




















effect. My argument finds its resonance in Kundera’s The Book of laughter and Forgefting, a novel published
under the tile le livie du rire et de l'oubli in 1979 dfter he migrafed to France. The novel begins with the
story behind the famous photograph of Klement Goftwald (1896-19583), Moravian-bom  President  of
Czechoslovakia affer the 1948 Czechoslovak coup ditat, which marked the beginning of four decades of
Communist  dictatorship, and  Vladimr  Clementis  (1902-1952),  Slovak-born  prominent  member of  the
Czechoslovak Communist Party who spearheaded the coup and later succeeded Jan Masaryk (1886-1948) as
Foreign Minister:
In February 1948, Communist leader Klement Gottwald stepped out on
the balcony of a Boroque palace in Prague to address the hundreds of
thousands of his fellow citizens packed into Old Town Square. It was a crucial
moment in Czech history—a fateful moment of the kind that occurs once or
twice in a millennium.
Gotiwald was flanked by his comrades, with Clementis standing
next fo him. There were snow fluries, it was cold, and Gotiwald was
bareheaded. The solicitous Clementis took off his own fur cap and set it on
Cottwald’s head.
The Party propaganda section put out hundreds of thousands of copies of
a photograph of that balcony with Goftwald, o fur cop on his head and
comrades at his side, specking to the nation. On that balcony the history of
Communist Czechoslovakia was bom. Every child knew the photograph from
posters, schoolbooks, and museums.
Four years later Clementis was charged with treason and hanged. The
propaganda section immediately airbrushed him out of history and, obviously,
out of all the photographs as well. Ever since, Gotiwald has stood on that
balcony alone. Where Clementis once stood, there is only bare palace wall.
All that remains of Clementis is the cap on Gottwald’s head. (3)
Photo manipulation seems a typical story and the name of the game in this parlicular era, parficularly when
the photographed person, with a twist of fate, folls out of the leader's or the regime’s favour. Clementis’s
downfall is a case in point. Accused for being a Trotskyite-Titoisi-Zionist “bourgeois nationalist”, convicted in
the S|Ilns|§ show frial and later hanged in 1952 (Jancura), Clementis is the embodiment of a statement made
by Kundera: “The siruggle of man against power is the stuggle of memory against forgeting” (Book of
laughter and forgeffing 3). It can be said that Clementis lost his baotle against power and oblivion. Apart

from the fur cap which remains on the photo as the only evidence of his devotion to the Parly, two smoking
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“iar” means spring in the Czech and Slovok languages). is Ludvik's childhood friend. Reluctant to join the
Communist Parly at fist: “For us the February Communist coup meant a reign of terror” (The Joke 138),
Jaroslav, an dficionado of Moravian folk tradition. eventually becomes a staunch supporter of the regime of
which objeclives are to revive and promote folk culure as the only legifimate art and culture which can
rightfully serve the mass: “The Communist Party supported us. So our polilical reservations quickly melted away.
| myself joined the Parly at the beginning of forty-nine. And the others from the ensemble soon followed me”
(The Joke 143). Since, in his view, “[nlo one had ever done so much for folk art as the Communist
govemment” (The Joke 141), Jaroslav decides to devote his life to the preservafion of Moravian folk culture
and fo the art polifics of Soviefs socialist realism: “The Communist Parly went all out to create a new way of
life. It based its efforts on Stalin’s famous definition of the new art socialist content in nafional form. And
national form in music, dance, ond poetry could come from nowhere but folk art” (The Jjoke 141). A
dedicated “engineer of the human soul” (Zhdanov 16), according to Stalinist art policies of his time, Jaroslav
is an epitome of the kind of artist defined and approved by Andrei Zhdanov (1896-1948), director of the
Soviet Union's cultural policy, in his speech at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934
It [being engineers of the human soul] means, in the first place, that you

must know life to be able to depict it tuthfully in artistic creations, to depict it

neither “scholastically” nor lifelessly, nor simply as “objective reality”, but rather

as reality in its revolufionary development. The truthfulness and hisforical

exacliude of the artistic image must be linked with the task of ideological

transformation of the education of the working people in the spirit of socialism.

This method in fiction and literary crificism is what we call the method of

socialist realism. (15)
Dedicated to preserving “historical exactitude” (Zhdanov 15), Jaroslav refuses to view himself and refuses to let
others, especially his son, view him as a folklore fanatic: “Your papa is not just a crackpot folklore addict.
Maybe he is an addict, but he goes deeper than that. He hears in folk art the sap that kept Czech culture
from drying up” (The Joke 128). He believes that his mission is to safeguard the glory of the Czech nation as
well as pass on the torch of Slavic history and civilisafion fo the younger generation:

The folk song or folk rite is a tunnel beneath history, a tunnel that preserves

much of what wars, revolufions, civilization have long since destroyed

aboveground. It is a tunnel through which | see far into the past. | see

Rostislav and  Svatopulk, the first Moravian princes. | see the ancient Slavic

world. (The Joke 133)

Apart from preservation work, tue to the assigned role of a human soul's engineer, Jaroslav also creates
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plight which befell Vladimr Clementis mentioned in the previous section. | shall conclude this article with a
discussion of three characters whose faith in and loving devofion to the regime tumn into fanaticism and lead fo
ideclogical rape: ludvik, Markefa and Alexej.
| shall begin this paper’s last section by returning to ludvik and Marketa.
Though ludvik makes fun of the regime, he is nevertheless a staunch supporter of the Communist Parly.

