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Abstract: The Polish audiences have first encountered the Czech Cimrman hoax
in the 1970s, and after an almost twenty-year break, Cimrman returned to them after
the turn of the millennium. Despite the admirably rich encounter with Czech culture
(and especially its satire) among Polish audiences after 1989, the plays of the Jára
Cimrman Theatre (Divadlo Járy Cimrmana) and the history of this hoax are known
only to a small group of enthusiasts. The diverse standpoints of Polish literary
reflection characterize Cimrman’s hoax as rooted in the Czech cultural tradition
following its ambitions. Cimrman started as a specific game of hoax played out
between the authors and their audience, but otherwise also as a therapeutic folksiness
leading to spiritual emptiness and a contradictory questioning, which modernised
national revivalist ideals. The lack of understanding of the Cimrman hoax among
Polish audiences could be explained by the focus on different aspects of the
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As we have es ta blished, the in com ple te ness and in coherence of
Kaf ka’s worlds can be un derstood as a con se quence of mis sing or si -
gni fi can tly dis tor ted in for ma tion. This not only con tri bu tes to the bro -
a der in coherence of the fic tio nal world’s set ting (exam ples of which
can be ex plo red in the ar ti cle) but, perhaps more cri ti cal ly, it al so dis -
rupts the coherence of the fic tio nal cha rac ters them sel ves. Their “hu -
man qua li ties” – such as com prehen sion, mo ti va tion, and reaso ning –
are pro foundly af fec ted, ren de ring them frag men ted and in con sis tent.

This cha rac ter- ba sed in coherence func tions as a core nar ra tive
tech ni que in Kaf ka’s work. By por traying cha rac ters whose un der -
stan ding of their world is per pe tual ly in com ple te or con tra dic to ry,
Kaf ka crea tes fic tio nal uni ver ses that are in heren tly dif fi cult to grasp,
ar ti cu late, and ex plain. The se worlds re sist straight forward in ter pre ta -
tion, lea ving both cha rac ters and rea ders ens na red in a ma ze of am bi -
gui ty.

The narrative’s complexity, therefore, stems not only from the
systemic obfuscation and opacity of the world itself but also from the
deeply flawed and subjective processes through which characters
attempt to navigate their realities. This dual-layered incoherence –
both environmental and personal – amplifies the challenge of making
sense of Kafka’s fictional worlds. As a result, these worlds become not 
only incomprehensible but also resistant to clear communication and
definitive interpretation, underscoring the themes of alienation and
existential uncertainty that pervade Kafka’s work.
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phenomenon. However, in my opinion, there are other important reasons for the
difficulties in transporting this Czech phenomenon into the Polish cultural context.
I have encountered the following three issues: the different role played by hoax in
both cultures, the discrepancy in the assessment of the Austro-Hungarian period, and
the different understanding of the ideals and aesthetics of the Sokol movement.
I interpret this according to Hayden White’s approach – viewing cultural differences
as beneficial, as an opportunity to learn something new from these differences.

Key words: Czech li te ra tu re, Czech cu l tu re, Ci m r man, Po lish li te ra ry re ce p tion, li te -
ra ry ho ax

In tro du c tion

Jára Cimr man was in tro du ced in 1966 in the then Cze cho slo vak
Ra dio’s cul tu ral mon thly, and in the same year a thea tre bea ring his
name was es ta blished in Pra gue, and be came po pu lar re la ti ve ly
quickly. The in di vi dual at the cen ter was sup po sed to be a for got ten
Czech ge nius dis co ve red at that time, to whom the na tion owed due
ap pre cia tion. The prompt re ve la tion of this hoax cha rac ter of the dis -
co ve ry itself and the fi gure of Cimr man made this ori gi nal ly ra ther in -
ti mate hoax even more po pu lar. Its po pu la ri ty wi thin the Czech so cie -
ty has not wa ned even fol lo wing the fun da men tal po li ti cal, so cial,
eco no mic and cul tu ral chan ges that took place af ter the fall of the
com mu nist re gime in No vem ber 1989 and the tran si tion to a plu ra lis -
tic de mo cra cy (see, e.g. Smith, 2007; Brze zińska, 2013; Balcer zak,
2016; B.C., 2017; Cimr man En glish Thea tre).

It is not coin ci den tal that Cimr man’s mock ques tio ning of the
Czech ste reo type of un re co gnized na tio nal im por tance is set at the end 
of the pe riod of the mul ti cul tu ral Aus tro- Hun ga rian mo nar chy and the
be gin nings of mo dern Czech iden ti ty (see Hugh, 1992; Pyn sent,
1994). This has been ac cep ted by ma ny Czechs with en thu sias tic ap -
pro val since the first in for ma tion about the Czech ge nius was pu -
blished as a li be ra ting con cept that pro tects them from suc cum bing to
a false sense of great ness and ar ro gance, or exag ge ra ted hurt. Ho we -
ver, des pite the ad mi ra bly rich en ga ge ment of the Po lish au dien ces

with Czech cul ture (es pe cial ly its sa tire) af ter 1989 (most re cen tly:
Kupc zak, 2020), only a small group of en thu siasts are fa mi liar with
the plays of the Jára Cimr man Thea tre (Di vad lo Járy Cimr ma na), and
not even all of those ful ly un der stand, let alone share the nuan ces of
their hu mour.  

