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Bohumil Hrabal was born in 1914 in Brno-Židenice, Czechoslovakia. Receiving a degree in law, he worked as a stagehand, postman, clerk and
baler of wastepaper. He is internationally known and loved for such books as Closely Observed Trains and I Served the King of England. The former was made into a hugely successful movie of the same name by Jiri Menzel.


Bohumil Hrabal died in 1997.
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      Translator’s Note

      Cutting It Short follows the text of the first edition of Postřižiny as published by Československý spisovatel, Prague, 1976. Its sequel, The Little Town Where Time Stood Still, follows the text of the author’s original 1973 typescript Městečko, kde se zastavil čas, as used for the editions by Odeon, Prague, 1991, Sixty-Eight Publishers, Toronto, 1989, and Comenius, Innsbruck, 1978.
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      Introduction

      One of the first authors – certainly the oldest and the most popular – of the political thaw that reached Czechoslovakia at
         the end of the 1950s and lasted until the Soviet ambush in 1968, was Bohumil Hrabal (b.1914). Yet to appreciate fully what
         a revelation his first books were to the Czech reader, the Westerner would have to have some knowledge of the socialist-realist
         portrayal of the working class, of its deadly foe, the bourgeoisie, and its wavering ally, the intellectual. In the terminology
         of the “method”, which only the Devil understood (as Sholokhov once remarked), these social categories translated into the
         Positive, Negative, and Wavering Hero. Classical socialist-realism knew no other human type. The formula was permeated by
         a social determinism more deterministic than anything written by American naturalists in the nineteenth century. The positive
         character in these fairy tales was always a worker, the negative always either a capitalist or his middle-class lackey; the wavering hero was always either an old, feeble-minded worker, unable to comprehend the beneficial nature of revolutionary change, or a bourgeois intellectual who, to paraphrase Marx, found it difficult to cross in ideology the limits he was unfit
         to cross in life.

      Into this thoroughly fictitious world of wishful thinking came – as a ray of light – Hrabal’s stories, peopled by unmistakable
         proletarians who were not necessarily always likeable, by unmistakable middle-class characters, not necessarily unlikeable,
         and by “atypical” intellectuals who discussed E.A. Poe or Jackson Pollock in a tavern over a mug of beer. Gone was the determinism,
         gone was the lifelessness of the cardboard world of the once mandatory “method”. Hrabal’s colourful folks were triumphantly
         alive, they displayed the politically incorrect classlessness of raconteurism, they lived in a universe lighted by fireworks
         of imagination. The “low” material of rough life recorded in beerhalls merged with the “high” concepts of great art; this
         union was blessed by surrealism and the silent two-reelers of early American cinema; everything was sifted through a creative
         intellect blessed by the profound democracy of extraordinary talent. The poetic products of this talent were anathema to everything
         the socialist-realist establishment stood for, although nowhere did the author trouble himself with the ponderous issues of
         ideology, and very rarely was there a direct criticism of the particular sores of socialist life. But the entire oeuvre, by
         its miraculous existence, was a critique of the canonized vision, enforced, in the bad old Stalinist days, sometimes to the
         point of incarceration.

      In the early fifties, the man who did all this was realist enough not to attempt submitting his fictions for publication.
         He read them aloud to a group of friends who constituted one of the very few active literary undergrounds of the Stalinist era. I was a member of this circle, so was
         the great jazz composer, the late Jan Rychlík; so was Zdeněk Urbánek, later one of the most courageous dissidents of the seventies and eighties; so was Věra Linhartová, the gentle experimentalist of fiction, who later left the country for Paris; and last but not least, the then
         unpublished poet Jan Zábrana. The spiritus agens of the sessions was Jiří Kolář, a great and influential force in modern Czech literature, who did in verse something similar to what Hrabal did in prose.
         It was Kolář who first helped Hrabal to see his name in print. He found a loophole in the censorship of the day: the fact that officially
         sanctioned organizations were allowed to print newsletters for their membership. Since such materials were not sold to the
         general public, the censor applied much lighter control. In 1956, Kolář convinced the Bibliophiles Club to print a supplement to one of their issues, entitled People Talking (Hovory lidí) and containing two of Hrabal’s stories. In this limited way Hrabal reached his first readers outside the underground circles.

      Then the post-Stalin thaw began to be felt in Prague publishing houses, and the first collection of Hrabal’s stories, Lark on a String (Skřivánek na niti) was to be brought out by the Writers’ Union Publishing House. But before it could be released in 1959, my own novel The Cowards exploded in the ideological trenches and was used by the Stalinist faction of the Party as a warning example of what happens
         if the grip of orthodox censorship is loosened. Hrabal’s collection was one of the many casualties of the ensuing purge.
But that was the last, cramp-like attempt by the Stalinists to regain full control over literature. The liberal forces quickly
         recovered, Hrabal’s book eventually came out in 1963 with a new title, Pearl on the Bottom (Perlička na dně), and launched its author on a meteoric career that elevated him to peaks of popularity no other Czech writer had enjoyed
         before him. It also brought him almost universal critical acclaim.

