
 
Canadian Slavonic Papers/Revue canadienne des slavistes 
Vol. LI, No. 4, December 2009 
 

Jonathan L. Owen 

Closely Observed Bodies: Corporeality, Totalitarianism 
and Subversion in Jiří Menzel’s 1960s Adaptations of 
Bohumil Hrabal 

ABSTRACT: This article concerns the exploration of sexuality, the body and materiality in 
Czech New Wave filmmaker Jiří Menzel’s 1960s adaptations of the writings of Bohumil 
Hrabal. Particular attention is paid to two of Menzel’s most celebrated films, Ostře 
sledované vlaky [Closely Observed Trains, 1966] and Skřivánci na niti [Skylarks on a 
String, 1969]. I consider the subversive, political implications of these themes, especially 
in relation to Czechoslovak communist society. Sexuality and bodily need comprise for 
Menzel a means of evoking a resilient human ‘nature’, and represent a point of 
convergence between the expression of individual uniqueness and the recognition of 
human commonality. In this way the erotic or corporeal dimension offers resistance to the 
homogenizing and transformative ambitions of totalitarian power. This dimension is 
crucial both to Menzel’s construction of a kind of quotidian utopia, and to his repudiation 
of the tyrannical utopianism of Stalinism or Nazism. Menzel’s representation of sexuality 
is also considered in relation to his affirmation of wasteful or purposeless activity. Here I 
draw on Georges Bataille’s notion of the “unproductive expenditure” that defies the 
“rational” realm of instrumental actions. Ultimately I claim that while Menzel’s work is 
subversive in its opposition to Stalinism and other totalitarian regimes, it is conservative 
in its approach to sexual politics and falls short of Hrabal’s more challenging and 
complex vision. 

Whether striving to lose their virginity in Nazi-occupied Bohemia or frolicking 
in communist scrap yards, the characters in Jiří Menzel’s films convey an 
irrepressible humanity that remains somehow untouched by the pressures and 
vicissitudes of twentieth-century history. At the same time, the sexual 
misadventures of Menzel’s protagonists represent a politically disruptive force, 
with erotic pleasure comprising a challenge and a provocation to the world of 
work, war and self-denying purposefulness. Menzel’s corporeal humanism, if 
his sensibility can be thus described, emerges in many ways fully formed from 
the pages of Bohumil Hrabal, the Czech prose writer who provided the source 
material for a number of Menzel’s films and with whom the director clearly 
found a great affinity. Both Ostře sledované vlaky [Closely Observed Trains, 
1966] and the long banned Skřivánci na niti [Skylarks on a String, 1969], in my 
view Menzel’s thematically richest films and the ones on which I will 
predominantly focus throughout this piece, were derived from Hrabal’s writings 
(the former film from a 1965 novella of the same name, the latter from a short 
story collection, also published in 1965, called Inzerát na dům, ve kterém už 
nechci bydlet [Advert for a House in Which I Do Not Want to Live Anymore]). 
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Hrabal’s literary beginnings in the Půlnoc group, a post-surrealist circle of 
Czech artists that also included the “explosionalist” graphic artist Vladimir 
Boudník and the poet of “total realism” Egon Bondy, foreground the surrealist 
tenor of Hrabal’s preoccupations with sexuality, desire and the body, and of the 
subversive associations with which those phenomena are often imbued. Yet that 
surrealist provenance also bespeaks some of the tensions and oppositions in 
Hrabal’s (and, to a lesser extent, Menzel’s) work, for the Surrealist movement 
itself contains contradictory (or apparently contradictory) tendencies and 
positions, its texts and images vacillating between erotic and death drives, the 
progressive and the aggressive, the ideal and the material. Surrealism has its 
heretics and its national variations, something that is important to remember in 
discussing Czech artists. In fact, of equal importance to Hrabal’s literary, avant-
garde influences was the influence of the Czech working-class culture in which 
Hrabal moved for most of his life: one of Hrabal’s early ambitions was, it seems, 
to “colloquialize” surrealism, to root the rarefied sensibility of a Breton in the 
rough-edged, workaday environment that Hrabal knew first-hand.1 

Hrabal’s stories offer a densely interwoven blend of realism and fantasy, 
just as his style, arranging fragments of dialect and everyday life in tight, 
collage-like aggregations, is at once demotic and experimental. The diversity of 
the 1965 Perličky na dně [Pearls of the Deep], a portmanteau film comprising 
Hrabal adaptations by key representatives of the Czech New Wave (including 
Menzel), attests to the range of stylistic possibilities that Hrabal’s work offers to 
the filmmaker. The form of visualization that Menzel has adopted throughout his 
long cinematic engagement with Hrabal’s texts has been a largely linear and 
conventional one. That concern with corporeality evident in such films as 
Closely Observed Trains or Skylarks on a String is never translated into the 
striking manipulation of bodies that we see in other East European films of the 
1960s and ’70s. The bodies on display in Menzel’s films are never ordered into 
the stark modernist tableaux and choreographies of a Jancsó, never exhibited 
with the challenging explicitness of a Makavejev, never subjected to the 
dismemberments and dispersals seen in Chytilová’s Sedmikrásky [Daisies, 1966]. 
While the absence of complex editing strategies or plastic manipulation in 
Menzel’s work may indicate a commitment to the inescapable presence and self-
sufficient wonder of objective reality, a commitment that may conceivably be 
described as Hrabalian and even surrealist, the stylistic simplicity of his films 
makes it easy for certain commentators to dismiss or overlook them (Closely 
Observed Trains’ 1967 Oscar might confirm, for better or worse, that sense of 
mainstream acceptability). If Menzel’s concern with the corporeal and physical 
is evident in any distinctive aspect of cinematic practice, it is in his taste for the 
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world’s tactile, sensuous materiality and its rich variety of forms, an appetite 
that extends to the physical nature of his performers. The pursuit of striking, 
non-standard physiognomies was a characteristic of the Czech New Wave as a 
whole. Menzel’s approach was never as innovative as that of the young Miloš 
Forman, given that the former has generally relied on professional actors rather 
than on non-performers redolent with authenticity, yet Menzel’s work takes a 
similar delight in the “unrepeatable” quality of his performers, whether the sly, 
corpulent sensuality of Rudolf Hrušinský or the elfin, sparkle-eyed grace of 
Václav Neckář. 2  Apprehending Menzel’s feel for the sensuous qualities of 
performance, John Simon writes that Josef Somr’s presence in Trains “affects 
our entire sensorium—finger tips, nostrils, and palate no less than eyes and 
ears.”3 

