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			Introduction

			In his memoirs the Czech poet Jaroslav Seifert recalled his final meeting with Roman Jakobson, the Russian linguist, literary theorist, poet, and central figure of 20th-century Structuralism. They met by chance on the platform of a train station as Jakobson, who was Jewish, was preparing to leave Czechoslovakia “at the critical hour” in March 1939, following the arrival of Nazi German occupying forces in Prague and a few months before the outbreak of World War Two. Jakobson had lived in Prague for nearly two decades and during that time had been a central figure in the internationally influential Prague Linguistic Circle, as well as friend of and collaborator with many of the leading figures of the vibrant avant-garde cultural scenes in interwar Prague, Brno and Bratislava. But all that was now ending. Seifert’s account of their hurried, happenstance meeting on that train platform under gathering clouds of war conveys a decidedly elegiac tone. “‘I was glad to be in this country, and I was happy here’,” Seifert reports Jakobson as having said. “‘And if it is any consolation, let me say that I feel myself to be Czech, and I am sad’.” Seifert concludes his sketch by observing: “At that moment [Jakobson] had two small, broken tears in his eyes. He looked right at my face, and it seemed to me as if he were looking past me and talking with someone else. But aside from me there was no one else there.”1

			This anecdote says much about the fate of the interwar avant-garde in Czechoslovakia. A sense of ending and loss hangs over this scene; indeed the final sentences almost give the impression that Seifert himself is disappearing, being left behind, replaced, forgotten. Jakobson, to be sure, continued to recall and refer to his Prague years throughout his later, eminent career in the United States (and his apparently distant gaze was in fact due to nothing more than a slight eye defect). But for a long time thereafter the wider world did largely forget this place, this period. Lost was the milieu symbolised by friendship between a Czech poet who at the height of the Cold War in the 1980s would be awarded the Nobel Prize for literature, and an émigré Russian linguist and theorist who in the 1950s would revolutionize French and American academia through the Structuralist principles he brought to them from Prague. Also lost was the memory of just how cosmopolitan, international, and convivial the intellectual life in this young Czechoslovak democracy could be. 

			Established in October 1918, upon the collapse of the Habsburg Empire at the end of World War One, and dismembered in stages between 1938 and 1939 around the time of Seifert and Jakobson’s final, transitory encounter, the first Republic of Czechoslovakia had nourished a remarkable period of cultural achievement. Over the twenty years of its existence, central figures in the cultural life of the republic cultivated ties, cooperation, and influences among leading modernist groups across Europe and the world, and Czechoslovakia also provided a home to a range of European artists, writers and thinkers displaced from their native lands in the turbulent interwar years. During this period Czechoslovak modernism and its avant-garde generated vibrant art and literature, for example producing some of the most significant examples of modernist architecture (in the early 1930s Le Corbusier praised how “the Czechs have shone so brightly in the emerging sky of the new times”2), providing fundamental impetus to the development of semiotics and structuralist thought, and even giving world culture a new word: “robot,” from Karel Čapek’s 1920 play R.U.R. about man-made humanoids who are first exploited as cheap labor but then, having developed consciousness, revolt against and defeat humanity.

			Seifert’s anecdote thus relates a double loss. The outbreak of war, and later the imposition of Soviet influence, brought de facto an end to an all too brief florescence under what is now called the “First Republic,” when Czechoslovak culture was internationally engaged and at the forefront of some of the most advanced European modernist trends. But further, in the decades following the war the avant-garde traditions and accomplishments of this “far-away land of which we know nothing” faded from wider consciousness and were effectively written out of mainstream accounts of the European avant-garde.3 In many ways Czechoslovakia was not unique in undergoing this erasure, but rather stands as a particularly striking example of the fate that befell other avant-garde and modernist traditions in Central and Eastern Europe as well, in particular those that found themselves on the “wrong” side of the Iron Curtain during the Cold War period. How did this process of forgetting play out? And what conditions emerged later that have allowed the recovery of some sense of the vibrancy and diversity of the avant-garde not only in Czechoslovakia, but in interwar Central and Eastern Europe as a whole? 

			One evident key is to be found in the intellectual mapping that accompanied the Cold War itself. After a constitutional coup in 1948, which allowed the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia to seize control of the entire government, Czechoslovakia found itself solidly within the Soviet Bloc and underwent a swift and thorough process of Stalinization that saw mass nationalization of industries, curtailment of individual liberties, show trials of political opponents, and even a cult of personality (modeled in many respects upon the bombastic cult around Stalin) centered on the figure of the “worker President,” Klement Gottwald. These radical changes affected not only social, economic and political life, but culture as well. During the 1950s, officially sanctioned culture in Czechoslovakia, as throughout the Soviet Bloc, was dominated by the doctrine of Socialist Realism, a deeply ideological aesthetic platform adopted in the Soviet Union in the early 1930s, which demanded that art and literature be “comprehensible,” address questions of class struggle, and reflect the ideals and principles of the Communist Party. In particular the criterion of comprehensibility set Socialist Realism in direct conflict with the radical aesthetic experimentation, and consequent “difficulty,” of much art and literature of the interwar period. Stalinist cultural orthodoxy of the 1950s thus vehemently rejected the avant-garde traditions of the First Republic as representing “bourgeois decadence” and unhealthy “formalism” (a term of condemnation that acquired particular truculence). After 1948 many major figures of the interwar avant-garde either emigrated to the West or were effectively forced into internal exile, as they were prevented from publishing and banned from public cultural life. Some succumbed physically to the pressure campaigns directed against them; others committed suicide or even were executed during the political show trials.4 Yet others made their peace with the new regime, though this required “self-criticism” and renunciation of their earlier avant-gardist work.5 This internal purgation of avant-garde traditions within the Soviet Bloc made it all too easy for commentators on the other side of the Iron Curtain to forget those traditions as well. The cultural map on which the Cold War played out thus set up an Iron Curtain of its own by equating the experimental freedoms of modernism and the avant-garde with “the West,” in stark contrast to the ideological oppressiveness of Socialist Realism in the Soviet Bloc.6

			A related, though less obvious key to this process of forgetting requires understanding an odd paradox in that postwar Western critical reception of the literary and artistic avant-gardes. Most European avant-garde groups and movements had been consciously cosmopolitan, intentionally international. This was true even in the case of groups that, like the Italian Futurists, allied themselves with nationalist or indeed fascist politics: F. T. Marinetti’s 1909 “Futurist Manifesto” was published in Paris, in French, within weeks of its original publication in Italy, and perhaps no single document of the interwar avant-garde had such wide international resonance in the interwar period. This internationalism was not coincidental but inhered in the underlying dynamic of the avant-garde, in the claim to represent not a specific national “spirit” or “identity” but the cutting edge of art itself (even while that cutting edge was often turned against the very notion of “art”).7 Yet despite such internationalism, Western critical reception (and, consequently, public awareness) of these avant-garde movements long displayed a stubborn tendency to attach a national modifier to each movement. Futurism thus becomes “Italian” and then “Russian”; Expressionism becomes “German”; Surrealism becomes “French.” Even Dada—that most rambunctious and rebellious assault on national traditions—appeared to have had necessary geographical groundings in its Zurich, Paris, Berlin or New York variants, each of which has been presumed to reflect something of the wider national culture surrounding it. So the paradox is how much Western critical reflection in the postwar period has felt oddly comfortable in placing these internationalist European avant-garde movements within traditional, national literary and cultural histories. And, perhaps not surprisingly, those national traditions that lay on the “near side” of the Iron Curtain received the most attention. The cutting edge of art in early twentieth-century Europe was thus divided up among the major Western European national traditions.8

			The last thirty years or so have brought developments allowing a correction—slow, piecemeal, unfinished, but a correction nonetheless—of that process of forgetting that had obscured the significant role Central and Eastern European traditions played in the interwar avant-garde. Most obvious are the seismic political shifts in 1989–1991, when the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, followed by the disintegration of the Soviet Union itself, led to the scrapping of first the political and then the mental maps that had governed during the Cold War. The establishment of new or renewed democracies in states such as Poland, Hungary, Romania, Czechoslovakia (divided into the Czech and Slovak republics after the so-called “Velvet Divorce” in 1993) and elsewhere energized and expanded interest in the cultural history of those states as well. In particular their vibrant modernist and avant-garde traditions, so long smothered by official hostility from within and ignorant indifference from without, emerged as obvious objects of investigation. 