      Soon, too, came the first international success when his short novel Closely Observed Trains (Ostře sledované vlaky), was filmed (directed by Jiří Menzel), and received an Oscar in 1967. The novel’s theme – the merging of sexual suffering with anti-Nazi sabotage – was
         another challenge to accepted norms: this time to the officially ratified portrayal of Czech wartime resistance as something
         sexless, saintly and thoroughly removed from the mundane affairs of common people. It was Hrabal’s first step towards more
         expressly political themes, and gradually issues related to the repressive and often destructive party measures began to seep
         through the palavering texture of surreal raconteurism. The trend culminated in another film, and in another novel. The film,
         shot again by Jiří Menzel and based on Hrabal’s most “controversial” book to date, An Advertisement for the House I Don’t Want to Live In Anymore (Inzerát na dům, ve kterém už nechci bydlet, 1965), but, symptomatically, given the slightly altered title of the book banned in 1959 Larks on a String (Skřivánci na niti), is the story of a group of female political prisoners, of “bourgeois elements” sent to work in a huge junkyard, and of the
         mésalliance of a young worker with one of the jailbirds. It was banned before release and locked, with many similar films, in the vaults of the Barrandov Studios whence it finally, twenty-two years
         later, emerged unscathed to receive recognition at the San Francisco film festival in 1990.

      The novel was The Little Town Where Time Stood Still (Městečko, kde se zastavil čas). Written in 1973, it went through two emigré editions (in 1978 by Comenius, Innsbruck and in 1989 by the Sixty-Eight Publishers,
         Toronto), but it was never, in its entirety, brought out in Prague until after the Velvet Revolution of 1989.

      It is, perhaps, Hrabal’s most powerful text: essentially a dirge for the “old times” before the advent of cruel European dictatorships
         – times that, whatever they were, possessed at least a human face.

      Why was it never published at home until after the collapse of communism? I suspect that Western readers will hardly find
         anything so politically unacceptable in the text as to give the authorities a reason to smother a book which brims with life
         (and it is not the life of the leisure class). But the Stalinist mind does not possess the superstructure of the unconscious,
         but of pathological suspicion. And, in the meantime, Soviet tanks arrived in Prague.

      The best writers either left, or went underground where they founded several samizdat publishing ventures; or simply remained
         silent; or even began writing inconspicuous crime stories. When Hrabal turned sixty in 1974, a group of his friends published,
         in the samizdat form, a Festschrift, and Hrabal was generally seen as a dissident writer, alongside Václav Havel, Milan Kundera (who at that time still lived
         in Czechoslovakia), Ivan Klíma, Ludvík Vaculík and others. But Hrabal, who under the guise of a “tough guy” is a very sensitive and vulnerable man, was selected and focused
         on by the establishment hacks. These included both the secret policemen who, playing the traditional role of the “bad” cop,
         regularly took the sick author in for interrogation, and the Marxist literary critics, who tried to convince him that it was
         his duty to do something so that the thousands upon thousands of his devoted readers could again read his books. One such
         critic, Mr Jiří Hájek, playing the traditional role of the “good” cop, eventually persuaded Hrabal to give him an interview which was printed
         in the Party’s cultural weekly Tribuna. It’s a lukewarm text, conceived in generalities, talking, for instance, about socialism which Hrabal “never had anything
         against”, without specifying what kind of socialism he had in mind. His devoted readers naturally understood him; what he
         certainly did not have in mind was the post-invasion abomination which Party ideologues labelled “truly existing socialism”.
         Seriously ill and under constant pressures of this kind, Hrabal finally published his interview in exchange for permission
         to return to print.

      And return he did – but something happened. When he submitted The Little Town Where Time Stood Still there was considerable embarrassment in the Writers’ Union Publishing House, judging at least by the time lapse between submission
         – some time in 1973 – and the publication of Lovely Wistfulness (Krasosmutnění, 1979) and Harlequin’s Millions (Harlekýnovy milióny, 1981) which contain fragments of the as yet unpublished Little Town Where Time Stood Still. Under new pressures, this time from editors (acting as preventive censors), Hrabal rewrote the text considerably, removing most of the powerful conclusion, changing the narrative voice to that of his mother,
         and chopping the text into pieces which he then mixed with other material, and published in the two above mentioned books.

