings), it must achieve 
a representation of at least thirty per cent. It therefore 
seems that I can hope that at least in the final round of 

the Anasoft Litera prize the women authors and their 
works are no longer regarded as a distinctive minority.

Translated by Heather Trebatická

JANA CVIKOVÁ (1963)
Jana Cviková is the founder 
of the feminist cultural 
magazine Aspekt as well 
as the educational and 
publishing organisation 
of the same name, where 
she has been working 
since the beginning of the 
90s to the present day, 
apart from other things as 
publisher of the ASPEKT 
book edition (105 titles to date). She is the editor and 
author of a number of publications. She translates from 
German and writes about gender issues, culture and 
literature. At the present time she is also working for 
the Institute of World Literature at the Slovak Academy 
of Sciences, where she concentrates mostly on feminist 
literary theory and questions of the use of the category 
of gender in literary studies.

Peter Jaroš
A FLOWER 
ON THE CHESSBOARD
(Extract)

“…. Everything we know, all our experience
of the world is structured as a narrative, 
even though we don’t usually realise it…”

Umberto Eco

Do you mind? I am only seeking the truth
through an individual’s story 
told in the first person.

By way of an introduction

At the beginning of September I stepped out of a train at the station in the village of Č., where I was – following the 
decision of the university council – to get six months’ practical experience as a teacher in the local school and to finish 
writing my master’s thesis. I was to report first to the chairman of the National Committee. Although I now found myself 
in the north of Slovakia near the Polish border, and therefore -- from the point of view of the capital –  in the provinces, 
I was immediately charmed by this beautiful region and I was also looking forward to meeting new people.

Foto © Author’s Archive

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B2LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B2 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR | SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW

| 3Peter Jaroš

Volume 16, Number 1

from below the knee when he was still young. When he’s 
sober, you can see he has complexes. They disappear 
when he’s drunk. Maybe that’s why he drinks. He began 
with a trade. He was trained 
to be a shoemaker. It earned 
him his new house. Running 
water, a bathroom, toilet… 
Later he passed the final 
exams at the secondary school 
of economics. He married a 
single mother. In addition to 
her son he has 4 children of his 
own. His stepson is studying medicine in Moravia. His 
wife is quiet and is scared of the dead. Living upstairs in 
their house is the husband of the chairman’s sister, who 
died of breast cancer a year ago.

Mrs Popelková had been talking to her and half an 
hour later she found her dead on the veranda. The 
widower works on the railway. He lives alone and comes 
back home quietly every evening. He doesn’t return 
your greeting. 

II.
My second landlady is a widow. I moved here this 
afternoon after 2 weeks. Her husband was killed in 
Třinec. Last year he fell onto the tracks and was run 
over by a goods wagon. Fell? Some say he was pushed. 
Who knows? And what if it was suicide? Apparently 
he was a tradesman at one time, until the communists 
took his shop away from him. He left three sons and 
two daughters. The widow, my landlady (54), also gets 
heart trouble from time to time. She says she must take 
it easy and save, because she can hardly make ends meet 
with what she earns on the cooperative farm. Her late 
husband had been going to study. He had completed 4 
years at the local secondary school, but then his father 
was killed and there was no longer anyone to support 
him. His father had been sawing wood on an unguarded 
circular saw and a splinter had pierced his brain; his 
brother had been killed in the Uprising… The dead are 
everywhere.

The football team’s coach is 
a Romanian. Football is what 
takes up Sundays and half the 
week too. The coach is a highly 
respected person.

IV.
It seems to me that the shop 
manager, Kočiš, judges 
people according to their 
performance on the football 
pitch. He’s a wheeler-dealer, 
but skilful and intelligent. Knows how to go about 
things. A born businessman. But apparently he 
loves his family more than himself, at least that’s 
what he told me. He probably steals a bit, but it 
goes unnoticed and it seems he’s never had money 
missing from the till, which is why he only knows 

what a socialist jail looks like from the outside. 

V.
A man with dark eyebrows 
and a scar on his right cheek. 
He works in Třinec. I’m told 
he organises friendly football 
matches that serve as training 
sessions for the village’s A 
team. He looks down on all 
those who don’t play football 
and people call him Zorro. 

One evening in the pub he is said to have uttered two 
words: “Sod off!” Otherwise he doesn’t usually say 
anything.

VI.
I’ve been teaching eighth and ninth formers like mad 
for almost a month. They’re a mixed bunch. A couple 
of them are excellent, talented, and it’s sometimes 
hard not to make a fool of myself when discussing 
Slovak or world literature. If I don’t know something, 
or I’m not sure, it’s better to admit it. They appreciate 
that. Most of the students are average, or a bit above. 
That includes two or three talented skivers who don’t 
give a hoot about anything, but when on occasion 
they do say something I’m pleasantly surprised. Well, 
and you can also find – in every class – a few weaker 
pupils who have to struggle pretty hard just to get 
by. Otherwise they are already – especially the ninth 
formers – fifteen-year-old “swains” and pretty, young, 
maturing ladies, who already know how to make 
skilful and subtle use of their awakening femininity. 
They often shower me with questions: what do I think 
about love, marriage, faithfulness, unfaithfulness; 
and I have my work cut out to give convincing answers. 
Most of them want to go to schools that will qualify 
them for university.

VII.
I’ve more or less fitted in with the teaching staff, 

although it’s already been a 
month and I haven’t yet found 
a close friend. I was surprised 
to see that two thirds of the 
teachers are women. They 
don’t get on very well together 
and are always squabbling in 
the staff room, even in front 
of me. The older, married ones 
seem to be jealous of their 
younger, single colleagues, 
and they in turn seem to scorn 

the former.  However, nearly all of them wear cheap 
rings on their fingers, pretending they are engaged. But 
there are not many male teachers and the village youths 
“hunt” in their own reserves. 

I can just imagine how hysterical these young women 
teachers will be in 10 years’ time if they don’t marry. 

They all have one aim in life 
– to get a man. It doesn’t 

matter who he is, the main 
thing is he’s a man.

And (with due respect for 
the exceptions) those who 
start families almost stop 
developing at all from the 
intellectual point of view.

Or am I mistaken?
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They all have one aim in life – to get a man. It doesn’t 
matter who he is, the main thing is he’s a man. But what 
then? What about love? They are still young and you can 
forgive them for all kinds of things, but even so, in many 
ways they are very affected and insincere. I did wonder 
for moment whether I should marry one of them, but 
I rejected the idea immediately. Women teachers don’t 
particularly attract me. 

The Tatra Hotel is the haunt of the young men 
and women teachers from the district. They entertain 
themselves there as well as they can. Unbecomingly. 
They drink and think they are high society. Ordinary 
folks interest me far more than these snobs. 

Yet it’s funny, they have lots of idols (male and 
female). If an actor from Žilina appears, they are really 
thrilled.

They read very little. They only have the vaguest idea 
about political events. Hardly surprising, really. All 
kinds of things are kept secret or hushed up here, but 
there are exciting events going on in the world! It’s true, 
they’re living in the provinces, but in fact just here they 
should at least be able to find more time to read books 
and newspapers, more time for culture. 

And (with due respect to the exceptions) those who 
start families almost stop developing at all from the 
intellectual point of view. Or am I mistaken?

They all go to church, even though teachers are still 
reproached for this. I think several of them sincerely 
believe in God, apart from a couple of hypocrites who 
are also members of the communist party and are 
playing it both ways.

This community does not tolerate unbelievers; I 
too have had to “put in an appearance” in church 
on a couple of occasions. But, after all, the church 
won’t hurt anyone and the Ten Commandments 
are for life something like the Highway Code for 
drivers, and must be respected by both atheists and 
believers. And those who sincerely believe, at least 
believe in something. Bombastic slogans and empty 
promises are probably not enough for people. The 
regime uses them to lull people as if sending them 
into a sweet sleep, but you keep waking up, coming 
to your senses and asking where am I living, how am 
I living…?

x  x  x

Most of the teaching staff are “old warriors” as they 
are popularly called; that is, teachers with many years 
of experience in their profession. I give more of my 
attention to them and at the beginning I used to go to 
their classes when I was free. I was learning how to go 
about it. Martin Otepa (45), the Deputy Headmaster, 
interested me. He has one leg shorter than the other and 
a bit of a limp. But he doesn’t suffer from complexes, 
maybe because he married well and has his own 
children. He’s a born teacher, his subjects are history 
and geography and his lessons are both serious and 
fun, that is, good and pleasant. He is friendly towards 

his students and doesn’t offend anyone. His hobby 
is painting. He paints like an amateur, naively; his 
paintings are ablaze with colour and shapes. The way 
he opened cupboards surprised me. He has long arms 
and he’s short. (A chimpanzee). He has lots of books to 
sit on on all the chairs in his study. He doesn’t give the 
impression of being peevish, which you might expect. 
He isn’t malicious either. He shows his authority only 
when the children play around. He is considerate and 
gentle towards women. He probably wouldn’t be able to 
find another wife and he doesn’t want to lose the one he 
has. So he behaves accordingly. 

x  x  x

The Headmaster, Pavol Hedo: the paperwork and 
administrative duties his job entails have stunted 
him. Otherwise, he’s a fine fellow. Likes to drink. A 
government official and flexible exploiter of the political 
situation. He’d like to become a school inspector. Says 
the Party will help him.

Mrs Ruženka: a spinster by local standards (28). She 
needs a man. Otherwise she’ll have a fit. Or neurosis?  
She might still be a virgin. But I’m not going to try to 
find out.

The Dean: Quiet neutral. Level-headed. A musician. 
Keeps to a lot of dynamic routines.  He wouldn’t make a 
saboteur, and not a very zealous patriot either. Defiance 
is not in his character, just quiet opposition, which he 
hasn’t yet demonstrated. There are few people he trusts. 
Perhaps needs a change of wife, as they are always 
getting angry with each other and having rows. With 
her he loses his peace of mind and composure. Then he 
plays “furiously” on the piano.

x  x  x

Once the Dean invited me to his place for a drink, 
as his wife had apparently gone to visit her sister in 
Trnava. He opened a bottle of vodka and played Bach 
on the piano. Then he put on a record of Baroque 
music. He opened a second bottle of authentic 
Russian vodka. We agreed to call each other by our 
first names. Then suddenly he “opened up” and spoke 
quietly, but convincingly: “Ah, my friend! Ever since 
the ‘Victorious February’ of 1948 our political elite 
has been drumming into our heads that communism 
needs heroes, shock workers, modern gladiators, that 
communism will be a new classical era on a higher, 
more perfect level, with machines and robots instead 
of slaves and all of us will be their slave drivers, and 
only then will we devote our full attention to creative 
work and the arts… But is that true? After all, we have 
become slaves of the system and its ideology! Look 
at what that murderer Stalin got up to here! Doesn’t 
matter if he’s dead, they still ought to hang him. And 
even now his devotees offer us honey with one hand 
and whip us with the other. But it can’t last long! 
People are beginning to open their eyes, they’re not 

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B4LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B4 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR | SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW

| 5Peter Jaroš

Volume 16, Number 1

stupid. What do you think, my friend?”
“You’re right!” I replied.
We drained a third bottle of vodka and fell asleep 

in our armchairs. In the morning, as exhausted as 
lumberjacks after a shift, we went straight to the 
school. 

Translated by Heather Trebatická
The book A Flower on the Chessboard

(Kvet na šachovnici) was published
by Agentúra Signum in 2010, Bratislava.

PETER JAROŠ (1940)
is from the generation of Slovak writers 
whose works began to appear at the 
beginning of the nineteen seventies. 
Throughout his literary career he 
has never stopped experimenting, so 
each new novel, novella or collection 
of short stories has offered something 
new with regard to its literary form 
and artistic approach. His work 
draws on a profound understanding 
of the diverse situations that life 
brings, a command of a wide range 
of styles and a cultivated pursuit of 
aesthetic goals. He expresses the 
feelings of our contemporaries with 
their pleasures and joys, but also the 
human animosity and isolation to be 
found in the social sphere of modern 
civilization and the multifarious 
problems it brings to a person’s life. 

There have been several stages 
of development in his literary career. 
In his first five works between 1963 
and 1967, Afternoon on the Terrace 
(Popoludnie na terase, 1963), Make 
Me a Sea (Urob mi more, 1964), 
Horror (Zdesenie, 1965), Scales 
(Váhy, 1966), Journey to Immobility 

(Putovanie k nehybnosti, 1967), he 
used psychological approaches in 
combination with the literature of 
“every day”. In his following works he 
experimented with the methods of 
the “New Novel”.

Jaroš’s most successful novel is 
The Millennial Bee (Tisícročná včela, 
1979). The literary critics unanimously 
welcomed it as one of the most 
successful post-war novels. It was 
followed by a sequel Mute Ear, Deaf 
Eye (Nemé ucho, hluché oko, 1984). 
Tisícročná včela was made into a film 

of the same name and it won an award 
at the film festival in Venice in 1983. 
The book The Self-Propelled Heart  
(Samochod srdca, 2008) contains 
a number of short stories, sketches 
and thoughts about people and the 
human lot. It is the author’s thirtieth, 
jubilee work.

In his latest novel, A Flower on 
the Chessboard (Kvet na šachovnici, 
2010), part of which is written in a 
dynamic diary form that gives the 
author considerable space to include 
a wide range of authentic information. 
In it he relives his varied and eventful 
life, but at the same time, in a wider 
context, he offers an interesting 
testimony of the times and reminds us 
of the events that characterized that 
period (from when he finished his 
studies and embarked on his working 
career up to the beginning of the 
nineteen nineties). The last part is an 
extract from his novel The Donated 
Noose (Milodar slučka, 1991). Peter 
Jaroš is a truly exceptional author and 
his many works are among the lasting 
treasures of Slovak literature.

Foto © Archive

They often shower me 
with questions: what do I 
think about love, marriage, 
faithfulness, unfaithfulness, 
and I have my work cut out 
to give convincing answers.
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It’s as if the world contained two kinds of day: one down 
below, in the valley, nestling between the houses and the 
church spire, visibly measured in hours and minutes, 
and another, up here in the sun-drenched meadow, a far 
more spacious, even boundless one.  There seemed to 
be too much of a day, and yet still the same one; people 
down there had pointlessly carved it up, giving different 
names to its various small constituent parts. I wouldn’t 
have minded staying up there forever but I couldn’t. A 
duty awaited me down below, the reason for my being 
invited here: I was to give a lecture.

This wasn’t my first lecture abroad, so I knew what to 
expect. Up in the hills in Brandalm I could be a nobody 
whenever a conversation came to a halt. A nobody, 
forgotten by myself, enjoying this happiest of states. 
Down below, in the little town, in the meeting room that 
the cultural association had hired from the local bank, 
I won’t be myself, I won’t be XY, even though this is 
the name featured on the flyer. I will be a Slovak. This 
is not a complaint, just a plain statement of fact. There 
is simply no avoiding it. How many Slovaks could the 
people of Pongau have met and how many talks could 
they have heard them deliver?  For my part, I knew the 
Austrians from television. 
There was a time when I felt 
more at home in their political 
life than in our own, for who 
would have liked a home where 
all you got to see was one big 
Potemkin village? I liked Bruno 
Kreisky and the way he used to 
say “meiner Meinung nach” 
in his deep voice, into which 
you could sink like a cushion; 
I followed with concern his problems with the “crown 
prince” Hannes Androsch and I could see why he didn’t 
feel like presiding over a coalition government, although 
I had no idea what difficulties this might entail since I 
had never experienced a coalition government. Mind 
you, he did slightly fall in my esteem when he declared 
Johannes Mario Simmel to be his favourite writer but, 
then again, nobody’s perfect.

I observed with suspicion the priest-like conviviality 
of the trade union leader Benya, I watched with 
understanding Chancellor Sinowatz’s troubled peasant 
face and feasted my eyes on Franz Vranitzky’s American 

good looks with that spoilt-child dimple in his chin. 
There were times when I would watch the public 
ombudsman’s TV broadcast, particularly when chaired 
by Helmut Zilk. No one could possibly enjoy this kind of 
sparring more than a spectator from a country where to 
have an argument with the authorities was considered 
sacrilege.

But the source of my greatest pleasure and knowledge 
was Club 2, the late night show, which had several 
people representing varied, in fact very disparate, views 
sitting around a table discussing the same topic. The 
topic was often abstruse and uninteresting for people 
from our parts but it didn’t matter because it was all 
about people and people are always interesting. I liked 
the Austrians. I knew they were all different. It would 
never have occurred to me to think of them as a nation.

The audience comprised some twenty or thirty people, 
a remarkable level of interest in a Slovak in a small town 
of 10,000 inhabitants. They were all very nice and each 
time they sensed from my talk that in my country, too, 
two and two makes four they chuckled with delight. It 
was a relieved, we-have-something-in-common-after-all 
kind of chuckle. I didn’t hold it against them; it was 
only natural that they should regard me as a Slovak – 
I’d be taken for a European in Zambia or Singapore, 

and simply for a human 
being on the Moon. I’m not 
complaining, not at all; quite 
the contrary. They treated me 
kindly, as someone who is 
perhaps not quite to blame 
for his affliction. And I liked 
them, all of them in the same 
way. I was impressed that 
this little provincial town 
had its own working cultural 

association subsidized by the local citizens and the 
government, which regularly invited foreign speakers, 
writers and even entire chamber orchestras. We’re not 
quite at this stage yet in Slovakia and if it were only up 
to us, we’d be unlikely to ever get there. Let’s face it, we 
simply don’t have the drive.  And then try going abroad 
as a professional Slovak! And try giving talks on the 
situation of culture in our country!

When my lecture finished there was a reception for 
a select few at a hotel nearby and there, over beer and 
wine, the organizers felt I was sufficiently domesticated 

Pavel Vilikovský
A DOG IN THE ROAD 
(Extract)

Being in love is like flu, in 
the presence of someone 
suffering from it you are 

bound to be infected by it 
sooner or later.
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for them to   move on to discussing their own affairs. I 
was looked after by a certain Mr. Grobl who had travelled 
to these remote parts from Kittsee. For him I was more a 
souvenir than an oddity – he confided that as a young man 
he had served in a concrete tower on a hill overlooking 
the Danube, eavesdropping on our military and on who 
knows what other kinds of conversations. Since in my 
short-sightedness I’d taken the tower for a ruined old 
castle, I derived a belated pleasure from learning that 
the Austrian democrats had paid our communists in the 
same coin: an eye for an eye, an ear for an ear! There 
was, therefore, nothing I could say as a Slovak that 
would have surprised Mr. Grobl, except perhaps for my 
lecture, since eavesdropping 
on lectures wasn’t part of what 
they did in the tower.  But 
my talk never featured in our 
debate, culture got stuck in 
the deserted meeting room of 
the local bank. We discussed 
more down-to-earth, tangible 
things, such as wine and 
memories.

In the morning the kind Mr. Grobl gave me a lift to 
the station. He didn’t see me onto the platform and 
therefore didn’t know that I didn’t take the train bound 
for Vienna but instead boarded another, which took me 
in the opposite direction. 

3
Places – nearly all of those I’ve been lucky enough to 
visit – are beautiful. After the dismantling of the barbed 
wire I took to travelling, not to faraway exotic countries, 
just to countries in Europe, some close by and others 
further away. Preferably neighbouring ones. Sometimes 
I travelled in my capacity as a Slovak, sometimes privately 
as XY in order to be transformed, in those different, 
unknown places into someone else, someone unknown, 
or at least to forget about myself.  I never succeeded in 
the former but did sometimes manage to do the latter. 
I would have liked to spend some time living in those 
places, any one of them really, but they were just places 
from postcards and people didn’t play any role in them. 
The most I learnt about the locals was that receptionists 
and waiters treated foreigners with courtesy. That was 
enough for me. I didn’t ponder the question as to 
whether they were motivated by calculation or hypocrisy, 
I just enjoyed wallowing in their smiling obligingness. I 
had rarely been blessed with such a bubble bath in my 
bathtub at home. But it never occurred to me to live 
elsewhere. I’ve got used to my Slovak fellow citizens to 
the extent that I have learned how to blend in with them. 
In other words, I’ve got used to being a Slovak.  

