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This paper, in general terms, aims to explore this particular role of failure in Bohumil Hrabal’s writing. In his interview-novel Kličky na kapesníku Hrabal is asked what comes to mind when he hears the word ‘failure’ (neúspěch). His response of ‘me’ (já) is as surprising as it is direct.  Further exploration of this answer reveals that Hrabal’s association of failure is not so much the result of modesty or disbelief or a lack of satisfaction in his abilities or accomplishments. Instead Hrabal claims his association with failure is a consequence of his love of the hangover or ruination. It is the position of failure (“býti na dně a hledati vzhůru/being at rock bottom and gazing upwards”) that inspires Hrabal’s noble thoughts. In other words, Hrabal’s accomplishments or success are only possible from a position of failure. Failure then does not serve as an obstacle to overcome, but instead a state of being that itself serves to provide inspiration or a means to the success that Hrabal achieved as a writer.  

The more specific aim of this paper is to understand how this productive state of failure more directly impacts Hrabal’s writing. In what way does this state of failure affect or more precisely inspire writing? In particular, this paper seeks to show that it is this state of failure that creates tension that seems necessary for Hrabal’s writing. Perhaps the most productive ground for exploring the role of failure is in Hrabal’s idiosyncratic use of language. From the never ending sentences to the mixtures of registers, the language of Hrabal’s writing seems to be emblematic of this ruination or hangover that leads to noble thoughts. This paper plans to track the failure of language in order to better understand the role that failure plays more generally in Hrabal’s writing.