On the other hand, the physical fascinations of the nubile young women 
Menzel generally casts in his female parts are of an altogether more standard 
and predictable kind. Menzel’s representation of women is at odds with the 
spirit of Hrabal, whose female characters sometimes partake of the same 
unconventional, “low” physicality as his male characters. A certain 
squeamishness towards “deviant” femininity is apparent even in Menzel’s 1980 
adaptation of Hrabal’s novel Postřižiny [Cutting It Short], whose protagonist 
(and narrator) is the wayward, earthy and gluttonous brewer’s wife Maryška. 
Menzel’s Maryška is incarnated by the ethereally and daintily beautiful Magda 
Vašáryová, and is as noteworthy for her erotic attributes as her carnivorous 
appetites. “Feminine” decorum is not forsaken even during Maryška’s hearty 
breakfast routine. Such observations not only indicate the generally conservative 
nature of Menzel’s attitudes towards women and sexual politics, but also suggest 
the differences between Menzel’s films and Hrabal’s texts. While the 
collaboration between Menzel and Hrabal was long and happy and while the two 
artists’ sensibilities were in accord in many ways (as is evident in such original 
Menzel projects as Vesničko má středisková [My Sweet Little Village, 1985]), 
there is an occasional sense of compromise in Menzel’s cinematic realizations, 
of a domestication or smoothing away of the rawer, less palatable aspects of 
Hrabal’s tales. As these early expressions of reservation should suggest, my 
response to Menzel’s films is one of both appreciation and distance, and in the 
course of this piece I will acknowledge Menzel’s limitations as well as his 
strengths and innovations. I will show how Closely Observed Trains and 
Skylarks on a String, especially, construct a politically progressive discourse 
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around the body, sexuality and materiality, and how Menzel exploits such 
themes to craft a subtle critical commentary on Stalinist totalitarianism. Yet it 
will also be suggested that Menzel’s generally crowd-pleasing approach falls 
short of the corrosive, convulsive quality of Hrabal, just as his patriarchal 
tendencies mean his work sometimes falls short of its own attempt to express an 
emancipatory message.  

Consistent in the transition from page to screen is the stories’ settings and 
the surprising meanings they accrue. Hrabal’s protagonists are generally to be 
found in marginal, insignificant or ‘low’ environments. In Skylarks on a String 
and Obsluhoval jsem anglického krále [I Served the King of England, 2006] 
(adapted from Hrabal’s novel of the same name, first published, illegally, in 
1971), the customary “abject” environments are spaces of literal abjection, 
places to which the “class enemy” protagonists of these works, banished from 
high-status professions and public visibility, are consigned. Yet in a kind of 
inversion of meaning or act of “détournement,” these marginal, “low” spaces, in 
which the characters find themselves either for political reasons or simply as a 
consequence of their lot in life, also function as a figure for positive values. The 
very abjectness, messiness and disorder of these surroundings, and the literal ex-
centricity of their location, express or image positive, subversive principles that 
are set in opposition to prevailing values. Such inversions also derive from 
Hrabal’s belief that it is only within the “low” world of the plebeian, the world 
of the “little Czech,” that real beauty or nobility emerge, that replacements may 
be found for “lost myths, allegories and symbols.”4 The condemned prosecuting 
attorney in Skylarks admits that he now finds his cement-mixer landlady more 
inspiring than the greatest works of Chaplin, Dreiser and Picasso. Thus it is 
unsurprising that an angel should be found (as an illustration on a piece of 
pasteboard) among the scrap: the point is less that grace is a fortuitous, 
haphazard acquisition than that it naturally belongs with the lowly. 

