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The paper deals with the poetics of the theatre of the absurd which in the Czech environment
Sflourishes especially in the 1960s. Attention is paid primarily to the function of proper names
in Czech original plays which can be ranked among the genre of the absurd, but also in the
texts which employ only some features out of the rich scale the theatre of the absurd embod-
ies. The paper analyses names of characters within a selected sample of 30 plays by 15 au-
thors taking into consideration their multiple functions: identification, aesthetic function,
classification, characterisation and association. It tries to show that a name of a character
makes part of the poetics of the genre, plot and semantic structure of the work as a whole.
Keywords: Czech literature, poetics, theatre of the absurd, names of literary characters, ty-
pology of names.

The subject and the aim of this paper could be exhausted simply by saying that
it deals with the poetics of the names of characters in Czech theatre of the absurd.
However, such a lapidary statement contains many impediments and therefore re-
quires a more detailed explanation both regarding the definition of the term of
Czech theatre of the absurd and the methodology of the poetics of names of literary
characters. The specific concept of drama the constitutive features of which are
modelling, feeling of existential absurdity and stereotypical language appears in the
Czech environment as late as in the 1960s — quite contrary to European and world
contexts. This is the reason why original Czech plays written between the years
1960-1969 were chosen. Not only dramas which are classified as purely absurd
containing the topics of crisis and loss of meaning of life were chosen for the fol-
lowing analysis (e.g. Vaclav Havel’s dramas), but also texts which only partially
employ some features of the rich scale the theatre of the absurd embodies. Regard-
ing our previous research into this topic, we have analysed 30 Czech plays by
15 authors including those who employed the features of the theatre of the absurd
only occasionally (e.g. Milan Kundera) or who adjusted it for their specific, crea-
tive purposes (e.g. Josef Topol). The paper analyses names of more than 300 liter-
ary characters out of which about 50 were names of protagonists. The titles of the
dramas are complemented with the date of their first print. If the play was not put
on stage in the same year, then also the year of its first staging has been added.

Regarding the poetics of names of literary characters, we apply functional ap-
proach thus referring to the methodology of Zaneta Dvotakova who described both
the definition of individual functions and their typology as well as the specifics of
different methodological approaches. We agree with her view that the functions of
names should not be perceived separately but in mutual interaction as they are “in-
tertwined, complementing and affecting one another” [1. P. 202]. We realise that
one name can perform (and frequently also performs) more functions. Among
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these we can rank the function of identification which is manifested simply by de-
noting a particular literary character in the same way it happens in real life. Ac-
cording to an older typology introduced by Miloslava Knappova [2. P. 15], the aes-
thetic function is manifested in the form of the name, especially in the order of
speech sounds, length, and euphony creating pleasing or appealing impressions”.
On the other hand, Dvotakova does not limit the aesthetic function solely to the
form of the name claiming that actually any name in a literary piece performs aes-
thetic functions because it is an integral part of its structure and contributes to its
overall meaning [1. P. 201]. In the present paper we take this view into account,
however, we consider also the aesthetic potential of formally unusual names. Be-
sides these two functions we focus on the functions of classification (classifying
function), characterisation and association (allusive, evocative function). The clas-
sifying function means that the name ranks the character in a particular group, most
frequently from the social, religious or nationalist point of view; the function of
characterisation is typical of so-called speaking names which directly characterise
their bearer; the function of association is found in names which refer to names
appearing in real life, in history, literature or culture.

It is common for every name in a literary text to perform the function of identi-
fication. The name individualises its bearer and helps differentiate one character
from another. However, in the 20th century world theatre we can find tendencies
which lead to depersonalisation of characters and which intentionally deny indi-
vidualisation and create names poor in meaning or meaningless. “It is so when a
character does not have a name or the name is almost meaningless, bare, stylised or
modelled, which means substituting. Even a meaningless name attributes some
meaning to the character, defines their typology and shows their ontology. [...] The
tendencies which lead to a depersonalisation of the character are most conspicuous
in existential drama and theatre of the absurd.” [3. P. 621]. We would like to add
that in the world theatre of the absurd generalisation or a complete absence of the
name is related to the problematic nature of identity of characters and that the ques-
tion of the loss of integrity of a character is often a major theme in these dramas.
Recalling Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), we have a perfect example of a
drama in which the protagonist is not only generalised with mystery woven around
him, but who even does not appear on the stage.

