EUROPEAN UNION
PRIZE FOR LITERATURE

Jan Némec - Czech Republic
Déjiny svétla (2013)

A History of Light

Publishing House HOST

© Anna Nadvornikova

Biography
Jan Némec, born in 1981 in Brno, received his MA degree in Religious and Social Studies from
Masaryk University in Brno, and in Theatre Dramaturgy from the Janacek Academy of Music and
Performing Arts in Brno. He wrote a book of poems Prvni Zivot (First Life, 2007), followed by a
book of short-stories Hra pro ¢tyfi ruce (Playing Four Hands, 2009) and a biographical novel about
renowned photographer Frantisek Drtikol, called Dé&jiny svétla (A History of Light, 2013). Némec
works as an editor for the monthly literary magazine Host, and as a dramaturgist for the CT Art
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Synopsis

Déjiny svétla (A History of Light), is a novel about the photographer Frantisek Drtikol.

Have you ever wondered what a story written by a beam of light would be like? Firstly, the
story would be ordinary but the course of events extraordinary; secondly, its hero would be
a photographer, a guardian of light; thirdly, naturally, it would be full of shadow. So who was
Franti$ek Drtikol? A dandy from a small mining town, a world-famous photographer whose
business went bankrupt, a master of the nude who never had much luck with women, a mystic
and a Buddhist who believed in communism, a man of many contradictions. The conception of
Jan Némec's extensive novel is very unusual for contemporary Czech prose - fresco-like, it is
an artistic and spiritual Bildungsroman that covers over half a century, bringing to life the silver
mines of Pfibram, Jugendstil Munich and First Republic Bohemianism, with naked models wan-
dering along the lines and light merging unobserved with knowledge...



Déjiny svétla
Jan Némec

Muz s kulatym oblicejem a kratkymi vlasy se dotkne stiedu
bryli nad kofenem nosu a rozhlédne se po skupiné deviti
chlapct. Pak fikd: Mé jméno je Georg Heinrich Emmerich
a vitam vds v Ucebnim a vyzkumném ustavu pro fotografii.

V jedné staré knize jsem narazil na rytinu, na niz mudrc pri-
jimal vnuknuti skrze paprsky svétla. A skute¢né, takovych
vnuknuti jsou déjiny plné, pozndni bez svétla je nemyslitelné a
samo svétlo se stalo jeho symbolem. Zvlast v poslednich stale-
tich jsme se naucili krotit ho a zaprahat do velkych védeckych
ukolt. Teleskop a mikroskop rozsitily hranice svéta obéma
sméry a odhalily rozméry skutecnosti, o nichz se nikomu
ani nesnilo. Na§ krajan Wilhelm Rontgen nedavno objevil
paprsky, které prochazeji hmotou. A rovnéz v oblasti uméni a
zabavy existuje nespocet pomtcek a pfistroju, které vyuzivaji
souhry svétla a lidského oka: pfipominam namatkou laternu
magiku, cameru obscuru a cameru lucidu, dioramata, kine-
toskopy, praxinoskopy nebo kouzelné bubny. — Panové, pri-
kladt bych mohl vrsit mnoho, ale je to snad zbyte¢né, viibec
totiz nepochybuji, Ze si uvédomujete, proc jste tady: fotografie
neni ni¢im jinym nez dalsi fascinujici manifestaci toho, co
dokaze svétlo v rukou ¢lovéka. Tentokrat jsme ovSem neroz-
$ifili prostor jako pomoci teleskopu nebo mikroskopu, ale
zastavili jsme ¢as. Kone¢né dokdzeme zvécnit prchavost exis-
tence, jak se o to pfed nami pokousely celé generace basniki.