			This resurgence had its own complexities. The convoluted legacies of the interwar avant-garde in Czechoslovakia, for example, harbored currents that could appear quite ambivalent for audiences in the post-1989 period. Following the deepest Stalinist phase in the 1950s, bold scholars and intellectuals in Czechoslovakia had engaged from the late 1950s through the 1960s in efforts to rehabilitate central figures of the interwar avant-garde, in an implicit (or often explicit) rejection of the earlier cultural orthodoxies. Scholarly studies and critical editions of important avant-garde works and figures appeared, and the distortions in the accepted official accounts of such works, and often the injustice of what had befallen many of those artists and authors at the hands of the postwar Socialist regime, were discussed with increasing frankness. Much of this work of reappropriation attempted to reclaim these avant-gardists as key figures in a Marxist cultural tradition that, it was argued, a socialist state should embrace rather than suppress. This groundbreaking 1960s revisionist scholarship on the interwar avant-garde should thus be understood as a significant cultural component in the build-up to that striking period of social and political reform culminating in the 1968 Prague Spring, with its vision of a “socialism with a human face.” (The same is true of scholarly efforts beginning in the early 1960s to reclaim the work of Franz Kafka—another towering feature of interwar Czechoslovak and late Habsburg culture that the Stalinist orthodoxy of the 1950s had condemned and repressed.) The violent suppression of the Prague Spring through the Soviet-led invasion in August 1968, and the ensuing, nearly 20-year occupation of Czechoslovakia and imposition of renewed political and cultural orthodoxy, meant that in the 1970s and 1980s the interwar avant-garde was once again subject to censure and censorship.9 Yet here lies the root of a serious complication in the rediscovery of these avant-garde traditions after 1989. Marxism had been extremely influential within much of the interwar avant-garde, and many of the major figures in that period had been confirmed supporters of communist ideals and of the Soviet Union. So despite their bitter fate later at the hands of the postwar Czechoslovak Socialist regime, these figures were often regarded with some suspicion or distaste in the 1990s, when the trend was to emphatically discard anything smacking of Marxism or Soviet influence. To some degree this paradox—on the one hand the celebration of the interwar avant-garde for its aesthetic independence and its “martyrdom” under the postwar Czechoslovak regime, and on the other the suspicion of the Marxism and pro-Soviet convictions of so many of its central figures—remains within public reflection on this topic to the present day.

			Study of the European avant-garde has also pushed back in recent decades against that other feature that contributed to the forgetting of the Central and Eastern European avant-gardes: the Western European national appropriations that had long remained unquestioned. Not only were the inaccuracies in such national accounts too glaring, but it became increasingly difficult to ignore that the countries to which most such accounts gave a controlling interest—France, Germany, Italy, Britain and, with caveats (see note 8), Russia and the Soviet Union—were also the major colonialist powers of that period, contributing to a sense that academic study was, wittingly or not, reflecting geopolitical bias and cultural hegemony. The push-back has taken several forms. First, scholars pointed out how the national labels obscured the varied origins of many of the most significant figures. For example, the “French” avant-garde was shaped in fundamental fashion by many Romanians (e.g., Tristan Tzara, Constantin Brâncuşi), the “German” avant-garde by many Hungarians (e.g., László Moholy-Nagy, Marcel Breuer); the “Russian” avant-garde by many Ukrainians (e.g., Kazimir Malevich, Vladimir Tatlin); and so on. Second, increasing attention has been paid to the fact that the most prominent nations by no means had a monopoly on many of the familiar movements: Expressionism and Futurism flourished in Poland, for example, as did Cubism and Surrealism in Czechoslovakia. Third, international scholarship (especially that written in English, French or German) has begun to explore more deeply the unique, original movements and styles that arose in what had previously too often been ignored as “peripheral” regions of Europe: Zenithism in Yugoslavia, for example, or Poetism in Czechoslovakia. The rediscovery of such movements, and the presentation of them often as “alternative avant-gardes,” has rejuvenated the study of the interwar avant-garde by opening up what many had begun to perceive as an ossified canon of works, figures and movements. Taken together, these trends have done much to raise awareness of the geographical diversity in the early twentieth-century European avant-garde, and in particular of the contributions of Central and Eastern European avant-gardes that accounts centered on the “major,” primarily Western European national traditions long obscured.10

			This push for greater inclusiveness has in many ways learned from and echoed academic critiques first developed within postcolonial studies. The process of national appropriation described above is easily framed as a sort of “colonialization” within the postwar critical discourse on the European avant-garde. The ways in which postcolonial studies have worked to upend set hierarchies of cultural power, to decolonialize cultural canons, to reframe notions of non-European Otherness and the abject, and to recuperate what had for so long been excluded from Eurocentric master narratives, offer clear models for efforts to push back against both “Iron Curtain” and “west-centric” accounts of the European avant-garde. Further, such efforts dismantle from within the notion of an undifferentiated European master narrative, replacing it with a more complex, variegated, and hybridized image of the European avant-garde. Critical literatures on different Central and Eastern European modernist traditions have responded with varying degrees of enthusiasm to the postcolonial parallel. Scholars of Ukrainian modernism, for example, have often embraced the model, as it dovetails neatly with accounts not only of Stalinist suppression of the avant-garde but also of a longer history of Russian appropriation or oppression of specifically Ukrainian cultural phenomena, a history that can make the all too common glossing of the Soviet avant-garde as “Russian” particularly vexing. Scholars of other areas, however, such as Czechoslovakia, have been more skeptical about the usefulness of the postcolonial paradigm, focusing instead on the various forms of interconnection across the European avant-gardes and thus pursuing a model of inclusion within, rather than oppression by, the main European accounts.

			There is in any event no question that the process of opening up the catalogue of European avant-gardes to include Central and Eastern Europe has faced several of the same obstacles that postcolonial studies faced in its early phases in the 1970s and 80s as it argued for the decolonization of literary studies and the importance of wider attention to non-European cultural traditions. The first of these could be labelled “ghettoization.” This occurs when the significance of the previously overlooked traditions comes to be acknowledged more widely yet is not granted any particular impact on the accepted narrative. “New” movements are admitted into the house, as it were, but are left standing alone in the corner. In such a situation Czech Poetism, for example, may become a more familiar term to a larger number of scholars of the European avant-garde and its originality may be acknowledged, but as a movement that never spread internationally it will be understood as only really having significance for specialists on Czech culture. Capsule descriptions or general summaries of the new movements are then deemed sufficient, as the notion that a deeper understanding of Poetism could reveal anything substantial to a scholar of Breton’s Surrealism, for example, will appear eccentric. So when previously overlooked traditions are ghettoized in this manner, the catalogue of avant-garde movements may be broadened but the central canon remains intact. 

			A second obstacle is when the previously overlooked traditions are understood as “belated” versions of what is already familiar, as merely echoes or copies (which may be adjudged more or less successful, more or less interesting) of phenomena that originated elsewhere. Under this model, for example, Czech Surrealism may be acknowleged to have produced striking works of art and literature, yet is understood simply as evidence of the growing influence, the “exportation” of (or colonization by) Breton’s conception of Surrealism. The “belatedness” model takes much of its persuasiveness from its apparent foundation on indisputable chronological facts (the Prague Surrealist group was indeed founded a decade later than Breton’s Parisian group, for example). So here too the original canon is left untouched by an expanded catalogue of movements—indeed the original canon may even be reinforced by the apparently irrefutable evidence of its spreading influence.

			If the recuperation of Central and Eastern European avant-gardes from the forgetting in which they had lingered so long is to reveal deeper significance, it is necessary to move beyond the twin pitfalls of ghettoization and belatedness. We must seek to understand how these newly appreciated traditions interconnect with—and even potentially alter—our understanding of the “major” movements around which accounts of the European avant-garde have so long been constructed. 

			How this might work can be illustrated through a specific example. The major theoretician of two important Czech avant-garde groups that feature prominently in this anthology, Devětsil in the 1920s and the Czechoslovak Surrealist Group in the 1930s, was Karel Teige (see notes 4 and 9). From the early 1920s onwards Teige constructed a wide international network of contacts and cooperation with other avant-gardist figures who nowadays are far more famous. And many of those figures came to appreciate Teige’s important role within what could be called the “international republic of the avant-garde.” The words of Le Corbusier quoted at the beginning of this introduction were in fact addressed directly to Teige, and can here be cited more extensively: “If since 1921, the Czechs have shone so brightly in the emerging sky of the new times, it is largely because of you people, your magazines, your manifestos, your poems, people such as Teige, Nezval, Krejcar, etc.” Similarly, evidence of the international reputation enjoyed by Teige and other Czech Surrealists (such as the poet Vítězslav Nezval) is provided by André Breton’s praise during his 1935 visit to Prague: “[For] many long years I have enjoyed perfect intellectual fellowship with men such as Vítězslav Nezval and Karel Teige, whose trust and friendship is a source of pride to me. [….] Constantly interpreted by Teige in the most lively way, made to undergo an all-powerful lyric thrust by Nezval, Surrealism can flatter itself that it has blossomed in Prague as it has in Paris.”11 Such quotations demonstrate that a figure who may now be unfamiliar to many people interested in the avant-garde was once far better known. For a scholar of the Czechoslovak avant-garde hoping to persuade others to take an interest in a figure like Teige, the temptation is strong (and I confess to having done this myself at times) to cite such strong praise from these major authorities, and trust that those who are interested in Le Corbusier or Breton will feel inspired to investigate further. This may or may not lead to a successful outcome, but in any event one must recognize that such marshalling of borrowed authority is not only patronizing but remains beholden to the twin traps of ghettoization and belatedness. Le Corbusier’s praise may inspire some more or less decorative mentions of Teige’s name, thus including him in the main narrative about the international architectural avant-garde, yet Teige is likely to be left standing, “ghettoized,” in the background, for nothing about such praise indicates how Teige’s work could convey something of deeper significance to those interested in Le Corbusier. Similarly, Breton’s praise may well come off as little more than diplomatic protocol, since Breton was, after all, visiting Prague to cement relations with a Czechoslovak Surrealist group that can easily appear to be simply a satellite of the Paris movement, a “belated” effort to catch up with le dernier cri. 