In the Czech theatre of the absurd of the 1960s the tendency towards deperson-
alisation applies rather to supporting characters. If we look at examples from Va-
clav Havel’s plays then in Vyrozuméni (The Memorandum, 1965) a whole group of
characters is identified by a substituting term Three clerks. In Zahradni slavnost
(The Garden Party, 1964, prem. 1963) we can find a similarly conceptualised char-
acter of He-Secretary and She-Secretary of the Liquidation Office whose names are
poor in meaning and misleading, and differentiate the characters’ sex only. Pro-
tagonists’ names usually identify their bearers more precisely. The names are fre-
quently composed (first name and surname), evoking common names from the real
world which is true also about Havel’s poetics: the protagonist of Ztizené moznosti
soustiedeni (The Increased Difficulty of Concentration, 1969, prem. 1968) is a sci-
entist Eduard Huml, in the above mentioned The Memorandum assistant manager
Jan Bala$ appears, then there is head of the translation centre Zden€k Masat and
others. In spite of that fact that the tendency towards generalisation of the names of
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characters in Czech drama is not a prevailing trend, it can be well identified in the
researched sample of texts. Ladislav Smocek’s burlesque Bludisté (The Maze,
1966) — which is the closest of all Smocek’s plays to the absurd drama of Havel’s
type — is based on an allegoric parable. A character named simply Man talks in
front of a maze made of high hedges to an attendant who with bureaucratic pomp
and circumstance lets people in, but does not allow anyone out. During an absurd
dialogue Man, to no effect, searches for the fate of the people who entered the
maze, but also wants to know whether there is a way out. The anonymous and
crowd-like impression the character of Man gives is brought even further by the
fact that he himself searches for rescue in the maze after the aggressive attendant
attacks him. The principle of generalisation of the names of characters can be ob-
served also in Josef Topol’s drama Hodina lasky (An Hour of Love, 1969, prem.
1968) where the names of the couple differ in grammatical gender only: El and Ela.
In this case we cannot unambiguously trace Topol’s inspiration back to the world
theatre of the absurd. We can rather speak about his specific concept of drama
which in the 1960s departed from evocation of reality to incline towards abstract
models and timeless parables.

The aesthetic function can be found to a greater or lesser extent in each se-
lected name. If we narrow it down and understand it as a quality of names with an
unusual form, it seems that some streams of the Czech theatre of the absurd are
from this point of view marked. For instance model plays and burlesques which
were created in the Prague Drama Club frequently contain grotesque names of their
characters. In this relation we can refer to Ladislav Smocek’s burlesque Podivné
odpoledne dr. Zvonka Burkeho (Dr. Burke’s Strange Afternoon, 1966) where the
name of the comic protagonist, a bad-tempered intellectual Burke, appears also in
the title. The grotesque quality of the name is closely linked to the function of
characterisation.

The authors often choose names which emphasise personal qualities of their
bearers, at times creating the comic effect by using a name which sharply contrasts
with the character’s qualities. When referring to Smocek’s above mentioned bur-
lesque, we can give more examples: Dr. Burke’s obedient, inconspicuous pupil
with a cogent name Tichy (Silent) — a name that for him is “nomen omen”, Dr.
Burke’s landlady’s old-maidish daughter symptomatically called Svatava (name in
its meaning close to “She-Saint”, having the connotation of a saint) and her fiancé
who is given a somewhat unlikely but comic name Vaclav Vaclav (Wenceslas
Wenceslas).