Emmerich pohlédne z okna a rozepne si knoflicky u saka.
Je mu teprve jednatficet let, ale na hlavé uz ma kouty. Kdyz
se pohledem vrati zpét do ucebny, prebéhne mu pies rty

2 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Jan Némec

takfka neznatelny usmév. Nékteri jste v Mnichové teprve
par dni, fikd, a tak mozZna nevite, Ze tu existuje bohémska
¢tvrt jménem Schwabing; urcité tamni hospody brzy poznate.
Pfed par dny jsem tam byl navstivit jednoho malife a nahoda
tomu chtéla, ze uz hostil dal$iho svého znamého, basnika. A
kdyz se ten mlady muz dozvédél, Ze jsem fotograf, vyznal se
mi: Jednou jedinkrat bych si pral drzet v ruce pfimo paprsek
svétla a psat jim — jednou jedinkrat! Jméno onoho mladého
muze vam prozradit nemohu, ale velmi dobfe mu rozumim.
Fotografie ma svij patos, ostatné ¢ast z néj se obrazi pfimo
v etymologii — termin fotografie se sklada z feckych vyrazi
pro svétlo a psani. Lze fici, Ze jako fotografové zapisujeme
svét svétlem. A na$im cilem béhem nasledujicich dvou let
nebude nic mensiho nez vas naucit krasopisu, chcete-li své-
telné kaligrafii.

Ovsem hned na zac¢atku musime vyjasnit jednu véc — vyjas-
nit, v§imnéte si, Ze nas svétlo neopousti. Podobné jako hudba
a literatura, ani fotografie nevznikla jako uméni, ale jako
zabava, avsak na rozdil od hudby a literatury neni dosud za
umeéni obecné povazovana. Vy jste se vSak ocitli ve $kole,
ktera si klade za cil naudit vas pravé fotografickému umeéni.
Jak vas mizeme ucit néCemu, co snad ani neexistuje?

Podivejme se na to blize: Zda se, ze hlavnim divodem, pro¢
se na fotografii pohlizi svrchu, je jeji technicky a chemicky
charakter. Ma se za to, ze jednotlivé snimky jsou mechanic-
kymi otisky skutecnosti, fotograficky proces udajné neposky-
tuje zadny prostor k tvircimu zasahu. Francouzsky basnik
Charles Baudelaire tvrdil, Ze fotografy se stavaji leda lini a
neobdareni malifi, protoze fotografie neni schopna imagina-
tivniho vyjadreni vysSich myslenek a citti a mtzZe byt nanej-
vy$ velmi skromnym sluzebnikem uméni a véd, podobné jako
tiskarstvi nebo stenografie.
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Dovolte, abych vam néco ukazal. Pfedvedu vam dvé dila,
ktera obvykle visi na sténé v mé kancelari. Emmerich uchopi
obraz polozeny dosud sklem k desce stolu a fika: Toto je prvni
z nich — reprodukce znamého Baudelairova portrétu od
malite Emila Deroye. Nato zvedne druhy obraz. A zde vidite
rovnéz basnikiv portrét, potizeny ovéem Etiennem Carjatem
ve slavném Nadarové fotografickém ateliéru. Dam vam cas,
abyste se na tyto dvé podobizny pozorné podivali.

Ponechme ted stranou, pokracuje po chvili, ze prsty pravé
ruky ptsobi na Deroyové malbé ponékud krecovité. Zrejmé
se mnou budete souhlasit, Ze mira basnikovy pritomnosti je
na téchto dvou portrétech nesrovnatelnd. Obraz snad vyraz-
néji zachycuje vidéni malife, ale co se uméleckého tcinu tyce,
je to spi$ k neprospéchu véci: osobnost portrétovaného je tu
zatlacena do pozadi pod vrstvu barvy a za tahy $tétce, jako by
tu jedna subjektivita soupefila s druhou. Baudelaire oznacil
fotografii za skromného sluzebnika uméni a véd, ale slovo,
které pouzil, md jesté jiny vyznam: pokorny. Pfipomenu si
to vzdy, kdyz se pozorné zadivam na Carjativ snimek: je
pokornym, ale ve své prostoté souc¢asné neobycejné mocnym
zachycenim basnikovy osobnosti. Jen se podivejte na ty oci
unaveného honiciho psa, ktery kdesi v dalce stale citi lovnou
zveéf. A ktery malif by si dovolil nakreslit lidské rty tak rovné,
ze mohou vyslovit i tu nejnezadanéjsi pravdu?