			Yet if one knows more about the context of Teige’s interactions with these more famous figures, things appear differently. Let us start with Le Corbusier. His praise of Teige and the Czechoslovak modernist architecture movement was not offered randomly but rather in response to a sharp critique that Teige, who had been a strong supporter of Le Corbusier for years, had made of what he deemed the “monumentalizing” and “historicizing” tendencies in one of Le Corbusier’s major projects. Given Le Corbusier’s acknowledged status as a towering master of modern architecture at that time, this critique came as a surprise. That Le Corbusier responded at all was unusual (he generally left such criticism unanswered), let alone that he responded in such a mollifying tone, and indicates that Teige’s critique struck a nerve. Historians of modern architecture have taken note of this exchange and have generally framed it as illustrating the moment when the modernist movement in architecture split between a radically “utilitarian” faction (supposedly represented by Teige) and a “humanistic” practice (represented by Le Corbusier). That framework does go some way towards identifying a deeper significance in this exchange, yet it remains ignorant of Teige’s broader aesthetic positions, in which his alleged utilitarianism was inseparable from the whimsical, playful, and deeply anti-instrumental impulses that came bundled under the label of Poetism. Only a fuller understanding of the surprising range and complexity of Teige’s positions releases him from the “ghetto” and allows the fuller resonance of his exchange with Le Corbusier, and its potential consequences for thinking about avant-garde aesthetics more generally, to emerge. And now Breton: the “lively” interpretation of Surrealism that Breton attributes to Teige in fact refers to Teige’s roughly 15 years of rigorous critique of Breton and his group. Teige had only come to embrace Surrealism fully a few months before Breton’s Prague visit, and not because he wished to join in with a more famous movement but because he felt that Breton’s Surrealists had finally matured their positions sufficiently to dispel the whiff of idealism and mysticism Teige had always found suspicious about their activities. In Teige’s understanding, Czech Poetism during the 1920s had represented a far more defensible position than had Breton’s Surrealism in that period; in the early 1930s, he argued, both movements had evolved to the point where they could merge into a shared enterprise, represented by the foundation of the Czechoslovak Surrealist Group in 1934—but it was the Parisians, not the Praguers, who had had the rockiest path to that point. So the apparent “belatedness” that mere chronology would seem to demonstrate conclusively—the decade or so separating the foundations of the French and Czechoslovak Surrealist groups—in fact obscures a far more nuanced (and more interesting) picture.12

			The point of course is not necessarily to claim that Teige’s critiques get the better of these famous figures, but rather to acknowledge that only deeper awareness of the particularities of the Czechoslovak context allows one to perceive how these exchanges might potentially speak to new insights about those famous figures—and thus of the interwar avant-garde more generally. The initial dynamic, in which the borrowed authority of those commendatory quotations from Le Corbusier and Breton might perhaps serve to bring Teige’s name more fully into the avant-garde catalogue yet leaves the canonical figures untouched, gives way to a more nuanced exchange, speaking to our understanding of all the figures involved. This deeper sense of nuance, however, is impossible without a more granular understanding of those Central and Eastern European contexts that remained so long obscured. 

			Which brings us to the crucial role played by an anthology such as the present volume. Few people have the linguistic competence to read widely across the different avant-garde traditions at stake here, so translation is an essential task. Anthologies offering a broad sweep across the region (see note 10) are essential in allowing larger comparative perspectives to emerge, but they necessarily can only provide some of the “greatest hits” within each tradition. The requisite level of granular detail, however, can only be achieved through a more generous selection, rendering the major positions, practices and polemics that determined a particular historical time and place. Every such effort inevitably makes certain compromises, of course, yet the present anthology, containing a wide range of primary texts set into their historical context through Zuzana Říhová’s historical introductions to each section, provides the most thorough resource currently available to an English-language reader interested in the Czechoslovak interwar avant-garde. What emerges is by no means a neat or coherent picture; indeed, in many ways granular detail always makes the picture messier, more ambiguous, open to different interpretations. Thus, for example, the usual emphasis in accounts of the Czech avant-garde (in secondary literature in both Czech and in English) on the narrative arc leading from Devětsil in its early “proletarian art” phase through its subsequent Constructivist and Poetist period, then to the foundation of the Levá fronta (Left Front) in the early 30s, and finally to the establishment of the Czechoslovak Surrealist Group in 1934, is here complemented by a selection of texts from less familiar groups: the Brno-based Literární skupina (Literary Group), for example, or the Slovak DAVists, or the group around Vít Obrtel and the journal Kvart (Quarto). The sense of a single narrative arc thus gives way to a wider field of avant-garde positions and activities. Similarly, should one feel inclined to understand the position of the Czechoslovak avant-garde within the wider European narrative through a decolonizing framework emphasizing rectification of its marginalization and distortion (indeed much in the present Introduction shows such an inflection) then one may be surprised by, for example, the degree to which the Czech avant-garde often echoes tropes that exoticize and orientalize Eastern European or non-European “Others” in troubling ways. Firmer inclusion of the Czechoslovak tradition within the larger European narrative account of the avant-garde may also mean inclusion within some of those broader prejudices and blind spots as well.

			For most readers making a first acquaintance with the interwar avant-garde in Czechoslovakia, one of the most striking discoveries is the programme and practice of Poetism, which has already been referred to several times. The most original credo of the Czech interwar avant-garde, Poetism is also one of the most appealing, most endearing movements of the European avant-garde as a whole, marked by both humility and an enthusiastic focus on discovering the beauty of the modern world and the happiness that is to be found there. Teige’s famous 1924 “Poetismus” (Poetism) manifesto refuses to define what Poetism is and rather merely suggests the atmosphere it supports: “The art that is brought by Poetism is nonchalant, frolicsome, fantastical, playful, unheroic, and amorous. […] It was born in an atmosphere of exuberant sociability, in a world that laughs; no matter that tears are running from its eyes.”13 Much about the interwar Czechoslovak avant-garde inevitably appears in the melancholic light with which this introduction began, with its opening anecdote of Seifert and Jakobson parting on a bleak train platform. It is impossible for us now to ignore the end of this story; the horrors of World War Two and the Shoah cast a pall over the entire period. Yet those years of the avant-garde were primarily years of creativity and exuberance. The present anthology will have served its purpose if it succeeds in reviving interest in and refreshing the memory of that laughter that long ago fell into forgetfulness.

			Peter Zusi
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						2Le Corbusier, “In Defense of Architecture,” trans. by Nancy Bray, André Lessard, Alan Levitt and George Baird, Oppositions 4 (1974): 93–106 (p. 94).


						3The quotation glosses the notorious phrase that British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain used when defending his attempt to appease Hitler in the September 1938 Munich negotiations, which ceded large parts of Czechoslovak territory to the German Reich. On historical forgetting of the Czech avant-garde (and for useful bibliographic references), see Derek Sayer, “How We Remember and What We Forget: Art History and the Czech Avant-garde,” in Dariusz Gafijczuk and Derek Sayer (eds.), The Inhabited Ruins of Central Europe: Re-Imagining Space, History, and Memory (Houndmills and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 148–177.


						4The poet František Halas (1901–1949) and the theorist and artist Karel Teige (1900–1951), both targeted by Communist authorities in official smear campaigns, died of heart attacks. The poet Konstantin Biebl (1898–1951) committed suicide. The historian, philosopher and sympathizer with Surrealism Záviš Kalandra (1902–1950) was one of four people judicially murdered following the infamous show trial centered on the politician Milada Horáková (1901–1950).
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						6This ideological mapping also guided Western impressions of postwar “dissident” culture within the Soviet Bloc. The notion of heroic resistance against an oppressive official culture was often taken as creating a spiritual kinship between postwar dissident practice and the interwar avant-garde, even though in practice much dissident culture made no use of avant-gardist techniques.


						7The understanding of the interwar avant-garde as a practice of “anti-art” has its classic formulation in Peter Bürger’s widely influential thesis of an avant-gardist “liquidation of the institution of art”; see Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. by Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984 [1974]).