Be gin nings of the en co un ter – 70s’ of the 20th Century

The Po lish au dien ces first en coun te red Cimr man in the 1970s. The
poe tics of the Jára Cimr man Thea tre was brie fly outli ned in a short
pie ce on small thea tres in Cze cho slo va kia in the mon thly ma ga zine
“Dia log“ (fo cu sed on cur rent screen wri ting) as ear ly as 1970. It in clu -
ded a short ex cerpt from a se mi nar on Cimr man and a sum ma ry sta -
ting: 

The magic of the Jára Cimrman Theatre lies pri ma ri ly in its in tel lec tu al acting, un -
pre dic tab le play of ideas and ob se r va tions, avoiding ra tio nal theses and ten den cies
(ud, 1970, p. 164).

In 1973, the Po lish po pu lar pe rio di cal “Li tera tu ra na Świe cie“ (fo -
cu sed on world li tera ture) pu blished an ex ten sive text ac com pa nied by 
pic tu res fo cu sed on Cimr man en titled the For got ten Czech Ge nius
(Smol jak et al., 1973). The pie ce was se ve ral do zen pa ges long and be -
gins with fic ti tious quo tes con cer ning an al le gedly newly dis co ve red
Czech po ly math (e.g. He was my only pa tient who was able to evo ke
a com plex in me – Sigmund Freud), then gi ves short ex pla na tion of the 
reasons and cir cum stan ces for the crea tion of the cha rac ter of Cimr -
man, as well as his fic ti tious bio gra phy and da tes. The jour nal al so pu -
blished clear ly fa ke in ter views with Dr Silk about the ge nius and the
open- air mu seum de di ca ted to the great ge nius to be built in Liptákov,
as well as pa ro dies of scien ti fic pre sen ta tions and pa pers, such as:
Cimr man in the Realm of Mu sic (in clu ding pic tu res), Cimr man the Pe -
da go gue, Cimr man and Mu sic, Ope ra and the Pa na ma Ca nal, In tri -
gues of En gi neer Goethals, Cimr man’s De fense Trai ning, Cimr man
and the Ani mals, The Truth about the Al le ged Death of Jára Cimr man. 
The se ries have dis tinc tive graphic re sem blance of the style of the ear -
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ly 20th cen tu ry press. Some titles of the texts, in for ma tion or en tire pa -
ges are set in sim ple or de co ra tive fra mes, the texts are ac com pa nied
by sket ches in pen il lus tra ting crea ting a hu mo rously in con gruous
who le, in clu ding sket ches of Cimr man’s in cre di ble in ven tions, as well 
as sket ches re mi nis cent of ad ver ti sing pos ters of the time. The texts
and graphics are sup ple men ted by pho to graphs, and por traits of Cimr -
man’s al le ged mo ther, sis ter, vio lin teacher, po pu lar sin ger and ‘in -
fluen tial friends from the USA‘ (using this pro vo ca tive cap tion of the
time). The re are al so pho to graphs of Cimr man’s fan ci ful in ven tions or 
a pic ture of the ge nius’s en tire fa mily, but wi thout his por trait, be -
cause, as the cap tion ex plains, it was cut out by Cimr man him self to be 
used for his pass port. Ho we ver, the re was not much in terest in this un -
doub tedly in for med and tho rough se ries of trans la tions of Cimr man’s
texts among Po lish au dien ces, and the trans la tion was not pu blished
un til al most thir ty years la ter.    

Ano ther ar ti cle on Czech screen wri ting which men tions the Jára
Cimr man Thea tre ap pea red in the abo ve- men tio ned Dia log jour nal in
1977 (Żurowski, 1977). The au thor des cri bes their per for mance as
a ca ba ret of au thors’ crea tive in tel li gence addres sed pri ma rily at the
in tel lec tuals and stu dents  and poin ted out that the shows we re re pea -
ted se ve ral hun dred ti mes to hou ses bursting in sea mes. He con clu des
his outline of the the mes co ve red in two of the Thea tre’s plays as fol -
lows: 

However, it is always only a general fra me work that is in ter wo ven with a dense
web of con tem po ra ry al lu sions [...] and aptly ta r ge ted remarks. And so [...] the
Cimrman Theatre is one of the few places in which they suc ces s ful ly mock the less
and more si g ni fi cant nonsense of a later period [than the end of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire – added by L.N.V.] (Żurowski, 1977, p. 167).

It is even du ring this first pha se of Po lish audiences’ en co un ter
with the Ci m r man ho ax that we may no ti ce a slight chan ge in the to ne
of as ses s ment – from the ini tial lit t le the a tre and in tel lec tu al ac ting to
pu b li s hing of an ex ten si ve se ries of texts ac co m pa nied by dra wings
and pho to graphs in a pre sti gio us pe rio di cal de vo ted to world li te ra tu -
re, and em p ha si zing ar ti stic and in tel lec tu al va lu es (the ca ba ret of the

authors’ cre a ti ve in tel li gen ce) and a bold cri ti que (is one of tho se few
pla ces whe re they suc ces s ful ly mock less and mo re si g ni fi cant non sen se).