Ano, jako technicky a chemicky proces je fotografie pouhym
prostfedkem a sluzebnikem; rovnéz slovo lze uzit rizné, to je
kazdému jasné. Prede dvéma lety byli zde v Némecku odsou-
zeni Max Priester a Willy Wilcke za to, Ze se vloupali do pokoje,
kde jako velryba na mofském dné skonal Otto von Bismarck, a
poridili nékolik snimkdi, které se pak snazili prodat tisku. Byla
z toho velka kauza a soud, samotné snimky nebyly oficialné
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zvefejnény. Ve stejném roce poridil italsky fotograf Secondo
Pia prvni snimky Turinského platna, které zahy obletély svét.
Legendami opfedeny artefakt mohl kone¢né spatrit kazdy.
Sokovany Pia navic zjistil, Ze otisk téla na platné je de facto
negativ, protoze teprve na skute¢ném fotografickém negativu
tvar vystoupi ve své lidské podobé. — Dva mrtvi muzi, dva
snimky z téhoz roku. Nabidl jsem vam tyto ptiklady, abych
ukazal, Ze to, ¢im fotografie je, a pfipadné také neni, se méni
podle toho, v ¢ich rukou a v jakém kontextu se ocitne.

Nad hojnymi karikaturami a kritikami v novindach, jez foto-
grafii zesmésnovaly, nez si ji samy osvojily, mizeme dnes
mavnout rukou. Zavaznéjsi je, Ze nasi odpurci pochazeji ¢asto
jako v pripadé Baudelaira pfimo z fad umélcti. Averze mnoha
malift viaci fotografii je vSeobecné znama, stejné jako nena-
plnéné proroctvi z doby jejiho vynalezu, ze malifstvi pfivodi
smrt. Ale stalo se néco jiného a ja si na tomto misté neod-
pustim poznamenat, ze vztah nasich malift k fotografii pfi-
pomina casto vztah vazeného muze k vydrzované milence.
Verejné ji zapiraji, ale v soukromi nejenze ji obdivuji, ale
nechdvaji se ji mocné inspirovat: bézné ji pouzivaji misto
skicare, hledaji s jeji pomoci originalni kompozici nebo gesto
a jednou jsem dokonce vidél malife, jak pomoci zvétsovaciho
ptistroje promita negativ pfimo na platno, na néz maluje.
Panové, pro zacatek vam tato $kola nabizi své heslo: Ars una,
species mille. Uméni existuje jedno, ale zpisobu je na tisic.
Pokud nerozumite, pomohu vdm pfirovnanim: Jako muze
jeden jediny zdroj svétla vrhat nekone¢né mnozstvi stint
podle toho, jaky pfedmét pred néj postavite, tak se zameér
skute¢ného tviirce miize manifestovat v nekone¢ném mnoz-
stvi podob podle prostiedkd, jakych uziva.
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Nechapejte mé ovéem $patné: vitbec vam nechci podsouvat,
ze fotografie je uménim za v8ech okolnosti. Nic mi neni vzda-
lenéjsi nez povazovat véechny ty bezduché duplikaty skutec-
nosti, které zaplavuji svét, za umélecka dila. Vite, s jakym
sloganem zakladatel firmy Kodak George Eastman pravé
dobyva americky trh? You press the button — We do the rest.
Vy zmacknete spoust — my udélame zbytek. Zda se, ze pravé
zac¢ind éra zbyte¢nych fotografii, takzvanych momentek,
které odpircim umélecké fotografie poskytnou nekonecné
mnozstvi levné munice.

Panové, zacal jsem tuto uvitaci fec¢ slovy, Ze pred sta miliony
let umoznily chemické vlastnosti svétla vznik Zivota na této
planeté. Ale teprve pred Sedesati lety clovék objevil, jak
pomoci chemickych vlastnosti svétla Zivot na této planeté
zachytit dfive nemyslitelnym zptisobem. Teprve pred Sedesati
lety svétlo objevilo moznost, jak zaznamenat své vlastni dilo.
Lze to vyjadrit i tak, ze se naplnilo proroctvi naseho velkého
filosofa Georga Wilhelma Friedricha Hegela: svétovy duch
skrze ¢lovéka opét novym zplisobem rozpoznava sam sebe.

Budte dobrymi pastyfi svétla.