						8Russia and the Soviet Union are the exception in this list of otherwise Western European national appropriations. The significance and influence of these Russian and Soviet impulses were impossible to ignore but western accounts often treated them hesitantly or associated them largely with émigré groups in the West (Wassily Kandinsky in Munich in the 1900s and later at the Bauhaus, for example, or the Russian Constructivist circles in Berlin in the 1920s). Further, the Soviet suppression of avant-garde cultural trends during the 1930s meant that the influence of the Soviet avant-garde could be presented as intense but short-lived, thus keeping in place the “cultural Iron Curtain” discussed above. Contrast, for example, the fame of the Bauhaus (familiar enough to have provided the name for a popular English gothic rock band in the 1980s) with the obscurity of the Soviet VKhUTEMAS (an acronym for the Higher Art and Technical Workshop), an institute of comparable importance for the development of modern architecture and design, which interacted extensively with the members of the Bauhaus; see Anna Bokov’s recent monograph Avant-Garde as Method: Vkhutemas and the Pedagogy of Space, 1920–1930 (Zurich: Park Books, 2020). Both the Bauhaus and VKhUTEMAS were state-sponsored institutions, and both eventually closed (in 1933 and 1930 respectively) under the pressure of rising totalitarianism. Yet VKhUTEMAS has remained little known, while the Bauhaus has always played a central role in accounts of interwar modernism, largely due to its role in the 1920s avant-garde in the Weimar Republic and then to its later transplantation to and domestication within the United States when László Moholy-Nagy founded the “New Bauhaus” in Chicago in 1937.


						9This see-saw dynamic is well illustrated by the fate of one of the most important of those 1960s revisionist publishing projects. Karel Teige, a key figure in the Devětsil and Czechoslovak Surrealist groups and a name that features prominently in this anthology, had been denounced during the Stalinist 1950s and his work had been suppressed as a prime example of “decadent formalism.” In the early 1960s, however, editors Vratislav Effenberger, Jiří Brabec, Robert Kalivoda, and Květoslav Chvatík began work on a three-volume critical edition of Teige’s selected works (Výbor z díla). The first volume appeared in 1966. The second volume, due for publication in 1969, was completed and printed, but before it could be published nearly the entire print-run was destroyed following the August 1968 invasion and the ensuing political changes (the few surviving copies became a valuable rarity). Volume three did not appear until 1994.
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			Chapter 1 
The Birth of the Czech Avant-Garde: 
Between Avant-Garde, Expressionism, and Proletarian Art

			Stand still and look! says the narrator in the preface to the prose piece Měsíc (The Moon, 1920) by Jiří Mahen, poet and prose writer whose work the young Czech avant-gardists took as their model after World War One. However, in the first years after the war, the young avant-gardists most definitely did not want to stand still — the slogan of the time was forward. They threw themselves enthusiastically into a radical transformation of society and the building of a new art. Things happened quickly, animatedly, and frantically. The period, felt as broken, needed to be mended by a new order, which was defined in connection with the doctrines of communism, proletarianism, or socialism. The proposed theoretical programs were clearly staked out within the framework of the newly founded artistic groups. In the initial years after the war there was no room for the fantasy, imagination, and “divine image-creation,” for which Jiří Mahen appealed. However, the time for these would soon arrive. Austria-Hungary had fallen apart; and the foundation of the independent state of Czechoslovakia on 28 October 1918 was accompanied by an atmosphere full of euphoria, but also misgivings and concerns, as Richard Weiner noted in Třásničky dějinných dnů (On the Fringes of Historic Days, 1919). In 1919 the period of building occurred, a stylization of programs capable of replacing a cultural paradigm.

			Although the Czech avant-garde presented itself as an artistic movement that arose from a “point zero,” it developed some postulates and principles of pre-war modernism and drew on pre-war associations, in particular ones in the fine arts, among them Skupina Osma (Group Eight, 1907: Emil Filla, Bohumil Kubišta, and others) and Skupina výtvarných umělců (Group of Visual Artists), 1911: Emil Filla, Vincenc Beneš, and others). In 1918, two former members of the latter, Josef Čapek and Jan Zrzavý, formed the core of the Tvrdošíjní (Obstinate) group (Václav Špála, Rudolf Kremlička, and others), within the framework of which, and under the influence of Cubism, they tried to continue in the activities of the pre-war avant-garde.1 However, the exhibition of the Obstinate, held under the name A přece! (And After All!) in March and April 1918 was one of the last attempts to maintain the activity of the post-war avant-garde in the context of the Czech fine-arts avant-garde of the 1910s. The incoming generation of artists was markedly critical towards a range of attributes of the pre-war artistic scene. Its gesture was no longer that of individual creative activity, but was unequivocally group-based and collective.2 In the first post-war years, modernity was associated with communism. In his preface to Seifert’s poetry collection Město v slzách (City in Tears, 1921) prose writer Vladislav Vančura wrote: “New, new, new is the star of communism. […] apart from it [collective work] there is no modernity.”3 The reconstruction of society was to be implemented on the basis of Marxist theses. 

			In the early 1920s the young Czech avant-garde was represented by two groups: Devětsil in Prague and the Literární skupina (Literary Group) in Brno.4 The artistic association Devětsil was founded on 5 October 1920 and its first public appearance took place in Prague’s Mozarteum on 15 December. Among its founding members were Karel Teige, Jaroslav Seifert, Adolf Hoffmeister, and Vladislav Vančura in the role of chairman. The group published the journals Disk (1923–1925), Pásmo (1924–1926), and ReD (1927–1931). In 1922 the group published the Revoluční sborník Devětsil (Devětsil Revolutionary Collection), containing key studies on the relationship between proletarianism and art. In the collection, the authors also expressed themselves on current visual arts, cinematography, functionalism in architecture, and similar matters. In the same year, the Život (Life) collection, subtitled Sborník nové krásy (A Collection of New Beauty), was also issued, with a striking typographical layout. This collection already reveals the shift away from proletarianism towards avant-garde inter-disciplinarity and inter-mediality. The theoretical articles and studies were accompanied by illustrations or photographs of automobiles, airplanes, transatlantic liners, and skyscrapers. Along with these, the work of the foremost representatives of the French avant-garde (A. Ozenfant, Man Ray, Le Corbusier) also appeared here. In an atmosphere of proclaimed proletarian literature, the Život (Life) compendium represented the first step in the postulates of Czech Poetism, which was fully developed in 1924 and became the only original Czech direction of the inter-war avant-garde.

			Karel Teige, the theoretical spokesman of Devětsil, in his articles “Novým směrem” (In a New Direction) and “Obrazy a předobrazy” (Images and Fore-Images, both 1921) presents the intellectual foundation of the emerging Czech avant-garde. For the first time concepts appear here which, albeit in a different way, will stand at the center of the Czech inter-war avant-garde for a further two decades: a new art, a new person, a new modern order and reality. In the early 1920s Teige promotes an art that is absolutely engaged — in Teige’s deliberations, the individual artist becomes an “agitator for socialism” who is invigorated by the needs of the masses. In the context of the tension between individualism and collectivism, the first paradoxes of the Czech inter-war avant-garde already appear here.5 Teige formulates in a very radical way that the only possible subject (not object!) of a work of art is a human being (not, however, as an isolated individual) with their psychological depths and giddiness of internal dramas, and with their unutterable need for harmony and happiness. In the case of Teige, these opinions are strongly influenced by a leftist-oriented proletarianism. Emotionality expressed through a human being anticipates a Utopian fore-image of art as a kind of the purest form of humanity — that is, traditional folk art and primitive art, which have always been closest to human beings and literally arise from them. The turn towards folk creation was supposed to prevent a return to negative individualism, because according to Teige’s notions, folk art captured pure, true reality. The art of the emerging young generation was, therefore, supposed to create only a functioning fore-image for the new art, which would free human beings from narrow individuality and would incorporate them into society.

			The art of this generation set as its aim only the creation of functioning “fore-images” (Teige’s term) for a new art. Teige proposes replacing the currently functioning and conventional literary-critical terms with new terms that were anchored in traditional aesthetics: he proposes replacing the concept “intuition” with the concept “idea,” and the concept “creation” with the concept “human work.” In a comment on Teige’s essay “Images and Fore-Images”, Karel Čapek warned that it presented a retreat from the Utopian plans of the younger generation. A few years later, Čapek expressed himself on the matter of the relationship of proletarianism and literature even more explicitly. In an article with the portentous name “Proč nejsem komunistou” (Why I Am Not a Communist), he makes use of wordplay to connect the efforts of the young generation to achieve a new order of the world not with an order, but with a bad order (in Czech, respectively řád, zlořád). Čapek unmasked the almost aggressive post-war desire for the collective as an attempt to drown the “unease of the heart” in a review of Neumann’s deliberations about new art Ať žije život! (Long Live Art!, written 1913–4, published in book form only in 1920 with illustrations by Josef Čapek): “Yes, mainly unease. When I read many books of modern poetry today, energetic, making a noisy racket, full of revolutionary optimism and celebration, I cannot rid myself of the impression that we are deluding ourselves about this surfeit of life just as though deluding ourselves that our pockets are full of banknotes.”6 