It may sound peculiar to describe the worlds of Closely Observed Trains 
and Skylarks on a String as utopian, given that these environments are hemmed 
in by, or are the product of, the twentieth century dystopias of Nazi fascism and 
Stalinism. Yet these environments and their eccentric inhabitants are undeniably 
life-affirming, and those life-affirming qualities benefit from being defined 
against the regimes that strive to abolish such qualities. The small village station 
of Closely Observed Trains, described good-naturedly by one character as 
“more like a farm” than a station, teems with “natural” and lascivious life, its 
employees pursuing their own preoccupations more or less unhindered: young 
signalman Miloš, while destined to become a martyr of national resistance, is for 
most of the film solely preoccupied with losing his virginity and with his sexual 
dysfunction (ejaculatio praecox); the dispatcher Hubička is a relentless 
womaniser; and the stationmaster Lanský, disapproving of the other employers 
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yet kindly and paternal, tends his pigeons and luxuriates in suits and furnishings 
(even that concern for fabric and texture, channeling frustrated sexual desires, is 
implicitly erotic). The affront to the values of Nazism represented by the station, 
with its anarchic, lackadaisical spirit and commitment to embodied enjoyments, 
is visualized when the stationmaster appears at the official investigation into 
Hubička’s lewd misuse of the station’s stamps, presided over by the quisling 
councillor Zedníček, dressed in overalls stained with the droppings of his 
beloved pigeons. The more severe environment of the scrap metal yard in 
Skylarks on a String houses an idyllic micro-community, and sexual love 
flourishes defiantly between the condemned labourers, forced to work here for 
the purposes of “re-education,” and the female inmates of an adjacent prison 
camp. (The youthful couple, Pavel and Jitka, are the main focus here, although 
Menzel has ample time for the musings of the other labourers and for the equally 
star-crossed love between a prison guard and his Roma bride.) Ironically, a 
genuinely communitarian, if not communistic, spirit emerges among the camps’ 
supposed counter-revolutionaries, a solidarity that overrides (rather than 
dissolves) the characters’ social, professional and religious differences. As Peter 
Hames suggests, the protagonists of Skylarks enjoy “a perverse kind of internal 
freedom,” 5  with which freedom authentic and positive human values are 
preserved. Hrabal and Menzel’s “utopianism,” if such it can be called, is of a 
firmly non-utopian kind, founded as these environments are on individualism, 
acknowledged imperfection, naturalness and spontaneity. These spaces thus 
contrast with the totalizing, coercive nature of fascist and Stalinist utopianisms, 
with that “classic” version of utopianism that betrays, in Fredric Jameson’s 
words, “a will to uniformity and the ideal purity of a perfect system that always 
had to be imposed by force on its imperfect and reluctant subjects.”6 

What accounts for the optimism and positivity of Hrabal and Menzel’s 
vision is its innocence. Menzel resists the implications that a more reflective, 
perhaps more cynical filmmaker might extrapolate from the same stories, 
Skylarks especially: that community and solidarity assert themselves as a 
response to this repressive power, that the continuous thwarting of erotic 
enjoyment (Pavel’s and Jitka’s romance is impeded by the boundaries of the 
prison camp and the consummation of their marriage will be scuppered by 
Pavel’s arrest) maintains sexual fascination at its ardent pitch and sustains the 
very promise of fulfillment. (Indeed Menzel misses the opportunity for a 
Lacanian reading of the latter situation, whereby the “external impediment” of 
authority would become the “alibi” of individuals “constitutively unable to 
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answer the call of enjoyment”7: Skylarks, like Menzel’s oeuvre generally, is 
little troubled by intimations of constitutive impossibility or immutable lack.) 
No matter that fascism and Stalinism attempt violently to impose new values 
and beget a “new man,” systems of power and the vicissitudes of history are 
never presented here as anything other than negative, inhibiting or forcing in 
their effects: new qualities fail to take root, at least among these characters. As 
Steven Shaviro observes, in Closely Observed Trains “the Nazi occupation is 
described as a burden, but nothing more”: the relations of individuals to fascist 
tyranny are “external ones rather than innerly determining ones.”8 The very title 
Skylarks on a String, an image of fettered nature, succinctly summarizes Hrabal 
and Menzel’s account of power as something that is essentially constraining and 
external. Yet Menzel himself seldom allows sexual nature free reign: one might 
argue that it is the simultaneous omnipresence of sex and absence of actual 
sexual activity that makes Menzel’s films so seductive and easily digestible. In 
Skylarks nude bodies are glimpsed unclearly through windows, and the tender 
touch of hands represents the irresistible pull of a benign sexual desire that can 
go no further: the warm pleasure the film generates confirms the suspicion that 
sexual contact is all the sweeter to the extent that it is confined and partial. 

The motif of touching hands in Skylarks first appears in an amusing early 
scene where a film crew visits the labour camp. The protagonists are organized 
into a tableau, complete with props and theatre-style backdrop, and told to spout 
propaganda slogans celebrating Czechoslovakia’s steel industry and attacking 
US intervention in Korea. The obvious satirical point here is Stalinism’s 
relentless exhortation through propaganda and the state socialist media’s 
subordination of real people and authentic sentiments to sloganeering and rigid 
political schematism. At the same time the scene serves as a broader attack on 
the coercive nature of communism, its insistence on remodelling or “staging” 
people’s behaviour as if by direction. Yet when Pavel and Jitka are instructed to 
hold hands, the action is as good as voluntary, and a more spontaneous form of 
behaviour develops, redeeming the hackneyed falsity of the image of sanctioned 
love that the couple is supposed to portray. Jitka coyly draws her hand away, but 
Pavel pulls it back and strokes it; the couple remain hand in hand after the shoot 
has wrapped, and until the prison guard orders, in a variation of the familiar anti-
imperialist slogan, “Hands off each other.” Representing the natural and 
spontaneous in terms of the “given” reality of sexual instincts, Menzel opposes 
such qualities to the coercions, distortions and manipulations of communism. 
The sincerity of Pavel’s actions contrasts with the false, artificial statements 
made by the other “actors” in the propaganda film. It is worth noting that Pavel 
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and Jitka’s “natural” behaviour here reaffirms patriarchal stereotypes of male 
activity and initiation, female passivity and reticence; to this extent Menzel’s 
“subversive” vision does not detach itself entirely from the ideological universe 
of communist Czechoslovakia, where traditional gender norms and hierarchies 
were seldom seriously challenged. To be sure, there are instances in both 
Skylarks and Closely Observed Trains where female characters play a 
flirtatiously initiating role, though it might be suggested that that role is 
sanctioned by the women’s own intense desirability. 