The next en co un ter – the turn of the mil len nium

Fol lo wing a nine teen -y e ar gap, the Po lish au dien ces sta r ted sho -
wing a re la ti ve ly on go ing in te rest in Ci m r man aga in aro und the turn of 
the mil len nium. A lon ger ex tract from the play “The Con qu est of the
North Po le by a Czech, Ka rel Němec“ (Dobytí severního pó lu Če-
chem Ka r lem Němcem), was pu b li s hed in the cu l tu ral pe rio di cal
„Kra s no gru da“ (Ci m r man, 1996). In 1997, the Te atr Tra dy cy j ny in
Kra ków sta ged the play Long, Wi de and Shor t-si g h ted (Dlouhý,
Široký a Krátkozraký) di re c ted by Ta de usz Han kie wicz, and then in
2002, two mo re pla ys (Ko r naś, 1997; Mi kos, 2002; Ci m r man, 2002).
In 2003, the Jára Ci m r man The a tre ca me to Cra cow and sta ged the
Con qu est of the North Po le (Dobytí severního pó lu; AMS, 2003). In
2014, a mock- docu men ta ry abo ut Cimrman’s trip to Ka to wi ce was
ma de (Za le ga, 2014). This was the first Po lish cre a ti ve work in spi red
by Cimrman’s po etics. This film, ho we ver, ma de har d ly any im pres -
sion on Po lish au dien ces. In the new mil len nium, the phe no me non
pro vo ked a ran ge of the o re ti cal ar ti c les among Po lish scho lars. Sin ce
2003, re views and es sa ys ha ve be en pu b li s hed by the a tre scho lars
(Sta nisławska, 2003 and Zi m na, 2019, 2020), film scho lars (Ci szew-
ska, 2020), phi lo so p hers (Le sz czy ń ski, 2011), but ma in ly by Po lish
scho lars fo cu sing on the Czech li te ra tu re (Fi r lej, 2008; Kar dyni - Pe li-
kánová, 2008, 2023; Cza p li ń ska, 2009; Balík, 2010; Balík & Fi r lej,
2014; Gie ro wski, 2018, 2020) and stu dents of Czech stu dies (e.g. Jo -
niak, 2009; Lan do w ka, 2012). The phe no me non even in spi red a re fle -
c tion in the field of cu l tu ral to u rism (Kołod zie j czyk, 2018), as well as
a re fle c tion by a we ll-known Po lish pro mo ter of the Czech cu l tu re
(Szczy gieł, 2011, 2012) and ot her au t hors (np. Mi kos, 2002; Ka cz ma -
rek, 2022). Po lish li te ra ry scho lars dif fer qu i te sig nifi can t ly in the ir as -
ses s ment of im po r tan ce in fo cus on pa r ti cu lar aspects of the cult from
the Czech cu l tu ral per spe c ti ve (in ad di tion to the abo ve- men tio ned
scho la r ly texts, see al so Ba l ce rzak, 2016).   
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Wrocław- ba sed Czech li tera ture and lan guage, scho lar Zo fia Ta -
rajło- Li powska, in clu des one pa ra graph on the Jára Cimr man Thea tre
in a chap ter of her His to ry of Czech Li tera ture (Ta rajło- Li powska,
2010) re la ted to the pe riod of the ‘Gol den Six ties‘ (Ta rajło- Li powska,
2010, pp. 346–389). She des cri bes the main he ro of the plays as fol -
lows: 

[...] ‘the un der ra ted Czech genius Jára Cimrman‘, a hoax cha ra c ter with the qu a li ties
of a ‘naïve creator‘ (Tarajło- Li po wska, 2010, p. 387), 

and fu r t her re marks that: 

The satire con ta i ned in these plays was so me ti mes a cri ti cism of na tio nal me ga lo -
ma nia [...], but it also used verbal humour and non sen si cal ae st he tics (Tarajło-Li-
powska, 2010, p. 387). 

She al so men tions the po pu la ri ty of this phe no me non reaches a wi -
de so cial spec trum: 

Although the ‘Cimrman‘ humour was in tel lec tu al, re qu i ring eru di tion and
sharpness, the hoax figure of the ‘genius‘ became widely popular, it can even be said
that it crossed social bo un da ries in that the fi c tio nal cha ra c ter was not de te r mi ned by
the creative act (Tarajło- Li po wska, 2010, p. 387). 

The last chap ter of the book, dis cus sing the more re cent pe riod of
the his to ry of Czech li tera ture does not men tion the to pic. A sec tion
dis cus sing more re cent Czech screen wri ting only men tions the on -
going po pu la ri ty of some so- cal led small- for mat thea tres, such as Ha -
Di vad lo, Di vad lo Hu sa na provázku and Stu dio Y (Ta rajło- Li powska,
2010, p. 429). This book was in ten ded pri ma rily for Po lish stu dents
of Czech stu dies and others in teres ted in ba sic in for ma tion on his to ry
of Czech li tera ture and cul ture.       