It is his miscommunication of love, not his overt dissidence towards the regime, which sends him 1o o meeting
with the Party’s University Commitiee, of which members not only have read but also have had in  their
possession Ludvik's postcard. To his horror and  humiliation, the Parly’s committee, led by his friend Pavel
Zemanek, the Parly chairman, unanimously vote in favour for his expulsion from the Communist Party and, what
is worse, from the university. After the verdict, ludvik enlists himself in a military lobour camp and works in the
mines in Ostrava for five years. The dire consequence which ludvik must bear is a result of his failure to
communicate his love and affecion to Marketa who, lacking Ludvik’s kind of humour, is notoricusly incopable
of understanding  jokes:

[Slhe [Marketa] was a girl of trusting simplicity; she was unable to look behind

anything; she could only see the thing itself; she had a remarkable mind for

botany, but would often fail to understand a joke told by a fellow student; she

let herself be caried away by the enthusiasm of the times, but when

confronfed with a political deed based on the principle that the end justifies

the means, she would be as bewildered as she was by a joke; (The Joke 34)
It is the characters’ failure to unconditionally accept each other and lock af each other through eyes
unclouded by his/her own illusory expeciations and self-gratifying judgement, that not only wrecks their
relationship but also condemns one of them to unnecessary punishment: “The psychological and physiological
mechanism of love is so complex that at a cerfain period in his life o young man must concentrate all his
energy on coming fo grips with it, and in this way he misses the actual confent of the love: the woman he
loves” (The Joke 33). Though aware that Marketa might not understand his joke, Ludvik nevertheless expresses
his longing for her in his own loveable and laughable safire, which Marketa does not find loveable and
laughable in the least. The inevitable outcome s total miscommunication:

(It all goes back to my fatal predilection for silly jokes and Marketa’s fatal

inability to understand them. Marketa was the type of woman who takes

everything seriously (which made her totally at one with the spirit of the era);

her major gift from the fates was an apfitude for credulity. (The joke 31)
Marketa’s loyalty to the Communist Parly blinds her from the fact that the postcard was written by the young

man who only seeks her aftention. After handing the postcard over to the Party’s Committee, Marketa asks to






do not exist, affer all, in order to be believed; rather, they serve as a common

and agreed upon dlibi. Foolish people, who take them seriously, sooner or

later discover inconsistencies in them, begin fo protest, and finish finally and

infamously as herefics and apostates. No, too much faith never brings anything

good— (68-69)
ludvik can be counted as “a genuine adherent”, who possesses the kind of wit and humour to joke about the
regime’s sophistries, whereas Markefa can be counted as one of the “foolish people” who cannot look past
the sophisfries to the practical objecfives of a poliical thought. It is the latter type of conformist, the foolish and
superficiol type who does not possess the intelligence and sense of humour which will enable him/her 1o
laugh at the regime, that does more ham to both his/her opponent and the very regime to which he/she
dedicates her life. In the case of Alexej, however, we encounter a special cafegory of political fanatic which, |
propose, is the most dangerous and destructive of all: the intellectual fool.

Alexej, son of a high-ranking Communist official, betrayed his father by informing the authorities about
his father’s subversive behaviour, leading to his father’s arrest: “he had renounced his father for befraying and
defiling the most sacred things his son knew” (The Joke 101). like Marketa, Alexej is unable to look past the
jargons and sophistries of his revered god named socialism. Unlike Marketa, however, Alexej does not have a
moment of guilt or a moment of hesitafion in which he res the crime of betrayal committed to his father. He
lives on an intellectual’s illusion, purged of all human sympathy, that the punishment to which he subjects his
father and also himself is a trial meant o assess the level of one’s love and loyally to the regime. Through
ludvik’s point of view, we come to learn that Alexej, faithful to the spirit of “engineer of the human soul” like
Joroslav, exhibits his intellectual and  artistic falent by composing @ poem about his noble voluntary
incarceration:

As soon as he found out | had been a Party member myself, he opened
up to me a bit, he confided that come what might, he was determined to
pass the supreme test life had placed before him and never betray the Parly.
Then he read me a poem he wiole (the first he had ever writlen) when he
heard he was fo be fransferred to our regiment. It included this quatrain:
Do as you please, Comrades,
Make a dog of me, spit on me foo.
But in my dog’s mask, under your spitle, Comrades,
I'll remain faithfully in the ranks with you. (The Joke 88)
Alexef’s “dogged” dogmatic views expose the (un)laughably pathetic self-delusion which renders infellectual

fools like himself not only useless for they fail to employ their intellectual capacity to question and criticise the