      The removal of essential parts of the requiem for the temps perdu naturally changed the tone and also, to a great extent, the meaning of the text which was still further disfigured by other
         “editorial” changes. A good example is one of the central episodes, the sacking of Francin after the arrival of the “new times”
         (i.e. after the communist takeover). In the “unedited” text; now fully restored in this English language edition, Francin,
         after being rather rudely thrown out of his job, begs to be allowed to keep at least two old office lamps with green shades
         as souvenirs of his long years in the brewery. However, “when Dad left the office, this was what the workers’ director had
         been waiting for, he took both lamps with their green shades and he threw them out of the window on to a heap of lumber and
         scrap, and the green shades and cylinders smashed to pieces and Dad clutched his head and there was a crumpling sound inside,
         as if his brain had been smashed. ‘The new era’s beginning here too,’ said the workers’ director, and he went into his office.”
         In Harlequin’s Millions the same episode is rendered in the following way: when Francin asks for permission to keep the two lamps, the working-class
         director (renamed “chairman of the brewery”), a kindly, almost apologetic, certainly not rude character, first also refuses,
         but then turns to the other members of the committee with the words: “Well, what do you think, comrades? Shall we be magnanimous? Take the lamps as souvenirs of old times which were good to you.” The difference between the two versions certainly
         needs no explanation. Hrabal, in order to have the book published at all, simply used the Writers’ Union mandatory method,
         and from a surrealist became a realist with an adjective attached. In fact, in one of his several books banned and seized
         by the censors after the Soviet invasion entitled The Buds (Poupata) he predicted, with bitter self-irony, his own fate: “a cab driver drove me this year from the Barrandov studios, and suddenly
         he asked me, laughing, ‘You’re Mr. Hrabal?’ I said, ‘Well, I am.’ And he said, ‘Heh-heh, so they’ve outsmarted you, haven’t
         they? You wanted to be a poète maudit, and they’ve turned you into a socialist-realist. That’s what I call an achievement.’” A cabbie displaying knowledge of nineteenth-century
         French literature was nothing very extraordinary in those times in Prague. Many “bourgeois elements” found refuge from the
         uranium mines behind the wheel. And, for that matter, it’s not so very extraordinary in New York today, albeit it’s not political
         oppression that makes such fine contemporary Czech writers as Iva Pekárková drive a taxi in the Big Apple.

      Besides The Buds, at least two other works by Hrabal fell victim to the post-invasion book-burning: Homework (Domácí úkoly, 1970), a collection of highly original essays, and Three Wistful Grotesques (Tři teskné grotesky) which contained his early pieces written in 1944-53. The first fruit of his compromise with the establishment, to come out
         in 1976, was Cutting It Short (Postřižiny). There are, however, no traces of any artistic compromise in this crystalline text of subtly erotic beauty, a refined and moving love song for his pretty and witty mother. Hrabal simply did not include things that do not belong
         in a love song, and approved the omission of two other texts contained in the samizdat edition of 1973. These two stories,
         however, The Bridesmaid (Drůžička), and The Handbook for a Palaverer’s Apprentice (Rukověť pábite ského učně) are self-contained tales, and the charming novella Cutting It Short in no way suffers by being published separately. In the present edition it is printed together with The Little Town Where Time Stood Still, which is logical and most appropriate – the same lovingly depicted characters appear in both, and the dirge for old times
         assumes a new, polyphonous and more universal quality.

      After the publication of Cutting It Short, the book market in occupied Prague was flooded with various new and old texts by Hrabal, but these were not the result of
         further compromises but of censorial selection. Hrabal has always been very prolific, and so, from the deluge of writings,
         the “normalized” editors, with an unerring hand, excluded the best. Too Loud A Solitude (Příliš hlučná samota, 1976), his poetic condemnation of the banning of books, was never published (except by emigré houses), and neither was his
         incomparable three-volume autobiography The Weddings in the House (Svadby v domě), Vita Nuova and Vacant Lots (Proluky). They cleverly use the narrative voice of the writer’s loving but puzzled wife who cannot comprehend what is it about her
         beer-swilling, pork-guzzling man that makes people think he is a genius. And, at the very end of the “new era”, shortly before
         the collapse of communism, Hrabal returned to the ranks of samizdat authors. Another masterpiece, I Served the King of England (Obsluhoval jsem anglického krále, 1975) was rejected as inappropriate, and eventually published in 1983 by a courageous group of people, members of the semi-legal
         Jazz Section of the Czech Musicians’ Union who tried to use the same loophole Jiří Kolář had discovered a quarter of a century earlier. They brought the book out in their “members only” series jazzpetit, endorsed by Hrabal’s dedication “To the Jazz Section”, and it proved to be the last drop in the establishment’s cup of patience.
         For years they had been trying to suppress the Jazz Section, and so, finally, in 1987, the Section’s leaders were put on trial
         and sent to jail for “unauthorized publishing activities”. Shortly afterwards, communism went bust.

      Hrabal, now approaching the eightieth year of his life, is still the favourite of Czech readers. He is certainly one of those
         contemporary Czech writers without whom the knowledge of the literature of that distant land would be lamentably incomplete.

      Josef Škvorecký

      1993
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