The Czech li ter a ry scho lar Štěpán Balík (stu dy writ ten in Po lish)
re la tes the Czech na tio nal tra di tion of mys ti fi ca tion to Da daism and
Sur rea lism. When des cri bing Cimr man’s hoax, he ma kes a cur so ry re -
mark on Cimr man’s si mi la ri ty to the Po lish fic tio nal li ter a ry cha rac ter
of the old Ma rych. He then points out that the po pu la ri ty of this pro to -
type of Poznań’s ur ban speech and lo cal iden ti ty ne ver sur passed its

Po lish re gion, and un like Cimr man, he was al ways por trayed as an
older man (Balík, 2010, p. 257).

Aga ta Fir lej, a Poznań- ba sed Po lish and Czech stu dies scho lar, em -
pha si zes Cimr man’s spe ci fi cal ly Czech roots, and a strong re la tion to
pre vious ar tis tic ac claim wi thin Czech cul ture sta ting that: 

The ori gi na li ty of the Svěrák, Smoljak and Šebánek Theatre lies, para do xi cal ly, in 
its deep rooting in what is ‘quin tes sen tial ly Czech‘. Know led gea b le au dien ces will re -
co g ni ze the spirit of the avan t - gar de of: the Semafor [theatre – L.N.V.], the Weri ch-
 Vo sko vec duo or the Devětsil group in an elegant, Habsburg edition. It contains so me -
t hing of circus ente r ta in ment and cabaret style, or of a sa ti ri cal de pi c tion of the idea of
na tio nal revival (Firlej, 2008). 

By re la ting the cha rac ter to the evol ving na tio nal cul ture, Fir lej
thus sug gests the dif fi cul ty in trans fer ring it in to a dif ferent cul tu ral
con text.  

Both Fir lej and Balík co- au tho red an ar ti cle whe re they ar gued for
the dif ferent per cep tion of pa thos in both cul tu res – the Czech re jec -
tion, and the Po lish res pect for the ex tre me emo tions and tra di tion gi -
ven by the per cep tion of pa thos as the only ap pro priate res ponse to tra -
gic cir cum stan ces. 

From the be gin ning of the 20th Century, Czechs have na rra ted all stories of their
own heroism with an ironic com men ta ry. They somehow do not know how to ap pro -
ach pathos; they do not trust it. They use it in na rra ti ve on heroism and love – but for
the Poles, these two realms are sacred. (Balík & Firlej, 2014, p. 237).

An Opo le- ba sed Czech stu dies scho lar, Joan na Czaplińska, refer ring
to Sil vie Richtrová, Czech re sear cher and wri ter li ving in Ita ly, draw
at ten tion to a ty pi cal Cimr man hoax which Cimr man ad mits to, and
this is ac cep ted by both si des that: 

Smoljak and Svěrák’s hoax is not a de ce p tion of its re ci pients, but awa re ness
of exi sten ce of an un w rit ten contract in which both parties confirm their con s cio us
par ti ci pa tion in this game (Cza p li ń ska, 2009, p. 10). 

An im por tant as pect of Cimr man’s suc cess was the re fore to be
a play ful cons pi ra cy, i.e. ac tive ac cep tance of what was of fe red, the
nod from the vie wer. 
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A Brno- ba sed Po lish stu dies scho lar, Krysty na Kardy ni- Pe -
likánová, who has fo cu sed on as pects of Cze ch- Po lish mu tual re cep -
tion, draws on the opi nion of the Czech thea tre stu dies scho lar, Vla -
dimír Just, who un derstood Cimr man’s mis sed op por tu ni ties as
a ‘dead end‘. Kardy ni- Pe likánová thus per cei ves Cimr man’s hoax as
‘spi ri tual emp ti ness‘, ar guing: 

There is a di stin c ti ve and irre si sti b ly ente r ta i ning ‘common vulgarity‘ as so cia ted
with naïve art, pure fo l ksi ness in the plays, and thus it also has its dark side: spi ri tu al
em p ti ness (Kardyni-Pelikánová, 2009, p. 87). 

Kardy ni- Pe likánová as so cia tes this ‘ir re sis ti ble en ter tainment‘
with the time of its crea tion – i.e. an ideo lo gi cal pe riod whe re com -
ments we re made through spe ci fic po li ti cal and me dia hoax – and he re 
she finds laughter the ra peu tic.