I don’t believe in innate national traits, they’re just 
a convenient mental shortcut.  Take any individual, 

and you’ll find that on his own he doesn’t contain 
anything specifically national, and nations, after all, are 
composed of individuals. Certain physical and mental 
predispositions are inherited genetically but we’re not 
born with a nationality: we acquire it. It does envelop 
us, tightly – but on the outside.

But what exactly does ‘on the outside’ mean? Small 
nations are like a crowded bus: if you wish to reach 
your destination unharmed you have to adjust to your 
fellow passengers. You have to sway along with them, 
just as they do; you have to make sure you don’t step 
on someone’s feet, or jab someone’s head with your 

elbow, or let your briefcase 
ladder someone’s tights. After 
a while this homogenization 
becomes automatic and turns 
into a habit. Sometimes, 
if the bus driver steers the 
bus as if he were carrying 
cattle, something like a 
communal spirit, a sense of 
solidarity might emerge in the 
carriage. A shared, communal 

experience. But the minute you free yourself of the 
imposed intimacy and step onto the pavement, as soon 
as you’re in the square, in a meadow…. or in Brandalm, 
you inhale freely, stretch out, step boldly forward and 
start gesticulating in all directions. Someone might call 
your behaviour hypocritical, but so be it; the only thing 
that would be unpleasant would be if, driven by their 
ingrained habits, people started pushing you against 
your will back onto the bus that you have just got off 
with great relief. 

A traditional costume is national, borovička is 
national, and so is the Easter whip with its bow at the 
end, although even these speak various dialects. It is 
the associations and reflexes prompted by certain words 
or situations that I think of as being imbued with the 
national more than anything else. We are asked to show 
a finger and we immediately fear they’ll grab the whole 
hand.  What if they want to feed us so that they can shove 
us into the furnace? To that we have only one response: 
now that you’ve baked us, you also have to eat us. Just 
make sure you have your cake and eat it too.

(...)

11
I can think of several individuals I would count as my 
“Lebensmenschen” which, in the strict sense with 
which Thomas Bernhard has endowed this word, means 
I haven’t had any. To be quite honest, for a long time 
I wasn’t even sure whether something as intangible as 
“my life” really existed and, even if it did, I saw nothing 
in it that I had any desire to call “mine”. Why should I 
tie someone permanently to a dubious phenomenon to 

From time to time a woman 
has thought I would be the 
most important person in 

her life and I have not been 
able to refuse the honour.
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which even I couldn’t claim allegiance? The experience 
with my first wife was quite enough. 

Actually, in my case it worked the other way around: 
from time to time women got it into their heads that I 
should be the man of their life and I wasn’t able to turn 
down this honour. Depending on their particular taste 
and proclivities, I let them doll me up in this little dress 
or that little dress, sometimes even enjoying the game, 
but eventually they always came to realize they hadn’t 
struck lucky in picking the right doll off the shelf and 
swapped me for another that closed its eyes and said 
“Mummy!” at the push of a belly button. Mind you, 
being in love is like the flu: 
if you are close to a sufferer 
you will catch it sooner or 
later, but that never scared 
me. I knew in advance I would 
just shrug it off without any 
ill effects, and what I looked 
forward to right from the start 
were the wonderful memories 
I’d be left with. Let’s put it this 
way: women do add a certain 
ampleness to life.  Women and 
music.  Mind you, if I had to 
choose between the two, I’d 
choose music. Not that I’m 
really an expert in music. All I know is that without 
music my life would have been much poorer. The same 
might be said about women, except that music is more 
versatile: it’s quite easy to imagine a woman while 
listening to music, whereas listening to a woman it’s not 
that easy to imagine music.

The ideal Slovak woman is one that’s fit both for the 
carriage and for the cart, and she’ll be happy to present 
herself in classified ads in these terms.  Although the 
average Slovak male doesn’t own a carriage, let alone 
a horse, and as for a cart, he only needs a woman so he 
can put a harness on her. When push comes to shove, 
they end up pulling the barrow together – one shouting 
“gee!“, “the other whoa!“, one or the other bucking 
from time to time. What a hard lot they share! I don’t 
know what women talk about when they’re among 
themselves but menfolk, to salvage what’s left of their 
self-confidence, will resort to barroom sexual innuendo 
without ever realizing they’re actually bragging about 
how little they’ve understood. The miserable braggarts!  
This man says he shagged her. But wasn’t it really 
the other way round, wasn’t it her who shagged him? 
Through a hedge backwards? And this guy here says she 
had put out! OK, but does he really have to gloat about 
it? Shouldn’t he, instead, be rather grateful for such a 
gift? And what exactly did she put out? Her tiny two-
hole vagina? And did he take it away, like a souvenir? 
Or did she, in fact, just put it out on a short-term loan? 
Surely it wouldn’t have been a big deal for her, she’s 
got it handy all the time. But the point is, why won’t he 

admit to having put out? His speckled little cock? They 
both put out for each other and if he finds it so easy to 
talk about it, it can’t have been much of a gift anyway. 
To be returned in the same state it was received. 

I’m sure this convivial atmosphere of loosened belts 
and half-opened flies is not something exclusively 
Slovak. I’m convinced that a so-called ordinary man, 
whatever his homeland, would never let his friends see 
him use a handkerchief to wipe his nose; he’d be too 
embarrassed to appear so delicate.  Instead, to make 
quite sure nobody even suspects him of being prone 
to do so, he’d rather spit on the floor. However, when 

my work involved exporting 
Slovak culture abroad – 
complete with its creators who, 
presumably, were meant to be 
anything but ordinary men 
–  during the drive home, just 
before the stage of collective 
hollering of folk songs, my 
fellow travellers sometimes 
took the word „chick“ as 
a signal for some Pavlovian 
salivating. Interestingly, it 
usually happened to the most 
flag-waving ones. But perhaps 
it makes sense that this kind of 

men should be the ones most loyal to their gender, that 
is, the male sex.

Slovaks are a bashful people. Whenever a Slovak 
needs to overcome his awkwardness he gets drunk; then 
it’s up to everyone else to get over the awkwardness. 
This is doubly true of Slovak authors, since artists, as 

I don’t believe nations 
have inborn characteristics, 
that is just an easy mental 

shortcut. If we take any 
individual by himself there is 
nothing national in him and 
a nation, after all, is made 

up of individuals.  
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is well known, are sensitive souls. If a Slovak writer 
is due to appear in public, he will often get drunk in 
advance and survive the entire event safely holed away 
somewhere backstage. But once it’s all over, during the 
closing reception, emboldened by alcohol and tiredness, 
he will start looking around for someone to insult. And 
he won’t settle for small fish either. I remember how, 
on the anniversary of the Slovak Uprising, one of those 
Slovak writers chose to pick on Boris Polevoy. Crouching 
down by his chair, since there wasn’t room anywhere 
else, he interrupted his conversation by asking him if 
he considered himself to be the greatest anti-fascist 
around. And wasn’t it high time, thirty years after the 
war ended, to stop bothering us with war anecdotes?  
Another writer, painfully shy when in plain-clothes, 
hurled abuse of the most obscene kind at an admired 
Czech writer in the course of an argument over who was 
the greatest Czech poet. It made him feel so bad that the 
next time he saw him sitting at a table nearby, he tried 
to pluck up the courage to apologize. After the fifth or 
sixth dose of plucking up he walked over to his colleague 

and ten minutes later one could hear him shouting from 
his table: „Well, in that case I think you’re just a prick!“ 
(...)

As for me, I have usually left it to my own sex to 
discuss women as members of the opposite sex. After 
all, nobody is better equipped to understand one sex 
than the other. But my own sex has had its say already. 
On the other hand, when I think of the women in my 
life, I think of every one of them …. not with love – that 
would be an exaggeration – but with gratitude.  What 
might seem like failures have actually left me with some 
wonderful relics! Oh yes, they have given me the gift 
of memories. I haven’t a clue what I’ve given them but 
whenever I bump into one of them, I plant a kiss on 
her forehead in my mind’s eye. I stroke her hair in my 
mind’s eye along with the beautiful, safe past. 

Translated by Julia and Peter Sherwood
A Dog in the Road (Pes na ceste) was published by 

Kalligram in 2010, Bratislava.

PAVEL VILIKOVSKÝ (1941)
is one of the most distinctive Slovak 
writers of the late 20th and early 
21st century. His early work depicts 
the feelings, desires and attitudes 
of the post-war young generation, 
their attempts at finding a source of 
human happiness and understanding 
the meaning of human endeavour.  
His first collection of short stories, 
Sentimental Education in March 
(Citová výchova v marci, 1965), as 
well as his next work of fiction, The 
First Sentence of Sleep (Prvá veta 
spánku, 1983) and the short novel 
Ever Green Is... (Večne je zelený, 
1989), reflected a sceptical attitude 
towards fiction and its cognitive 
capacities, and  questioned the ability 
of words to convey meaning and the 
meaningfulness of any human activity. 
In 1992 Vilikovský published the short 
detective story A Pedestrian Story (Peší 
príbeh), followed by the short-story 
collection The Cruel Engine Driver 
(Krutý strojvodca, 1996).  The Winged 
Cage (Okrídlená klietka, 1998), 
a selection of Vilikovský’s essays, was 
accompanied by poems and aphorisms 
by Tomáš Janovic. 2001 saw the 
publication of his novel The Last Horse 
of Pompeii (Posledný kôň Pompejí).
His next work, The Magic Parrot 
and Other Kitschy Things (Čarovný 
papagáj a iné gýče, 2005), featured 

a collection of irreverent stories, while 
Silberputzen. The Polishing of Old 
Silver (Silberputzen. Leštenie starého 
striebra, 2006), subtitled The Diary 
of  Fifth-Grader Andreas Pohl (Denník 
kvintána Andreasa Pohla), followed the 
life of a well-behaved son of a Viennese 
bureaucrat who has to transfer from 
a high school in Vienna to one in 
Pressburg (Bratislava) after his mother 
falls ill.
In the compelling novella The Autobio-
graphy of Evil (Vlastný životopis zla, 
2009), which earned him a nomina-
tion for the ANASOFT LITERA Award 
2010, Vilikovský revisits the year 1949, 
a period of political defections from 
Slovakia, as well as the era of “normali-
zation“ in Czechoslovakia after 1968.
In A Dog in the Road (Pes na ceste, 

2010), Vilikovský’s latest novel, the 
nameless narrator, a “salesman“ 
of Slovak literature in Austria and 
Germany, becomes a “representative 
of Slovakia“ abroad and a mediator 
of cultural exchange. The book’s 
leitmotif is Thomas Bernhard, the 
controversial Austrian author who 
enjoyed high esteem abroad while his 
own compatriots virtually disowned 
him before his death in 1989, 
disparagingly referring to him as a 
“Nestbeschmutzer“ (a “fouler of his 
own nest“). 
Attending discussions on Slovak 
literature abroad, the narrator mocks 
both himself and his fellow Slovak 
writers who pretend to be Jánošíks 
(Slovak Robin Hoods), fighting to 
defend their own reputation as well 
as that of Slovakia’s cultural and social 
reality and the Slovak character. They 
are contrasted with such classics of 
20th century fiction as Hemingway, 
Faulkner, and Scott Fitzgerald, of whom 
the author offers brilliant vignettes. At 
first sight, the novel appears to offer a 
simplified selection of the best known 
and perhaps best loved aspects of 
Vilikovský’s earlier work. Yet Pes na 
ceste is not just a squib on nationalism 
but also a melancholy evocation of 
forgotten dreams.

Foto © Archive
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(firstly)

I shall wail your 
name: in gnashing of teeth:
the rough night crushed, the virginal plumage
the scales: crushed
heart? to the night I shall moan your name:
as if you lay here, inside me, the one
and the true and blood-kin,
Tristan:
maybe a dream, two weeks past? naked
I am laying snow in my lap, I fling away bloody
: snowlight

Tristan,
it is not for assuaging:
in me: 
in you: the fractured
rainbow vein

dreams have departed? child, flickering, future?
:hunger: for
whom: famine: they poured me
no wine: they did not address me:
the thirteenth, the winged:
I do not obstruct:
I am not lacking:
to whom: through the thirteen 
walls, thirteen
waters: alive? the tortured 
dreams unite, bitter transmuted ruby-red
snow

or summer: if
there be none: moist
empty
ripe
dawn: dawn
on the shore of something bewildered
maybe a dream: maybe you: dissected
sky, we are disembowelled like the wild innards
of a sacrificial beast: you already believe: how shall 
I now
protect you? I victim: you victim: on the altar of some 

unbending
primeval god:

afterwards: dream: uncovered lap? porcelain lap 
of a doll, transparent skin, empty: am I?

(secondly)

Tristan,
your eyes: too deep: in the seventh sea?
your mouth: in the seventh desert? dream: confined 

behind glass, broken: with mouth
you extract shards from my bloody hands: mouth,
yours: to pronounce me, is that
a sin?

aglow with this event: to hold onto the flash? to be 
lasting? can we
survive? in foreign
embraces? in foreign bodies? you drink from my hands, 

Tristan:
you break from me bread: the horses

went wild, wild went the angels: dream: I a beast, a very 
wound in a red-hot oven:

infinitely 
sorrowful
eyes: if we have one
goblet and one knife: one body, one
tongue: one cloak: if we have twin-grown from the 

conception of light, Tristan:
a stone in Eden’s bitter apple-tree:

if we are angels, hoar-frosted in the cathedral dawn: 
smiling angels:

I am beside you, in silver,
winged on the left hip, from the right hip blood: 
translucent: we ought to see
how you strike me:
you, heart:
you heart:
youheart

Brangiena said: “no, Tristan, never”: how much time 
do we have:

you depart: we depart:
are we converging? you: “now I’m not even sure if it’s 

victory: I’m going ”: as if in dream
I shall smother the unborn child the cry: we will never 

hear him:
sorrowful wise
Brangiena: “never”: who remains for you,
if I also: never,
Tristan, the salt moon has ignited over the dawn: 

dream,
hazard: noose: I slipped out of that: noose: song, 

Anna Ondrejková
ISOLDE: DREAMS, LETTERS 
TO TRISTAN
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shouting: not mine,
how have I risen

downwards, black, sorrowful? virgin, sign on the 
forehead,

hoar-frosted stone in the mouth: ruby:
blood in the mouth: in mine? yours?
touch me: still
now

(thirdly)

snowwhite I: red
wolves in the full moon’s gate, red
darkness: seven moon gates, behind them:
the body: still tender?
still
whole? red wolves,
after infinite fasting, beautiful,
glowing:
still?
tender
heart:
still?
wholee

moonstice: now,
when my
heads
fall: heads of the eagle,
virgin’s head, feather-decked:
into your lap: winter sands, already
hardened: cavernous layers
of the future? the possible?
how long
the silence is

Tristan,
the Breton lions are waking from winter: at daybreak 

the desert
opens wide like a furious bellowing rose: daybreak: has 

it been? the seventh silence:
seven voices choir for whom? I dream you with a holy 

face,
seven voices from the darkness, from within

the cliff: silence a gift? whom you give your body: 
whom your soul:

whom I give my soul: whom my body: in the hour of 
death

:who of us is without sin: both of us they have stoned:
how you survived that, Tristan: how I

have not survived: sea desert to ankle-height, to the 
mouth, to you: 

: the stone lions from the christening font have moved:
dream: dream

(fourthly)

hoar-frosted horses, milk horses
emerge: mist? delightful sun-imbued mist, advent: 

surface
without movement:
silence
(connection: silence)
(connection: the dark-red apple
will soak in
sweet,
(sweet-bloody: dream?)

Tristan,
the festival of slaughter: young of the ewe, we young? 

forty silent,
subtracted, white: feather-decked young of the snake: 

swans:
festival
of waiting:
green swanblood: at the fortieth there’s not
enough, ewes with cut throats in a fluent circle: the 

festival
of murder is perfected: the festival
of waiting is equally mild

if
I tell you I’m dying:
if I betray you, surrender you: I am rising from the 

dead:
Tristan,
like a bush in the desert
I’m burning:
I’m burning:
I’m burning:

anew, (un)dream

what nights: what dreams:
what cruel lamps round the narrow angular bed: 

narrow-fit lamps, anguish
from the cruel narrow lights: speak, speak:
dream: ninth sister, the sensible one,
strikes me:
speak: young of the moon: unvoiced?
cryptogamous thirteen-day halfmoon, tale from 

a dream?

do I fear she will die?
she has died

bewildered silence, mouth marked by the burning, 
migratory desert

relatives fish: golden desert
fish in the dark ignited, into thousands of years’ 

bequests, into nothing:
into January’s thin breath:

to the ancient dark: the primeval:
to afar,

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B11LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B11 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW | REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR

12 | Anna Ondrejková

August 2011

to the depths
the golden sand dream pours: two wind-up cockerels 

peck it: fever
awakens, somebody’s childhood: mine? childhood:

as if everything was open?
as if a new red-maned angel trembled and fled from the 

girlish,
from the circle

the ringed bird (dream?) in a dark desert tongue:
in an incomprehensible, singing: in the body

of the angel
:
in which of the angel’s seven bodies (Iangel): which 

stamp
in the burning mouth, which I: dumb, from you 

dumb: speak: Tristan:
afterwards the full moon, the pure freezing night: 

sweetly pure night, the first after birth:
full moon: ringed

ravens, their pledges and journeys from frost and 
desert: their dreams, secret and sweet:

ravens, assembly of death in Spring:
volley: the raven’s young in the hand, feather-decked 

now, doomed
:
if angels are thirsty, we shall be parched:
if angels desire, we shall burn away:
if angels dance, we shall fly:
if they are silent, we shall turn to stone
  

Translated by John Minahane
This book was published in Modrý Peter, Levoča 2010.

ANNA ONDREJKOVÁ (1954),
poet. Her poetry represents a distinc-
tive form of the introverted pure lyric 
in 20th century Slovak poetry. The 
principal motifs in her work are love, 
solitude and its overcoming, evil and 
the tragedy of the world. She made 
her debut with the verse collection 
While the Song Lasts (Kým trvá 
pieseň, 1975). This was followed by 
the further collections Snow Bride 
(Snežná nevesta, 1978), Crabtree 
(Plánka, 1984), Snow or a Sorrowful 
Appletree Full of Unripe Peacocks 
(Sneh alebo Smutná jabloň plná 
nedozretých pávov, 1993), Insomnia 
(Nespavosť, 1994), Almost Honey 
Almost Blood (Skoromed skorokrv, 
1998), and the poetic cycles Raven-
black, Dreamlike (Havrania, snová, 
2000) and Isolde: Dreams and Letters 
to Tristan (Izolda: Sny, listy Tristanovi 
2001 – 2006). The last-mentioned 
was published in book form by Modrý 
Peter in 2010.
In her first two collections the author 
has stylised ballads on the victims 
of wartime horrors and also on the 

fates of contemporary women. In 
the breakthrough collection Crabtree 
(1984) she began to direct attention 
towards herself, presenting herself in 
the form of a sorrowful being trapped 
by enchantment in a tree, wounded 
and defenceless. Some years later 
Ondrejková returned to literature 
with a further collection Snow or 
a Sorrowful Appletree Full of Unripe 

Peacocks, in which she seeks to be as 
an outcast among people, although in 
reality she very much needs another 
person. In the bibliophile edition 
Insomnia she distances herself from 
hope, which infects a person with 
futile optimism, while at the same 
time reconciling herself to her life. 
The cycle Almost Honey Almost Blood 
takes on the image of martyrdom 
in its distinctive scenery, with 
details from the Way of the Cross. 
Ondrejková’s slender selection from 
her work, Raven-black, Dreamlike, 
is proof of how poetry concerns her 
very being. She continues in this spirit 
with another of her cycles, entitled 
Isolde: Letters to Tristan. In this 
composition the poet renews and 
makes contemporary the mythical 
story of Tristan and Isolde, conveying 
everything in free verse. 
She is also devoted to the theatre as 
actress, script editor and author of 
texts. Apart from literature and the 
theatre Anna Ondrejková also takes 
an interest in fine art, producing 
illustrations, collages and graphics.