Another truly intriguing language play was created by Pavel Kohout in his
drama August August, august (August, August, the Clown, 1968, prem. 1967). The
main character is a naive circus clown August whose life dream is to perform a
dressage of eight white Lipican horses, i.e. a performance appertaining exclusively
to the ringmaster. August loses this unequal struggle with the institution when —
obeying the ringmaster’s order — tigers instead of Lipican horses run into the arena
and devour August. The ridiculous and at the same time tragic dimension of the
character, whose illusion is destroyed in front of the spectators, is even strength-
ened by his self-explanatory name — August. In August 1968, the name had even
broader connotation because the actors made reference to the month in which the
Warsaw Pact armies invaded Czechoslovakia. One of such contrasting names is
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found, for instance, in Alena Vostra’s Na ostii noze (On the Cutting Edge, 1969,
prem. 1968) where the protagonist is called Hrdina (Hero), a man who is not able
to make sense of everyday load of new information and who definitely does not
make the impression of a brave hero. Similarly, in Havel’s play The Memoradum
we can see a directing manager with an imposing name Gross (in German meaning
The Great). However, the context of the play makes it obvious that the semantics
of the name sharply contrasts with the character’s qualities. Gross is actually
“small”, uninfluential person in a system which he is part of because he does not
understand the ptydepe language in which a “memorandum” he received is written-
[4.P.27].

The rule that the characters in absurd drama are not characterised in detail and
are rather generic in Czech dramas is exemplified by the names which perform
mainly — or exclusively — a classifying function. Characters with social names,
which are sometimes given the name character-function, are in these dramas not
only episodic, but can play the role of main characters too. The reduction of the
name to the social status of the character is not an end in itself, but makes part of
the semantic structure of the text of the drama. “The purpose of the reduction of a
name is to weaken the psychologically-realistically perceived individuality, em-
phasise its interpretational openness, semantic plurality and interchangeability, and
possibly also its symbolic and allegoric dimension.” [3. P. 632]. Symbolic quality
of the names of characters can be observed in Ivan Klima’s Porofa (The Jury,
1968, prem. 1969). A drama taking place at the court depicts an absurd trial which
has a form of a regular hearing, but is actually a camouflage since the accused has
already been executed without a decision. Whether a person is guilty and what kind
of punishment they deserve is decided upon by an “independent and unbiased” jury
composed of members of the public whose name reflect their job or profession
(Archiver, Engineer, Captain, Dairywoman, Barber). Other characters’ names re-
flect their role at the court (Prosecutor, Chairman, Defence).

Milan Kundera in his absurd burlesque Ptdkovina (The Blunder, 1968, prem.
1969) aims at creating a model picture of the world through seemingly realistic
human situations. The central character of the main plot is a headmaster who starts
a bizarre search for the author of a defamatory pictograph written on the board. The
author is he himself and the scandalous drawing is just a pretext for cruel punish-
ment of the innocent. In a secondary story line an omnipotent functionary Chair-
man asks Headmaster to seduce his fiancée to test her fidelity. Headmaster suc-
ceeds, but in a series of schemes the woman wins and starts to blackmail her lover
and to control both men. The satirical aspect of the play is strengthened not only by
the plot but also by the names of both protagonists which accentuate their influen-
tial social status, however, in the context of the play they make the impression of a
professional deformation. Chairman assigns tasks and affects peoples’ lives. In his
private life his bossy wife and unfaithful mistress rule him. The character of
Headmaster is disintegrated in a very similar way. He, driven by the self-
preservation instinct, hides his better self behind the mask of a rough, sadistic boss
for whom it is important to know nothing, but rule mercilessly instead. In Josef
Topol’s one-act play Slavik k veceri (Nightingale for Dinner, 1967) it is the social
position in the family that gives the characters their names: besides Mr. Nightin-
gale, who comes for dinner to his girlfriend’s, there is Father, Mother, Son and
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Daughter. To have the full picture we have to add that the infamous family murder
their invited guest and his name (Nightingale) becomes part of the pun appearing in
the title: he is in this absurd play literally thrown down like “food” to the inhumane
mechanism personified by the four members of the deranged family.

The function of association appears both in names which refer to real living
people and in proper names which reflect literary and generally cultural traditions.
Jiti Holy aptly pointed out that “a zero level of allusion to real living people is
when the name is identical with the factual person.” [5. P. 56]. A specific case of
these allusions is found in the plays where the name of a character is identical with
the actor’s name. For example the script of Ivan VyskocCil’s experimental pro-
gramme Posledni den (The Last Day, prem. 1964), which in fact is a transcript of
an audio recording of the opening performance of Nedivadlo (Non-Theatre), con-
tains in its printed publication (1966) characters having the names of the actors
who actually played them (Vyskocil, Josef Podany, Pavel Bosek, Jana Prachafova
etc.).