Mnichov na prelomu stoleti — mélokteré evropské mésto ma
tak skvélou povést. Prst pro Prsten Nibelungtiv! Athény na
Isare! Mésto piva a uméni! Mésto lidu a mladi! Nejsevernéjsi
meésto Italie! Zatimco Berlin upi pod vilémovskym diktatem,
v Mnichové déjiny dosud spi, osud matozné vyckava. Prijiz-
déji sem rozjiveni Americ¢ané, zadumcivi Rusové, rafinovani
Francouzi, narody balkdnské. Co studujes? je prvni otdzka,
pfi niz seda péna na pivé. Jsem malif! Délam pro Simpla.
Budu slavnym fotografem!

Ty taky? J4 taky! Zum Wohl!
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Ucebni a vyzkumny ustav pro fotografii sidli v nizké budové
na Rennbahnstrasse. Je odtud slyset supéni a skfipani vlakd,
které brzdi pfred budovou Hlavniho nadrazi smérem na severo-
vychod, hned za rusnou Strasse Bayer, kde se daji koupit ori-
entdlni sladkosti, nabytek, kubanské doutniky i mistni holky.
Smérem na jih se po minuté chiize ocitne$ na Bavaria Ringu,
okrouhlé ulici s vystavnimi vilami, ktera lemuje rozlehlou
Terezinu louku. Soucasné se zacatkem skolniho roku na ni
dosedne Oktoberfest. Thomas Mann poznamenal, Ze typicky
mistni umélec je rozeny poradatel slavnosti a karnevali, a
neni lepsi prilezitost, jak se o tom presvéd¢it. Nad Terezinou
loukou se ty¢i monstrézni socha Bavarie a soucitné shlizi na
své déti, jimz tece pivo po bradé.

Vsude ruch a vzruch, nevi§ kam difiv s o¢ima. Pfijel jsi z
malého provinéniho mésta a Mnichov ti zadina roztacet
spiralu v hlavé — roztacet a zhavit. Kromeé bézného jarmarec-
niho zbozi tu ma sviij stan Mnichovska secese nebo Sjedno-
cené dilny pro uméni a femesla, jakasi kfiva budka je vylepena
karikaturami z oblibeného Simplicissima, fe¢eného Simpl,
a o kousek ddl narazi$ na odvdzné obdlky tydeniku Jugend.
Mas pocit, ze kdybys pristoupil bliz, odvede té néjaky cetnik,
ale lidé se jimi volné probiraji, ba ukazuji si, sméji se a prikla-
daji si ruce k tsttim. Na jedné obdlce hledi muz s dymkou do
kypre naditého dekoltu zlatovlasky, na druhé je akt tak realis-
ticky, az zavahas, zda nejde o fotografii, a poprvé té napadne,
jaké by to bylo snimat nahou Zenu. Nejvic té vSak zaujme
jesté jina obalka, z niZ potutelné vzhlizi elegantni damicka s
liskou kolem krku a za ni se na zahradé zubi obrovsky sné¢hu-
lak — vypada to, jako by odchazela z dostavenicka, prerostly
sn¢hulak ma krivé zapnuté knofliky a jeji prs vytaty v hrudi.

To ¢islo si koupis — aby ses pocvicil v némciné, natiirlich.
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Prochazi$ kolem stankt a pddii a nechavas se unaset davem.
Vsude se néco déje, zpévaci a herci stoji uprostfed hloucku
nestalych divaku jen na bedné, skotsky dudak v kiltu rozrazi
dav, snédy eskamotér v turbanu drzi pomalovanou klec s
tlustym hadem, divky v bavorskych krojich utvotily kruh a
toci se, hlavy zaklonéné k nebi, na némz zasychaji posledni
zbytky svétla. Ne zcela bezdtivodné si pripadas jako kluk z
malého mésta, ktery poprvé vidi svét.

Asi po hodiné a ptil té to kfizem krdazem dovede k dfevénému
stolu, u néjz sedi a piji tvi novi spoluzaci.
Franz, komm her! mava na tebe Bruno.

Musi se sesednout, aby ses vesel. Ale hned se zas zvedas a jdes
si také pro dzbanek. Alkohol zbavuje jazyk kiece. Ve vétsi spo-
lecnosti jako bys na ném mél mlynské kameny, ale pivo je roz-
pousti na jemny zluty pisek a ten splachne do zaludku jako nic.