			In the role of translator, Karel Čapek discovered French avant-garde poetry for Czech poets (Francouzská poezie nové doby, Contemporary French Poetry, 1920), in particular the personality of G. Apollinaire and his long poem Zone (in Czech, Pásmo). The influence of Apollinaire’s Zone was unprecedented — it became a de facto original element in the development of Czech poetry, a new poetic model of the relationship between poetry and reality. In his studies from the early 1920s, Karel Teige describes Zone as an initiatory poem of our era, as a hymn from which the era of new poetry begins. The formal (interchangeability of first and second persons, free verse) and graphic (suppression of punctuation) aspects of the poem, together with its futuristic orientation, suited the Czech avant-garde oriented exclusively towards the future. Zone poetry became a genre in Czech literature and Zone-style compositions (among others, Jiří Wolker, Vítězslav Nezval, Vilém Závada, and Konstantin Biebl) represent a specific form of Czech avant-garde epic.7 

			Leftist-engaged proletarianism appealed in particular to the young artists of Devětsil. In his manifesto “Proletářské umění” (Proletarian Art, 1922), a text written together with Karel Teige, Jiří Wolker defined the fundamental features of the new art: its revolutionary nature, collectivism, tendentiousness, optimism. He added a clear concluding slogan: “The proletariat are the workers of the new world. Artists want to be the workers of the new beauty in it.” Similarly, for Teige in his text “Nové umění proletářské” (New Proletarian Art, 1922), the working class and communism represent the connection of modern art with revolution in reaction to the exhaustion of pre-war modernism and the necessity of building the world and a new art from their foundations in a different way. In the proletarian poetry of this period, the frequency of the image of the heart increases, which is associated with the formation of an idyllic post-war world, albeit in many cases connected paradoxically with a revolutionary perspective. In his collection Host do domu (Guest in the House, 1921), Jiří Wolker offers a paradise of poetry of the heart, a world like a miracle, enhanced by a harmonious connection between people and the unsubstantial world. 

			In 1921 an avant-garde association was founded in Brno with the name Literary Group, which acted as a group without a precisely formulated program, with no clear ideological and political direction. The absence of a program, considered by some members at the beginning as a positive aspect of the group, nevertheless showed itself to be unsustainable in an intensifying conflict with Devětsil. Therefore, František Götz, the group’s spokesman, formulated a political and “intellectual” program for the group, “polyphonic” socialism.

			The Literary Group’s manifesto, “Naše naděje, víra a práce” (Our Hope, Faith, and Work) was not written by Götz until 1922. Even though phrases such as the following here also occur — “grand cosmic brotherhood of humankind” and immersing one’s heart “in the mass consciousness of the crowds of workers” — and at the center of interest is the human being seen “through the fates of the masses, of classes, of entire worlds” and great emphasis is placed on the moral transformation of humankind and its “achievement of brotherhood,” it was read by members of Devětsil as a reactionary, non-modern program. In particular, one concept, used by Götz seemingly without any great emphasis, became the impulse for an extensive polemic. František Götz never adopted a Marxist conception of culture and art, but nevertheless in accord with Teige’s group he sought in socialism a path to the liberation of human beings and the proletariat. The artistic activities of the Literary Group were influenced by Expressionism, a concept that was significantly connected with the activities of the German avant-garde around the year 1910. However, for the Marxist theoreticians of Devětsil, Expressionism was like an imaginary red cap to a bull. In reaction to the accusation of Devětsil member Artuš Černík that Expressionism was a part of the individualist-anarchist tradition of German poetry, in his article “O Hosta a o ty, co za ním stojí” (On the Magazine Host and Those Who Stand Behind It) František Götz described the Unanimist creative work of Georges Duhamel, Charles Vildrac, and René Arcos as “French Expressionism” and determined it as the basis of the Expressionism of the Literary Group. It might seem that aligning the Literary Group to an artistic model that the early post-war avant-garde admired primarily for its depiction of the collective soul of the crowd would be a sufficient reason for ending the exchange of opinions between the two theoreticians. However, František Götz only achieved the result that Karel Teige, hitherto an enthusiastic adherent of Unanimism, and primarily of the work of Charles-Louis Philippe, whom contemporary critics connected with Unanimism, immediately turned his back on this movement and condemned it as one of the directions of spurned bourgeois art. Götz’s declaration of the commitment of the Literary Group to Expressionism — that is, a direction that was pre-war, superceded, bourgeois, and individualistic — led Teige to make the following declaration in his article “O expresionismu” (On Expressionism, 1922): “Contributors to Host, who did not want to participate in creating proletarian art, are not revolutionary artists — they are passéiste.” By connecting the program of the Literary Group with the repudiated individualism, bourgeoisie, and passiveness (in a period of the apotheosis of collectivism and revolutionary activism), Karel Teige in essence disarmed František Götz. Even though in reaction to Teige’s invective František Götz in his article “Trochu polemiky, trochu vyznání” (A Little Bit of a Polemic, a Little Bit of a Confession, 1922), after providing an explanation of all the things that the concept Expressionism meant for him, tried to bring the polemic to an end with the appeal: “we are just as artistically contemporary as Devětsil.” In doing so, he transforms this postulate into an empty formulation which lacks the necessary resonance for the opposing side. Teige’s rejection of Unanimism is thus in the final instance a symptom of the turning away from France towards the Soviet Union by part of the Czech avant-garde (Devětsil), the process of which is captured in a condensed form by the title of Neumann’s article “Paříž? — Moskva!” (Paris? — Moscow!, 1923). Within the abating polemic, Teige also mentions painter Zdenek Rykr — in his opinion, an avant-garde chameleon — who was constantly in dispute with Teige, as evidence of the treacherousness of the Literary Group, because personalities like Rykr contributed to Host — the journal platform of the Literary Group. 

			“We are going to compete together. We are perhaps even going to quarrel. But nevertheless, I think, we are going to be friends.”8 Such was the declaration of František Götz shortly after the foundation of the Literary Group about its relationship to Devětsil. Only the first two sentences of this declaration showed themselves to be prophetic. Practically from his first studies, Karel Teige claimed the quality of being avant-garde exclusively for the Devětsil group. Already in 1921 in his article “S novou generací” (With the New Generation), among the first things that Teige notes is that he does not speak for the entire generation, but only for its avant-garde (visual arts, less so literary). In Teige’s early articles we can observe a strategic securing of first place in newness — modernism — which is the very essence of the avant-garde. František Götz comes forward with the “theoretical basis” of the Literary Group only later, after Teige already has his program formulated and is looking around for a partner for polemics in which he will reinforce the avant-garde claims of Devětsil, as well as his own claims as its spokesman. For Teige, Götz’s Expressionism became an ideal concept that enabled him to maneuver Götz and his group outside of the avant-garde. Teige made similar use of concepts such as collectivism, revolution, and proletarianism (as well as optimism and tendentiousness), which (together with Jiří Wolker) he determined as the foundational concepts of the emerging avant-garde, without paying any attention to Götz’s systematic efforts to promote collectivism as the main idea of a new, post-war art.

			In a certain sense, the creative output of the Literary Group proved Teige right. Short stories with an emphasis on an examination of the psychological states of the poet (Čestmír Jeřábek, Miloslav Nohejl) did not leave any significant trace in the history of Czech literature. In his article “Likvidace konkurzní podstaty expresionismu” (Bankruptcy Proceedings of Expressionism, 1924), Bedřich Václavek compared the members of the Literary Group, just like the entire Expressionist movement, to a corpse on account of its conception of literature as an instrument for penetrating into a person’s soul.9 However, in 1924 the entire Czech proletarian avant-garde could be regarded as a corpse. The speed of the period and the tempo of change are also apparent in how quickly members of Devětsil and Literary Group rejected the infant period of proletarian art. For the participants in the generational discussion that took place on the pages of the journals, this phase was considered as closed once-and-for-all and was attributed the character of a youthful, laughable mistake. The Czech post-war avant-garde wanted to be adult. However, it was only in its next step, in Poetism, that it first entered the phase of youthful play and a light-headed intoxication with the beauties of the world. Shortly after the publication of the Revoluční sborník Devětsil (Devětsil Revolutionary Collection, 1922), Jiří Wolker writes in a letter to A. M. Píša: “The Devětsil collection showed that the slogan “proletarian art,” to which we both once upon a time declared our allegiance, is becoming so to speak a laughing stock.”10 Wolker was not mistaken. In Karel Schulz’s essay “Poetika” (Poetics, 1923), tendentious (politically-engaged) poetry, which one year earlier was still a serious aim of members of Devětsil, is subjected to caustic irony. From 1924 onward, the number one theme for the Czech avant-gardists is life, and very soon regardless of whether that life is class-based.
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						5The opposition of individualism and collectivism is a key concept of my monograph Vprostřed davu (In the Midst of the Crowd), which deals with the formation of the Czech avant-garde in the 1920s. Even though the avant-garde presented itself as a movement almost without artistic roots, as emerging from itself, it reacted to transformations of the modern world and the standing of the human being in it. It reacted to what was perceived and identified as modern. Cf. Zuzana Říhová, Vprostřed davu: česká avantgarda mezi individualismem a kolektivismem (Praha: Academia, 2016).