However, more frequent in Czech theatre of the absurd is the tendency towards
literary allusions. Authors of absurd plays and burlesques exploit the potential of
the genre and extend the meaning of the text using obvious as well as concealed
references to other texts. Milan Uhde’s political satire Kral-Vavra (King-Vavra,
1965, prem. 1964) already in its title reveals its inspiration by Karel Havli¢ek
Borovsky’s lyric-epic composition Kral Lavra (King Lavra, 1870). Uhde refers to
this jolly narrative about a king who hides his donkey ears also when giving names
to his characters. The male character of Old Willow, also called “the uncle of the
nation”, who is actually a backward national revivalist, bears the name of a per-
sonified tree which in Havlicek’s poem overhears and then spreads the king’s bar-
ber’s secret. In a similar way, the journalist Little Pin got his name from the fa-
mous endpin a double bass player Little Worm made of the same willow tree in the
same Havlic¢ek’s poem. An allusion to a literary context is also made in the king’s
name: the surname Vavra has referred in the Czech literary tradition since Mrstik
brothers’ drama Marysa (1894) to peasant characters with whom one should not
engage in an intellectual debate. Another allusion to this protagonist of the classics
of Czech theatre art was made by Ivan Vyskocil in his play Kitiny v Hbrbvich aneb
Blba hra (Christening Party in Hbibve or Stupid Play, 1969, prem. 1965). The sur-
name Vavra is given to two brothers of peasant origin. While the younger brother
Julius Vavra is an intellectual who has been “uprooted from his dear native land*,
his brother Oscar Vavra inherits the family farm and loves being a countryman.
Yet another allusion to the literary classics appears in Ivan Klima’s debut Zdmek
(The Castle, 1965, prem. 1964). An intentional inspiration by Franz Kafka is ap-
parent in the title and in the settings placed in a symbolic institution closed to the
world, but also in the name of the main character, “surveyor’s son Josef Kan”.
Kafka’s The Castle (1926) features “surveyor K.” while his incomplete novel The
Process (1925) features a bank clerk Josef K. — Klima’s protagonist’s name is
therefore an allusion to both the characters.

Vaclav Havel in his dramas likes to parody motifs from Czech history. As for
the names of characters we have to mention a couple appearing in The Garden
Party. Oldfich and BoZena Pludek are proud of being a middle-class family, how-
ever, their first names are an obvious allusion to a legendary medieval Czech duke
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and duchess of identical names. Another fact of importance is the unequal status of
the couple: duke Oldfich was a descendant of the Premyslid dynasty whereas his
wife was a “simple girl from the public”. In Havel’s play the couple feels close to
common people with their simple, everyday worries. The aristocratic grandeur is
present only verbally in the phrases and pseudo-citations they use.

Resulting both from the overview and the particular examples provided above
it can be seen that even the well-defined genre of absurd drama can contain names
of different types and functions. This is especially true about the Czech variety of
this genre which — as it has already been emphasised — is highly specific, contain-
ing intertwining streams and tendencies. In spite of this fact we can trace certain
unifying trends. The tendency towards depersonalisation of characters in Czech
absurd drama is rather typical of the supporting characters. On the other hand, pro-
tagonists’ names usually have the characterising function not only in the sense that
their name intentionally expresses the character’s qualities, but also by creating a
sharp contrast with their personal qualities. Authors do not aim at any kind of iden-
tification of spectators with a character. They rather put in doubt the so-called he-
roes with their traditional qualities. A significant amount of names perform the
classifying function. These are namely the socially named characters whose names
are reduced to their social status (or function) and which tend to symbolism. And it
is in these names that the literary character of the text and its anti-illusiveness is
reflected since the authors do not aim at imitating the world but at creating its
model picture. Czech absurd drama features names that perform the function of
association with surprisingly high frequency. They purposely refer to names out-
side the artistic text, which requires the reader (or the spectator) to be familiar with
characters from other literary works as well as general knowledge of the cultural
tradition. Allusions usually refer to Czech literary canon, are used to a comic effect
and therefore linked to satirical tendencies, which is typical of Czech drama of the
period in question. Finally, Czech theatre of the absurd of the 1960s contains
names of characters which make part of higher semantic layers, pertaining not only
to the poetics of the character, but also to the poetics of the genre, plot and seman-
tic structure of the work as a whole.