Pamatuju si té ze zkousek, rika Peter. Prisel jsi pozdé a vypa-
dalo to, Ze se Zene$ snad z Ruska.

Jsem z P¥ibrami, z Cech.

Odkud?

Je to docela dira. Ale mame tam velky stfibrny doly.

Co mas z toho, Aichach, odkud jsem ja, to je taky dira.
Kazdy jsme odnékud, fika Martin, ale ted jsme tady. A na to
si pripijme.

A ja jsem z Fiissenu! hlasi riizolici Friedrich a cosi zanotuje.

Konverzace preskakuje z jedné strany stolu na druhou,
z tématu na téma. Mda$ co délat, abys to zvlddal sledovat,
némcinu a vSechny ty nardzky a dvojsmysly, co chvili ti néjaky
vtip ujde a sméjes se naprazdno, jen abys mezi né zapadl.
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A History of Light

Jan Némec

Translated from the Czech by Melvyn Clarke

The man with the round face and the short hair touches the
mid-point of his spectacles above the bridge of his nose and
looks around a group of nine boys. Then he says: My name
is Georg Heinrich Emmerich. Welcome to the Photography
Training and Research Institute.

I came across an engraving in an old book, which showed
an old sage receiving inspiration through rays of light. And
indeed history is full of such inspiration, knowledge without
light is unthinkable and light itself has become its symbol.
Particularly over the last few centuries, we have learnt to tame
light and to harness it for our grand scientific tasks. The tel-
escope and microscope have expanded the world’s bounda-
ries in both directions, revealing undreamt of dimensions of
reality. Our fellow countryman, Wilhelm Rontgen, recently
discovered rays that penetrate matter. And, likewise in the
fields of art and entertainment, there are countless aids and
devices that take advantage of the interplay between light and
the human eye: for instance, I might mention at random the
lanterna magica, camera obscura, camera lucida, diorama,
kinetoscope, praxinoscope and magic drum. Gentlemen, I
could pile up example upon example, but this might well be
needless, as I do not at all doubt that you are aware why you
are here: photography is nothing more than another fascinat-
ing manifestation of what light can do in man’s hands. But
this time, of course, we have not expanded space by using
a telescope or a microscope, we have actually stopped time.
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At last we can immortalize transient existence, just as whole
generations of poets have tried to do before us.

Emmerich looks out of the window and undoes his jacket
buttons. He is just thirty-one-years-old, but his hair is already
receding. As he returns his gaze to the classroom, an imper-
ceptible smile seems to pass his lips. Some of you have only
been in Munich a couple of days, he says, so perhaps you don’t
know there is a bohemian quarter here called Schwabing:
you will surely soon get to know the local hostelries there.
A couple of days ago I went there to visit a painter, and as
chance would have it, he was already entertaining another
of his friends, a poet. And when this young man found out
I was a photographer he admitted to me: Just once I would
like to hold a ray of light right there in my hand and to write
with it — just once! I cannot tell you this young man’s name,
but I do understand him very well. Photography does have its
pathos. This is partly reflected directly in the etymology - the
term photography is made up of the Greek words for light and
writing. We photographers might be said to be writing down
the world with light. And our aim over the next two years will
be no less than to teach you, if you will, calligraphy with light.

However, we do have to elucidate one thing right from the
start — notice how light never leaves us. Just like music and
literature, photography didn’t come into being as art, but as
entertainment, and in contrast to music and literature it is
not yet generally considered to be art. Nevertheless, you have
found yourselves here in a school that aims to teach you this
photographic art. How can we teach you something that may
not even exist?

Let’s look at this more closely: it would appear that the main
reason people look down on photography is its technical
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and chemical nature. Individual photos are considered to be
mechanical reprints of reality, and the photographic process
allegedly does not provide any space for creative intervention.
The French poet Charles Baudelaire said that only lazy and
untalented painters become photographers, because photog-
raphy is not able to imaginatively express higher thoughts and
feelings and may at most be a very modest servant of art and
science, just like printing and stenography.

Let me show you something. Here are two works that normally
hang on my office wall. Emmerich takes a picture that had been
placed glass-side down on the tabletop and says: This is the first
one - a reproduction of the famous portrait of Baudelaire by
the painter Emile Deroy. He then picks up the second picture.
And here you also see the poet’s portrait, but this time taken by
Etienne Carjat at Nadar’s famous photography studio. I'll give
you time to look carefully at both portraits.