One of the ultimate aims of Stalinist coercion is the eradication of existent 
nature and the creation of a near-superhuman, economically efficacious “new 
man” (the latter figure being, however, a personage of Leninist cultural 
parentage). In Skylarks, the yard supervisor played by Rudolf Hrušinský 
explicitly uses the image of the re-processing of the scrap metal as a metaphor 
for the positive transformation of these “bourgeois” remnants. The attempt to 
remodel is also the attempt to homogenize, for Stalinism, like fascism, insists on 
the purging of all difference. The notion of an essential identity between the 
rival totalitarianisms is perhaps simplistic, and has been attacked by, among 
others, Slavoj Žižek (for whom Stalinism is “a case of a perverted authentic 
revolution”).9 Yet one thing the two systems certainly shared was the tendency, 
both intellectual and material, to reduce individuals to instruments, ciphers in a 
system of equivalences. The smelting process in which the protagonists of 
Skylarks are engaged signifies not only transformation, but also the reduction of 
diverse, discrete objects to a seamless, homogeneous substance. Of course, that 
homogenous vision is precisely what Menzel and Hrabal challenge, through the 
resilient eccentricity with which they invest their characters. Yet the life of the 
body, something that as we have seen is of much interest for both artists, 
potentially complicates this opposition. Terry Eagleton, in an essay that reads 
Milan Kundera’s fiction through Bakhtin, reminds us how far copulation and 
corporeality also promote the principle of sameness, both because of “the 
ceaselessly repetitive, tediously predictable character of the bodily drives” and 
because of the existence of “a common biology.”10 Thus, the “carnivalesque” 
affirmation of the body and libidinal pleasure risks reproducing the same vision 
of non-differentiation for which totalitarianism is attacked. As Eagleton remarks, 
“for Kundera the image of ungainly naked bodies crowded into a single space, 
repeating one another endlessly, suggests not only the hilarity of the sexual orgy 
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but the concentration camp.”11 How then does a film such as Skylarks, whose 
humanistic message is founded precisely on the counterpoint between 
concentration camps and sexual comedy, resist such a conflation? 

On one level sexual desire and bodily need do enable a degree of levelling 
in Menzel’s films, representing a key point of commonality, acknowledged or 
unacknowledged, between diverse or ideologically opposed characters. Nobody 
is immune to the compulsions of sex: even the idealistic and “a-corporeal” 
Zedníček in Closely Observed Trains is distracted in one scene by the sight of 
the young telegrapher Zdenka thoughtlessly rubbing a pencil between her 
breasts. The male and female characters in Skylarks gather in a circle around a 
fire to warm their hands, an image that suggests a human commonality rooted in 
shared physical need (for both warmth and, implicitly, sexual contact). Even the 
prison guard joins this “circle of humanity”, in a tacit admission of his own love 
and frustrated sexual desire for his new bride. (The scene thus offers an 
appealing contrast with the exclusive, homicidal circles of idealistic young 
communists from Kundera’s Kniha smíchu a zapomnění [The Book of Laughter 
and Forgetting, 1978].) Yet if sex offers a basis for the recognition of 
community, in Hrabal and Menzel’s view it is also capable of an inexhaustible 
uniqueness, comprising a domain where eccentricity runs rampant and where 
human individuality affirms itself. In this way the depiction of carnal 
enjoyments avoids that dehumanizing, “demonic” quality of sameness and 
repetition that, as Eagleton notes, haunts Kundera’s sexual episodes. If Kundera 
is the sardonic chronicler of eternal return, Hrabal is the lyrical poet of the 
unrepeatable. The erotic escapades and mishaps with which Hrabal’s stories 
abound glisten with that sense of the ‘marvellous’ that Hrabal absorbed from 
surrealism. Romantic love, with its idealized, unique, “utterly self-identical” 
object, is always a possibility and occasionally a reality.12 The character of 
Hubička from Closely Observed Trains is perhaps the closest Hrabal and 
Menzel come to the ‘demonic’, alienating representation of sexuality. Yet if 
Hubička’s romantic life is in one sense repetitive and static, it is also marked by 
the bizarrely unique (the use of the station’s rubber stamps in his erotic play 
with Zdenka). While Menzel’s decision to accompany Hubička and Zdenka’s 
sexual encounter with the chimes of the station-master’s grand ornamental clock 
might elsewhere express a sense of the routine, of the daily eversame, here the 
chimes transform Hubička’s erotic activities into a kind of magical ceremony, 
complementing the scene’s romantic chiaroscuro effect.  

It must be said that the eccentricity of Hrabal’s sexual scenes extends at 
times to a flirtation with death and morbidity: the wan and supine body of the 
lover is made to echo that of the corpse. This morbid undercurrent is present, for 
instance, in a romantic anecdote from the story “Smrt pana Balthazara” [The 
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Death of Mr. Baltisberger]: an old lover of Uncle Pepín’s expresses her longing 
to be “dead and buried,” and Pepín consoles her with “the thought that poets say 
the most beautiful thing in the world is a dead beauty.”13 If, then, Hrabal’s 
images of the erotic are generally positive and humanist in their exemplification 
or affirmation of the individual self, the furtive presence of death lends those 
images a subtle counter-suggestion of the anti-human, intimating as that 
presence does the absolute denial of the self. This mortality-spiced romanticism 
suggests some of the tensions at work in Hrabal’s fiction. At the same time, if 
we accept Georges Bataille’s ideas concerning the relationship between 
eroticism and death, we might argue that Hrabal’s direct juxtaposition of these 
phenomena points to a tension at the heart of sex itself: while erotic experience 
may on the one hand offer us confirmation and expression of our individuality, it 
may on the other hand be seen to involve transcendence of the boundaries of our 
selfhood (our “discontinuity,” as Bataille puts it). That irreversible moment of 
regained “continuity” comes, of course, with death. As will become clearer 
throughout this piece, it is these tensions, these morbid shadows over a 
rambunctious cheeriness, that Menzel’s more straightforward and palatable art 
often tends to minimize. 