Foto © Archive
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I’m not aware she is approaching. In fact I don’t 
catch sight of her; it is her voice I hear first.

“I’ve seen your photograph. You write.”
A few days later, on her birthday, I present her 

with twenty-three deep pink flowers of borage, which 
Avicenna claims brings joy and comfort to the heart, 
purifies the blood and strengthens the nervous system.

Under a short, open Paris-blue jacket, interwoven 
with long silvery lines of stitching, I can see a snow-
white snugly fitting T-shirt. From the details in the 
folds around her small firm breasts it is easy to discern a 
still girlish body. No make-up, no lipstick, no piercing. 
Evidently at the close of one day, in the soft light of 
a composed eye, she had discovered herself, someone 
there was no need to hide. Ordinary, healthy, straight 
dark hair, neither long nor short, always different, 
according to which way she bent her head. At the 
same time, just a little deprived 
by maturing, as if she had 
managed to avoid the impatient 
years of gradual development; 
there was nothing really 
childish about her. Maybe it 
was partly the cloud of smoke, for she puffed away at 
one cigarette after the other. She seemed to have been 
staring at me for ages before she took off her glasses 
in the half-empty pub and revealed one of the most 
beautiful faces in the world. 

“El. That’s what they called me at college. I’ve just 
finished.”

“What?”
“Literature, English, British Nazism, German. Final 

thesis Else in German, Ezra in English. The whole thing 
was to be called Adversaries. Couldn’t we call each 
other by our first names?”

She leaned forward slightly over the table, offering 
her purposely pale, bright face, but without the over-
assertive provocativeness of scarlet lipstick. She offered 
it in a premeditated way; she could at any time later 
explain her pose as an attempt to stretch her slightly 
stiff neck. Instinctively, feeling embarrassed, I undid 
the button on my shirt sleeve and did it up again. For a 
second I caught a natural, pure fragrance, the perfume 
of vegan food and rain. 

She smiled, as if it had been her who had done up 
the button. 

On the outside our getting to know each other looked 
as if it were a mutual sounding out of intellectuals. In 
fact it was the usual embarrassment of two people who 
were making conversation together for the first time in 
their lives. It certainly wasn’t ambiguous undressing 

and feeling up, that indulgent, liberal debasing of first, 
yet untouched motives. 

“El? Else? Lasker? The one who wrote about the blue 
moon?”

“You’ve read it? I thought I was the only one in 
Slovakia. Can you remember any of it?”

“Only that the Germans beat her with metal bars 
before the war.”

“That’s her.”

A few days later I bring her a rose with a copy of 
my latest collection, still in its cellophane wrapping. 
She carefully cuts through it with her nail, slips it off, 
crumples it and throws it under the table. 

“What are you thinking about?” she suddenly asks.
“Holidays at my grandfather’s. On the meadow in 

front of his house.”
“And what can you see?”
“Mist.”
In fact I can see very clearly. I 

can see seven or eight of us boys, 
all cousins, drawing our bows 
and welcoming another cousin 

for the holidays with a shower of arrows just as he gullibly 
begins running towards us. I watch him for a moment as 
he disappears in the direction of granddad’s house with a 
single well-aimed arrow quivering on his chest. What else 
can occur to you, when someone sitting opposite you 
is reading your poems? The ones I wrote in less than a 
summer after I had stopped crawling around on all fours 
following my divorce.

She was chain smoking, drinking beer and only broke 
off reading on occasion – when her Nokia announced a 
call with a chirping of electronic birds. She didn’t even 
look at me, she just raised and lowered her eyelids and 
went on reading. I stared at the opaque glass behind 
her back and beyond it I saw her face, blossoming from 
my first penetration. 

“A rose is a rose is a rose,” she said when she finished 
reading the book. 

At that time I knew nothing about Gertrude Stein. 
Now I only know this about her: her surname led me to 
Edita, who was much more interesting than Gertrude. 
Actually I should have her here in the cupboard. Here 
she is.

What was next? Why can’t I remember anything at 
all? I can remember that red rose. It lay between us on 
the table, as if its thorns were to protect her from me 
forever. I remember that her narrow hips and perfect 
bottom again divided my heart into two halves, one 
calm, one wild, furiously wild, so that it may have 
looked more like her halved bottom than a heart. 

In fact I can see
very clearly.

Erik Jakub Groch
A TWILIGHT
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Irish bagpipes droned quietly in the background. No, 
I can’t remember the people around us either, I can’t 
remember anything but that “rose is a rose is a rose” of 
Gertrude Stein, who visited Hemingway when he was 
living in Paris. 

“I never belonged to anyone. Perhaps a bit to my 
father while he was alive. For as long as the buttoned-
up flannel shirt with his motherly smell hung on a 
coat- hanger in the wardrobe. He spent a lot of time 
between the doors of his wardrobe. He would stand 
there, absently gazing, his thoughts elsewhere. That 
is how I remember him; on the door to the left at the 
level of his face and neck there 
was a screwed-on mirror with 
a cutout of him from his 
eyebrows to his chest, and his 
ties were hanging on the right. 
This built-in plywood wardrobe, 
when its doors were open, was 
the only space in the flat that 
more or less belonged to him. He gradually moved from 
the bedroom (but there is no evidence of this) to the 
living room, from the corner under Sokol’s drawing 
to the other corner near the window, from the living 
room to a narrow folding bed in the kitchen. When he 
had finally vacated our sterilized beds, he died in the 
deserted children’s room about an hour after midnight. 
I don’t think my father belonged to anyone either, least 
of all to larger-than-life people like our mother. For four 
never-ending years in Africa I wandered stinking streets 
alone. I attended two schools, but I can’t remember a 
single classmate. I have no idea what the German boy 
looked like who once accompanied me home and taught 
me to count up to twenty in his dreaded language. I can 
remember the Finnish flick knife in the narrow subway 
just opposite the Sandoz shop. Dull, black, rough, it 
sprang out from the side. Or the replica of a revolver 
with twelve red paper caps and an automatically rotating 
cylinder. The horribly loud flame-coloured cardigan 
that in an instant drew attention to an exceptional, 
striking lone wolf. I even remember the two dimples 
above the hips of twelve-year-old J.D. who was the first 
girl I kissed in my life. But I could never recall her face. 
Will you have another beer?”

She nodded. 
I fell silent and while waiting for the waitress to 

bring the beer I tried to recollect that African kissing. 
Eventually, from somewhere in the indestructible 
depths the softness of her child’s mouth came slowly 
floating to the surface, her salty fragrance, the four 
years we spent in the sea, her moist round tongue 
on my closed pouting lips. She lived in the room just 
below ours, on the seventeenth floor, with a window 
facing the lighthouse jutting out from the harbour 
that the Portuguese had once built. I was thirteen 
years old. 

“When father died, he was lying on the studio couch 
– the váľanda. It’s not called that nowadays. Where 

there had once been a radio there was a television 
turned to face the bed. Piped radio has also gone out. 
Along with Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer. The 
radio used to stand on the low wooden blanket box; I 
could lie down next to it and listen to the soft sound 
of the valves. Pity you can’t hear it. When someone 
was very good, I put my hand on the cloth covering 
the loudspeaker; I wanted to touch them. I closed the 
door to the room, knelt down next to Dad, cautiously 
pressed my nostrils into the folds of his shirt at the 
elbow and breathed in his smell. All my childhood I 
had to sniff food before Mum bought it. With closed 
eyes I determined the day the meat was packed, its 

best-before date, the state it 
was in now. When my memory 
was full of his mother’s milk, I 
sat down, opened the book I’d 
brought and read the whole of 
St. Matthew’s gospel to him.”

She stubs out her cigarette 
on the glaze of the ashtray, gets 

up and goes to the toilet. All the men at the nearby 
tables try to stare at her without being noticed. I can 
see that she is coming back by the way their skulls turn 
slightly in the direction of her fresh image circulating in 
their blood streams.

She sits down with a little shiver.
“In London we used to compete with each other to see 

who could pick up the most Englishmen. Immigrants 
didn’t count. Then we noisily contended with the 
Englishmen we had picked up to see who could hold 
the most alcohol. In Soho. It was there I discovered 
Birthday Letters by Ted Hughes. I made a Xerox copy of 
it, the book was terribly expensive.”

It was something like that. No, I didn’t ask what she 
did with the Englishmen afterwards. 

It may have been precisely because I didn’t ask her 
anything that she suddenly said, if I remember rightly, 
in a voice like those that decode mobile messages in 
recordings for landlines, for telephones that have no 
display: “We’re going to my place”. So just as we were, 
with my bag and my book in her bag, with both my 
hands full, I walked beside her; we went down a wide 
wooden flight of steps, crossed the courtyard, walked 
through the passage under the Sandor Marai laundry 
in Kováčska street and turned right, no longer next 
to each other; I didn’t even know where she lived yet, 
so she led me and the pavement was rather narrow 
for two, or in fact for three if anyone came in the 
opposite direction; and he came, but did not continue 
on his way past us, even though he really had plenty 
of room, because suddenly she pressed up against the 
wall even more and I, or someone inside me, slowed 
down, so the gap between us widened even more, and 
I, and after that repeated “and I” there should be a 
full stop rather than a comma, because the picture in 
front of me unexpectedly changed, and now when I 
look back, I can only say that at a particular moment 

All the men at the nearby 
tables try to stare at her 
without being noticed.
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the sequence of pictures stopped, and later, but 
now not as in a film, but separately in single frames 
cut and arranged in chronological order, there first 
appeared her unexpected astonishment in the form of 
immobility, which is a surprisingly easy-to-recognise 
form, on the second fingers gripping her slender 
elbow, on the third a bunch of hair grasped by the 
other equally pale hand, the fourth picture remains 
blurred, a desperate, maybe indignant jerking of the 
head backwards, a constrained smear of helplessness, 
because the next frame in spite of its timelessness is 
the longest of all, and thanks to its appalling nature 
may be indestructible, the group statue of a man 
with a wide tongue pressed to the tightly closed lips 
of a girl; of course I can’t be seen in the picture, 
someone must watch, everything always has to be 
seen by someone; in the sixth frame the grip becomes 
a little unfocused, but in the next one the stranger 
can again be seen very clearly, which means he must 
have stopped for a moment beside me; he stuck his 
enormous wet tongue out at me and made a rude 
gesture of contempt; in the next I can’t see him, in this 
section of events all that remains at the very end is a 
detailed  picture of an indignant, again rather blurred 
face behind a spray of big tears, like those drawn in 
some Japanese manga comics; an endless silent walk, 
layers of graffiti on the walls of an old house, a tall 
cream-coloured door on the second floor; clean, cosy, 
the single, but nevertheless large room stacked up 
with piles of books and expensive magazines, almost 
exclusively graphic, designer and art journals, among 
them further piles of books arranged according to 
their authors or some other key; after a shower we lie 
without speaking in the huge double bed, each under 
a different duvet; El took ages over her shower, then 
I could hear her vigorously brushing her teeth and 
wiping and rubbing herself with a towel; fortunately 
it was already getting dark, only a dim night light  
between us, again some gentle butter-like colour, 

similar to the front door, but in spite of the twilight 
we lay motionless facing and gazing at each other 
from different sides of the bed like startled animals 
looking for protection from the past. 

Sleep comes by retreating, without our conscious 
participation, so I don’t even know when exactly I saw 
El for the last time. In the morning her half of the 
bed was empty, only lying on the pillow, on a square 
of vermillion drawing paper, no doubt so that I could 
not miss it, lay a short message. I’ll be back at  2 pm. 
Please leave before that, as if you had never been 
here. You can shut the door just by pulling it to by 
the knob outside. Don’t be cross with me and don’t 
take it amiss. You were nice. Really. El. 

I straighten the light bed cover, smooth it down 
with the back of my hand, stuff the used towel into 
the woven laundry basket among the other towels, all 
exactly the same. I look around for the original place 
for the vermillion drawing paper, it looks like a square 
of flame, but I don’t know where it belongs, where it 
was before. I fold the message several times and soon 
I will stick it through the grating of the nearest drain, 
I carefully shut the door behind me, slowly step out of 
the house, immediately entering the mist, I pass myself, 
seeing footprints in the grass and I go towards them, 
but I cannot hear my tread. 

Translated by Heather Trebatická
From Twelve Stories (Dvanásť poviedok),

Knižná dielňa, to be published soon.

ERIK JAKUB GROCH (1957),
poet, author of children’s books, 
prose writer, publisher. Before the 
Velvet Revolution he belonged to 
the artistic underground in Košice.
He officially debuted in 1989 with 
a collection of poems Private lessons 
in Sadness (Súkromné hodiny 
smútku). Here Groch’s poetry was 
based on Christian lyrical poetry in 
its more subtle variant. In his second 
collection, Baba Yaga: Elegies (Baba
Jaga: Žalospevy, 1991), he involves 
the character of Baba Yaga which 
symbolizes the evil in human lives, 
but the semantic ambiguity lends the 
whole event a character of a puzzle 

and mystery. Groch has published 
seven more collections of poems, 

the latest one being the collection 
Infinity (2008). His first prose work 
for children was a story about a girl 
and a little stray dog, Clara and the 
Little Stray (Tuláčik a Klára, 2001), 
followed by The Piper (Píšťalkár, 
2006) and Abc, Aha et al: Stories for 
Indigo Children (Ábé, aha a spol.: 
Rozprávky pre indigové deti, 2009). 
Currently Groch is working on a 
collection of short stories, which 
should be published in near future 
under the title Twelve Stories by 
his publishing house Knižná dielňa, 
which was founded 1992 as Knižná 
dielňa Timotej.

Foto © Gabriel Bodnár
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Unripe Apples

Apples falling on the grass
and still they’re ripening not quite red
but now they weary of their wait 
lest summer’s energy should pass
and so they leap right in his bed

Who wouldn’t love to lie there too
barefoot and sweaty with the throng
of apples under the arms of the tree
head drunk with scents of flowers and fruit
and the wasp’s disillusioned song

But when they turn a brighter red
and make the mouth with sweet pain cry
I’ll write your name upon a cloud
and feel abandoned when the wind
blows it onwards down the sky

From the collection On the Inside of the Eyelids

The Stone Bench

How many memories the bench conceals
how much forgotten joy and suffering
as if it stored them in its moss and leaves
as if ‘twere waiting till it’s cleaned in the end 
and only an ancient bell far-off for someone peals
and autumn stealthily drops from the appletrees
and where is up you’re thinking and where down
as deep as you can sound
and who’s the invisible one who’ll come to sit by your 

side
maybe a child
maybe a father
maybe an adolescent girl
in the infinite’s mystic while
and till the chilly sun has burnt right out
over the pinetops somewhere off to the south
the woodpecker on the acacia keeps tapping shy and 

slow
and maybe it is only distant grief
and something you don’t know

From the collection On the Inside of the Eyelids

Cinque stagioni della musa

You said
I want you
and still prolong your visit

My lips are a damp carbon
and potato spirit

You said I want you

want me older
or younger?

With bicentennial eyes
of raven cold
and hunger

You said I want you

on the warm backs
of birthmarks new-raw

for my gold-foil
exchange your dead straw

You said I want you

in icons of gold

in traces of what
was supposed to unfold

through regular summer
at white heat of metal
poured over fields red
with corn poppy petals

afraid I will wound
your poetry’s breath
when I make you friends with death

You said I want you

But first ignite the water
at the end of the world
on the bed of the brook

and I’ll be disquiet behind you
though you can’t touch
or look

From unpublished poems

Through Fingers

I sift through fingers 
what remains in words
that down the eternal river have rolled
just as the wind
on its latest round
tests all it can and cannot hold

If one brief sentence

Erik Ondrejička

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B16LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B16 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR | SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW

| 17Erik Ondrejička

Volume 16, Number 1

might change
something
in the human rivers
to anterooms
flowing

If one verse at least
could tug at the willow’s
hair of woe
when through fingers
like Hail Mairies
the words go

In a tale that lies
hidden in leaves
till November

That tale I think
I must have dreamed

But I don’t remember

From unpublished poems

Remission of Sins

On your fingers you bring me
warm ends of dreams
where you are the first
blind wayfarer

From on high you enter them
like dawn the mists
on fingers that would gladly 
ought not
yet could

fasten the bolts
of the lock on two worlds
and for a moment make
from those two worlds a third

Till finger-steps
mutate to cliche
and blindness is not merely
a remnant...

On these fingers you remit the sins
of the man in the dream

who knows if divinely

or only marvellously
From the collection Eyes and 

Rhymes

Still Life

A flock of dialogues begun
on tree-scraps
with smooth grey bark

on two wings folded
only for flight
in semi-dark

where someone makes his bed
silences lie

some are dead
while others only wait
until I spurn them

leaving them die

From unpublished poems

Translated by John Minahane

Ondrejička’s style of poetry shows that he has a good grasp of traditional poetic techniques, while using 
modern language differentiated for various situations. It can be said that all Ondrejička’s  themes have 
something in common. It is a paradoxical combination of timelessness and a contemporary view of the 
world.

Tomáš Janovic

Ondrejička is a master of all forms of poetic technique; he keeps strictly to the rules of formal verse, he is 
inventive and produces imaginative metaphors. 

Jozef Bžoch

ERIK ONDREJIČKA (1964),
poet. His first collection was On the 
Inner Side of the Eyelids (Na vnútornej 
strane viečok, Ex Tempore, 2004). 
A further collection followed: The 
Evening Snowflakes‘ Dance (Tanec 
večerných vločiek, Galéria Brunovský 
2006). With the musician Miloš 
Železňák he made a musical-poetic 
CD in 2008, The Five Perfections and 
Other Poems (Päť dokonalostí a iné 
básne). In 2009 Ondrejička produced 
(e)Pigrams / (e)PIGRAMY and 
a book of verse for children, What’s 
Hidden in the Pencil  (Čo sa skrýva v 

ceruzke, Q111). Then came a musical 
– poetic cycle of verse about the city, 
Eyes and Rhymes – Night Songs from 
the Stone City  (Oči a rýmy – Nočné 
piesne kamenného mesta, Prokat 
2010). Erik Ondrejička takes pains 
to be communicative in his poetry 
while striving for aesthetic and ethical 
quality. He combines a sense of time-
transcendence with a contemporary 
vision of the world. By mastering 
classical poetic techniques he is 
seeking to rehabilitate traditional 
instruments of the poetic art, such as 
rhyme and the music of the verse.Foto © Peter Procházka
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Dearie

When my Dad was little he was clad and 
shod in wine. I wasn’t.  

When I bought my first perfume, 
I shrouded myself in it. I tucked myself 

up in it completely.  Every morning after I took the 
bus it would stay filled with my 
scent  for the rest of the day. 
Getting on the next day I would 
encounter my scent again. 

But it was my Grandma’s 
handbag that had the most 
wonderful scent of all. There 
was a prayer book, some cough 
drops, her perfume – Living Blossom (Lilac, with a tiny 
bit of wilted lilac in the little flacon)  – and mothballs. 
Grandma Jolanka liked to put a few drops of embrocation 
on  a sugar cube and she adored mothballs. They were 
everywhere. In her wardrobe, in her chest of drawers, in 
her coat pockets, in the kitchen cupboard, even in the 
storage bench outside the house. Whenever she came 
to visit us in Modra, her bag would smell of apricots 
or redcurrants (she was the Queen of Currants),  of 
stawberry-filled chocolate, of Living Blossom, mothballs 
and cough drops. 

One of the things Grandma Jolanka taught us –  apart 
from teaching us that a real lady has to hold her knees 
together under any circumstances so no one can toss 
a ball between your knees,  and that we mustn’t pick our 
noses if we didn’t want to end 
up with a horse’s nostrils – was 
that you must rinse your hair 
in vinegar from time to time to 
make it shine. Bingo!

Vinegar was my first perfume. 
When my sister Agáta had her 

hair washed she screeched like 
a baboon and tried to crawl out 
of the bathtub onto the washing 
machine. I didn’t mind having 
vinegar poured onto my woeful 
hair. Not because I wanted it to be shiny, I did not give 
a toss or a doss or a moss about shiny hair:  I just loved 
the smell of vinegar. 

Even when I grew up, after taking a shower off I’d go, 
splashing some vinegar into my hair.  