Com pa ring the cha rac ters of Cimr man and the good sol dier Švejk,
the Krakow- ba sed Czech stu dies scho lar Piotr Gie rowski points out
a fea ture that may have been neglec ted in Cimr man – the as pect of ex -
clu sion. He ar gues that, if Cimr man is to be in ter pre ted as the sui ge ne -
ris ‘quin tes sen tial Czech‘, then the ca te go ry of ex clu sion, which is of -
ten at tri bu ted to him, ac qui res a sym bo lic mea ning and is re la ted to
ques tions about the mea ning of Czech or Cen tral Eu ro pean his to ry,
which we re de ba ted, for ins tance, by Ma sa ryk, Pe kař or Kun de ra and
Kroutvor. In this con text, re fer ring to Vla dimír Ma cu ra, Gie rowski
un der stands the fi gure of Cimr man not only as ‘spi ri tual emp ti ness‘
(as Kardy ni- Pe likánová per cei ved him), but al so as a phe no me non
that: 

[...] qu e stions the myths and dreams of the na tio nal revival, while at the same time in -
con spi cuou sly re a li zing some of them (Gie ro wski,  2020, p. 101).

 Si mi lar ly to Fir lej men tio ned ear lier, he re la tes the to pic to the
ideas of the na tio nal re vi val, but with a slightly dif ferent twist. In this
sense, Cimr man did not ful fill the role of so meone unmasking the
false na tio nal fee lings of great ness, hurt or ar ro gance, but on the con -
tra ry, he (par tial ly) en cou ra ged this self- cen te red pers pec tive.  

Reasons for the limited en ga ge ment of Polish au dien ces

To sum ma ri ze the va ried views of Po lish li ter a ry cri ti cism, Cimr -
man’s hoax is per cei ved as stron gly roo ted in the Czech cul tu ral mi -
lieu and builds on its am bi tious cul tu ral tra di tions, and is ba sed on the
spe ci fic hoax game played out between the au thors and re ci pients, but
al so on a the ra peu tic folksi ness lea ding to spi ri tual emp ti ness and the
con tra dic to ry ques tio ning and enac ting of the na tio nal re vi val ideals. 

The li mi ted en ga ge ment of the Po lish au dien ces with the Cimr man
hoax may be suf fi cien tly and con vin cin gly ex plai ned by the fo cus on
the dif ferent as pects of the phe no me non des cri bed abo ve. In my opi -
nion, ho we ver, the re are other im por tant reasons for the dif fi cul ties in
trans por ting this Czech phe no me non in to the Po lish cul tu ral con text.
I pro pose three reasons he re: the dif ferent role of hoax in both cul tu res, 
the dis cre pan cy in the as sess ment of the Aus tro- Hun ga rian Em pire,
and the dif ferent un der stan ding of the So kol mo ve ment’s ideals and
aes the tics.

1. The role of hoax in culture

When dis cus sing the role of hoax in Czech cul ture, we need to
men tion the Czech se mio tics ex pert Vla dimír Ma cu ra, who con vin -
cin gly pro ves the im por tance of hoax in Czech 19th Cen tu ry cul ture.
He re fers to a num ber of li ter a ry for ge ries, but al so re minds us of the
key role of the hoax as pect in Jung mann’s thin king, as su ming that
a na tion is alive as long as its lan guage li ves. Crea ting ex pert Czech
ter mi no lo gy and the pu bli ca tion of so- cal led high li tera ture was
actual ly a hoax that gave the im pres sion that the re we re peo ple who
nee ded Czech ter mi no lo gy and in tel lec tual ly and ar tis ti cal ly de mand-
ing li tera ture. Al though this was not the case at first, we know now
that the ideas pro mo ted by Jo sef Jung mann and the pro po nents of the
na tio nal re vi val mo ve ment suc cee ded thanks to the se hoaxes. 

The si gni fi cance of Cimr man’s hoax may be per cei ved through
a si mi lar lense – at its in cep tion, it crea ted the im pres sion that the
Czechs had a reason to look for their self- a ware ness in the re la ti ve ly
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re cent Aus tro- Hun ga rian past, i.e. in the then con dem ned Wes tern Eu -
ro pean cul ture. The ac cep tance of the Cimr man hoax af ter its dis co ve -
ry can be un derstood si mi lar ly as the cul tu ral ly- e man ci pa ting re jec -
tion of the 19th Cen tu ry Czech ma nus cript for ge ries (in En glish see
Do biáš, 2019). Com pa red to the past pur po ses of hoax ai med at crea -
ting cul ture, Cimr man hoax aims to pro vo ke self- re flec tion, un der -
stan ding of the real, not just the de cla red Czech cul tu ral va lues. Ho we -
ver, the re jec tion of for ge ries in the 19th Cen tu ry and em bra cing hoax
in the se cond half of the 20th Cen tu ry are in ten ded to have the same ef -
fect. Ma cu ra men tio ned ear lier, less known as a pro li fic hoax wri ter
(Ja noušek, 2013), ex plains this as fol lows: 

The real purpose of a hoax is to de my sti fy (and today’s hoax plays de mon stra te
this). No doubt, this seems a bit far - fe t ched, but hoax thrives more on the di s ru p tion of
esta b li s hed forms, li te ra ry or cu l tu ral, and pa ro dy ing them. Let us draw at ten tion in
pa r ti cu lar to the hoax game between Jára da Cimrman, and a large section of the po pu -
la tion together with the ‘leading experts on Cimrman‘ (Macura, 1993, p. 19).