Yet tension and counterpoint are central to Hrabal’s sensibility, and so it is 
unsurprising that Menzel, given his evident taste for the writer, retains some of 
these oppositions. As in Hrabal’s work, the lyrical, idealizing tendency to which 
Menzel is prone is always brought mockingly yet gently down to earth, always 
confronted with a healthy dose of the corporeal and ribald. Vlastimil Brodský’s 
librarian in Skylarks, one of the condemned labourers, falls into the scrap yard 
latrine following an impromptu citation from Kant. The librarian concedes: 
“This is man’s glory: his head is full of ideals and his feet are stuck in shit.” 
Hrabal and Menzel’s mixing of the lyrical and the base, the abstract and the 
concrete, the high and the low, can be seen to reflect, in part at least, the 
influence of divergent trends within the surrealist movement: the idealism of 
André Breton on one side, the “base materialism” of Bataille and the tactile, 
material and documentary qualities of Czech post-war surrealism on the other. 
These divergent tendencies are as often the subject of a bridging or synthesis as 
of a confrontation (synthesis and confrontation being themselves Bretonian and 
Bataillean principles respectively). Sometimes the basely corporeal is treated in 
ideal, even spiritual, terms without any intermediate process of sublimation. In 
Skylarks the devout Pavel proclaims the basic physical functions (‘food, 
drinking, sleep, bathing and love-making’) to be “the most sublime acts,” and in 
the film and novel versions of I Served the King of England the hero pays tribute 
to the female genitals by garlanding women’s crotches with flowers; the 
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surname of Trains’ Zdenka, a character most notable for having her bottom 
stamped by Hubička, is Svatá, Czech for “holy” or “saintly.” The obverse of this 
elevation of the “low” is the investment of language, the realm of abstractions 
and ideals, with a material, or bodily, quality. Hrabal’s novella Příliš hlučná 
samota [Too Loud a Solitude] (first published, secretly, in 1977), whose 
protagonist, Haňťa, is employed compacting books in a hydraulic press, is most 
explicitly engaged in this “corporealization” of language. As books are pulped, 
they are revealed in their fragile materiality. The abstractions and spiritual 
speculations of the philosophical and religious texts Haňťa loves are fused with 
the waste, vermin and general abjection of the dirty underground press: “the 
word is made bloody flesh.”14 

The appearance of the base and bodily, confronting and merging with the 
abstract and ideal, has political and subversive implications. While neither 
Hrabal nor Menzel are themselves immune to the power of lyricism and 
idealism, both artists also clearly recognize (like Kundera) that these things are 
central to the discourse of Stalinism, and of totalitarianism in general. Kundera 
describes totalitarian discourse as an “angelic” discourse, envisaging a world 
without imperfection, without “shit.” The Nazi councillor Zedníček in Trains, a 
character whose role is expanded in Menzel’s film, is clearly an embodiment of 
such tendencies, for he talks of redeeming “civilization” and is described in the 
film’s screenplay as someone “inspired throughout with the great ideas of 
Nazism.” 15  The “angelic” sensibility is also parodied in the figure of the 
doddering culture minister in Skylarks (a figure based specifically on the 
notorious socialist-realist critic Zdeněk Nejedlý). 16  The minister makes an 
official visit to the scrap metal yard yet seems oblivious to the nature of his 
surroundings; despite making the token socialist promises of providing bread 
and butter in the future, he appears interested only in such elevated cultural 
figures as Němcová and Smetana (even the punning use of the latter name, 
which is also the Czech word for cream, suggests the sabotage of high culture by 
materiality and corporeal instinct). One of the key differences, then, between 
totalitarian discourse and Hrabal and Menzel’s work consists in the latter artists’ 
ability to move between the ideal and lyrical and the material and low, to 
acknowledge, in Kundera’s terms, the shit of existence. Among such shit we can 
include the sordid realities that the Stalinist system has itself created and that its 
idealizing rhetoric conceals. For Hrabal and Menzel, as for Kundera, the 
acknowledgement of the unacceptable is frequently couched in corporeal or 
scatological terms. As we have seen, Hrabal and Menzel’s sympathy for the 
imperfect and basely physical constitutes a rejection of totalitarianism’s kitsch 
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utopia, even as this sympathy helps comprise an opposed utopianism of a 
capacious, tolerant and libertarian kind. Perhaps a corollary of that resistance to 
perfect systems is that even some of the humane principles Hrabal and Menzel 
expound (love, community, sexual freedom and such like) should resist 
becoming totalizing absolutes. 