Sometimes Milenko and I would go for a walk on 
Castle Hill. But we only snogged once, it was at  a bus 
stop and even then he claimed I had actually kissed 
myself. We would hang out in winebars, I’d be knocking 
back the red wine, more because of the red wine 
moustache than for the wine itself, and Milenko would 

straighten me out. Do this and 
don’t do that, he’d say, stop 
acting so crazy.  Suddenly it 
started pouring. We ran down 
the narrow streets of Bratislava 
holding hands, looking for 
shelter. We stopped in a house 
entrance and it almost looked 

like I was about to kiss myself for a second time when 
Milenko said dreamily:

Whenever I’m with you, my girl, I smell this ever so 
gentle whiff of vinegar!

I wiped off my red wine moustache and told him all 
about how real ladies are supposed to behave, about 
my love of the smell of  vinegar  and my passion for 
splashing it not just all over my head and not just from 
time to time, but every day!

You smell like a pickled gherkin!
I ran  the rest of the way on my own and before long 

I stopped being faithful to vinegar. 
Eventually I found my way out of my parents‘ house 

and started going to school in Bratislava. With some  
small change in my pockets, just about enough to buy 

three cups of tea,  bean soup 
with noodles or a borscht and 
two rolls.  Sometimes I only had 
enough for the bus fare.  Quite 
often I would be snogging at 
the bus stop.  I‘d be standing 
at  the bus stop waiting for the 
bus, snogging. Then I‘d buy 
a snoggy ticket to Modra, and 
sit on the bus looking out of the 
window, quiet as a mouse. 

Quite often a balloon would 
float out above the bus stop. 

And then sometimes I would get wet, sniff some 
vinegar and walk around the rain puddles.  When the 

When my Dad was little 
he was clad and shod in 

wine. I wasn’t.

Vinegar was my first 
perfume... Even when 
I grew up, after taking 

a shower off I’d go, 
splashing some vinegar 

into my hair.

Veronika Šikulová
A HOUSE IN A SINGLE 
STROKE
(Extract)
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sun came out everything would be glittery. And I would 
examine myself in the puddles as in a mirror. 

But then, suddenly, a strange scent started wafting all  
over Bratislava – it was a mixture of  morello cherries, 
plums, rotten apples and ant poison from Grandma’s 
storage bench – and for the life of me I could not 
work out where it came from. 
It reminded me of something.  
I didn’t know what it reminded 
me of and sometimes I dreamt 
about it. It seemed as if the 
two of us, the smell and I,  had 
known each other for a long 
time, as if we belonged to each 
other and that’s why I couldn’t 
help stalking it. Eventually the French opened a perfume 
shop in Bratislava and I discovered Poison. 

When I discovered how much it cost, I fainted on the 
spot.  Only sort of, in quotation marks. 

Winter was approaching and snow flakes  started 
floating in the air. Milenko had long stopped waiting for 
me. I would stand in front of the shop window admiring 
my purple perfume bottle. With enough change in 
my pocket to buy three cups of tea, bean soup, or 
a borshcht. Often just enough for the bus fare. And 
there wasn’t even anyone around to kiss me goodbye. 

I used to wear these ridiculous shoes.  They were my  
neorealist shoes because they looked like castoff props 
from a Fellini film. My Mum called them tattersoles, 
because their soles were peeling off. And Dad would 
always  ask whether it was the Battle of the River Piave 
or crap that made me drag one foot like that. 

Every day I did everything I could to terminate my 
eternal wanderer’s shoes.

Eventually my Mum and Grandma could  stand it no  
longer to see  their poor little Dearie dragging one foot 
like a Piave veteran...

Go and get yourself some decent shoes my Dearie, 
nothing fancy, something sensible! And a decent 
sweater too, preferably a polo neck so you don’t freeze 
at  the bus stop and in the cold buses!

So poor little Dearie, me that is, limped  all over 
Bratislava until I dragged myself and my worn out leaky 
shoes all the way to the perfume shop and suddenly, 
almost without noticing, I became the owner of my first 
perfume, expensive as hell,  the like of which my Mum 
and Grandma had never ever owned.  It came with its 
own green velvet pouch. And its own  little dark green 
box. And its French name. At night I used to hide it 
under my pillow.

My Mum and Grandma fainted on the spot (only sort 
of, in quotation marks). Grandma put a few drops of  
embrocation on a sugar cube and even took a little swig, 
and once the two of them came to (sort of), they nearly 
finished me off.  For the rest of the winter I had to walk 
about shod in my old worn-out shoes, which Grandma 
hauled  back from the cobblers (a real lady always knows 
a good cobbler) and clad in a dark green loden coat 
that looked like a footsoldier’s military coat. I rode the 

crowded and dirty  buses to Modra and back, to Modra 
and to bed, a kiss here or there, never feeling the cold at 
all, all tucked up in my French Lo-and-Behold fragrance.  
Sucking on a cough  drop. 

And so I walked and walked and walked about wearing 
my perfume, leaving my scent all over the streets of 

Bratislava and all over the 
school corridors, irritating my 
classmates and boyfriends with 
the fragrance. Milenko used 
to say that a cloud of perfume 
always hit him before he met 
me. 

When I wed Marek, too, I was  
wearing the perfume.

And all of a sudden I no longer  wait at  bus stops  and 
there   is no one  to snog.

I stocked up on mothballs and stuffed the wardrobes 
with them. When I come home from visiting my parents 
sometimes I find in my bag a two-hundred note,  
strawberry-filled chocolate or a packet of cough drops. 
And afterwards my Grandma asks:  did you find it, 
Dearie?

I have emptied the entire bottle of Poison over myself. 
One day Dearie will pass away and all the  scents of 

old will waft away to some far-off place.
But when it rains, little puddles still form and reflect 

the sun and the fluffy clouds. 

A Fairytale

Once there was this couple, their names were 
Vinco and Alica. And then there was Agáta 
and me, their daughters, with nothing but 
mischief in their eyes. The minute we were 

born our eyes were black as the ripest cherries. The 
third little girl, our sister Barborka, had died and lived 
in heaven.  We used to live on a hill above Modra. Our 
house was the most beautiful one in Modra, and not just 
there but far and wide, and our Daddy was the funniest 
Daddy in the world who never stopped typing on his 
typewriter, an ancient black machine named Nauman 
Ideál, which always gave a tinkle to let him know he’d 
got to the end of the line and it was time to it was time 
to switch points. Daddy used to smoke a cigarette 
and sometimes, when he concentrated on his writing, 
he would smoke two or three cigarettes at once, but 
he never finished any of them because he never really 
smoked, he just liked lighting them, and he would end 
up throwing out of the window the biggest butts of the 
best cigarette makes ever. 

There were the vineyards all around, everywhere you 
looked! And our beautiful Mum used to cook great 
meals, our Daddy used to tinkle and on some days the 
artists Mr. Hečko or Mr. Fiala would come to see us. 
They would sit together on the terrace joking that all of 
this was our garden, all the way to Zobor it was all ours! 

One day Dearie will pass 
away and all the  scents 
of old will waft away to 

some far-off place.
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But actually, they weren’t joking because it is all ours, all 
the way to Zobor and beyond!

 We used to keep bees, and Agáta once got badly 
stung. We used to bathe in a little metal bath or else 
Daddy would take us to the pool. One of us always shat 
in the water. Daddy didn’t like us saying pool instead 
of swimming pool. He used to cool his beer in the 
water. At home he used to cook beans in a pot.  And 
when he forgot about them, he would toss the whole 
pot into the nettles and put on a new one. He used to 
laugh out loud, and he also used to make strong meat 
stock, bake flatbread, drink white wine, preferably dry, a 
Veltliner or a Riesling from Jan Fiala’s vineyard; he was 
good at playing the piano, he would play songs from 
the Catholic hymn book and sometimes songs with 
lyrics by Rudolf Dilong that sometimes made him cry. 
Sometimes he played the organ at church, he played at 
my wedding too, a piece from Antonín Dvořák’s New 
World symphony. At Christmas he climbed to the top 
of the church spire and played Silent Night on a French 
horn for all Modrans to hear.  I knew from  under the 
duvet because Mum opened the window so we could 
hear him.

In the summer we used to pick mushrooms. And in 
the winter we used to give extra feed to bees. There was 
always a beautiful bunch of flowers on the piano or on 
the table and it wasn’t always Mum who had picked it, 
sometimes it was Dad, for he was the one who knew 
all about flowers and all sorts of plants and weeds and 
all  God’s salad. All the animal life and plant life in our 

parts, he knew it by heart.  He also knew the names of 
all the birds that used to fly over our garden and ever 
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since then all the birds have known me by name too. For 
a laugh, he used to call me Viera instead of Verona and 
sometimes Wispy; my sister Agáta was Blackmane or 
Buckteeth.  We both get our teeth from him.  In music 
school they used to call him Frankenstein’s monster. 
Because of his huge teeth...

Don’t shit in the water, the fish won’t eat it, he used 
to say when he got cross with us.

A gentle and sensitive man he was. With an ear for 
nuances, he was good at listening even if it seemed that 
he was the one who did all the talking.  He listened with 
his eyes as well as with his mouth and nose. A more 
sensitive and attentive listener you have never met. He 
loved Mum cooking or drying daisies for tea so that they 
would blossom in the winter in our teacups, and she 
would string up all sorts of beads and once she wove 
a basket. She used to make candlesticks out of gnarled 
vine roots from the vineyard.  She had a greenish sparkle 
in her eyes. 

Dad’s eyes were the most beautiful in the world. 
I’d love to say something about his eyes but I don’t 
know how to. With him, at any time of year, one would 
suddenly feel it was Christmas and Baby Jesus had just 
been born. I could see it in his eyes. 

Oh well, all I wanted to say is that once upon a time 
there was a man called Vincent, a lumberjack’s son, for 
the patron saint of lumberjacks, St. Vincent, also used 
to wander the world like Pustaj the fairytale wanderer, 
and he too knew how to speak to people and how to 
enjoy life, he wrote beautiful books on a typewriter that 
tinkled at the end of the line, and he never forgot those 
who had lived here before us... 

Translated by Julia and Peter Sherwood
The book was published

by Slovart  in 2009, Bratislava. 

Elena Hidvéghyová-Yung
THE PLUM BLOSSOM RAIN
(Extract)

Often we were together like ‘clouds and rain’, 
yun yu (the Chinese have this soaring poetic 
name for the bonding of man and woman). 
Very often. Liang was charged with incredible 

energy. In my vanity I was fascinated by how he hung 
upon me. On my body’s energy, my skin, my touches, 
my scents. He was obsessed with me. He told me I had 
an awful lot of yin.

Once he even admitted that he was a little afraid of 
me. But that was only once. My power over him, he said, 
was absolute. That scared him and also aroused him. So 
far as I was concerned, he exaggerated. I didn’t feel it 
like that. Even though I was certainly vain and conceited. 
A little bit anyhow. Like every ‘normal’ woman. Except 
I would never have abused my position. The cold-
bloodedness of the predator was not in my nature.

But a time came when something deep inside me 
resisted. Mutinied. Pulled away from him. He refused to 
notice. Evaded. Didn’t want to resolve things. Actually 
the only resolution would have been separation. Much 
earlier. Liang was a dreadfully, ruthlessly egoistic 
bastard... Suddenly it seemed to me I was wronging him 
and mentally I began to beg him for forgiveness. Liang!

At that time I didn’t fully understand that many 
relationships are not for the whole of life. And so it is 
infinitely important to recognise the right moment 
when it’s time to go. Not to flee like a coward. But 

to depart with dignity. Correctly and also boldly. 
In harmony with one’s own inner voice. To depart, 
before the person begins to be destroyed, devoured, 
consumed, corroded, by that relationship with 
another person. Preservation of inner integrity as 
a sacred law. Essential and unchanging.

* * *

Liang…I’m going to miss him. His voice, the gaze 
of his abstracted eyes. All those velvet touches of the 
artist’s gentle, sensitive hands. It was with him that 
I realised one very important thing: the key man in 
a woman’s life is not the one who first possesses her 
body. Who “deprives her of her virginity” – as the 
conventional notion of these things would have it (at 
least so it seems to me). No, he’s the man who uncovers 
the deepest mysteries of delight within her. And at the 
same time within the couple. He who performs that 
marvellous, boundlessly important initiation. In that 
much Liang had a privileged position forever in my life. 
Exclusive, magical.

I can very clearly remember that Sunday afternoon. 
That image. His quiet mystery... The light fell aslant 
into the little room through the semi-transparent 
curtains. The courtyard beyond was uncommonly silent. 
Pressing in from the outside there was only the yellow, 
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copper-heavy autumn twilight. A man and a woman. In 
profoundest intimacy. No one and nothing else. In the 
centre of one of Asia‘s most densely populated cities. 
Two slender, fragile bodies in the dim light. Fragrant and 
totally naked. White softness and plasticity. A current. 
The strange dynamic of that moment. Instants that 
make a milestone in my life... Everything that happened 
then was engraved deep in my brain, in the memory 
of my body. Every movement, every subtlety of scent, 
sound, thought, every trembling of the senses, even the 
gentlest.

Afterwards we stayed a long time lying just like that. 
Without words. Endlessly long. In the evening we sallied 
out to the streets. Intoxicated with pleasures and very 
hungry. With a vain relish I observed my reflection in 
the mirrors of the shop windows. Out of the blue some 
unknown pedestrian addressed Liang. You’re quite a 
guy, gently poking him in the shoulder, and went on 
walking in the opposite direction. It was all like a film. 
I was wearing a new suede jacket with rich fur trimmings 
on the collar and cuffs.

For the first time in my life I felt like a goddess.
Notes from the outer brain:

To be totally alive means to be in some form 
sexual... To live an active, committed, sensitive, sensual 
and colourful life. The qualities of the art of love spread 
out into all of life, giving it vitality, spicing it. Through 
emotional bonds and sensuality sex does a  great 
service to the soul.

* * *

Liang was an enthusiast for beauty. Any kind whatever. 
But woman’s beauty most of all. That was absolutely the 
central point in all his work. Her body, her soul, and 
principally her relation to him, the man. For him other 
themes were as if they didn’t exist. He painted woman 
exclusively naked – that was how he liked her best. He 
loved to exaggerate the curves of her body. Those shapes 
of his were far removed from the genuine female figure, 
but always they were beautifully harmonious, tender and 
arousing. All of Liang’s women were without a grain of 
powder, without a scrap of decoration. Without colours 
of any kind. Those he scrupulously avoided, rejected, 
didn’t need. Only dark on a bright background. The 
primal foundation.

Liang’s pictures were monothematic. From a certain 
time he had refused to do portraits, still lives, or any 
other spectacles desired by the surrounding world, for 
money. On one occasion he told me:

– If this world didn’t contain the masses and their 
taste, many artists would die of hunger. Most artistic 
works have no true value, Angela.

– Very well, Liang, – I interrupted him. – But look, 
your pictures are gloomy, full of pain and sorrow. 
Human life is hard enough by itself; people need to have 
amusement, diversion. Yes, I know, they’re truthful. 

They issue from the depths of your soul, but who will 
want to hang them in his home?

Those words rather shocked him.
– My aim is not to make people happy, Angela. I feel 

that I am the instrument of forces that pass through me 
and want to be expressed. That’s all.

That’s how I noted it in my diary at the time. Again, 
it’s one of those statements of his that now, with 
detachment, I feel a bit dubious about. But I cannot 
entirely rule out that he meant what he said. 
Absolutely and without reservation. I  don’t know 
what Liang is doing now. But of all his works that 
I knew then, not a single one betrayed his principles.

– Well, you shouldn’t abhor those other artists, 
Liang. They can’t all be like you, and thank God that 
they aren‘t – I retorted with emphasis.

He said nothing in reply. After a while he just added 
abstractedly:

– All art is worthless if it isn’t a genuine picture of the 
soul, Angela. Maybe one day you’ll agree that I’m right.

* * *

We passed by countless numbers of little shops, with 
a wealth of tempting restaurants woven between them, 
in the pedestrian zone of picturesque old Shanghai. Row 
upon row. Some were humble, others more pretentious, 
with a great variety of inscriptions and decorations. All 
of them were assiduously competing for the attention 
of passers-by. Many had laid out tables right there on 
the street, and by the entrance there were various cages 
with snakes, poultry, turtles, or sea creatures in aquaria. 
Through more than one of the open doors a delicious 
aroma was spreading onto the street. Roast lamb, 
vapours of seasoup, sesame cakes in batter, piquant 
titbits, ginger, jasmine flowers, incense mixed with dust 
and the smell of fire.

Saturday afternoon. The busy traffic of words, 
the street’s bustle, came in from every side. But 
simultaneously there was a kind of pleasant, relaxed 
atmosphere that prevailed. It was lunchtime. The 
shopworkers on low bamboo chairs took their ease in 
front of the shop doors, dextrously eating from steaming 
dishes of rice and vegetables with little bits of meat. 
They talked sociably, joked, smoked, and savoured their 
lunches with relish. In China no one eats by themselves.

But Liang didn’t fancy any of the restaurants. After 
long searching he finally made his choice. It was called 
Pa-sien lou, The Dwelling of the Eight Immortals.

China offered poetic names by the handful 
literally at every step. From the designations of 
foodstuffs, medicines, cigarettes, through tearooms, 
restaurants, shops, hotels, to erotic salons. Orchid 
Pavilion, Nephrite Dew, At the Golden Phoenix, 
Garden of Eternal Youth, Rainbow Bridge... For 
foreigners this was extraordinary, a  stimulant to 
fantasy. But here, in this land of a  deeply-lived 
poetic tradition some thousands of years old and 
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a soaring delicacy, it was merely taken for granted. 
Everything was soaked in all that and no one even 
gave it a thought. After a while I too began to take 
it for granted as an omnipresent oriental backcloth 
or ‘cliche’.

* * *

– Very well, but what do you actually want to do? – 
Liang’s voice broke in on my thoughts.

– Maybe I’ll make a living translating and interpreting. 
I won’t go under, I know that. But most of all I want to 
write, Liang. My own things…

After a while I continued in a quiet, almost 
conspiratorial tone:

– You don’t know this, but three years ago, when 
we split up, that was when I first began writing a story, 
about us two … – and my gaze wandered off, into the 
unknown.

That August night in Beijing rose up again before my 
eyes. It came like a lightning-bolt from a clear sky. In 
the very same day when I left him. Alone in the midst 
of night. I wanted just to jot something down in my 
diary as usual. But suddenly it began branching out into 
a complete story. Fiction was weaving itself of its own 
accord, spontaneously, into my reality. I was scarcely 
able to write down my stream of thoughts... That 
was an exceptional day in my life. One day in Beijing. 
With a specific, urgent dynamic and grandeur. A day 
that resulted from thousands of hours of musings, 
preparations, willing. I felt then as if an enormous, 
immeasurable electrical potential had been released 
into the universe. My soul came to a crossroads (was it 
encoded in me?) and chose a new direction.

That was when I first sat with pen in hand for hours 
on end, till dawn. All that I had experienced with Liang 
was too strong, and suddenly it wanted to be out, abroad 
among people. That very night, after long weeks the first 
storm erupted. Dramatically powerful, magnificent. Just 
the way it should be. And afterwards, right through to 
the following day, the tenderest rain fell on the parched 
earth. The Chinese call it mei yu – the plum blossom 
rain.

Liang looked at her for a moment. She was dreamily 
musing and very beautiful. He wanted to ask her about 
that story, but at that first moment he didn’t dare to intrude 
on her quiet reverie. He felt how much all that must mean 
to her. In contrast to him, she was able to commit to words 
all that she carried within her... He half-closed his eyes and 
imagined her writing. About them both. About all they’d 
experienced together. In a silent gnawing of thought.

– But what about that story now? – after a while his 
quiet voice broke in on my recollections, and it seemed 
to me that it was coming from a great distance.

– Nothing. I wasn’t able to carry it through. It 
remained unfinished. Everything’s sealed away in a big 
box in my parents’ place at home, along with a heap of 

my diaries. But certainly I’ll return to it one day – I said 
decisively.