 Hoax did not play a si mi lar role in Po lish cul ture as it did in Czech
cul ture (see Balík, 2010; Balík& Fir lej, 2014; Biełow, 2020). In the
1980s (i.e. a pe riod close to the time of the Czech hoax), the (mo stly)
Wrocław- ba sed Orange Al ter na tive (Po ma rańc zo wa Al ter na ty wa)
mo ve ment is known for its now fa mous ac ti vi ty – pain ting dwarfs on
stains crea ted by the po lice in pu blic spa ces. They pain ted the se stains
over with an ti- re gime slo gans and clai med that the an ti- re gime slo -
gans we re the ses, and the po lice pain ting over was an ti the sis, and the
dwarfs on the stains we re a syn the sis. The se pain tings re pre sent co -
medy and pa ro dy, and they are to some de gree al so hoax. The hoax he -
re, ho we ver, is not a struc ture re la ted to a num ber of as pects of na tio -
nal iden ti ty, ena bling a new re flec tion, but an unam bi guously ima gi -
na tive re flec tion of the lack of free dom. Even ear lier pe riods in Po lish
cul ture, did not pre sent a phe no me non as com plex and long- las ting as
Cimr man’s hoax. Ne ver the less, the re have been si mi lar phe no me na –
the poet Kons tanty Il de fons Gałczyński ‘crea ted‘ a Scot tish poet of an
elo quent sur name Cheat when he was a stu dent, the poets Ed ward Ko -
zikowski and Emil Ze gadłowicz wrote an an tho lo gy of black poe try

cal led Yam, yam (Niam, niam, 1923), ac com pa nied by a qua si- scien ti -
fic in tro duc tion. The re is al so an ero tic ex tract from the na tio nal epic,
Pan Ta deusz, by Adam Mick ie wicz, pu blished af ter the poet’s death
and its au thor is as yet un cer tain. Sta nisław Lem pu blished a book of
re views of non- exis tent books by non- exis tent au thors un der a pro vo -
kin gly tel ling title The Per fect Va cuum (Dos ko nała próźnia, 1971) and 
a col lec tion of his pre fa ces to the se non- exis tent books with self-
 mock ing title The Ima gi na ry Great (Wielkość uro jo na, 1973). Ho we -
ver, the se wri tings we re un derstood mo stly not as hoaxes but as li ter a -
ry pro vo ca tions wi thin the Po lish con text. 

The plan ting the seeds of si gni fi cant suc cess of fa ke ma nus cripts in 
mo dern Czech cul ture re sul ted in an am bi va lent re cep tion wi thin the
Czech cul tu ral con text. Apart from voi ces cri ti ci zing achie ving prai -
se wor thy goals through lies, the re we re those who per cei ved hoax
more as an ar tis tic ‘fes ti val‘, tes ting the rea der or vie wer sen si ti vi ty to
ar tis tic free dom. Let us re call the well- known dis pute in the Czech
„Li terární no vi ny” pa per over whether to com me mo rate the an ni ver -
sa ry of Václav Han ka, the main sus pect in the as yet un cer tain Czech
ma nus cript fraud sa ga of the 19th cen tu ry, and the re cent si gni fi cant
res ponse and con tra dic to ry reac tions to a 2004 do cu men ta ry en titled
The Czech Dream (Český sen), di rec ted by Vít Klusák and Fi lip Re -
mun da. The film con fronts the cur rent Czech so cie ty with gro wing
con su me rism through a well- thou ght- out hoax (see Tkac zewski,
2013), dis pu tes over the image of the Czech Re pu blic in re la tion to the 
hoax co- au thor ship of Da vid Černý’s sa ti ri cal, and the sar cas tic sculp -
ture „En tro pa“ in 2009. 

Apart from ma ny cri ti cal voi ces, the re is al so a de cent num ber of
de fen sive voi ces wi thin the Czech cul tu ral con text. Overall, the as -
sess ment of hoax tends to be fair ly con ci lia to ry, ta king in to ac count its
ar tis tic and in tel lec tual va lues. 

Si mi lar to hoax, ab surd and non sense poe tics, par tly al so at tri bu ted 
to Cimr man’s hoax, does not have a dis tinc tive tra di tion in Po lish cul -
ture, al though, un doub tedly, the re are some exam ples and it forms an
im por tant part of the cul ture. This is evi dent in the Po lish tra di tion of
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mo dern ca ba ret, which is do mi na ted by sa tire. Ho we ver, the fa mous
and ac clai med Po lish ca ba rets (such as Piwni ca Pod Ba ra na mi in Cra -
cow, par ti cu lar ly of the 1960s and 1970s) sche du led in di vi dual per for -
man ces by fa mous ar tists, and the re was no sin gle poe tic thread con -
nec ting them. Two books by the poet Ju lian Tuwim com men ting on
his col lec tion of li ter a ry cu rio si ties, which has been col lec ted over ma -
ny years: Pe gaz dęba, czy li pan op ti cum poe tyck ie (1950) and Ci cer
caule czy li groch z ka pustą:  Pan op ti cum i ar chi wum kul tu ry (vol. 1–3, 
1958–1963), no doubt, form an im por tant part of the Po lish tra di tion
of ab surd and non sense li tera ture. Ho we ver, the se li ter a ry and cul tu ral
works have ne ver be come wi de ly po pu lar and their poe tics has not
ins pi red others. In com pa ri son, Cimr man’s hoax has ins pi red a range
of spon ta neous cul tu ral phe no me na – from fic ti tious me mo rials and
other ins tal la tions, to mu seums, and the fre quen tly men tio ned and dis -
cus sed no mi na tion of Cimr man for the Grea test Czech poll of 2005,
organized by the pu blic bro ad cas ter Czech Te le vi sion ba sed on a li -
cense from the Bri tish BBC.  