After a while he continues: Now let us pass over the fact that
the fingers on the right hand look somewhat stiff in Deroy’s
painting. You will surely agree with me that the extent of the
poet’s presence is incomparable in these two portraits. The
first one perhaps captures the painter’s vision more distinctly,
but this is more of a disadvantage as far as the artistic effect is
concerned: the portrait subject is pushed into the background
here under a layer of paint and brushstrokes, as if one subjec-
tivity were struggling with another here. Baudelaire described
photography as the modest servant of art and science, but the
word that he actually used has another meaning: humble. I
always remember this when I am looking attentively at Car-
jat’s picture: it is humble, but in its simplicity it is at the same
time an unusually powerful portrayal of the poet’s personal-
ity. Just look at these, the eyes of a tired bloodhound that still
scents its prey in the distance somewhere. And what painter
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would dare to draw human lips so straight that they can
express even the most undesirable truth?

Yes, as a technical and chemical process, photography is a mere
servant and means to an end; clearly, the word can be used in
various ways. Two years ago here in Germany, Max Priester
and Willy Wilcke were convicted of breaking into the room
where Otto von Bismarck was on his deathbed, like a great
whale at the bottom of the sea, and taking several pictures,
which they then tried to sell to the press. There was a big court
case and the pictures themselves were not officially published.
That same year, the Italian photographer Secondo Pia took the
first pictures of the Shroud of Turin, which were soon winging
their way around the world. This legendary artefact could at
last be seen by everybody. The shocked Pia also found that the
print on the shroud was de facto a negative, because it was only
on the actual photographic negative that the face emerged in
its human form. Two dead men and two photographs from the
same year. I offered you these examples to show you that what
photography is and is not varies depending on whose hands
and what context it finds itself in.

Nowadays, we can dismiss the numerous caricatures and
criticisms in newspapers that deride photography, rather than
absorbing them. More importantly, as in the case of Baude-
laire, our opponents are often artists themselves. The aver-
sion of many artists to photography is generally well-known,
just like the unfulfilled prophecies at the time of its discov-
ery that it would be the death of painting. But something else
happened and here I would not fail to note that the relation-
ship between painters and photography is often reminiscent
of that between a respectable man and his kept woman. They
ignore each other in public, but in private not only do they
admire one another, but they are also greatly inspired by each
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other: photography is commonly used instead of a sketch-
book. It is used to find original compositions or gestures and
once I even saw a painter using an enlarger to project a nega-
tive directly onto the canvas he was painting.

Gentlemen, to begin with, this school offers its motto: Ars una,
species mille. There is only one art but a thousand approaches.
If you do not understand, I will help you to compare: Just as a
single source of light can cast an endless number of shadows
depending on the object that you place in front of it, so the
intention of a real-life creator can be manifested in an endless
number of forms depending on the means that he uses.

Do not misunderstand me: I do not wish by any means to make
out that photography is an art form under all circumstances.
Nothing could be further from my mind than to think that
all those soulless duplicates of reality flooding the world are
works of art. You know the slogan that Kodak founder George
Eastman uses to conquer the American market? You press the
button — we do the rest. It looks like the age of pointless pic-
tures is now upon us - so-called snapshots that provide oppo-
nents of artistic photography with an endless supply of cheap
ammunition.

Gentlemen, I began this introductory speech by saying that
a hundred million years ago the chemical properties of light
enabled life to emerge on this planet. But it was only 60 years
ago that man discovered how to use the chemical properties of
light to record life on this planet in a way that was previously
unthinkable. It was only 60 years ago that light discovered a
way of recording its own work. This can also be expressed
by saying that the prophecy of our great philosopher Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel has been fulfilled: the world spirit
again recognizes itself in a new way through man.
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Be good shepherds of light.