At the same time I was mentally analysing what it was 
that had held me back all the time. What had hindered 
me from carrying through my purpose... Not just that 
the story with Liang remained open. The capacity for 
creative writing, or frankly the obsession, had suddenly 
left me after my return home. Or something must have 
smothered it, I don’t know. But I felt it would return one 
day. That madness, that need of one’s very being. All 
that would return to my life. Like music.

* * *

Liang was in bygone days my first real lover. Infinitely 
patient and tender. He taught me much. Even if the art 
of delight can be learnt only partly. The essential and 
most important was an inborn talent. An uncommon 
gift for fine sensitivity and wild passion simultaneously. 
A specific sensibility which gave a person precise 
directions for every touch, sound, movement, its 
intensity and length. (Maybe one day the psychologists 
will define a new type of intelligence, so-called sexual 
intelligence.) There we were in splendid accord. Without 
words, magically.

Liang had all the requirements for the role of 
phenomenal lover. Spiritually and physically. He 
had received that as a gift from Heaven. He never 
did anything that would block me or chill me 
innerly. There too he proved his real, authentic 
mastery. Before him or after him no man in my life 
was his equal in the delicate art of delight. Today, 
at a  distance of years, I  can say that with a  large 
measure of certainty.

There was a game I once invented, that we used to 
play. We always agreed on roles at the last moment. 
Sometimes I was a cold-blooded prostitute doing this 
for money. I was supposed to use the most vulgar words 
and have the coarsest manners. (Were they really coarse? 
I’m not a reliable judge of that. But I did try.) Again, 
at another time I was a virgin defending her ‘purity’ 
at a moment of crisis – as if it meant life to her. (We 
always tried to string out this phase as long as possible. 
A furious struggle.) Another role was according to 
the mildly perverse novel Sleeping Beauties: I was like 
somebody fast asleep and he could do anything at all 
with my body – I wasn’t allowed to react. I never held 
out for long...

Today I was an experienced courtesan. An ideal position 
somewhere ‘in between’ and my favourite role, which 
didn’t need to be acted. Liang’s roles amounted more 
or less to two. Coarse, cold-bloodedly egoistic – and 
tender. Both pleased me equally. Their combination was 
my inner ideal.

Years on I was savouring again all the secrets of his 
slender, beautifully formed body. Without a millimetre 
of superfluous fat. Only gentle, flexible musculature 
in perfect interplay. He had a splendid body, and the 
thought struck me that the female body was not the 
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only one worthy of admiration and homage. If I too had 
been making statues, certainly I would have wanted to 
perpetuate him in stone or bronze. And besides, from 
the beginning the odour of his body had excited me. 
The faintly velvet scent of hair and skin. After years it 
was still waiting for me. Entirely the same, unchanged.

THE IMMORTAL LOVERS HAD SAILED 
MEANWHILE IN THEIR BARK TO THE PARADISE 
ISLANDS OF PLENTY AND ETERNAL YOUTH. 
THE MAN WAS FIRST TO STEP ONTO THE 
SANDY SHORE, AND HE GAVE A HAND TO HIS 
COMPANION. ARMS ROUND EACH OTHER’S 
SHOULDERS, THEY PROCEEDED FURTHER ON 
DRY LAND WITH THE LIGHTEST OF STEPS, AS 
IF NOT EVEN TOUCHING THE GROUND. AFTER 
A WHILE THEY DISAPPEARED IN THE ADJACENT 
WOODLAND FULL OF FLOWERS, FRUITS 
WITH HEADY FRAGRANCES, AND EXOTIC 
BIRDS. ALL THAT COULD BE HEARD WAS THE 
DIMINISHING SOUND OF SPEECH AND HIGH-
SPIRITED FEMININE LAUGHTER. IT DIFFUSED 
INTO THE GREAT DISTANCE.

Translated by John Minahane
This book was published in 2011

by Slovart, Bratislava.
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spent a number of years in China, and 
devoted herself to modern Chinese 
decadent literature in parallel with the 
European decadence and the specific 
conception of woman as femme 
fatale. 
She made her debut with the collection 
To Sister of Old (Prasestre, 2006), 
which is notable for its melancholy, 
gentle reverie, and leanings towards 
allegory and symbol, fairytale and 
Biblical motif. There are many 
surprising images, ciphers, riddles, 
and climaxes to the poems (often in 
the last line). In her second collection 
Homme fatal (2008) the predominant 
theme is the intimate partnership 
of man and woman and desire for 
harmony, often with the painful 
awareness that this ideal cannot be 
permanently attained. 
Her novel The Plum Blossom Rain 
(Dážď slivkových kvetov, 2011) is 

an intimate story of love in China 
at the close of the 20th century. It 
begins in Beijing and culminates 
after a number of years in Shanghai. 
The main characters are Angela and 
Liang, a young attractive foreigner 
and a much older, successful Chinese 
artist, a Bohemian and a taciturn 
individualist deeply marked by the 

many years he spent living in Europe. 
The exotic love story, however, 
forms only the outer framework 
of the tale. In the complicated love 
relationship Angela seeks an answer 
to the question of her essential being. 
The fundamental line of thought in 
the novel is the inner voice and its 
power, and being faithful to oneself 
in all resolutions, professional and 
private. The text runs in parallel on 
a number of levels. In the margin 
– in small font – the author places 
original commentaries, digressions, 
reflections  (on China) and sometimes 
brief citations (Notes from the Outer 
Brain), which impel the story into 
broader contexts. On occasion an 
‘omniscient’ narrator (italicised) 
enters the text. The entire story is 
a commentary on and revelation of 
Liang’s soul. The final narrative layer 
consists of allegorical texts (framed 
in miniature). These add a further 
specific dimension to the story of the 
two lovers.

Foto © Archive
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1
I was just about to enter the shop when I realised that 
it was him. I stepped aside, as others did, getting out 
of his way and I didn’t even try to understand what had 
happened. My eyes closed, I walked on trying to forget 
his blood-stained hands and vacant expression. In spite 
of the feeling of horror that gripped me for a moment, 
it didn’t even occur to me that this sight could have 
anything to do with me. I sensed what was happening 
behind me. Leaving a wide furrow as he slowly ploughed 
his way through those visiting the shopping centre, he 
reached the main entrance and stepped out into the 
rain. The doors silently closed behind him. A single gust 
of wind slapped thousands of raindrops against the 
thick glass like a swarm of flies and as they slid down 
with broken legs they blurred the man’s hunched figure 
beyond recognition. I halted and took a deep breath. 
The first shouts came and a couple of women began 
screaming. I didn’t turn round, I just opened my eyes. 
There was no one outside the shop apart from myself. 
They had all rushed to get out, away from this place 
desecrated by evil. 

Yes, it was only then that I realised it was him.
I broke out in a cold sweat, because I immediately put 

two and two together. I ran inside, again short of breath. 
Of course no one was there either. Juggling paraphernalia 
was strewn across the floor. Balls, rings, clubs, diabolo. 
A chair lay overturned next to the cash desk; there were 
children’s toys sitting on the shelves. The only thing 
that was standing was a large plush hippopotamus 
under the window. That is, except for myself. The door 
at the back was wide open and music was coming from 
the darkness beyond. A Christmas carol. It sounded so 
peaceful that for a second I had the impression that all 
was well. The passage behind the door was not long, but 
the dark and feeling of dread made it seem endless. At 
that moment it seemed to me like an open grave filled 
with the ocean. Like terribly deep dirt under your nails. 
Like an unzipped black hole. You could pass through 
it, but not without drowning. I knew very well what was 
hidden beyond it. The storeroom. Even more profound 
darkness. I used to go there to help Luisa unpack and 
sort out the goods. Apart from boxes of all sizes there 
wasn’t much there. Three cupboards, a rubbish bin, 
radio and a small washbasin with a mirror hanging on 

the wall above it. Over that a reproduction of some 
landscape. A no-smoking sign. Nothing else.

The light. 
I probably shouldn’t have switched it on. In the first 

instant it only blinded me anyway. With the speed of 
a nerve impulse I felt something damp on my fingers. 
I took my hand off the light switch and involuntarily 
focused my eyes. My stomach contracted, the blood 
rushed to my throbbing brain. The floor and walls were 
covered with incoherent spattered lines, bizarre marks 
and fingerprints. There was nothing there that made any 
sense. And that was still only the corridor. At the end of it 
there was yet another unzipped hole. This one, however, 
thanks to the light from the corridor, was not so dark. 
Its edges looked like gaping female genitals. The door 
had been taken off its hinges and its frame was covered 
with bloody palm prints like enormous cockroaches. I 
couldn’t help it, I retched. Everything before me began 
to swim. The ceiling merged with the floor, the walls 
leant towards each other. I pressed against them with my 
hands and stared ahead. Sticking out from the dimly-lit 
room were two bare feet. I had no choice but to move 
forward. I stepped over the threshold and with closed 
eyes groped for the light switch.

2
My earliest memories have gaps like the teeth of a mangy 
dog. The great majority of what I lived through in my 
early childhood has disappeared without trace. Even 
if there was something to remember, it has vanished 
who knows where. It has dissolved, dispersed. Drowned 
like a cat in a cesspit. Yes, just like that. Thanks to the 
self-defence mechanism of the human brain, along 
with things of no importance I have also lost in the 
folds of time things that may have been worthwhile. It 
is a mystery to me why I remember that beautiful June 
afternoon in such detail. I often recall it and it never 
ceases to fascinate me how it contrasts with the void 
of what I have forgotten. For example, I have no idea 
what happened in the morning that day. Did anything 
happen at all? I swear I don’t know. Sometimes I get the 
feeling that it was only then that I was born. Only then 
that I became conscious of the world around me.  Just 
at that moment.

Thud!

Jaroslav Rumpli
CORN CIRCLES
A Short History of Death Metal
(Extract)
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Something large fell onto the grass right next to where 
I was playing with some toy cars. Immediately afterwards 
a huge white sheet descended on me, throwing me on my 
back. I could have no idea what was happening, I only 
know that I wasn’t at all frightened by it. I untangled 
myself from the ropes and went over to the object. He 
was lying face down, arms and legs sprawled out wide. 
He was quiet. He didn’t move; something was oozing 
out from underneath him. I stared at him for a moment, 
then looked upwards. Sparrows and swallows were 
chasing each other over the tops of the trees and a flock 
of geese was flying over, high in the sky. I shaded my 
eyes and watched them gracefully floating through the 
air in the golden halo that the glittering sunlight created 
around their wings. I counted seventeen of them, even 
though I was not yet attending school. Only then did I 
notice a biplane approaching our yard over the houses. 
I clapped my hands to my ears and watched its clumsy 
movement. The door in the side behind the right wing 
was open and someone was standing in it. He looked 
majestic, almost like in a film. When he was directly 
above me, he pointed at something. I had a feeling I 
understood him. I lifted my paw and waved a greeting. 

When the biplane had disappeared from sight, I went 
into the kitchen.

“There’s a man in the yard,” I told Mummy.
She looked at me. “What man?”
I just shrugged my shoulders.
Mummy looked annoyed as she took off her apron 

and wiped her hands. She noticed me glancing at the 
cakes she had taken out of the oven shortly before. She 
smiled and gave me one.

“Eat it slowly, it’s still hot.”
She went outside and I followed her, eating the cake.
“Ah, it’s here again!” I cried out in surprise, pointing 

upwards.
The biplane was just then flying over for a second 

time. It seemed to be even lower than before. The man in 
the door didn’t look so grand to me now. Growling, the 
plane disappeared into the distance and it was only then 
that I noticed that our neighbours were rushing towards 
our house from all directions. They were pushing their 
way through the gate, and jumping over the fence. If 
I’d been a soldier, I would have had to shoot them. As a 
little boy I could do nothing but look on as they invaded 
our yard. 

“Good God,” Mummy exclaimed.
She covered her mouth with her hand. With the other 

one she pressed me to her and turned her back on the 
scene. I knew something had happened that shouldn’t 
have, I wasn’t that stupid. I just couldn’t make out 
what it was and put a name to it. No one could have 
expected me to begin resuscitating that parachutist the 
moment after his fall. It wouldn’t have helped anyway, 
any more than what the others were doing now. There 
was only one thing that was clear from their gestures. 
Helplessness. They didn’t know what to do, so they 
began giving orders.

“Call the ambulance!”

“Bring the first aid box!”
“A stretcher!”
All in vain, all in vain. The stranger’s batteries had run 

out long before. No one knew him, but the fact that he 
belonged to the same species made him somebody close 
to them. Even though he was dead, they couldn’t just 
leave him there like that. They covered his body with the 
parachute. Only then did they break up into groups and 
begin to analyse how it could have happened. The most 
likely explanation was that his parachute had failed to 
open. Even if he had tried to spread it during his fall, 
he hadn’t had time. It may have been badly packed. Or 
the cord had slipped out of his hand. Or it could have 
opened, but later got tangled up. Plus other possibilities. 
It did not occur to anyone that this parachutist could 
have killed himself deliberately. It no longer mattered 
anyway. Least of all to him.

What happened next I can’t remember so well, but it 
could have been like this: Mummy led me into the house 
and gave me another piece of cake. Compensation. 
Filled with cottage cheese. She rang my father and sat 
down at the table. She was waiting for the police. After 
my third cake I went to my room. I had no one to play 
with. The toy cars had remained outside and I was afraid 
to go and get them with so many people around. I never 
saw them again. My guess is that the police confiscated 
them as evidence. No doubt they helped them to prove 
the deceased guilty of being dead. Believe it or not, I 
attended school with his son later. And not only that. 
You could say we became brothers. Almost twenty years 
after the death of his father, he was killed when his 
motorbike crashed before my very eyes. 

3
There’s more you won’t believe. Clearly not that another 
of my friends from school doesn’t have a face. I’m not 
going to try to convince you. After all, he can tell you 
for himself:

“It’s true, I haven’t got a face. That’s not a metaphor, 
it’s a fact. On the front part of my skull, where you have 
a nose, mouth and cheeks, I haven’t got anything. That 
is, I do have something, but there’s no skin on it. Yes, 
you heard me right; the skin is missing on a large part of 
my face. Well, there are a few bits, but among all those 
scars and bared muscle tissue they are hardly noticeable. 
You could say they play a marginal role. At first glance 
it looks as if someone had melted and stirred this mug 
of mine. Its most noticeable feature is the missing nose. 
Yes, only a fragment of gristle is sticking out of my 
dial, with a slimy hole underneath it. You could reach 
my stomach through that. Through another two holes 
you could get into my head, but first you’d have to poke 
out my eyes. They’re probably the only things that are 
fully operational on my face, so I wouldn’t recommend 
you to try. You ask whether I have looked like this ever 
since I was born? No. Quite the contrary, I was a very 
handsome fellow. Until the fourth year at the law faculty 
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I could point to any bird and she would have jumped 
straight into my bed. Often along with her mother.”

I can confirm that. Until Martin bumped into that 
wretched bear in the forest, he was a handsome fellow. 
But the great majority of people he has come into contact 
with in recent years would only partly agree that it is not 
a metaphor, but a simple fact. In their opinion his lack of 
a face is not only physical, it is also figurative. You see, 
he is a lawyer. Not just any lawyer. He is an incredibly 
successful lawyer. If we don’t count a couple of out-of-
court settlements, he hasn’t yet lost a single case. He 
has got so many bastards out of hot water that he has 
become one of them. That’s what  people who know 
him say, and that’s what people who have never actually 
set eyes on him parrot-like claim as well. He doesn’t let 
it worry him. They paid him, that’s all he cares about. 
He has no illusions about the legal system. He knows 
all its loopholes and always carefully studies every new 
one. He doesn’t choose difficult cases; they choose 
him. It’s true, for the innocent he is too expensive. 
On the other hand, he is of the opinion that no one is 
innocent. And he never considers to what extent, along 
with his exceptional acumen, feeling for detail and 
unquestionable ability as a speaker, his appearance has 
helped him to win a court case. He is only taking from 
the world what, in his opinion, the world owes him.

This I only know from hearsay: the bear tore the flesh 
off him in a single stroke. What remained hanging from 
his face, it bit off and chewed. Apart from the strange 
sweet taste, it was Martin’s endless screaming that put it 
off a second course. It didn’t bear listening to. The hairy 
beast spat out its chewing gum and disappeared into the 
undergrowth. What happened next not even the victim 
could tell you himself. The shock put his memory out 
of working order. Only three days and two operations 
later did he learn that he had brought the remains of 
his face to the hospital himself. They were unusable. 
The doctors quickly patched up the worst damaged 
parts with skin from his bottom and plastic surgery 
was necessary on his nose. Using the same material of 
course. That’s when Martin uttered these memorable 

words: “Gentlemen, I won’t let you turn my face into an 
arse.” When they tried to comfort him by telling him he 
had really been terribly lucky, as his eyes had remained 
undamaged, he just told them that probably with all 
that good luck the only reason he hadn’t lost his sight 
was so that he would have to look at himself for the rest 
of his life.

Translated by Heather Trebatická
The book Corn Circles (Kruhy v obilí)

was published by Slovart in 2010.

JAROSLAV RUMPLI (1971),
writer. Many people consider him an 
author of disillusionment, nihilism 
and postmodern decadence -- that 
at least is the impression after his 
first two books. His literary debut 
was The World is a Punishment 
(Svet je trest,1999). Ten years later 
his second novel In the Sign of Shit 
(V znamení Hovna, 2008) won him 
a nomination for the final round of 
the prestigious ANASOFT LITERA 
Award. Corn Circles, A Short History 
of Death Metal, (Kruhy v obilí. Krátke 
dejiny death metalu, 2010) is his third 

book, nominated for the Anasoft 
litera prize in 2011. In this Rumpli 
novel everything is doubled: from the 
mysterious symbolism of the double 
circle on the cover and the enigmatic 
corn circles, to the Conjoined twins. 
One of the dominating themes in 
this novel is the trial of the supposed 
murderer of a woman who has 
survived an operation on Conjoined 
twins. This novel could be regarded as 
a prose work about the metaphysics 
of life, or a novel about human res-
ponsibility or the lack of it.

Foto © Author’s Archive
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...

Müdigkeit verdoppelt die
Ereignisse wiederholen sich

Ereignisse als ob
sie sich wiederholten als

ob sie stattfinden könnten
beim zweiten Mal gleich

nochmals
als ob

der Unterschied ist unmerklich doch spürbar
eine Scheibe Glas und wieder eine Scheibe Glas

dazwischen ein Abstand
eine Lücke zwischen einem vergangenen

und einem gegenwärtigen Ereignis
Dielektrikum

die Müdigkeit ist wirklicher
zerbrechlicher die Realität

das Glas ist doppelt
der Unterschied unmerklich

...

mitten in der Stadt
mitten am Tag
strecke ich meine Hand aus

eine Scheibe Glas
noch eine Scheibe Glas

ich merke den Unterschied nicht
schätze die Entfernung falsch ein

mittags
am Straßenrand
bewegen sich
die Bäume

es regnet immer noch

schnell laufen wir
zum bereitgestellten Taxi

von hinten
über seine Schulter
schaue ich auf den Weg

immer nach vorne
Richtung Auflösung

hinter dem Glas bewegen sich die Bäume

im Rückspiegel 
ein Ausschnitt der Wirklichkeit

zwischen uns
etwas Formloses

es regnet immer noch

zur vereinbarten Zeit
stehe ich am vereinbarten Ort

ich gebe meine Hand
sage meinen Namen

ein Ausschnitt der Wirklichkeit
hineinprojiziert in eine andere Zeit

Nóra Ružičková
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ich strecke meine Hand aus und will
dass sich dasselbe noch einmal wiederholt
in der Wirklichkeit wie in einem Spiegel
ich füge nicht hinzu nehme nur weg
trinke vom Glas packe aus blättre um
lege Schichten von vergilbtem Weiß ab
Sedimente staubbedeckter Luft
und zyanotisches Summen
ich wische Atemspuren vom Mund ab
trete zurück von der doppelten Glasscheibe 
zwischen der Fliegen vertrocknen
hinter der sich gewisse Farben ständig wiederholen

draußen bewegen sich die Bäume verlieren Laub
eine Berührung so ungleich einer Berührung
dass sie fast nicht spürbar ist
ich will und will nicht gleichermaßen
will und will nicht sein
in dem bedrückenden Hotelzimmer
auch am Meeresstrand
gleichermaßen lebendig und tot 

Übersetzt von Christine Pfammatter
Aus: Küstenforschung (Pobrežný výskum),

Ars Poetica, Bratislava, 2009.