2. Per ce p tion of the Au stria -Hun ga rian Empire

The per ce p tion of Au stria, or the Au stria -Hun ga rian Em pi re is
ano t her aspect whe re the Czech and Po lish cu l tu re dif fer. The cho i ce
of the end of the Au stro- Hun ga rian pe riod of Czech hi sto ry as the ti me 
whe re the Ci m r man ho ax is si tu a ted might me an an al lu si ve ex pres -
sion of the Czech so li da ri ty with the Wes tern Eu ro pe an cu l tu re, and
the characters’ re marks on ‘Au strian op pres sion‘ and the ‘big Rus sian
bro t her‘ may be un de r sto od as a sa r ca stic ima ge of the hi sto ri cal na -
ive ty of the Czechs (for the ma jo ri ty of the Czech pu b lic, this un de r -
stan ding re ma i ned cur rent even af ter 1989). The Po lish hi sto ri cal ex -
pe rien ce of the loss of sta te ho od af ter the tri p le pa r ti tion of Po land (in
1772, 1793 and 1795) be twe en Prus sia, Rus sia and Au stria (Sny der,
2003) ena b les to in ter pret the cen ter of gra vi ty of hi sto ri cal tra u ma dif -
fe ren t ly. Whi le the Prus sian and Rus sian an ne xa tions we re con si de red 
to be ve ry re stri c ti ve, the ter ri to ries an ne xed by Au stria en jo y ed the
gre a test de ve lo p ment of the Po lish cu l tu re. The re fo re, the Po les did

not he si ta te to stand to ge t her with the Au strian ar my aga inst Rus sia in
the First World War, whi le the Czechs, on the ot her hand, saw Au stria
as the ma in ene my of na tio nal ide als, and the re fo re so me de se r ted the
Au strian ar my and de fe c ted to the Rus sian op po nent. This was com p -
le te ly incom pre hensi b le to the Po les for the re a sons de scri bed abo ve,
and they co uld on ly ex p la in this by the Czech op po r tu nism, we ak mo -
rals, la zi ness or co war di ce. Po lish re a ders per ce i ve Hašek’s Švejk as
po sses sing si mi lar tra ces, and this on ly con firms the ir un de r stan ding
of the tra ces di sp la y ed in Ci m r man. Cimrman’s al lu sions to the Au -
strian tra di tions ca me up aga inst the fact that in mo dern Po lish cu l tu re
ties to French cu l tu re are con si de red as key, and French cu l tu re the re -
fo re sym bo li zes Wes tern Eu ro pe an cu l tu re to mo dern Po les. In ad di -
tion, si tu a ting Cimrman’s pla ys wi t hin the Au stro- Hun ga rian pe riod
pro vi ded Czech au dien ces with ano t her im po r tant ad van ta ge – it was
a re la ti ve ly re cent hi sto ri cal pe riod, we ll-co ve red at scho ol as a pha se
of si g ni fi cant eman ci pa tion of the mo dern Czech na tion, but at the sa -
me ti me, it pro vi ded a sa fe gap in ti me from the to ta li ta rian ide o lo gy of 
the era when the Jára Ci m r man The a tre was esta b li s hed. The to ta li ta -
rian pe riod re qu i red that art be en ga ged with its ide o lo gy, but Ci m r -
man and ot her cha ra c ters co uld not com ment on so cia list ide o lo gy and 
cri ti ci ze ca pi ta lism, as the hu mo ur and iro ny of the pla ys may ha ve
been mi sin ter pre ted. This li be ra tion of the Ci m r man pla ys from the
then ob li ga to ry po li ti cal ad ora tion of the re gi me was un dou bte d ly
appe a ling to the au dien ces.   