Just as sexuality, for Hrabal and Menzel, forms part of the arena in which 
difference, individuality and base reality are asserted against identity, 
equivalence and lyricism, so it also expresses the principle of individual self-
sufficiency, the value of the fleeting moment. Bataille grasped this aspect of 
erotic activity, and for that reason the erotic is crucial to Bataille’s definition of 
homogenous and heterogeneous economies. Social homogeneity (which should 
not be identified exclusively with the capitalist mode of production) is 
propounded in classical theories of economy and consists in the reduction of 
individuals to their exchange value, to mere instruments of production or social 
advancement: “According to the judgement of homogeneous society, each man 
is worth what he produces; in other words he stops being an existence for itself: 
he is no more than a function.”17 The term “heterogeneous” refers to those 
activities and experiences that defy the homogenous criteria of functionality or 
usefulness. Heterogeneous acts are those that are not subordinated to any 
purpose, but represent ends in themselves; the quintessence of heterogeneity is 
the “unproductive expenditure,” the enactment of deliberate and profligate waste. 
Eroticism (which Bataille distinguishes from sex in its procreative and thus 
‘purposeful’ guise) is so central here because, in Bataille’s view, sexual urges 
have an inherent tendency towards excess, the compulsive waste of internal 
resources, and because that sense of waste is itself integral to the pleasurable 
erotic experience.18 Bataille suggests that the established intellectual systems 
and dominant political powers are incapable of conceiving of states of “ardour” 
as their own justification: “Lacking any relation to material benefits such as 
power or growth of the state (or of God or a Church or a party),” such states 
“cannot even be comprehended” and manifest themselves as mere “empty 
consummations.”19 Thus one of the most provocative and original aspects of 
Hrabal’s work consists in the choice of such “empty consummations” as the 
territory of his fiction. As A. French notes, Hrabal (unlike many a well-
intentioned “reformist” writer in ’60s Czechoslovakia) abandoned the realm of 
“socialist construction” for a world of daydreamers and feckless sensualists, for 
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those living committed lives of eventful idleness.20 Hrabal’s aesthetic makes for 
a kind of plebeian modernism, its innovations being modelled after the aimless, 
meandering anecdotes that are recounted in pubs, that freewheeling, detail-dense 
form of storytelling that Hrabal calls “palavering” (pabitelství). His more radical 
fictions resemble a feast of scraps, their severance of cause and effect 
undercutting the very idea of purposeful action. 

In the novella and film of Closely Observed Trains, the characters’ 
avoidance of work seems less an expression of political resistance to occupation 
than the result of the characters’ innate concern for immediate pleasures and 
comforts: Miloš after all comes from a “distinguished” line of idlers and good-
for-nothings. At the same time, of course, such pleasure is political to the extent 
that it must be snatched from the totalitarian representatives of homogeneity at 
its most extreme. That struggle is a theme that is arguably more developed in 
Menzel’s film of Trains than in Hrabal’s book, a consequence of Zedníček’s 
expanded role. During the investigation into Hubička’s “misdemeanour”, 
Zedníček witheringly contrasts that misdemeanour and Miloš’s suicide attempt 
with the selfless fighting spirit of the German soldiers: “The most noble people 
of Europe go to the front to fight for peace. Risking their lives, their blood. And 
how do you thank the Reich? You stamp imprints on the telegraphist’s rear end, 
and slash your wrists because of a girl.” The transformation of the body into a 
fighting instrument represents brutal homogeneity, the merciless subordination 
of individual interests to “higher” ends. By contrast, the Czech characters’ 
activities represent purposeless expenditure (the stamping is non-procreative 
sex-play that expends official ink rather than semen, and perhaps carries subtle 
intimations of sodomy, that original Sadeian affront to reproductive sexuality) 
and a willful, strictly non-redemptive self-destruction. Paradoxical here is the 
opposition between the constructive, and thus life-affirming, quality of the 
soldiers’ deaths and the nihilistically wasteful, and thus deathly, sexual activities: 
Nazi troops march to their battlefields in the service of “peace,” while Miloš’s 
sexual problems prompt him to attempt suicide. In contrast with the soldiers’ 
honourable shedding of their own blood, Miloš’s wounds bleed profusely and 
uselessly away in a “bordello bathtub.”  

In one celebrated scene Zedníček attempts to explain the meaning of the 
Nazis’ cause, and admonishes the station-master for fussing about his clothes 
when there are important documents to sign: “When the ultimate victory is being 
fought for, clothes don’t matter. We will leave finery until the attainment of 
peace.” Yet Miloš and Hubička repeatedly subject Zedníček’s statements, 
including the latter one, to the question “Why?” Why, indeed, is a well-made 
suit, the pleasure of fabrics or flesh, secondary to the exigencies of history? This 
questioning is not only an affront to Nazism specifically: with their low-key 
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insolence the station workers challenge the prevalent, “rational” allocation of 
value, the scale that opposes victory and frippery. Here the ethical core of the 
film, underpinning its positive representation of sexuality, is at its clearest: 
present, and tangible, pleasures are not to be renounced in the name of a future, 
abstractly defined happiness, nor should individual moments and lives be so 
thoroughly subordinated to ultimate ends. This scene says as much about 
Stalinism as Nazism; Zedníček himself resembles as much a meek communist 
bureaucrat as an adherent of Hitler. The relentless questioning can be seen to 
parody the nihilistic logic of Stalinist “historical necessity”: the repeated 
“Why?” suggests the reductio ad absurdum of a process of reasoning in which 
nothing is permitted to stand for itself, in which every end is only the means of 
yet another end.  