NÓRA RUŽIČKOVÁ (1977), 
Dichterin und Künstlerin. Für ihr 
Debut, den Gedichtband Mikronau-
ten (Mikronauti), erhielt sie 1998 
den Ivan-Krasko-Preis. Ihr zweiter 
Gedichtband Basis und Attacke 
(Osnova a útok) erschien 2000, 
ihr dritter Gesichtstille (Beztvárie) 
2004, dann folgte, Parzellierung der 
Luft (Parcelácia vzduchu) 2007. Aus 
den Gedichten der ersten Gedicht-
sammlung Mikronauten geht her-
vor, dass die Worte uns nicht immer 
die Möglichkeit geben, uns richtig 
auszudrücken. Die Autorin scheint 
mit ihnen gut umgehen zu können 
– es entsteht die Illusion, dass man 
das Unfassbare fassen kann. Es ist 
eine Art visuelle Poesie. In Basis und 
Attacke geht es um strenge Lyrik 

des fantastischen Realismus, die die 
physikalisch-geometrische Basis 
der Welt zu enthüllen versucht. 

Gesichtstille lässt den Leser das Ge-
fühl von Instabilität und Wandlung 
erfahren, der Unmöglichkeit, alles 
zu ergründen. Parzellierung der Luft 
bildet das Ende eines Typus der Poe-
sie von Nóra Ružičková und zugleich 
schreitet sie der Innovation entge-
gen. Ihre dichterische Welt ist dra-
matisch, voll von Aktion, in der auch 
wir erscheinen, auch wenn wir nicht 
genau wissen, was sie gesehen, er-
lebt und gemeint hat – in Richtung 
zu sich selbst oder zu uns. 2009 ist 
der Gedichband Küstenforschung 
erschienen. Sie sieht das Leben in 
globalen Zusammenhängen, und 
zugleich ganz detailliert, intim und 
privat. Ihre Lyrik zeichnet sich durch 
originelle Bildhaftigkeit, Phantasie 
und Spontaneität aus.

Photo © Archiv der Autorin

Monika Kompaníková
DAS FÜNFTE SCHIFF
(Leseprobe)

DER WEG ZU den Weinbergen und Garten-
anlagen schlängelte sich zwischen den Ein-
familienhäusern mit kleinen Gärten, an der 
Straßenbahnstrecke entlang, über drei Fuß-

gängerüberwege mit Ampeln, am Bahnhof vorbei und 
unter der Bahnbrücke hindurch. Vor dem Bahnhof 
stand ein Kiosk, beklebt mit Zeitschriften. In den Hän-
den hielt ich eine Tüte mit einem Hörnchen, schaute mir 

die Titelseiten an und träumte davon, wie ich, zuhause 
angekommen, das Hörnchen mit Marmelade verspei-
sen würde. Die Marmelade wird sicherlich irgendwo im 
Regal aufbewahrt sein. Die Titelseiten der Zeitschriften 
waren ausgeblichen und hingen herab, so dass die eine 
die andere überdeckte und die Schlagzeilen zu nichts 
sagenden Sätzen ineinander flossen. Zwischen zwei 
Zeitschriftenreihen blitzten mich die stechenden Augen 
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einer Verkäuferin an, die mit Sicherheit ahnte, dass ich 
etwas klauen wollte. Sie sieht so danach aus, sagte sich 
die Verkäuferin im Stillen und schob sich ihr Fenster-
chen so zurecht, dass sie gerade noch eine zusammen-
gerollte Zeitschrift durchstecken konnte. Durch diesen 
engen Spalt schaute ich ihr in die Augen und sah in ih-
nen etwas von Irena. Etwas, was ich zum Lebensglück 
überhaupt nicht brauchte.

Lieber ging ich die steile Treppe hinunter in die 
lange, vom Boden bis zur Decke mit Graffiti bemalte 
Bahnhofsunterführung. Über dem Eingang hing eine 
kaputte Überwachungskamera mit herausgerissenen 
Kabeln. Ich wollte auf die Toilette, aber die Tür war ver-
schlossen. Ich ging die nächste Treppe zum Bahnsteig 
hinauf und setzte mich auf eine Bank.

In diesem Moment erinnerte ich mich an das Blatt 
Papier, das ich auf Lucias Nachtkästchen unter einer 
trockenen Brotscheibe entdeckt hatte. Auf dem Papier 
standen mit Lucias Handschrift 
geschriebene Abfahrtszeiten. 
Ich überlegte, wie es möglich 
war, dass meine Füße mein Ge-
dächtnis überholen konnten, als 
diese von alleine den Bahnhof 
ansteuerten. Füße machen 
manchmal, was sie wollen, 
schreiten über Fußgängerwe-
ge und Straßen, quer über den 
Rasen und man sieht nur noch 
ihre Spuren, die zurückbleiben. 
Mit seinen eigenen Füßen kann 
man nur schwer fertig werden, 
oder sich verständigen. 

Lucias Gesicht erschien mir plötzlich vor den Augen, 
matt und verschwommen, wie das eigene Spiegelbild 
durch das Fenster eines Zuges, der sich in Bewegung 
setzt. Vielleicht ist sie nur irgendwo in die nähere 
Umgebung gefahren, nach Jur oder Modra, vielleicht 
kann ich sie ja da mal sehen, hoffte ich, wie sie ein- 
oder aussteigt, oder auch nur ihr Gesicht hinter einem 
Fenster, das ist mir im Grunde genommen egal. Ich 
muss nicht mit ihr sprechen, ich muss nur wissen, wo sie 
ist und ob sie in Ordnung ist. An diesem Tag wollte ich 
von ihr nichts anderes wissen, nur die Sicherheit haben, 
dass es ihr gut geht. Wenn ich schon so einen misslun-
genen Morgen hatte, dürfte auch sie ähnlich drauf sein. 
Ich wünschte mir, dass es so sei, dass die Verbindung 
zwischen uns nicht abreiße.

ICH STELLTE MIR VOR, dass wir zusammen in einem 
Zug sitzen, Seite an Seite, und uns unterhalten. Wir 
sitzen neben einander und machen beispielsweise einen 
Ausflug. Auf die Burg Červený kameň oder zum Baden 
an einen See – es ist immer noch warm, wir könnten das 
noch schaffen. Ich lehne den Kopf an Lucias Schulter, 
unsere Haare verheddern sich. Auf meinen Knien liegt 
ein noch nicht aufgegessener Kuchen. Lucia döst un-
unterbrochen und ab und zu summt sie eine Melodie 
vor sich hin. Zwei-drei Worte, Pause, ein kurzer Traum, 

zwei-drei Worte, Pause, Einatmen. Dieses melodische 
schaukelnde Summen von Lucia vermischt sich mit dem 
Rattern des Zuges. In den Geräuschen verbirgt sich 
etwas Magisches und Beruhigendes, so etwas wie eine 
positive Vorhersage für die nächsten Tage.

Statt dessen rasten zwei Güterzüge mit so ohrenbe-
täubendem Lärm vorbei, dass ich mir die Hände an die 
Ohren drücken und meine Augen schließen musste. In 
der Luft über den Schienen blieb ein seltsamer Geruch 
hängen, der in den Gesichtern der fast dösenden 
Menschen ein leichtes Zucken auslöste. Aus den drei 
Regionalzügen und einem Schnellzug stieg Lucia nicht 
aus, ich erblickte sie weder auf dem Bahnsteig, noch am 
Bahnhofs-Imbiss. Unten im Warteraum sprach ich fast 
schon ein Mädchen an, das von hinten ganz wie Lucia 
aussah -, mit Freude trat ich an sie heran und wollte ihre 
Augen mit meinen Händen bedecken, aber das Mädchen 
drehte sich rechtzeitig um. 

Es überraschte mich, wie sehr 
ich mich über den Anblick einer 
mir vermeintlich bekannten 
Person freuen konnte. Vielleicht 
lösten das die Atmosphäre, die 
leicht nervöse Stimmung im 
Bahnhof, das Rattern der Züge, 
oder die in jeder Ecke des War-
teraums abgestellten Taschen 
bei mir aus. Vielleicht genügte 
das schon, um mich von der 
Beklommenheit der dunklen 
Wohnung zu befreien, so dass 
ich in anderen Zusammenhän-

gen als gewöhnlich an sie denken konnte  – ich bin müde, 
vergiss das nicht, schrei nicht so, nicht dies ... nicht 
das ... Ich bemühte mich, sie zu entschuldigen, sie mit 
jemandem zu vergleichen, einen Grund zu finden, eine 
Erklärung. Sie war in meinem Kopf ständig anwesend, 
wie ein ferner Himmelskörper, der manchmal untergeht 
oder sich hinter einer Wolke versteckt und dann wieder 
erscheint und mein Leben beeinflusst. Ihr Gesicht hing 
ständig über mir und ich beobachtete nur die sich wie-
derholende Ebbe und Flut. Ich stieg und sank mit ihr. 

Ich verglich sie mit Peter, der für mich Liebe und Si-
cherheit verkörperte. Im Vergleich zu ihm war sie nur 
ein auf die Couch geworfenes Sockenknäuel. Verglichen 
mit Marias Vater, Christians Mutter, den Eltern der 
Zwillinge oder mit irgendeinem der Kinder in meiner 
Umgebung, konnte ich ihr nichts vorwerfen. Sie musste 
auch mal lichte Momente gehabt haben, vielleicht, als 
sie mit ihren Freunden ausging, als sie am Bahnhof 
die Zugabfahrten abschrieb, oder mit Freundinnen in 
einem Café saß. Vielleicht auch tagsüber, wenn ihre 
Haare von den Sonnenstrahlen durchflutet wurden oder 
eben nachts, wenn sie allein durch die Straßen streifte. 
Ich war nie dabei. Sie nahm mich nie mit. Damit ich ihr 
nicht im Wege stehe. Um mich zu schützen, sagte sie. 
Na ja, alleine zu Hause war ich bestimmt in Sicherheit. 

Ich beneide die Kinder, 
dass sie sich um nichts 
kümmern müssen. Sie 
müssen nur weinen, so 

laut wie möglich weinen, 
wenn sie etwas erreichen 

wollen.
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ICH KAM auf die Straße zurück, an den Kiosk. Die 
blecherne Bude war verschlossen, am Fensterchen war 
ein Gitter heruntergelassen, auf dem ein Zettel verriet, 
dass die Alte gleich kommt. Ich habe mir auch die Rück-
seite vom Kiosk gründlich angeschaut. Mir war nicht 
nach Weggehen, ich beeilte mich nirgendwohin. Lucia 
hätte ja mit dem nächsten oder irgendeinem anderen 
Zug kommen können. Schade, dass ich mir den Zettel 
mit den Zeiten nicht genauer angeschaut und ihn nicht 
mitgenommen hatte. Ich sagte mir, dass ich weggehen 
würde, sobald die Alte vom Kiosk zurückkommt und 
das Gitter hochzieht. 

Lucia hat mir nicht bei-
gebracht, wie man Wäsche 
wäscht, sie brachte mir aber ein 
sehr nützliches Spiel bei. Ein 
Spiel für Schwächlinge. Jarka, 
wenn du dich nicht entschei-
den kannst, so lass doch einfach 
den Zufall für dich entscheiden. 
Such dir etwas, was sich von 
Punkt A zu Punkt B bewegt, was 
man abzählen kann, das einen 
Anfang und ein Ende hat. Etwas mehr oder weniger 
Voraussehbares, etwas Wahrscheinliches. Setz dir eine 
Grenze, ein Ziel, einen Endpunkt und warte ab. Wenn 
du nicht weißt, wie lange man eine Suppe kochen soll, 
dann warte ab, bis vor dem Fenster drei Krähen vorbei-
fliegen. Du weißt nicht, ob du nach rechts oder nach 
links gehen sollst, dann warte ab, bis du von der richti-
gen Seite ein Bellen hörst. Hast du Angst, zu früh los-
zugehen, wenn du auf etwas wartest und schon ganz 
unruhig wirst? Geh einfach los, sobald dein Nachbar auf 
der Bank seine Zigarette zu Ende geraucht oder seine 
Zeitung zusammengefaltet hat. Du musst nicht immer 
und überall die Verantwortung für kleine und große 
Entscheidungen auf deine eigenen Schultern nehmen, 
du kannst dich entspannen und nur herumschauen. Es 
ist sehr angenehm, nicht nachdenken zu müssen, es ist 
angenehm, spielen zu dürfen. Es ist sehr beruhigend, 
sich vom Zufall leiten zu lassen, der Windrichtung, dem 
fliegenden Stück Papier nachzugehen, einem herum-
streunenden Hund zu folgen.

DIE ALTE vom Kiosk kam nicht zurück und ich hörte 
plötzlich ein schluchzendes Weinen, einen kurzen Auf-
schrei im Schlaf und ein inständiges Pssst. Unter dem 
Treppenaufgang lief eine Frau mal auf die eine, mal auf 
die andere Seite eines großen Kinderwagens für Zwillin-
ge. In der einen Hälfte schlief ein Kind – fünf oder zehn 
Monate alt, ich konnte nicht abschätzen, wie alt es sein 
mochte – in der anderen Hälfte sein fast identischer, 
aber weinender Bruder. Das weinende Kind könnte das 
schlafende wecken, darum tat die Frau alles, um das zu 
verhindern. Sie war klein und kugelig, hatte ein lockeres 
baumwollenes T-Shirt an, das sich auf ihren Körper 
klebte und ihre Falten am Bauch und an den Oberschen-
keln unvorteilhaft unterstrich. Sie war nicht auffallend, 

eher fade wie ein regnerischer Tag inmitten einer Woche. 
Sobald man sich von ihr abwandte, vergaß man gleich 
ihr Gesicht, ihre Haar- und Augenfarbe. Sie bewegte 
sich ungeschickt, ständig stieß sie unbeabsichtigt mit 
den Sandalenspitzen gegen die Räder des Kinderwagens 
und ließ verschiedene Sachen, wie Rassel und Windeln 
von einer Hand in die andere gleiten. Ihre Bewegungen 
machten einen nervös, ich hatte bei ihr das Gefühl, ihr 
alles aus der Hand nehmen, sie wegschieben und das 
weinende Kind beruhigen zu müssen. In jenem Moment 
fiel mir plötzlich ein, ich wüsste genau, was alles zu tun 
wäre, wie man das Kind hochzunehmen hat, obwohl es 
mir nie jemand beigebracht hatte. Es dürfte sicherlich 

schwerer sein, als etwa ein Ku-
scheltier zu halten. Nachdem sie 
das Kind beruhigt hatte, schaute 
sie mit dem gebrochenen Selbst-
bewusstsein einer vernachläs-
sigten Mutter verstört um sich, 
ob jemand in der Nähe ist, den 
das Weinen aufregen oder be-
lästigen könnte. Sie lächelte 
mich entschuldigend an. Solch 
ein Lächeln kann man bei alten 

Leuten sehen, die nicht in der Lage sind, alleine aus 
dem Bus auszusteigen und denen es dennoch peinlich 
ist, jemanden um Hilfe oder einfach nur um eine Hand 
zu bitten. Oder bei jemandem, dem unter einer Men-
schenmenge ein Furz entwichen war. Mütter, deren 
Kinder schreien, werden das Gefühl nicht los, dass sie in 
solchen Situationen versagen, obwohl sie genau wissen, 
dass nichts Tragisches passiert ist, dass diese Geräusche 
ganz natürlich sind. Und so entschuldigen sie sich und 
schieben den Kindern Brötchen in den Mund.

Auf dem Gehsteig vor dem Bahnhof war niemand 
mehr, selbst der kleine Platz war wie leergefegt. Es war 
keiner da, vor dem man sich hätte schämen müssen. 
Die Frau schaukelte ein bisschen den Kinderwagen 
und nachdem sie sich vergewissert hatte, dass beide 
Kinder regelmäßig atmeten, schaute sie in Richtung 
Bahnhofseingang und ihr wurde klar, dass sich ihr vor 
dem Eingang zweiundzwanzig steile Stufen auftaten. 
Gänzlich enttäuscht und ratlos warf sie ihre Hände 
über sich zusammen. Sie wollte nach oben zum Bahn-
steig, direkt zum Zug, der gerade durchgesagt wurde, 
aber mit dem Kinderwagen, groß wie ein Schiff, konnte 
sie es alleine nicht schaffen. Am Ende des Ganges war 
sogar noch eine weitere Treppe und ein enger Korridor, 
durch den ein Kinderwagen dieser Größe einfach nicht 
hindurch passen würde. Eine lächerliche aber deutlich 
artikulierende Stimme aus dem Lautsprecher sagte die 
Ankunft des Zuges schon an. Sie schaute angsterfüllt 
zur Treppe, als ob sie unter einer steilen Felsenwand 
stünde, oberhalb derer eine Basilika steht. Sie bemühte 
sich, die Lautsprecherstimme zu verstehen und das 
Heulen des wieder aufwachenden Kindes zu ignorieren. 
Ich bewegte mich in Richtung Kinderwagen.

ICH KANN AUF SIE AUFPASSEN, sagte ich so, dass 

Ich würde erst als 
Erwachsene aufwachen, 
fähig abzulehnen, mich 
zu schützen und mich 

zu entscheiden.
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es vertrauensvoll klang, gleichzeitig aber auch etwas 
gleichgültig, denn sie war mir unsympathisch und ich 
wollte es ihr nicht leicht machen. Sorgfältig beugte 
ich mich über das zusammengezogene kleine Gesicht. 
Gehen Sie nur, sagte ich ungeduldig. Ich fühlte Überle-
genheit, es schien mir, dass es für sie sehr wichtig war, 
den Zug zu erwischen. Die Frau zögerte ein bisschen, 
bemühte sich, die bloßgestrampelte Decke in Ordnung 
zu bringen und suchte im Kinderwagen voll mit bespei-
ten Tüchern nach einem Ersatzschnuller. Die Stimme 
erschallte wieder, dringend und laut, als ob auch dieser 
Plastiklautsprecher gewusst hätte, dass das Treffen für 
die Frau wichtig sei. Noch ein letztes Mal scannte sie 
alles ab, mich, die Kinder, die Stadt, alles, was sie er-
blicken konnte, als ob auch die Lampen, der Kiosk und 
die kleinen Kastanienbäume Mitverantwortung für die 
Kinder und den Kinderwagen mit all seinem Inhalt 
tragen würden. In Anbetracht ihres fettbeladenen 
Körpers, lief sie ganz schön flink die Treppe hinauf.

Ich beugte mich erneut über den Kinderwagen und 
steckte mir dabei die herunterfallenden Haare hinters 
Ohr – die Geste habe ich von Lucia geerbt -, damit sie das 
Gesicht des Kindes nicht kitzeln und es nicht aufregen. 
In diesem Moment interessierten mich mehr die weißen 
Windeln, in denen die Zwei wie schöne aufgegangene, 
in Servietten eingewickelte Kirschkuchen aussahen.

Auch ich würde gerne in solchen Windeln liegen, 
damals wie heute, berauscht vom Milchduft, geschau-
kelt von eifriger Mutterliebe, still, in Unwissenheit 
und Unschuld, mit noch unvollkommen entwickelten 
Sinnen, die mich mehr beschützen würden, als sich der 
Welt öffnen. Ich würde mich wie eine Katze zu einem 
Knäuel zusammenrollen, das Gesicht in den Windeln 
versenken und so in einer geradezu geforderten Baby-
Untätigkeit die ganze Kindheit verbringen. Ich würde 
erst als Erwachsene aufwachen, fähig abzulehnen, mich 
zu schützen und mich zu entscheiden. (...)