 3. The Sokol tra di tion

When re flec ting on the lack of en ga ge ment of Po lish au dien ces
with the Cimr man hoax, it is al so worth no ting the dif ference between
the per cep tions of the So kol mo ve ment tra di tion. For Czechs, So kol is
an im por tant part of the Czech his to ry which the Cimr man plays bring
in to the col lec tive me mo ry of the na tion, fol lo wing a pe riod of its po li -
ti cal ly mo ti va ted de mise. (The Czech So kol mo ve ment was foun ded
in 1862 and ban ned in 1956). As the Po lish eth no lo gist An to ni Kroh
points out that, to Czechs, the pa trio tic aims of the So kol mo ve ment

421 422



had their own, not in si gni fi cant, aes the tic ex pres sion, through which it 
re fer red to cer tain ideals, as its dis tinc tive and ve ry po pu lar pu blic fes -
ti vals roo ted in the chi val ric tra di tions of knights. Ac cor ding to Kroh,
this may be un derstood in two ways: the first is the fee ling of ele va tion 
and ge ne ro si ty, which ma kes par ti ci pa tion in the ce le bra tions an end
in itself, and the se cond is the con vic tion that the fes ti vi ties re mi nis -
cent of chi val ric tra di tions will be com ple ted only if the chi val ric
ideals are ful filled through a fight for those no ble pa trio tic goals (the
So kol well- known mot to may be loo se ly trans la ted as Strengthen your 
arms, To serve your coun try) (Kroh, 1998). In com pa ri son, the tra di -
tions of the Po lish So kol, foun ded in 1867 in Lviv, had to deal with not
only the pro blems of uphol ding the ega li ta rian ideal among all So kols
(whether of aris to cra tic or hum ble ori gin), but even more fun da men -
tal ly, to keep the fes ti vi ties pea ce ful. The re was one in ci dent when fol -
lo wing a So kol fes ti val held in Kra kow, the lo cal stu dents organized
a riot, ap pa ren tly to live up to the So kol tra di tions. So, Cimr man de cla -
ring his en thu siasm for the So kol tra di tion thus na tu ral ly evo kes com -
ple te ly dif ferent con no ta tions among the Czech and Po lish au dien ces,
and mo reo ver the le vel of know led ge of the sub ject in Czech cul ture is
fair ly so lid, whe reas it is ve ry li mi ted among the Po les.  

Con c lu sions  

Apart from the three key reasons dis cus sed abo ve, the re may be
other cau ses as to why the Cimr man hoax has not en ga ged ma ny
among the Po lish au dien ces as op po sed to its po pu la ri ty among the
Czech au dien ces over the past de ca des. For ins tance, the re was a dif -
ference in the (dis)pro por tion between the na tio nal to ta li ta rian re gi -
mes and their op po si tion at the time Cimr man hoax first ap pea red.
While in Po land prior 1989, in de pen dent cul ture, in clu ding the pu bli -
ca tion of li tera ture, was pretty ex ten sive to such a de gree that it is per -
ti nent to re fer to it as a se cond ‘cir cu la tion‘ (alongside the first, con -
trol led by the re gime). In the Czech con text, the coun ter- cul ture was
made up of a re la ti ve ly small group of peo ple, and the re fore the term

sa miz dat was used to re fer to un of fi cial li tera ture. This stron ger re -
pres sion, which las ted to a large ex tent un til 1989 of the for mer Cze -
cho slo va kia, could al so ex plain the wi der po pu la ri ty of ‘the Czech ge -
nius‘. Cimr man could have been per cei ved as a (at first se rious, la ter
ri di cu lous) res ponse to the news from the then fa vou red, even im po -
sed So viet (and ge neral ly so cia list) cul tu ral con text. At the time of
Cimr man’s ‘con cep tion‘ and long af ter that, it could have been un -
derstood as an unmasking an ti the sis (through its ri di cu lousness) to the 
stri kin gly un cri ti cal, al most fa bri ca ted in for ma tion about ge niu ses,
from the USSR, or the bro a der so- cal led so cia list camp. Czechs may
have un derstood the ob vious play with the Cimr man hoax as a sar cas -
tic re flec tion of the re gi me’s ob vious ideo lo gi cal ma ni pu la tion of the
time. The ca thar tic ef fect of such an in ter pre ta tion of Cimr man, con di -
tio ned by his to ri cal cir cum stan ces and cul tu ral con text, na tu ral ly wea -
ke ned af ter the change of re gime and, even more in its trans fer to ano -
ther cul ture. 

The po ssi b le ca u ses of the lack of en ga ge ment of Po lish au dien ces
with the Czech cu l tu ral phe no me non (di s cus sed abo ve) may be re la ted 
to two key aspects: the cu l tu ral con di tio ning of the en ga ge ment and
the dif fe ren ces be twe en the two cu l tu res. When Hy a den Whi te high-
lights that so cie ties tend to per ce i ve re la tions with the Ot her in the ca -
te go ries of op po si tion or ne ga tion, as the dif fe ren ce is the key fo cus.
He ar gu es for a non- du a li stic dis co u r se in the spi rit of the new hu ma -
ni stic thin king (Whi te, 2010, p. 10). Re se arch on the we ak re ce p tion
of a cu l tu ral phe no me non (or its ab sen ce) re ve als the dif fe ren ces of
the Ot her, and the se na tu ral ly turn the fo cus on the uni qu e ness of the
two exa mi ned cu l tu res. This sub sequ en t ly le ads to a ree va lu a tion of
mu tu al re la tions, brin ging out new the mes and re fle c tions on tho se. In
this sen se, it is the dif fe ren ces that fu l fill the pu r po se of le a r ning abo ut
ot her cu l tu res – of what is the new and dif fe rent in them.
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