						6The intoxication with the unification of humankind among the Czech avant-garde was also relatively precisely limited in time. After Devětsil found a “way out of the disharmony of world opinions” — Poetism — S. K. Neumann and A. M. Píša went their own ways, and the collectivism of the first post-war years became rather an unfortunate recollection. For this post-war generation, Čapek’s words written in a private letter to Olga Scheinpflugová while working on the collectivist drama R.U.R. would become ever more clear: “While writing, a terrible fear descended on me. I wanted to warn in some way against production of the mass and depersonalized slogans, and all of a sudden I was gripped by anxiety that this would one day come to pass, maybe soon, that I will no longer save anything with this warning; that just as I the author led the forces of these blunt mechanisms wherever I wanted, one day someone will lead the stupid mass-man against the world and God.” Karel Čapek R. U. R. Rossum’s Universal Robots: kolektivní drama o vstupní komedii a třech dějstvích (Praha: Československý spisovatel, 1966), 106.


						7In spite of the lack of understanding that accompanied the first reading of Zone, this poem became a conscious genre choice — a number of Czech poets expressed their desire to “write like Apollinaire.” Among the most significant Zone-style compositions we can enumerate Svatý kopeček (1921) by Jiří Wolker, Podivuhodný kouzelník (Strange Magician, 1922) by Vítězslav Nezval, Závada’s Panychida (Memorial Ceremony, 1927), and Biebl’s Nový Ikaros (New Icarus, 1929). Nezval included his further Zone compositions in his collection Básně noci (Poems of the Night, 1930), which can be read as a farewell to Poetism. Czech Zone-style poems as representatives of the Czech epic have been examined most recently by Říhová (Zuzana Říhová, “A Farewell to the Whole Epoch: the Zone as the Beginning and End of the Czech Avant-Garde,” in Journal of Modern Literature, 2020, 43 (4): 45–61.


						8František Götz, “Devětsil v Brně”, in Štěpán Vlašín (ed.), Avantgarda známá a neznámá 1. Od proletářského umění k poetismu. 1919–1924 (Praha: Svoboda, 1971), 130–133.


						9Bedřich Václavek, “Likvidace konkursní podstaty expresionismu,” in Štěpán Vlašín (ed.), Avantgarda známá a neznámá 1. Od proletářského umění k poetismu. 1919–1924 (Praha: Svoboda, 1971), 520–525. According to Václavek, in Expressionism the powerless soul becomes absorbed in itself; instead of synthesis, only the powerlessness of subjectivity appears. Václavek criticizes the Literary Group primarily from the position of a radical pioneer of collectivism in art. He regards as desirable only such a generation as fills its works exclusively with the desires of the collective, and he perceives Devětsil’s movement towards Poetism as a supplementing of the purposefulness of art with an intense poeticness, which in his opinion constantly ensures the place of the masses: “In their [the young generation] case the conflict between individualistic, subjectivist, bourgeois culture and the new, collectivist culture of tomorrow occurs clearly for the first time. They have given up footling subjectivism; they are going in the direction of the objectivity of the poetic method and of a level above individual persons.” Bedřich Václavek, “Naše generace,” in Štěpán Vlašín (ed.), Avantgarda známá a neznámá 1. Od proletářského umění k poetismu. 1919–1924 (Praha: Svoboda, 1971), 656–659 (p. 657).


						10Jiří Wolker, Dopisy. Korespondence Jiřího Wolkera, Zina Trochová (ed.) (Praha: Československý spisovatel, 1984), 510. The early Czech avant-garde rejected its own postulates with admirable speed. Similar emotions to those expressed by Jiří Wolker in the context of proletarian art (a laughable mistake) are expressed by the narrator of Karel Schulz’s novel Dáma u vodotrysku (Lady at the Fountain, 1926) within the framework of condemning the “grotesque promises and stone jugs full of decoctions of the poison of equality and brotherhood”; cf. Karel Schulz, Dáma u vodotrysku (Praha: Ladislav Kuncíř, Rozmach, 1926), 13. Also some literary critics who one year earlier had still praised the inclination of the young for the crowd and the masses, now followed their abandonment of this orientation with enthusiasm: in 1923 S. K. Neumann welcomes the fact that the young artists from Devětsil have done something sensible and left behind declamations and deluded theories about proletarian art and have (correctly) started to give precedence to the commotion of the circus and a colorful bustle over educating the proletariat for revolution. Cf. Květoslav Chvatík and Zdeněk Pešat (eds.), Poetismus: antologie (Praha: Odeon 1967), 116. Revoluční sborník Devětsil was reissued in 2010 by Akropolis publishing house.


				

			
		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Richard Weiner: 
The Curtain Rises; 
At the Castle

			The Curtain Rises

			October 28th, afternoon. On a visit in Dejvice. The periphery of Prague. A friend. He talks about all kinds of things. And because there has been no shortage of sensations this last week, we did not even get excited when my friend mentioned in passing that someone on the tram said that Austria-Hungary had capitulated. “Hang on a minute! That is pretty strong stuff.” But the thought would not let us go and by midday our curiosity got the better of us. “Let’s go into town.” — All quiet on the streets of Dejvice. — “See, just idle gossip! A historic day does not look like this. People are walking too slowly.” — At Klárov. Nothing. — Kaprova Street, and hey! Something is happening. How do we recognize this? God knows, but something is certainly happening. — Old Town Square. A special edition of Národní Listy. “Citizens, what is going on?” — “Citizens!” Where did that word “citizen” come from? — Austria-Hungary has accepted all of Wilson’s conditions; in particular, it recognizes the claims of the Czechoslovaks and the Yugoslavs. At double trot! — Železná Street, the old German theater, Havířská Street. Příkopy. The “Bohemie” bank building. A huge American flag on it. We open our eyes wide, two friends looking at each other. Out of breath. Then, hands in the air, all together: Praise be to Wilson! — A huddle of young German students smile uneasily — A few flags on Příkopy boulevard. Large banks are hesitating. People running around confusedly. Over there, an acquaintance. He raises his hands. “What is going on?” “Don’t know!” — “The end.” — “Abtreten!” — “We have reached the goal!” — In front of the Národní Politika building. Special edition. — We know already. — On all sides: “Oh!” — “Ah!” “Lord Jesus!” “Done and dusted!” — A police officer is shuffling around at his post. “Extraausgabe Bohemia.” — “Not in German,” says the officer. “Today it does not matter, citizen officer! And don’t provoke!” — The officer smiles. — Flags are showing up. On the flagpole of the Museum they are in the process of raising a second red-and-white canvas powerfully inflated by the wind. Around the statue of St. Wenceslas it is dark. A poster on the pedestal: Long live the Czech republic! — A people’s orator is speaking from the balcony of the “Parlament” coffee house. We hear: “Wretched Austria-Hungary! — The final hiccup! — Rotting… — Tyrants and murderers.” Today, these are not loci comuni. — On the way down from Můstek the supernumeraries of great days are streaming along: clusters, conglomerations. — Caps and hats are flying in the air. — On Ferdinand Boulevard! In Spálená Street we meet councilor Mattuš. He tells us: “Now the National Council has taken over. The test of statesmanship is beginning.” — Who would have guessed that this civilian would present himself to us on this evening as the station commander of Prague? — It is half past one. Our stomachs remind us that we have not eaten. But when we think about indulging them, they inform that they do not actually feel like eating. 

			To the cemetery. To notify a new, expensive grave. The only way to get there by tramway is by a roundabout route. In the main streets whole rosaries of vehicles are lined up. They cannot move at all. At Olšany the conductors are saying that the trams are going back to depot. — At the Strašnice Cemetery a funeral. — I am carrying a wild mignonette flower. “A peace mignonette!” says an old beggar-woman. Now even the dead know that That Day has arrived. — The only way to get back is on foot. From Strašnice, from Vinohrady, whole families, whole processions are streaming into the city center. — Along field paths singing people are making their way in procession. They can be heard as far as the cemetery. Their cries are exuberant, but they do not disturb the peace of the dead. Even they are listening. On the horizon massive snow clouds. A freezing wind is blowing. However, when — dusk already falling — we come down from Vinohrady a mild early evening sets in that quite invites to strolling around. — In the meantime the flags have proliferated into white-red-blue waves, endless, beating high. Where were you sleeping, you treasonous tricoleurs, where have you come from, you countless three-colored cockades, lion cubs, banners, and pennant garlands? We go down a triumphant street. All the arched lamps are burning, music is playing, and from the ramps of the Museum something can be seen that no one remembers, not even if he or she remembers the greatest Prague days. An enormous boulevard literally crammed full with a mass of people that cannot move. Not even a quarter of a centimeter has been left unfilled by this human sea. And how they clamor! How they roar! And it can be observed that there is a complete absence of any kind of hateful sound. This moment is reserved only for a great thanksgiving. — A German lady, pointing at her husband, says to her companion: “Why is he so nervous? After all, it is astounding, amazing, fairy-tale beautiful — and it is a fairy tale in which there is no man-eater. Why, then, is he nervous? I am enthusiastic, even though it pained me.” They lived our joy, which they purchased by risking everything they had, unable however to join their voice with ours in one cry welcoming the victor. Ah, this day that we are experiencing — who is to say whether for them a drop of regret, which they cannot resist, will not be mixed in its joyousness?