ICH BENEIDE die Kinder, dass sie sich um nichts 
kümmern müssen. Sie müssen nur weinen, so laut wie 
möglich weinen, wenn sie etwas erreichen wollen. Laut 
zu weinen ist einfach, es ist schwer, nicht zu weinen. Es 
ist schwerer, die Traurigkeit und Angst und Einsamkeit 
und Unsicherheit hinunter zu schlucken, lautlos bei 
versteinertem Gesicht, nur deshalb, weil es sich nicht 
gehört, weil es die Anderen belästigt, weil es dafür nicht 
der richtige Moment ist, nicht die Zeit, nicht die ent-
sprechende Stimmung. Wenn die Babys mal wimmern, 
rückt gleich die ganze Familie an und jeder hat eine 
Lösung für ihren Hunger, ihr Frieren, ihre Ausschei-
dungen, ihre Unterhaltung, ihr Unbehagen. Solange 
sie nicht anfangen zu denken und zu sprechen, werden 
alle behaupten, dass das Weinen normal ist, natürlich, 
ja sogar  notwendig, damit sie sich mit den Kleinen gut 
verständigen können. Lächelnd werden sie sagen, schrei 
nur, Schätzchen, dehne dir die Lungen aus. (...)

AUS DEM BAHNHOF strömten plötzlich Leute, mit 

Taschen und Päckchen beladen. Ich schob den Kinder-
wagen etwas zur Seite, tiefer in den Schatten des Kiosks, 
damit ihn keiner anstößt und die Kinder aufweckt. Ich 
schaute mir alle Reisenden gut an, aber die Frau war 
nicht darunter. Ich konnte mir ihr Gesicht nicht mehr 
so gut vorstellen, obwohl sie erst vor ein paar Minuten 
weggegangen war, am lockeren T-Shirt würde ich sie 
aber erkennen. Keiner beachtete uns, weder mich, noch 
den großen Kinderwagen. Zwei-drei Leute kamen zum 
Kiosk, als sie aber sahen, dass dieser geschlossen war, 
gingen sie ohne ein Wort zu sagen weiter. Nach einer 
Weile war der Gehsteig leer. Genauso die Treppe und 
auch der lange Gang. Die Frau war spurlos verschwun-
den.

Sie ließ ihre beiden Kinder alleine zurück. Vor einem 
ekelhaften Bahnhof, wo sich verschiedenste zweifelhafte 
Individuen herumtreiben, im Schatten des Kiosks, im 
Schatten, der erbarmungslos kürzer wurde. Die Sonne 
brannte schon auf die Kinder, sie fingen an ihre Ge-
sichter zu verziehen und sich zu ärgern, das eine nahm 
sich mit einer ungeschickten, zufälligen Bewegung den 
Schnuller aus dem Mund, das andere begann wieder 
intensiv an ihm zu nuckeln. Ich drehte den Kinderwa-
gen so, dass sie nicht mehr der direkten Sonne ausgelie-
fert waren, ich schlug ihnen die Decke zurück und ent-
blößte ihre Beinchen. Sie waren dick und schneeweiß, 
mit tiefen Falten, als ob sie jemand unterhalb der Knie 
mit einer Schnur festgebunden hätte. Plötzlich fing ein 
Kind an zu schreien. Ich bemühte mich eine Weile, den 
Kinderwagen intensiv zu schaukeln, ihn hin und her zu 
schieben, soweit es der Schatten erlaubte, es beruhigte 
sich jedoch in keinster Weise, die Kinder hüpften nur. 
Ich lief die Treppe hinauf, sah mich auf dem Gang um, 
aber von der Frau keine Spur. Die Lautsprecherstim-
me sagte die Abfahrt des Zuges an. Ich kehrte zu den 
Kindern zurück, die sich in der Zwischenzeit beruhigt 
hatten, sie wimmerten nur noch etwas und drohten 
mit ihren kleinen Fäusten. Wind kam auf, die Blätter 
raschelten an den kleinen Sträuchern. Ich legte meine 
beiden Zeigefinger in die kleinen Hände, die sich wie 
Zangen schlossen.

DER ZUG FUHR AB. Die Frau kam nicht zurück. Die 
Kinder lagen da und schauten gen Himmel. Vor dem 
Treppenaufgang warf der Wind eine Bierdose um und 
rollte sie laut den Asphalt entlang. Eine Melodie aus 
Wind, Aluminium und den Aufwölbungen im Asphalt. 
Ich lauschte. Das Geräusch war angenehm, erinnerte 
mich an die Gärten, denn ein ähnliches Klingeln war oft 
hinterm Zaun zu hören, von einem der Nachbargärten, 
wo an einem Baum aufgehängte Blechdosen die Stare 
verscheuchen sollten.

Ich stand unter der Treppe und schaute in den Gang 
hinein. Mir wurde klar, dass aus dem Bahnhof schon 
lange niemand mehr hinausgegangen war. Es war 
seltsam, denn solange die Frau mit dem Kinderwagen 
nicht aufgetaucht war, strömten viele Leute durch den 
Flur, egal ob ein Zug am Bahnsteig stand oder nicht. 
Immer wieder gab es einen, der die Abfahrtszeiten 
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verwechselt oder sich am Kaffeeautomaten aufgehalten 
hatte. Jetzt war der Bahnhof leer, und falls da doch noch 
jemand gewesen wäre, müsste dieser schweigend auf 
einer Bank sitzen oder angelehnt an einem Ladentisch 
ein Bahnhofsbier hinunterschlucken. Als ob die Zeit in 
einem Vakuum stehen geblieben wäre. Deutlich hörte 
ich die Bierdose, wie sie gegen die Aufwölbungen schlug, 
ich hörte das Klingeln, das durch nichts unterbrochen 
wurde. Die Lautsprecherstimme, die Trillerpfeife, das 
Rattern des Zuges, trampelnde Leute. Es entstand ein 
seltener Augenblick – ein Sekundenbruchteil, ein Pro-
grammfehler -, als plötzlich alle Autos an der Kreuzung 
rot hatten. Stille in der Stadtmitte und zugleich auch 
eine Pause für die Bierdose.

UND DIE FRAU VERSCHWAND. Es schien mir, 
dass die Frau schon mindestens eine Stunde lang ver-
schwunden wäre, ich konnte es aber nicht überprüfen. 
Ich wusste nicht einmal, wie spät es war, nicht einmal 
wie spät es war, als der Zug ankam. Ich hörte die Ansage 
nicht. Ich wusste aber, dass ich in eine etwas komische 
Situation geraten war. Ich fing an zu überlegen, was mit 
den Kindern werden sollte. Ich kann vor dem Bahnhof 
herumstehen, solange ich will, die Kinder werden aber 
bald hungrig sein, in die Windeln machen oder sich 
langweilen. Sobald die Sonne auf sie brennt, können 
sie einen Sonnenstich bekommen. Die vergessenen, 
kleinen, erschrockenen Kinder mit einem Sonnenstich. 
Ich musste mich irgendwie um sie kümmern, gerade 
ich, Jarka, die sehr gut Bescheid weiß, wie es ist, alleine 
zu bleiben, mit kleinen Vorräten in einer Plastiktüte und 
mit einem Schlüsselbund in der Tasche – nicht etwa mit 
nur einem Wohnungsschlüssel daran, sondern mit allen 

Schlüsseln, die man normalerweise braucht, Keller-, 
Mülltonne-, Briefkastenschlüssel. Denn Jarka muss sich 
ja um alles kümmern können. Sie muss auch für diese 
Kinder sorgen. Sie muss die Kinder irgendwo hinbrin-
gen, wo sie nicht von dem Rattern der Züge und den 
anfahrenden Autos gestört werden, irgendwohin, wo 
sie sich beruhigen können. Jarka kann sich um alles 
kümmern, und deshalb kümmert sie sich auch um sie.

Wenn die Bierdose vor meine Füße rollt und die Frau 
bis dahin noch nicht zurückgekehrt ist, bringe ich die 
Kinder woanders hin. Das ist meine Entscheidung.

Übersetzt von Monika Banášová
Das Buch erschien im Verlag

Koloman Kertész Bagala, Levice, 2010.

MONIKA KOMPANÍKOVÁ (1979),
Schriftstellerin, ist zweifache Finali-
stin des literarischen Wettbewerbs 
Poviedka (Erzählung, 2001 Prämie, 
2003 der zweite Preis). Sie debütierte 
mit einem Buch kurzer Prosaerzäh-
lungen unter dem Titel Der Ort für 
die Einsamkeit (Miesto pre samotu, 
2003), für welches sie den Ivan-Kras-
ko-Preis erhielt. Es handelt sich um 
ein bemerkenswertes Debüt, wo die 
Autorin die sechs vorgelegten Erzäh-
lungen in außergewöhnliche Milieus 
setzt – solche, an denen man täglich 
vorbeigeht, ohne sich darüber Ge-
danken zu machen. Das alte, halbzer-
fallene Haus, das Dorf am Ende der 
Welt, das Schwimmbad, die Anstalt. 
Und genau solche sind auch die Leute 
– auf den ersten Blick uninteressante 
Alltagsmenschen. Aber auf den zwei-
ten Blick sind sie anders. Die Auto-
rin wählt im Text klare und treffende 

Wörter, farbige Bilder und beschreibt 
wirkliche Leute. Sie ist eine brillante 
Erzählerin mit großer Beobachtungs-
gabe. Ende des Jahres 2006 erschien 
ihre Novelle Weiße Orte (Biele mie-
sta). Sie schildert authentisch die 

Realität der Menschen außerhalb der 
Sozialgemeinde. Der Leser gerät in 
eine Roma-Kolonie, deren Atmosphä-
re, Mentalität, zwischenmenschliche 
Beziehungen und Lebensauffassung 
die Autorin empfindsam beschreibt. 
Beide Bücher hat die Autorin auch 
illustriert. Das fünfte Schiff (Piata 
loď, 2010) ist der erste Roman von 
Monika Kompaníková. Er erzählt von 
Kindern, die sich im Gartenhäuschen 
ihre kleine geheime Familie schaffen. 
Es ist vor allem eine Geschichte über 
Kinder und Mütter. Jarkas Mutter Lu-
cia brachte ihre Tochter mit sechzehn 
zur Welt und ihre Mutter akzeptierte 
sie mit Kind nicht. Im Buch wiederholt 
sich mehrmals also das Motiv des lee-
ren Raumes, der vorher gefüllt war. 
Die Autorin erfasst sehr genau die 
Momente des Zerfalls der zwischen-
menschlichen Kommunikation.

Photo © Archiv

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B33LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B33 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW | REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR

34 |

August 2011

“SLOVAKS ARE 
STORYTELLERS...“
Stephan Delbos

The Review of Contemporary Fiction: Slovak Fiction
Dalkey Archive Press, Illinois 2010
Translated by Clarice Cloutier

The latest issue of The Review of Contemporary 
Fiction offers an insightful introduction to 
contemporary Slovak fiction. The issue was 
edited and translated by scholar and translator 

of Slavic languages and Prague resident Clarice Cloutier, 
who teaches both undergraduate and graduate courses 
in Central European literature and culture at Charles 
University and New York University in Prague, as well 
as serving as a guest researcher and lecturer at the 
Universiteit van Amsterdam in the Netherlands.

Cloutier has done an admirable job gathering a 
wide array of short stories, poetic prose fragments and 
excerpts from novels , and has translated them into 
lucid, living English while offering helpful notes and an 
insightful introduction.

In her introduction to the issue, Cloutier identifies 
several traits of the Slovak national character that are 
evident in the nation’s fiction. “Slovaks are storytellers. 
Storytellers are those who capture the eternal in situations 
grounded by time…Slovaks are equalizers. They look 
for reasons to match, to connect to forge bridges…
Slovaks are ‘faithful reproduction[s] of themselves,’ 
as Uršula Kovalyk (b. 1969) reminds her readers. 
However, their identities may nonetheless change, given 
their environment…Slovaks concentrate on details…
Slovaks are travelers. And when they travel, humorous 
conversations often ensue…Slovaks are identifiers – they 
identify with the mountains whittled away by the Váh, 
with a village that paints its wooden houses with age-
old geometric patterns…Slovaks are searchers…Slovaks 
are subversive…Finally, Slovaks are dreamers,” Cloutier 
writes, acutely identifying not only personality traits but 
also providing a frame of reference for Slovak literature.

Considering that the issue focuses on “contemporary” 
fiction, there is no surprise that a great number of these 
authors concern themselves with Slovakia’s transition 
out of communism. Each writer uses different tools to 
broach the subject, and none do more directly than Pavol 
Rankov and his story “The Period in which We Live,” 
which begins: “The period in which we live is a confused one. 
But perhaps that gives us the right to be confused too. We are 
afraid of what others will do to us, we are afraid what we will 
do to them. This time of ours is to blame…“

Rankov goes on to tell the story of a writer in the 
transitional period who is in the midst of a transition in 
his own life, facing divorce and trying to find inspiration 
for a second book. The story sets up an intriguing 
parrallel between sweeping public social changes and 
those in the life of an individual.

What is even more striking than the differing ap-
proaches to the events of the early 1990s however, is the 
fact that all of these stories are inextricably rooted in a 
physical place, even more so than they are rooted in a 
particular period of time. Whether these stories unfold 
in the village or in the city, they unfold somewhere 
peculiarly specific, and do so with astounding detail. 
Monika Kompaníkova’s  “Slavko” merges the quotidian 
with the uncanny, imbuing both with cinematic details.

“She drew her hair back to rub her forehead. The 
kitchen smelled unpleasantly from the yellow paste on 
her head. She opened the window and threw a striped 
towel over the lamp so that the light wouldn’t atract 
too many mosquitoes. Outside it was so dark that the 
objects no longer reflected any light, and yet the dark 
wasn’t so deep that your eyes still couldn’t get used to 
it. …They could only find the weak light of the boy’s 
telephone screen shimmering somewhere up the hill.”

With a painter’s eye for detail, Kompaníkova heigh-
tens prosaic events to level of the extraordinary – by 
focusing so intently on minute particulars, the writer 
makes familiar objects nearly alien, thus reorienting the 
reader’s ways of thinking about the events at hand. The 
“striped” towel alone is a masterly stroke.

Many, if not all of the writers contained in this issue 
will be unfamiliar to English-language readers, even 
those who are relatively well versed in Central European 
literature. One can only hope that other translators 
will follow in Cloutier’s footsteps in examining the 
rich diversity of contemporary Slovak fiction, and that 
publishers in turn will offer the work of these writers in 
book form.

From: Colophon, The Prague Post Book Blog

Reviews
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“IT’S A REMARKABLE 
BOOK”
John le Falbe

Daniela Kapitáňová
Samko Tále’s Cemetery Book
Garnett Press, London 2011
Translated by Julia Sherwood

Readers who enjoyed Peter Pišt’anek’s 
trilogy, Rivers of Babylon – and they are 
numerous – will be delighted to hear that 
the indefatigable Donald Rayfield has 

brought us, through his imprint the Garnett Press, 
another acerbic black comedy from Bratislava. Samko 
Tále’s Cemetery Book is a deliberately rambling account 
of grievances, prejudices, anecdotes and worries 
narrated by a simpleton with a notable susceptibility 
to his own perfectly circular arguments, who has 
busily collected cardboard for twenty-eight years. He 
has ‘become a writer because it’s raining, and when 
it’s raining I can’t collect cardboard, because it’s 
raining.’ Moreover, the rear-view mirror has broken 
off his trusty handcart and needs fixing.

Samko’s primary grievance is that things aren’t 
what they used to be. Life under Communist rule 
suited him. He worked hard and his needs were met. 
If people were puzzling, or misbehaved, then Karol 
Gunár (PhD Social Sciences) sorted them out. Political 
refinements may elude him, but he understands that 
reporting things to Karol Gunár (PhD Social Sciences) 
doesn’t earn him gratitude and rewards nowadays. 
‘When we still had the Communist Party he could 
sort out everything because he was High Up and it 
was the law for them to sort everything out.’ Now 
when he reports Krkan from Recycling for lying, all 
Karol Gunár (PhD Social Sciences) has to say is ‘that 
this was what we wanted, this was that Democracy of 
ours and now it was up to other people to sort out 
that idiot Krkan.’ Despite his misapprehensions and 
egocentricity, Samko’s nostalgia for a world in which 
things were fixed and comprehensible is touching, 
and his continuing determination to work hard 
commands our respect.

Samko’s responses concerning Jews, Germans, 
gays, blacks, women, Gypsies and those who bother 
him are rather less endearing. The reader is caught 
between sympathy for Samko’s congenital failure to 
understand and the suspicion that he is repeating 
attitudes that, until recently, were openly acceptable 
and now are only just latent beneath the surface of 
the new society in which he lives. Kapitáňová shifts 
between the slapstick of ‘they don’t count because 
they are Gypsies’ and a much more complex dynamic 
between what Samko may have inferred or been told, 
and between what those telling him expected him 
to understand and what he may actually be capable 

of understanding. When trying to comprehend his 
grandparents’ puzzling attitude towards a table and 
a piano that ‘came from an auction where you could 
buy things left behind by the Jews’, Samko explains, 
‘Because a long time ago, when the Jews went away, 
for example to concentration camps, they had to leave 
their things behind and the things had to be sold, 
because why would Jews need things like a piano in a 
concentration camp, right?’ Finding comedy in such 
things is a risky, delicate business, but Kapitáňová 
succeeds by moving quickly on. Some of Samko’s 
opinions may be nasty but he sets little store by them 
himself; they are asides. He is much more interested 
in his achievement in the Young Pioneers, and the still 
embarrassing circumstance that his scarf was orange 
instead of the prescribed shade of red. The comedy 
is heightened by the contrast, and achieves bite with 
the implication that if Samko finds his monstrous 
attitudes so unremarkable then it is because they are 
commonplace among the people around whom he has 
grown up.

This short novel is an unnerving portrait of a world 
that has lately experienced rapid, brutal change, and 
is still experiencing it. To portray confusion by means 
of confusion is ambitious, but Kapitáňová is bold 
and clever: it’s a remarkable book. Julia Sherwood’s 
translation of what must be an extremely awkward 
text (because of Samko’s crude literary skills) reads 
very well.

From: The Literary Review, February 2011
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GESCHICHTE UND 
LÄNDERKUNDE
Klaus Steinke

Slowakei : Geschichte, Theater, Musik, Sprache, 
Literatur, Volkskultur, bildende Kunst, Slowaken im 
Ausland, Film 
Wieser Verlag, Klagenfurt 2010
Übersetzt von Andrea Koch-Reynolds

Fraglos handelt sich bei der Neuerscheinung um 
eine Slowakische Kulturgeschichte..., um eine 
populärwissenschaftliche Selbstdarstellung, 
in der die Slowaken dem breiten Publikum 

ihre Kultur näherbringen möchten. Das ist sicherlich 
notwendig, denn die Wahrnehmung der 1993 aus dem 
gemeinsamen Staat mit den Tschechen ausgeschiedenen 
Slowaken wurde lange Zeit von mächtigeren Nachbarn 
behindert. Zunächst waren sie einer massiven 
Magyarisierung ausgesetzt und dann einer in der 
Form zwar sanfteren, aber nicht weniger wirksamen 
Tschechisierung, wie aus dem Kapitel zur Geschichte 
von Dušan Škvarna deutlich wird (S. 6 – 61). Hier 
überrascht etwas, dass der erste gemeinsame Präsident 
nach 1989, Václav Havel, nicht erwähnt wird, während 
Václav Klaus sogar auf einer Seite mit Vladimír Mečiar 
abgebildet wird (S. 59).