References

1. Dvoiékové, Z. (2012) Functions of proper names in literature and literary onomastics. Slovo a
slovesnost. 3. pp. 194-207.

2. Knappova, M. (1992) Funkce vlastnich jmen v literarnich textech [The function of proper
names in literary texts]. In: Slavistica XXVIII, Onomastika a skola [Slavic studies XXVIII, Onomastics
and School]. Banska Bystrica: Safarik University.

3. Jungmannova, L. (2001) Jméno postavy v dramatu [Name of a character in a drama]. In: Ho-
drova, D. Na okraji chaosu. Poetika literarniho dila 20. stoleti [At the edge of chaos. Poetics of the
literary works of the 20th century]. Prague: Torst.

4. Stérbova, A. (2002) Modelové hry Viclava Havla [Model games of V. Havel]. Olomouc:
Palacky University.

5. Holy, I. (1995) Problémy nové ceské epiky [Problems of the new Czech epics]. Prague: Ustav
pro &eskou literaturu AV CR.



192 D. Kroca

MO3TUKA UMEH COECTBEHHBIX IPAMATUYECKUX MEPCOHAKEN B YEILICKOM
TEATPE ABCYPJIA

Kpoua Jlasuo. Becmuuk Tomckozo eocydapcmeennozo ynugepcumema. @unonozus. 2017. 45. 186—
192. DOI: 10.17223/19986645/45/13

Ki1roueBble cj10Ba: demickas JIUTEpaTypa, MO3THKA, YEHICKUIl TeaTp abcyppa, MMEHa JINTepaTypHbIX
MIePCOHAKEH, THIIOJIOTHSI UMEH.

ABTOp CTaThy aHAIM3HPYET IMO3THKY aOCYpAMCTCKOIO HAlpaBJICHHUS, KOTOPOE pa3BHBAJIOCH B
gemckoil apamatypruu B 60-e rr. XX B. BHnManue cocpeioToueHO Ha (hyHKIUH HMEH COOCTBEHHBIX B
OPHMI'MHAJIBHBIX YEIICKHX MbecaX, OTHOCAIIMXCS K JKaHPy aOCypIUCTCKOW paMbl, a TAKXKe B TEKCTaXx,
IJIe MCIOJIB3YIOTCSl TOJBKO HEKOTOPBIE AJIEMEHTHI abCypAMUCTCKOro TeaTpa. ABTOPOM HCCIEIOBAHHS
6buT0 BEIOpaHO Oosnee 300 MMEH JIMTEPaTYPHBIX MepcoHaxeH, S0 U3 KOTOPBIX MPUHAUICKAT TITaBHBIM
reposiM ApaMaTHdeckux npomsseneHuil. Ha marepuane 30 mpec 15 pa3nu4HBIX aBTOPOB B HCCIIEA0BA-
HUH pa30MUpaOTCsS UMEHA MMEPCOHAKEH ¢ TOUKH 3PEHUS HACHTU(PHUKAIIMOHHON, ICTETUYECKOM, KITaCCH-
(ummpyromeit, XxapakTepu3yIomei 1 acCOMaTUBHON (QYHKINH.