			Only two days — and the delightful chaos of today will be sorted in the order of enthusiasm. I recall for the third time how we, we journalists, who just like the others are confronted by a miracle, well knowing, just like all of you, that there is no picture nor word adequate for it, equally excited by a feeling of happiness that is so great that it is similar to terror… and yet: We alone submit ourselves to a senseless task of work, and our resisting pens — more sensible than us — overcome by the brute force of journalistic duty will write words, words about something that can be expressed precisely as little as the Word itself.

			At the Castle

			One thing, it seems, was well and truly removed from the republic in the first days: that is what we have called the Prague fairy tale. The Prague fairy tale was palaces, and what was fairy-tale like about them was their dereliction, melancholy, and the blindness of their windows. The Prague fairy tale has for ever been a cheerless one.

			Well, it is all over for the gloomy charm of Prague palaces. Even the most cursed of them, such as the Clam-Gallas Palace on Hus Street, the Fürstenberg Palace on Valdštýnská Street, and the Maltézský Palace on Velkopřevorské Square, have opened their doors, lighted their windows, and the once silent halls and corridors are now noisy with the comings and goings of people, the ringing of telephones, and the clacking of typewriters. The gloomy fairy tale is gone, but the reality, simple, transparent, and civic, is no less a charm, albeit clearer. We are adapting to an amiable fairy tale.

			Prague Castle, however, has “become magical!” so suddenly and so thoroughly that certainly some time a fairy tale will be written about this. The end of the castle’s enchantment took place with such vehemence that there is no other option than to believe in magic. For many long years the enormous castle resided on its hill like a famous corpse, exhibited in its sarcophagus with great, magnificent pomp: thus so during the day. In the night, however, it appeared as an exalted and somber giant, whom they had defeated and who rested without movement and without breath, inspiring plaintive respect by its lack of life. From one side, that from which it can be seen across the Rudolf Bridge, it looked down almost gloomily into the ravine of Letenská Street, and if from its motionlessness here and there a light could be spotted in some window in an institution of minor nobility or from someone’s service accommodation, this was like the unclosed eye of a dead person, which terrifies. — One evening, however, a late-night walker noticed a big change. There were lights shining in the castle’s windows. However, this was not ceremonial lighting for some fairy-tale play. It was a case of several discontinuous windows on two or three floors, behind which common yellow lights were shining such as light up human dwellings, offices, and shops, lights somehow concentrated and unexalted, lights of work and life. It is as though the gloomy majesty of inaccessibility and introversion has been wiped away. But look behind this, a kind of intimate trust spoke through these endless walls and these windows in a language comprehensible and serious, talk that repudiates fearful respect for the feudal past, extolling instead respect for the authority of civic institutions, in which you and I have the same share as creators and at the same time as those who obey them. The imagination of the late-night walker went to work: It depicted how, behind those windows, there are people performing night service for the republic, which is deep in a night-time sleep. No gentlemen with rapiers and ruffled sleeves; no gentlemen in tailcoats with bored faces, expounding in a nasal voice their noble family trees; none of those who moved around on the Earth like invisible spirits, embodying their physical state only on the occasion of state ceremonies, when their amazed subjects observed them as though they had descended from the clouds, behind the impenetrable veil of which they spent the remainder of their lives. Not at all! The late-night walker realized that present there in the service of the republic were citizen A., with whom he talked this evening in a coffee house, citizen B., with whom he was going to go out reveling tomorrow, citizen C., who had told him this afternoon about his problems in moving house, citizen D., with whom he walked around Ferdinand Boulevard at five o’clock today and who had an unfortunate accident when his braces snapped. He knows that these citizens there, with cigarettes in their mouths, work quite honestly, taking care not to overload themselves, that they accept dispatches, send other dispatches, answer the telephone, chatter, write, propose, argue with one another and then again agree — and they do all this, quite simply human in their tasks, full of good will, susceptible to lapses, mistakes, and errors, but also marked by honesty, endeavor, astuteness, and success. In other words, taken all together this or that ministry, which is also attested to here and there by a provisional nameplate on the doors with the names of citizens employed in this or that department. The late-night walker climbed up to his room with the consciousness that he lives in a republic in which everyone should obey (or he will have to obey) for the simple reason that no one and nothing prevents him in advance (or no one and nothing will prevent him in advance) from also participating and deciding; in a republic administered by people with whom he must speak frankly and directly, in a republic with a machinery that is complicated, but not however mysterious, in a republic in which state affairs do not appear as a monstrance for silent admiration and to be bowed down to, but rather in which everyone can put in some hard work and see for themselves what is involved in these state affairs. In a republic in whose engine it still rattles a bit here and there, but in which people are working thoroughly and meticulously to ensure that it rattles a bit less as every day goes by. In a republic which said to the old, morose castle: “Rise Up!” and helped him on to his feet.

			And in the morning, in order to persuade himself whether his night-time vision of the lighted castle windows had not been merely a deception of the senses, he went to have a look. And he found what he had guessed he would find. He found, in sum, nobility, but of a purely humanized kind. The long facades of the castle courtyards, cathedral, fountains, the canonical quarters, and also that strangely reserved “Vikárka” (although even before this was only a pub), it is as though all this was to wipe its freshly open eyes and say: “Was all this just a dream for us?” Already at the Powder Bridge (Prašný most), that once-upon-a-time so gloomy castle entrance, it seemed to him that he was entering the castle in a different way than previously: not as a guest who could be thrown out already by the first soldier on guard, but rather like someone who has an ownership share here.

			How everything was different from before! This change can be seen already in the guards, around whom one previously walked like around a fierce dog, but who now seem to welcome being addressed: Our people are keeping watch, for us. Castle attendants and clerks, once upon a time stiff faces lined with imperial side whiskers, which used to serve stupid swellheads as a substitute for dignity, have recognized necessity and have humanized their appearance. In reply to the question: “Where is Mr. Čapek?” they are no longer permitted to reply with a haughty shrug of the shoulders. Now, the usage pleasantly expected is “here and there” or “I don’t know” or “I don’t know him.” And politely spoken.

			From the fountain in the second courtyard that hideous metal eagle, which seemed to be deliberately provocative in that place, a disfigurement of the fountain’s architecture, has disappeared. A little further on, the 1st Czechoslovak field artillery battalion is cooking in a mobile kitchen and nearby a number of vehicles decorated with pine branches are prepared for the journey to Ústí nad Labem. — Bustle and hum. Above a narrow door, a band with the sign: “Czechoslovak Ministry of National Defense — Presidium.” Soldiers are taking some kind of furniture out of the building and a pretty girl is walking across the courtyard with some documents. — I enter through another narrow gate with the sign above it: “Castle Administration.” — Inside the castle for the first time. So far it does not exactly look entirely royal: narrow meandering corridors with standard office paint, doors and more doors, winding staircases, alcoves, and bends. In the office two balding attendants, old regime types, who are making an effort to adapt to the new state of affairs and forcing themselves to a politeness that once upon a time was not a custom for visitors such as me. “Mr. Čapek? He’s not here. He is moving office somewhere in the castle.” — Into the third courtyard. Everywhere bricklayers, painters, locksmiths, carpenters; mechanics are laying electric cables. Ten new lines. Under a large balcony in the third courtyard — and up to the ministerial presidium. On the right, an improvised waiting room: plush red seats, and sitting on them male and female citizens of all types. On the left, a long corridor that goes on and on forever, stepladders, painters, electric wiring, dishwashers, cleaners, attendants, people hanging around. There follows a number of rooms with polished floors; with light furniture and also heavy furniture in all possible kinds of styles — Louis XVI, Rococo, Baroque, and Empire; old paintings — court scenes, landscapes, battle scenes and feudal portraits; splendid upholstery of red and heavenly blue; golden moulding; marble hearths, in which fires are burning. In order to melt away the musty courtly atmosphere. In spite of all this splendor — and splendor there is! — the permeating warmth from the hearths makes the chambers of the prime minister and the president of the republic habitable and cozy. And how appropriate all this is considering the fact that it will be from here that we are going to be ruled by our own people! A thought that constantly accompanies you and warms you until your heart melts. — We have known nothing other than foreign rule. Now for the first time it is possible to feel how much depression and bondage these two words meant.

			And we enter a long corridor — a gallery, once again doors and more doors, a stairway — it is incredible all the things that are hidden in this giant building! Finally, we find sculptor Čapek, who together with architect Hilbert is “commander” of the castle. Right now, he is commanding a group of soldiers carrying a heavy cupboard. “We are quickly furnishing Beneš’s apartment for the president. We are expecting him any moment now. He will stay for six weeks for the meanwhile.” — He leads us to the German and Spanish halls. Of the “unhistorical” parts of the castle only these two were accessible: the smaller German one, where a representative national gallery will be established; and the larger Spanish one, assigned for major state events and ceremonies. “For instance, Wilson is coming, the English king is coming, Poincaré is coming…” At Prague Castle people now talk even in this way — and no one bats an eyelid. Yes, Wilson is coming, Poincaré is coming — what could be more natural?!