In Skylarks on a String, Soviet-style communism’s future-oriented 
utopianism and its ideology of individual subordination and self-discipline are 
implied in the over-ambitious production targets with which the characters are 
burdened, and in the omnipresent slogans exhorting the masses to work. Those 
sentiments are set in opposition not only to the characters’ idleness (actually the 
result of a strike against production norms), but also to the literal waste that fills 
the scrap yard. Much like the unreconstructed and unreliable individuals who 
populate Hrabal’s world, the piles of scrap, of broken or obsolete objects, 
represent waste matter that has yet to be transformed into something useful. The 
scrap yard is, then, at once a grim penance and a subversive image of 
marginality and defiant functionlessness (as well as an obvious literalization of 
that hackneyed phrase “the scrapheap of history”). Among the objects waiting to 
become the fodder of heavy industry are box loads of typewriters and crucifixes. 
These objects suggest the self-sufficient activity that an all-consuming 
instrumentalization must abolish: the “useless” pleasures of intellectual 
production and religious devotion are forsaken for the future-oriented and end-
conscious rationality embodied by industrial accumulation. The thwarting of 
Pavel’s and Jitka’s romance can be seen to express the limitations placed on 
sexual life by a system that values only instrumental actions. Even at Pavel’s 
wedding ceremony (which Jitka cannot attend because of her incarceration), the 
official who marries him speaks not of the pleasures of love and domestic life, 
but of the participation of families in “the building of socialism.” 

Strangely enough, Bataille’s thought converges with Soviet communism in 
their representation of sex as squandering or waste. For the vulgarized 
Freudianism of “classical” Soviet psychology, sexual activity is a serious drain 
on resources. The sublimation of sexual instincts is advised as a means of 
conserving vital energy. Lenin himself considered sexual excess as incompatible 
with revolution because it wasted “the health and strength of young people.”21 
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No doubt it was partly out of adherence to these orthodoxies that the 
revolutionary or the resistance fighter was always conceived as an ascetic figure 
in socialist realist works (though Soviet communist culture was highly 
puritanical in any case). As Hames notes with regard to Trains, the “association 
of sex with the theme of national liberation was one of the most politically 
‘subversive’ qualities of the film, undercutting the traditional (and inhuman) 
convention of the noble Resistance fighter.” 22  This association soils the 
sanctified, ‘productive’, future-oriented realm of resistance with the profane, 
wasteful spectacle of sex, yet also serves to repudiate the Leninist view of the 
incompatibility of revolution and sexual fulfillment, love and war. In fact, 
Miloš’s successful sexual performance seems to create the condition for his 
heroic revolutionary “performance” (his destruction of German munitions), 
endowing him with a newfound strength and confidence. Miloš’s act of sabotage 
is presented not as a necessary sublimation of his sexual desires but as a 
complement to the sex act, a convulsion in the political sphere to echo the 
shudders of orgasm. The love-smitten Pavel in Skylarks partakes of a similar 
nonchalant heroism, protesting to the culture minister about the disappearance of 
his friends. (For this act he will be consigned to labouring in a coalmine.) If such 
acts of resistance by these self-indulgent and apparently unengaged characters 
seem surprising, by Menzel’s terms they are also logical: it is those who are 
most in touch with positive human values, and most dominated by their instincts, 
who are prone to resist a totalitarian order.  

Where Soviet psychology seemed to imagine a limited stock of human 
energy, Bataille’s work envisages vast, inexhaustible reserves, impelling 
individuals and whole societies to acts of waste. From a Bataillean standpoint 
the imperative is thus to acknowledge the existence of surplus energy and to 
dispose “correctly” of that surplus: otherwise the inherent need for expenditure 
might express itself through war, murder, or other atrocities. Some of the 
horrific excesses of fascism and Stalinism (despite the latter system’s profession 
of its own rationality) might themselves be considered purposeless expenditures. 
Subsuming both erotic and violent forms of activity, the principle of expenditure 
represents another way of conceiving the relationship between sex and death 
(we have already mentioned Bataille’s notion that both sex and death offer a 
regained continuity). A generally amiable film such as Closely Observed Trains 
might seem vastly removed from the morbid, transgressive sensibility of Bataille, 
yet Menzel’s film does establish subtle connections of its own between sex and 
death, the violent and the erotic. For instance, the marks left on Zdenka’s body 
after her encounter with Hubička and the rubber stamps form a counterpart to 
Miloš’s suicide scars23; those scars are themselves the consequence of sexual 
problems, while the stamps that are used for erotic purposes have been 
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previously deployed in a lesson on Nazi military strategy. An intertwining of 
death and sex persists even in the film’s ending, in which Miloš is killed while 
performing his act of sabotage. That is one reason why Miloš’s concluding act 
of resistance and his martyrdom cannot be seen, despite what some observers 
have suggested, as a mere capitulation to socialist realist conventions.24 Not only 
does Miloš’s sexual encounter create the conditions for his act of bravery: he 
loses his virginity to the resistance contact Viktoria Freie, the woman who 
brings the bomb for the sabotage and thus, in a sense, delivers Miloš’s death to 
him. Moreover, the film’s finale is prefigured in the sexual episodes through 
shared motifs, notably that of the ornamental clock. The clock’s chimes 
accompany most of the erotic encounters and are heard for the last time after the 
explosion of the munitions train, the definitive indication of Miloš’s death (in 
itself the clock’s presence invests the sexual scenes with a sense of the finite 
time of life).25 While Miloš’s fatal act of heroism is, on an overt or literal level, 
a meaningful and purposeful act, these touches can be seen as subtly indicating 
the “heterogeneous” aspect of destruction, war and death. Moreover, to the 
extent that the film’s conclusion does embrace socialist realist conventions, it 
could even be seen to address the heterogeneity and morbid longing that lurk 
within communist practice itself, the disavowed expenditures of Stalinism. 