V3 ananu3a ¥ KOHKPETHBIX IPUMEPOB SIBCTBEHHO BBITEKAET, YTO U HACTOJBKO YKAHPOBO CIICLIHU-
(uyHBIH THI, KaK a0CypaMCTCKas JpaMa, MOXET COJEep)KaTh MMEHA PA3JIMYHBIX TUIOB M (QYHKIHMIL.
OCo0EHHO SPKO ATO MPOSIBISIETCS B YEIICKOM BapUAHTE JQHHOTO BJIMSTEIBHOrO HarpaBliieHus, oba-
JIAIOIIero cBoed crenu(UKoi M MMEIONEero B3auMOOOYCIIOBICHHbIE TEUEHHUS, Te, OJJHAKO, MOXHO
MPOCJIETUTh ONPE/Ie/ICHHbIe 00BbEANHSIONNEe MOMEHTBL. TeHACHIMS K JeTIePCOHAM3AIMU TepOs MPO-
SIBJISCTCS. B YEIICKOW aOCypAMCTCKOH JpaMaTyprud B OCHOBHOM Y BTOPOCTEIEHHBIX MEPCOHAXKEH.
VY uMeH ri1aBHBIX repoeB Ooliee spko NposiBisieTcs (GyHKIMs, XapaKTepu3yIomias, 1 He TOJIBKO TaKHUM
00pa3zoMm, 4TO UM IIEPCOHAXKA IPETHAMEPEHHO BBIPAKaeT €ro KauecTBa, HO U TaK, YTO HANMEHOBaHHE
nepcoHaxka (MMst) KOHTPACTHPYET C €ro XapakTepoM. ABTOPBI HE CTPEMSATCS K TOMY, YTOOBI 3pHUTENb
UACHTU(GUUMPOBAIICS C MEPCOHAKEM, HO CTaBST I10J COMHEHHE TaK Ha3bIBAEMbIX IOJOKHTEIbHBIX
MepCcoHaKel M UX TUMHYHBIC KadecTBa (Hampumep, Baiyias 'aBen). Bosblas 4acth MpUXOAUTCS HA
UMeHa ¢ Kinaccupuuupyromei QyHKIMeH: pedb WAeT, INIABHBIM 00pa3oM, O COLHMAIbHO Ha3BaHHBIX
MEePCOHAKAX, YbH UMEHA CBS3aHBI C COIIMAJIBHBIM CTATyCOM M SIBIISIFOTCS CHMBOJIMYHBIMH. MIMEHHO B
TaKMX UMEHAX OTPAXKAIOTCS JIMTEPATYPHbIH XapaKTep TEKCTa M €ro aHTHUIUIIO30PHOCTb, HOO aBTOPBI
CTPEMSTCS HE BOCIIPOM3BECTH MHp, a CKOpEe CO3/1aTh ero Mozeib (Hanpumep, TBopyecTBo MBana Kim-
Mot i Hoceda Tomnona). ITopasUTenbHO YACTEIMH B HEMICKHX aBCypANCTCKUX APAMaXx SBJISIOTCS HMEHA
C acCOIMATUBHON (DyHKIMEH — OHM YMBIIUICHHO HAIPaBJICHbI 32 TPAHHUIIBI XYy I0)KECTBEHHOTO TEKCTa U
TpeOYIOT OT YuTaTeNs (1100 3puUTeNs) 3HAHUI O MePCOHaKaX APYTHX JUTEPATYPHBIX MMPOU3BEICHUHN 1
00ImMX CBEICHNUH O KyJIbTYypHOI Tpaauiiy. Hameku kacaroTcsi B OCHOBHOM JIOMAIITHET O JINTEPaTyPHO-
r'0 KaHOHA, BBI3BIBAIOT KOMUUECKUH YQ(PEKT U COOTHOCATCS, TAKUM 00pa3oM, C CATUPHUYECKOM TeHIEH-
LUei, KOoTopas THITUYHA /IS YEIICKOW JpamMaTypriM HCCIelyeMoro nepuojaa. Takum obOpaszom, st
yenickoit abcypaucrckoit apamatypruu 60-x rr. XX B. TUIIMYHO, YTO UMS JIPaMaTHYECKOTro IepCoHa-
JKa SIBJISICTCS. COCTABHOM YacThIO BBICIIMX CEMaHTHYECKUX YPOBHEH — HE TOJBKO TTOITHKH IIEPCOHAKA,
HO M TIO9THKH KaHpa, CIOKETa U CEeMAaHTHYECKOTO €IMHCTBA POU3BEICHHSI.
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