Munich at the turn of the century - few European cities have
such an excellent reputation. A finger for the Ring of the
Nibelungs. Athens on the Isar. City of beer and art. City of
the people and youth. The northernmost Italian city. While
Berlin languishes beneath the Wilhelmine diktat, in Munich
history has slept and fate has drowsily been biding its time.
It is visited by unruly Americans, brooding Russians, the
refined French and the peoples of the Balkans. What are you
studying? That is the first question while the foam is still
frothing on your beer. 'm a painter! I work for Simpla. I'm
going to be a famous photographer!

You too? So am I! Zum Wohl!

The Photography Training and Research Institute is housed in
a low building on Rennbahnstrasse. From there you can hear
the puffing and screeching of trains as they brake in front
of the Hauptbahnhof building to the north-east just beyond
the busy Strasse Bayer, where you can buy oriental confec-
tionery, furniture, Cuban cigars and the local girls. Walking
southwards for a minute you find yourself at Bavaria Ring, a
circular street of prestige villas bordered by Theresienwiese,
where the Oktoberfest takes place just as the academic year is
beginning. Thomas Mann noted that the typical local artist
is a born organizer of festivals and carnivals and there is no
better opportunity to find this out for yourself. Above Ther-
esienwiese looms a huge statue of Bavaria, compassionately
looking down on her beer-swilling offspring.

Hustle and bustle everywhere; you don’t know where to set your
eyes first. You came from a small provincial town and Munich
starts to spiral in your head - spinning and glowing hot. Apart
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from the usual fairground goods there are also stalls for the
Munich Secession and the United Arts and Crafts Workshops,
while pasted up all over a kind of lopsided booth are carica-
tures from the popular Simplicissimus, often just called Simpl,
and a little further on you come across the bold front covers of
the weekly Jugend. You get the feeling that if you stepped any
closer the police would come and take you away, but people
freely browse through them, show them to each other, laugh
and put their hands to their mouths. On one cover, a man
smoking a pipe is peering at the well-endowed décolletage of
a golden-haired girl, while on another the nude is so realistic
that you are not sure if it is a photograph, and for the first time
it occurs to you what it would be like to photograph a naked
woman. But most of all you are taken by another cover, from
which an elegant little lady with a fox stole round her neck is
slyly looking up, while behind her an enormous snowman in
the garden is grinning - she looks like she has just been on a
date, the overgrown snowman has buttons done up askew and
his chest is imprinted with her breasts.

You buy that issue - to practise your German, natiirlich.

You walk around the stalls and platforms, going with the
flow of the crowd. Something is always happening, singers
and actors stand on boxes in the middle of drifting audiences,
a kilted Scottish piper weaves through the crowds, a swarthy
beturbaned juggler holds a large snake inside a painted cage,
while girls in Bavarian costumes have formed a circle and
walk round staring upwards at the sky, where the last rags of
light are drying. Not without good reason do you feel like a
small-town boy seeing the world for the first time.

After about an hour and a half you criss-cross your way to a
wooden table where your new classmates are sitting drinking.
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Franz, komm her! Bruno waves at you.

They have to crush together for you to squeeze in. But then you
immediately get up again and go for a jug. Alcohol loosens the
tongue, which is tied down by millstones in larger company,
but the beer dissolves them into fine yellow sand and washes
it down into the stomach like nothing at all.

I remember you from the exams, Peter says. You came late
and looked like you’d just come running from Russia or
somewhere.

I'm from P#ibram, in Bohemia.

Where?

It’s a real hole. But we have big silver mines there.
So what? Aichach, where I'm from, is a hole too.

We're all from somewhere, says Martin, but now we’re here.
So let’s drink to that.

And I'm from Fiissen, rosy-cheeked Friedrich announces as
he starts to sing something.

The conversation leaps from one side of the table to the other,
from one subject to another. It’s all you can do to follow it, in
German and with all those allusions and double entendres.
Every so often you miss a joke and smile blankly just to fit in.

Joachim butts in. I liked the way Emmerich made the connec-
tion with Hegel at the end. Gentlemen, it will soon be 70 years
since he died.

Martin: Have you already been a student?
Joachim: I dropped out of philosophy at Jena.
Ty: Why?

Martin: You don’t want to take pictures of ideas, do you?
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Joachim: Ideas? Maybe you should have listened to Emmerich
properly. Their motto ars una, species mille is just dressed-
up Plato. And he only confirmed it when he came out with
that simile on the single source of light and the innumerable
shadows.
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