In retaining the association of sex and death already established in Hrabal’s 
book, Menzel’s version of Trains attains a more “transgressive” edge than is 
customary for the director, and thus distinguishes itself from the occasionally 
smarmy cheerfulness of Menzel’s other films. Yet even here Menzel draws back 
from the most shocking instance of that association: the juxtaposition of Miloš’s 
triumphant sexual encounter with the Allied bombing of Dresden. Such 
manifestations of mordant Hrabalian humour represent something alien to 
Menzel’s cinema, as does the novella’s disturbing imagery of dead and abused 
animals (one wonders what Georges Franju, a genuinely surrealist and 
Bataillean filmmaker, might have done with the same source). Even when 
Menzel shares the same ideas as Hrabal, he is clearly less interested in offering 
up those ideas in challenging, provocative images or in directly confronting the 
darker aspects of human nature. These distinctions can be attributed at once to 
the more stringent standards governing cinematic representation, to Menzel’s 
aim of being an audience-friendly filmmaker, and to an inherent difference of 
taste or sensibility. Menzel himself attests that he is more concerned to show the 
world in its cheerier guises, and it could be argued that the life-affirming vision 
is as valid a response to the horrors of totalitarianism as sustained critique.26 
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The documentarist Karel Vachek rebukes Menzel for offering “‘castrated’ 
Hrabal,” a comment that may refer as much to Menzel’s relative stylistic 
conservatism as to the bowdlerizing of Hrabal’s darker motifs.27 Perhaps such 
accusations of compromise reflect little more than a personal preference, even 
though Hrabal is unarguably the more distinctive artist. Yet Menzel’s 
representation of women does represent a flaw on the filmmaker’s own terms, 
for his often belittling, objectifying treatment of his female characters 
contradicts or compromises the “emancipatory” quality of his vision. To be sure, 
women are seldom demonized for their sexual appetites, yet these appetites and 
enjoyments do not seem to exist for themselves so much as to allow the male 
narratives their triumphs, such as Miloš’s “becoming a man,” his attainment of a 
genitally defined masculinity. Indeed Miloš’s newfound bravery and assurance 
can be seen as a corollary of successful phallic functioning. While women do 
experience sexual and corporeal pleasure in Menzel’s films, they are too often 
the objects of the lascivious gaze of the camera and the male protagonists: the 
sense of an internal life is for the most part denied them. As has been suggested, 
when applied to the female body Menzel’s appreciation of materiality becomes 
an all too conventional erotic admiration for lithe, nubile youth. If Hrabal is 
scarcely feminist in his concerns, his work seldom descends into leering sexual 
objectification. His female characters are more likely to challenge conventions 
of female appearance and behaviour, less likely simply to incarnate male 
fantasies. The “liberated” bodies of Menzel’s female characters are in fact not 
free, but reveal a subjection to the standards of acceptable appearance, the 
“regime” of beauty. The female “nature” that peeps out through the drab, 
desexualized clothes of the prisoners in Skylarks on a String is gentle and 
yielding, at once coquettish and unthreatening. The falsity of representing this 
patriarchal stereotype or fantasy as natural femininity is expressed by the way 
this irrepressible femininity is incarnated in the made-up, classically beautiful 
faces of actresses. 

For all that Menzel is insufficiently transgressive of patriarchal sexual 
norms, his work (and perhaps Hrabal’s also) actually overemphasizes the 
subversive power of sex. It is worth considering whether the absorption in the 
erotic and corporeal is always and necessarily a politically disruptive 
phenomenon, whether it might not instead represent an abandoning of political 
engagement for the compensatory pleasures of private life. One could even 
suggest, somewhat cruelly, that Czechoslovakia’s cynical normalization era (the 
1970s and ’80s), which saw a disillusioned and quietistic retreat into private 
hedonism and “small pleasures,” realized on a wide scale the attitudes valorized 
in Trains or Skylarks. Furthermore, an inordinate attachment to material pleasure 
might only secure one’s investment in, and complicity with, the prevailing 
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system (is the satirically drawn bureaucrat of My Sweet Little Village, hankering 
after his holiday cottage, only the distorted, disavowed reflection of Menzel’s 
indulgent heroes?).28 Even supposing that the erotic and corporeal can attain a 
genuinely troubling, oppositional dimension, could not transgression itself 
assume a conservative role, enabling the temporary, therapeutic casting off of 
inhibitions and ultimately reinforcing the social order? This is one of the lessons 
often extrapolated from Bakhtin’s study of the European carnival, whose 
emphasis on corporeality (and communality) might reasonably be considered 
incipiently revolutionary. In Bataille’s own evocation of Hawaiian custom, 
transgression is equally festive, temporary and easily containable: the death of a 
king unleashes a frenzy of bloody anarchy, only for things to return abruptly to 
normal once the corpse’s flesh has rotted away.29  

Menzel’s cinema might seem especially quaint these days: not only are its 
chief bête noires long vanquished, but the milieux and phenomena it opposes to 
them have been so relentlessly problematized. Private, everyday life, intimately 
penetrated in the contemporary Czech Republic as elsewhere by consumerism, 
could hardly be seen today as an escape from power and its rule of uniformity 
and manipulation. Pornography and a sex-saturated mass media represent the 
penetration of sexuality itself—Menzel’s choice juncture of freedom, 
togetherness and individuality—by exploitation, alienation and the equivalences 
of the marketplace. Tellingly, Menzel has yet to deal with the modern world, 
though his evident unease with contemporary society would suggest no absence 
of present-day targets. Menzel’s romps under the shadows of war and forced 
labour reveal an “innocent,” untroubled and chauvinistically expressed 
commitment to corporeal pleasures and free sexuality. If these films fascinate us 
today, it is because they evoke a naïveté that has suffered the same fate as the 
excoriated Stalinist system itself. 
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