Während es das slowakische Theater wegen der 
Sprachbarriere naturgemäß schwer hat, über die Lan-
desgrenzen hinaus bekannt zu werden, wie aus der Dar-
stellung von Juliana Beňová unschwer zu entnehmen ist 
(S. 62 – 97), fällt das der Musik leichter. Bereits während 
der Habsburger Zeit war Bratislava Teil des europäi-
schen Musiklebens, und viele bekannte Komponisten 
waren dort zu Gast. Doch zu einem Begriff wurde die 
Slowakei für das deutsche Musikpublikum wohl erst 
durch die beiden großen Sopranistinnen Lucia Popp 
und Edita Grúberová. Eine wichtige Rolle für die Iden-
tität der Slowaken spielt natürlich ihre Sprache, deren 
Geschichte und Emanzipation gegen Ungarisch und 
Tschechisch Pavol Žigo in einem ausführlichen Kapitel 
darstellt (S.154 – 193). Problematisch ist hier freilich die 
Zuordnung der Freisinger Denkmäler zum altkirchensla-
vischen Schrifttum, außerdem nehmen das Denkmal die 
Slowenen für sich in Anspruch (S. 156). Es folgt darauf 
eine umfassende Darstellung des slowakischen Schrift-
tums – diese Bezeichnung ist zumindest für die ältere 
Periode angemessener als der hier verwendete Begriff 
„Literatur“ – von gleich mehreren Autoren (S. 194 – 261). 
Während die früheren slowakischen Autoren zum Kreis 
der europäischen Latinität gehören und daher leichter 
rezipiert wurden, bildet die slowakische Sprache heute 
eine nur schwer überwindbare Schranke. Hier liegt vor 
der europäischen Literaturszene eine Terra incognita, 
die es zu erforschen und zu erobern gilt. Mit den Bei-
trägen zur Volkskultur (S. 262 – 279) und zur bildenden 
Kunst (S. 280 – 337) haben wir wieder ein Gebiet vor 

uns, das keinen Übersetzer braucht. Bemerkenswert ist, 
dass man hier nicht versucht, Andy Warhol, der slowa-
kischer Abstammung ist, zu integrieren. Als bedeuten-
der Vertreter der slowakischen Diaspora wird er natür-
lich nicht vergessen (S. 43). Den Slowaken im Ausland 
wird dann zudem noch ein eigenes Kapitel gewidmet, 
weil sie im Bewusstsein der Slowaken einen festen Platz 
besitzen (S. 338 – 377). Ihre Abwanderung erfolgte in 
mehreren Wellen. Zunächst zogen Kolonisten in die 
von den Türken aufgegebenen Gebiete in Südosteuro-
pa, dann nach Russland und schließlich nach Übersee. 
Das letzte Kapitel ist dem slowakischen Film gewidmet, 
dessen Umrisse bei uns noch unscharf sind (S. 378 – 
435). Bis 1993, dem Ende der Tschechoslowakei hat man 
ihn wohl höchstens als Teil des bekannteren tschechi-
schen Films wahrgenommen. Nur die Filme über den 
slowakischen Nationalhelden Jánošík – eine Art Robin 
Hood der Karpaten – sind über die Grenzen hinaus be-
kanntgeworden. Die reich bebilderte Einführung in die 
slowakische Kultur ist ein guter Leitfaden, um sich ihr 
anzunähern, was das EU-Land Slowakei fraglos von uns 
erwarten darf. 

Informationsmittel (IFB): digitales Rezensionsorgan
für Bibliothek und Wissenschaft
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Ivana Dobrakovová

Bellevue
Marenčin PT, Bratislava 2010
The young author’s latest novel Bellevue (2010), nominated 
for the Anasoft Litera Prize, describes experiences and 
vicissitudes in the life of a young Slovak in France, where 
together with other young people from all over the world 
she is a carer for old and ill people in a centre for the 
physically disabled, not far from Marseilles. 19-year-old 
Blanka meets volunteers from all corners of Europe. 
Together they care for residents, helping them in their 
daily routines. In her free time Blanka explores Marseilles, 
the beaches beneath the promenade, the parks, the night 
bars... and at the same time she observes the unfolding 
relationships among her young companions. In recent 
days, however, depression has begun to weigh on her and 
she finds herself unable to confront human suffering and 
pain. Nonetheless, finally 
she decides to stay and 
face her fears head-on. 
Dobrakovová’s narrative 
is powerful, giving an 
authentic description of 
psychosomatic difficulties 
and how one overcomes, 
and also succumbs to, 
one’s own and others’ 
pain. Blanka’s stay on the 
French Riviera, however, 
is existentially a failure, 
contrasting with the 
contemporary world of 
young and happy people.

Jaroslav Rumpli

Kruhy v obilí
Corn Circles 
Slovart, Bratislava 2010

Corn Circles (A Short History of Death Metal, 2010) is 
the third book nominated for the ANASOFT LITERA 
Award 2009. “We might consider it a novel about the 

metaphysics of life, or a novel on human responsibility 
or irresponsibility, a novel about love, about rejection 
of life with others, about the artist’s mission... Because 
genuinely it is about all those things, but it’s also about 
something more. It is the overlap of each of these themes 
with the life of the individual, and the different ways 
individuals experience this conglomerate of relationships, 
feelings and visions in every human subject. One of the 
dominant themes of this novel is the trial of the presumed 
murderer of a woman who was born from an operation 
on Conjoined twins, in the course of which the other twin 
died. In Rumpli’s novel everything is twinned: from the 
mysterious symbolism of double circles on an envelope 
and the unfathomable corn circles, to the bear-like facial 
deformation of a lawyer who had once been a heart-throb. 
Every truth that Rumpli gains by strenuous effort has two 
poles: the yes and the no. Each is valid only conditionally. 
If people cannot reconcile 
themselves to this 
duality of their being, 
they have slim chances 
and their lives will have 
more suffering than joy. 
We can therefore take 
Rumpli’s novel as his own 
authentic revolt against 
false consciousness 
in literature and in 
human society, against 
incompetence in the 
making of truths, against 
manipulation of the 
truth. It is a revolt that 
genuinely makes sense.” 
(A. Halvoník).

Dušan Dušek

Holá veta o láske
A Simple Sentence About Love
Slovart, Bratislava 2010

It’s not possible just to write one sentence about love, 
and definitely not a simple sentence. Dušan Dušek’s 

g

Reviews

ANASOFT LITERA AWARD
ANASOFT LITERA is the most prestigious Slovak literary prize for original prose published in the preceding 
year. It is intended mainly to publicise the ten short-listed books which a jury selects each year, the finalists 
being announced at the beginning of April.  ANASOFT LITERA is especially notable for its automatic 
nomination of all Slovak prose titles which appeared in the preceding year. The jury is changed yearly.  The 
award was first instituted in 2006, and hitherto it has been won by Pavel Vilikovský, Marek Vadas, Milan 
Zelinka, Alta Vášová and Stanislav Rakús.  Based on votes cast by readers of SME daily, other authors 
also have won this prize: Jaroslava Blažková, Dušan Dušek, Viliam Klimáček, Pavol Rankov and Veronika 
Šikulová. The ANASOFT LITERA Literary Prize has been organised since 2006 by the civic association 
ars_litera. The Anasoft firm is its general partner. Titles nominated in 2011 are:
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book of short stories from a film-making environment is 
a treatise on love. It is above all that central word in the 
book’s title, Love, which 
links Dušek’s three tales. 
But they’re not about 
love only, love between 
men and women and 
in all its pleasing forms. 
The author has tried 
to touch, capture and 
highlight all the other 
expressions of warm 
and sincere inclination 
towards what a person 
is doing in life or sees 
in their surroundings, 
experiences or feels, and 
which they wants to offer, 
pass on or whisper to 
other people. To please 
them. In short: a simple sentence about love.

Jana Juráňová

Lásky nebeské
Heavenly Loves
Aspekt, Bratislava 2010

Jana Juráňová’s new book, Heavenly Loves, is made 
up of thirteen stories and one play, written over a 
long period of time. Within the scope of this slender 
collection Juráňová comes across as a many-sided 
author, presenting her writing on a number of planes. 
From story to story she 
changes her mode of 
narration: from pensive-
melancholic, to poetic 
and reflective, to ironic-
parodic. Alongside this 
she re-evaluates and 
demystifies the hero-
worshipped figures and 
figurines of cultural-
social life, or she 
demythologises a ‘sacred 
cow’ of classic literature. 
Her thirteen stories 
and one play describe 
loves that are platonic, 
idyllic, eternal, everyday, 
tragic, comic, young, old, 
bulimic and political – which is to say, innumerable loves 
that are heavenly but above all earthly.

Monika Kompaníková

Piata loď
The Fifth Boat

Koloman Kertész Bagala, Levice 2010
The Fifth Boat (2010) is Monika Kompaníková’s first novel, 
about children who create their own small secret family in 
a hut in the garden. It is a story above all of children and 
their Mums. Jarka’s Mum Lucia had Jarka when she was 
sixteen, and her own mother did not accept her or her child. 
But Lucia herself later on destructively tore apart the links 
between Jarka’s childhood and adulthood by destroying 
all her toys. Hence a recurrent motif in the book is the 
empty space that had previously been filled.  An important 
role is played here by various objects which define one’s 
relationship to the people who are closest. The conclusion 
of a particular phase of life (e.g. the grandmother’s 
death) is again accompanied by destruction of the objects 
associated with her. Relationships between grandmother, 
mother and daughter 
had been charged, full of 
conflicts and generational 
problems. They were 
dominated by evil and 
intolerance. The author 
captures very precisely, 
and thus all the more 
painfully, these moments 
when communication 
between human beings 
disintegrates.  One can 
only hope that the stories 
of the characters in The 
Fifth Boat do not mirror 
the life of our society. In 
Jarka’s case time planes 
alternate and she is, as it 
were, anchorless in time. Maybe that is why she is always 
dreaming of boats, symbols of stability and security. 
Because everyone, in a life full of chaos, knows the worth 
of an anchor.

Peter Krištúfek

Blíženci a protinožci
Gemini and the Antipodeans
Marenčin PT, Bratislava 2010

Peter Krištúfek’s latest 
novel Gemini and the 
Antipodeans tells the 
story of a strange love, a 
love which is ultimately 
a killer. First, however, 
it undermines the family 
and afterwards the entire 
life of the writer Adrian, 
who makes a living by 
writing books to order. 
Everything becomes 
entangled when the 
former prostitute and 

LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B38LitRevue_SlovLitRev201101.indd   B38 9.8.2011   17:569.8.2011   17:56



REVUEDERSLOWAKISCHENLITERATUR | SLOVAKLITERARYREVIEW

| 39

Volume 16, Number 1

currently abstinent drug addict Nora requests him to 
write a book. The unsuccessful writer, who nonetheless 
makes a perfectly good living through spiritual 
prostitution, undergoes a complete change of life. He 
realises that both of them, he and Nora alike, are actually 
selling something very internal and intimate. From the 
author’s narrative the reader gathers that Nora, who has 
many times been deceived and abused, blames no one 
and makes no complaints against anyone. Paradoxically 
Adrian, living what is essentially a secure life, is full of 
self-pity and always has an excuse to hand for his lack of 
success.  The novel is about relationships and sexuality, 
the encounter and merging of the world of men and 
women, and also about memory and passion. It is made 
up of seven texts which use distinguishing fonts (Adrian’s 
diary, Nora’s diary...) The author writes very readably 
and at certain moments everyone will find elements to 
identify with in the characters of this original tale.

Lukáš Luk

Príbehy Považského Sokolca
Stories from Považský Sokolec
Petrus, Bratislava 2010

During the 1990s Lukáš Luk had many pieces published 
in the literary magazine DOTYKY. Later his work was 
published in LET magazine. He regularly published on 
the internet portal AMNEZIA under the heading “The 
World through the Eyes of Lukáš Luk”. In 2006 the jury 
of the literary competition 2 × MÚZING awarded first 
prize to his short story Professor Kowalski’s Pupil. His 
book debut Stories from Považský Sokolec has gone 
forward to the final of Anasoft Litera 2011. Seventeen 
short humorous prose pieces capture the Slovak village 
of Sokolec in the early stages of the birth of democracy. 
The collection is framed by the image of a raptor, as 
a harbinger of misfortune. The stories link up with 
one another in places: they are interconnected by the 
figures of characteristic village inhabitants, eccentrics 
to a lesser or greater degree, who always manage to 
come up with some ploy whatever the circumstances. 
Through their business dealings they gradually become 
acquainted with the new opportunities and the hitherto 
unknown ‘conquests of 
civilisation’, and more 
than once they get into 
absurd, even grotesque 
situations. The comedy 
is based mainly on the 
senseless activities of the 
characters (smuggling 
frozen vegetables under 
their fleece caps, raising 
mouflon, weighing 
and selling stone from 
the Castle Peak...). 
With gentle irony and 

distinctive humour, Lukáš Luk caricatures a whole 
gamut of human qualities and frailties typical of the 
village or small town (backbiting, envy, prejudice...) 
The book which Lukáš Luk has managed to produce is a 
kind of distillation of his sense of the Považská country’s 
genius loci and its particularities – castles, historical 
associations, character of the people, and so on.

Peter Macsovszky

Mykať kostlivcami
Making Skeletons Twitch
Vlna/Drewo a srd, Bratislava 2010

This is the Seventeenth book in this author’s output. He 
himself calls it his autobiography. From the very first 
chapter one is intrigued by the uniquely original and 
arresting style. Particularly interesting is his language: he 
is able at will to retrieve words from the deepest depths, 
at the outer limits of their capacity for everyday language 
use. The area of content is more complicated, however. 
Conscious or unconscious references to other writers 
and philosophers (J. L. Borges, A. Camus, J. London, 
P. Coelho, M. Kundera....) form a line of sequence. 
The reader probably will not easily even manage to 
notice that everything is happening in a pub in Jordaan. 
There are reasons for locating the plot in this place: 
Holland, portrayed as a paradise for immigrants and 
foreigners, is reflected upon in foreigners’ minds. The 
main character Šimon Blef introduces us to his friends 
and especially to his mother, who communicates with 
her son only by telephone, yet never fails to come out 
with some noteworthy 
thought. Šimon Blef is 
an unemployed though 
promising writer who 
spends whole days 
sitting around in the city, 
writing down the fruits 
of his observation and 
dreaming of other cities. 
He feels free, but only 
apparently. Because 
even in the first drinking-
dive he goes to, he is 
waylaid by voices from 
the past, voices that he 
is fleeing from but which 
he doesn’t intend to 
renounce. And so cycles of banal themes alternate with 
serious, and create a kind of inner balance in the work.

Zuzana Mojžišová

Bon voyage
Artforum, Bratislava 2010
The love language is banal and overblown, and 
nevertheless one can say in all seriousness that Zuzana 
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A Month of Authors’ Readings
This year the Brno publishing agency Větrné mlýny, in cooperation with its partners – the Košice Young Readers’ Library 
and the Polish Biuro literackie – is organising the 12th year of the largest  Central European literary festival entitled “A 
Month of Authors’ Readings”. It took place between 1st July and 3rd August.  The festival included readings by Czech, 
Slovak and Polish authors in Brno, Ostrava, Košice and Wroclaw. There were 31 authors from the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia and 31 authors from Poland. This year the guest of 
honour has been Poland.  The programme of readings by 
authors was the same in every town and the authors moved to 
a different place each day. In Brno the events took place in the 
Husa na provázku theatre, Zelený trh 9, in Košice in the Košice 
Puppet Theatre, Tajovského 4 and in Ostrava in Klub Atlantik, 
Čsl. légií 7. The Slovak authors presenting their work were Peter 
Repka, Silvester Lavrík, Ivan Štrpka, Márius Kopcsay, Mária 
Ferenčuhová, Katarína Kucbelová, Viliam Klimáček, Ján Litvák, 
Pavol Rankov, Veronika Šikulová, Jana Bodnárová, Michal 
Hvorecký, Vladimír Balla, Martin Šimečka and Miroslav Kusý. 
The Polish writers included, for example, Ryszard Krynicki, 
Henryk Grynberg and Adam Zagajewski. Pavel Kohout, Arnošt 
Goldflam and Markéta Pilátová were among those representing 
the Czech literary scene.  The literary festival has been held 
annually since 2000. There are two aspects to its programme: it 
presents works from the country in which it is held and works 
from another country. This year the main programme has 
always featured two writers, one guest of honour from Poland 
and one from the Czech Republic or from Slovakia. The festival 
offers an excellent opportunity to present Slovak literature and 
its authors not only at home, but also abroad. The exceptional 
interest in all these literary events is the best proof of this.  
Read more at: www.autorskecteni.cz

Mojžišová’s Bon voyage is a novel of love with a bad and 
a good ending. This is cruel, kind, humorous, and above 
all precise prose, where any kind of happy end consists 
simply in the opportunity to read it. The fragmentary 
tales and dreams, the inbuilt short stories, testify to a 
whole that is ultimately 
compact and perfectly 
rounded compositionally. 
It embraces not only 
its own but also other 
stories, not only love 
but pain too, not only 
hatred but sorrow. The 
frame upon which the 
author hangs memories, 
stories, happenstances, 
is that part of life where 
relationships of lasting 
consequence begin and 
end. They leave behind 
them all that belongs to 
ordinary human persons 
and their lives.

Pavel Vilikovský

Pes na ceste
A Dog in the Road
Kalligram, Bratislava 2010

Vilikovský’s latest book is Dog in the Road. The hero in 
this prose piece is nameless, a mere X. Y. who is trying 

to ‘sell’ Slovak literature in Austria and Germany. In a 
foreign setting he becomes a ‘representative’ of Slovakia 
and a mediator of cultural exchange. The book’s leading 
motif is the figure of the controversial Austrian writer 
Thomas Bernhard, highly regarded abroad, whom 
Austrians were unwilling to acknowledge prior to 
his death in 1989, giving him the unflattering title of 
‘Nestbeschmutzer’. The novel’s narrator, a participant 
in meetings about Slovak literature abroad, puts the 
focus on himself especially, but also on Slovak writer 
fighting on foreign soil for good repute; he highlights 
the reality of Slovak culture and society, and the Slovak 
nature as such. At an opposite pole, there are brilliant 
characterisations of classic writers of the 20th century 
(Hemingway, Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Saroyan...). At first 
sight it would seem that 
this prose work presents 
a simplified selection 
of Vilikovský’s best-
known and perhaps best 
books. Dog on the Road 
is not just a pamphlet 
mocking at nationalists. 
It is a mournful reading 
on forgotten dreams. 
Vilikovský more than 
anyone else has managed 
to overcome the littleness 
of his nation, a subject 
on which he writes here 
unflinchingly.

g y )
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During the International Book Fair in Budapest, which took 
place from 14th up to 17th April 2011, three Slovak writers 
were presented. Prose writers Silvester Lavrík, Pavol Rankov 
and Dušan Šimko read from their books and took part in 
several discussions. In the photo: translator Karol Wlachovský 
(left) and Silvester Lavrík (right).

Slovak poets Mila Haugová and Ivan Štrpka took part at 
two events in the United Kingdom in June: first one was the 
delayed British launch of the anthology of Slovak poetry Six 
Slovak Poets (Arc Publications, 2010) which took place in the 
Aberystwyth Arts Centre in Aberystwyth, Wales, on 16th June, 
and the other one was a reading at London’s Rich Mix Centre 
on 18th June, where Mila Haugová and Ivan Štrpka presented 
themselves together with six British poets. Both successful 
events were organized by LAF in cooperation with LIC.

Several well-known Slovak writers participated in the 
programmes of the Prague International Book Fair (12 – 15 
May 2011). The topic of the book fair was Arab literature, 
and within this framework LIC presented the newly published 
anthology of ten Slovak female writers in Arabic translation, 
Don’t Touch (Sphinx Books, Cairo 2011). One of the writers, 
Veronika Šikulová (left), as well as translator Khalid Biltagi 
(centre) and publisher Khaled Abbas, discussed women´s 
writing and its perception in the Arab world and read extracts 
both in Slovak and Arabic.
Writer Emíre Khidayer launched her new non-fiction book, Life 
the Arab Way.
Dušan Šimko (top photo, centre) commented on the Czech 
edition of his succesfull novella Japanese Divan, and  Veronika 
Šikulová read from her new novel Places in the Web.
Pavel Vilikovský (bottom left) presented his last two novels, 
A Dog in the Road and The Autobiography of Evil. Márius Kopcsay 
(bottom right) read from his newest book The Bear Rock.

On 6 April 2011 the Slovak Institute in Vienna organised 
a reading from Daniela Kapitáňová’s Samko Tále: Buch über den 
Friedhof  and presentation of the German edition of Slowakei 
(both books by Wieser Verlag, Klagenfurt 2010). Both the 
author Daniela Kapitáňová (in the photo) and publisher Lojze 
Wieser were present at the event.
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