			“This cupboard to the president’s dining room!” — “And for a mirror go to the apartment of our dear Charles IV: that is, to the apartment of former Emperor Charles!”

			Here is a part of the behind-the-scenes of the new state, the hall of requisites. This was what most enticed and impressed citizens, because it was carefully concealed so as not to disturb the illusion of the distinctiveness of the ruling luster. Kings ate, slept, and also had other needs, but it was to supposed to appear as though angels served them, as though there was no kitchen, bed or — toilet. By the way, there are really very few of them at the castle. In contrast, everywhere along the corridors, here, that portable chamber pot, a fatal reminder of the natural human needs of monarchs appointed by God’s mercy. — In front of the press office, a group of our Russian soldiers. They have come from the Ukraine to look at the liberated homeland. We take them along with us. Once again, presidential suites and rooms of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, shining with gold: No, the highest state offices are not going to be Cinderellas. And in this magnificence, once upon a time cold and self-enclosed, but now in some way simple-minded and affable, our people are going about their business. Our people, more meritorious and less meritorious, the talented and the less talented (time will sift them), are moving about; they perform their offices and believe in their tasks; all of them — how can it be doubted! — filled for the meanwhile with the best will, or even with idealistic intentions.

			We are once again in the courtyard. It is midday. The troops with their vehicles are leaving for Ústí nad Labem, beaming faces, things are going well. There is hustle and bustle throughout all the courtyards, and “Vikárka,” the good old Vikárka of Svatopluk Čech, is packed, and even though there is no talk there either of a trip to the moon or back to the 15th century, yesterday’s pedestrian nevertheless feels like Mr. Brouček, finding himself suddenly in a wonderful world, but he no longer fears that he may perhaps wake up in a barrel on a rubbish heap.

		

	
		
			U. S. Devětsil: 
The Age Has Broken in Two…

			The age has broken in two. The past has been left behind, condemned to the dust of bookshelves; a new day glitters before us. All must have a voice, but all must also begin building towards a new life. Today young artists, writers, architects and actors are stepping forward as a family, to stand together on the front lines with those in blue collars, with those heading into battle for a new life that the bourgeoisie will not fight for.

			Artuš Černík, Josef Frič, Josef Havlíček, Adolf Hoffmeister, Karel Prox, Jaroslav Seifert, Ivan Suk, Ladislav Süss, Vladimír Štulc, Karel Teige, Vladislav Vančura, Karel Vaněk, Karel Veselík and Alois Wachsmann have founded the Devětsil Art Group [U. S. Devětsil]. You’re asking why, perchance? Because they are well aware that the individual alone cannot achieve anything significant on either an organizational or artistic level. A group of people sharing a new idea is needed to achieve this. No matter how young and humble, they must realize this. For the literature of the past, no matter how it is called, was always elitist and always served the needs of the rich. Yet these artists are young, they are revolutionary, and can therefore only accompany those who are revolutionary — the proletariat. 

			The fact that “the little crier calling himself in turn Expressionism, Cubism, Futurism and Orphism, born in the year 1909 of Our Lord, died in 1919…” was grasped by young Russian artists, and they are right. If today’s young generation has turned away from this art, if it has turned away from Léger and Delaunay, if it has turned away from Marinetti and Apollinaire, it only does so because it was a fatal error to believe that this art of the machines was at least the art of the worker, imprisoned amongst the monsters of machines and stultified by them; to believe that the worker can be enthused by an art extolling automobiles, in which he will never ride, and glorifying airplanes, which will never carry him in his lifetime, but in which he will see wallowing those who lord over him and leech from him. This was much more the art of the capitalist than of the proletarian. It was an art that did not see things much closer, things with which it was in the closest contact, in everyday contact, things closest to the heart. It was incapable of noticing the table that we sit at, the lamps that provide us with light, the small vases with posies shrouding the face of our room with a smile or the girls we walk with every day. These young artists know how to draw inspiration from the simplest things surrounding any of us. In this, they have even turned away from Stanislav K. Neumann, until now the head and teacher of the youngest generation.

			Not all the young, whether writers or artists, have embraced Devětsil. A right-wing group of young writers, organized in the Šak Art Club [Šakův umělecký klub], differs from Devětsil in that they are influenced by the impressionist style of Fráňa Šrámek. This group doesn’t even have a set program. “We’re young,” they tell themselves, “and we want to be young.” That’s the whole premise on which the group is based. They are mainly formalists, similar to the young rightist artists Vlastimil Rada and Alois Moravec. 

			Devětsil has set forth a clear program that it intends to follow: the events that it plans on organizing are for the broadest public, accessible to all. Its program includes lectures on art for the public, recital evenings, theatre performances and the publication of anthologies and art catalogues. Yet its events are limited by its meagre financial means and it would be quite helpful if our revolutionary proletariat supported the group’s activities by joining Devětsil as dues-paying members. Annual dues amount to twenty crowns; every member receives a discount on all events and every year gets a bonus gift in the form of an artwork that will in itself exceed in value the dues payment.

			Having just been established, Devětsil will hold its first public literary evening at the Mozarteum on 15 December at 8 pm. Among those invited to its following event, namely the Proletarian Culture lecture series, is Stanislav K. Neumann.

		

	
		
			Josef Hora: 
On New Art

			Art is creation. Knowledge does not equal skill. Knowledge alone is insufficient for creation. Imagine the wisest polymath, who knows the history of humanity, the development of religions, who understands the workings of machines and horticulture, who is able to speak coherently about schools of painting and poetry. Enter a poor embroiderer from Slovakia who spreads before us beautifully and delicately embroidered fabric, a shawl, a blanket, a festive gown, and suddenly the barren scholar, who has absorbed all the wisdom of the world but has never put his knowledge to use, is put to shame. Science in and of itself solely impacts reason; only when it is connected with the imaginative mind, a spirit of enquiry and creativity does it touch your soul and make it fertile. What good is a lifeless map of the starry skies to you? Only when you look up to the star-speckled heavens on a freezing night informed by the map is your heart stirred, sparking inquiry and igniting a desire to take part in the active creation of the world. Only when you join knowledge and the art of observation will your relationship to the things you know become fruitful and deeply affect your everyday life. I myself know people who have studied socialist literature, yet have never seen a living socialist, people living in an ivory tower, entirely incapable of bringing together theory and practice.

			The modern world, unfortunately, has reared more and more people here who, due to the ballast of knowledge, do not have the time to be in touch with natural, creative life. These people understand the task of civilization to be the reworking of the whole person to serve a predefined role, to embody a specialization. The word engineer today no longer means technician in the broad sense of the word, not entirely. The mechanical engineer does not and cannot understand civil engineering, nor can the civil engineer grasp electrification. That itself is not the problem. Highly skilled work demands expertise. But the tendency of our age is to turn material expertise into intellectual expertise. We are so preoccupied with gaining this expertise that we walk around with blinders on. The rest of life—the majority of life—slips away from us. And this can be avoided only when society learns again to value something higher than mere expertise, when it makes space for all that makes us human, when it does not discourage wonder of nature, when it stops depriving us of participating in all manifestations of the human spirit. This can only be achieved if it is instilled in people that what makes us human is not merely fulfilling a role, but experiencing our full range of feeling and using our full range of expression.

			Take how far specialization has gone in modern art. There are painters who paint only the noonday sun, others only portraits of women; some work with oil, others only with a chisel. But the diagnosis, the narrowing of the field of vision, applies to far more than art technique. True, art is a calling like any other, but beauty is infinite and in the end creation is not only in the hands of the artist by trade, but the whole aggregate of humanity. The only differentiating factor here is intentionality. It seems to me that the more intention, the less beauty. This applies, above all, to technical intent, which keeps pure fantasy from spreading its wings and reduces art to its technical qualities. Where society limits itself to something fully formed, rigidly formal and run by tradition, where new creative elements are no longer brought in to supplement the old, technique wins over inner malleability. And with that art becomes artistically accessible only to the technical experts and those with a capacity for beautiful discernment are excluded; if only because professional and crafts-based works of art permeate the society and thus make the society’s own artistic creation redundant.

			Just consider the waning capacity in our people for musical creation and decorative arts, how factory production everywhere is winning over tailor-made products, how our sense for harmonious home furnishings and garment details is disappearing. Socialism is often accused of pedantry, but it is actually the capitalist, income-driven mode of mass production that distorts and makes uniform people’s taste in everything from children’s toys, furniture and pictures on the wall, to gramophones, which drive musical instruments out of homes, etc. This is however the iron tendency of the income-driven age. People, who are bound to exhausting, dismal, and monotonous work, earning minimum wage, do not have time to develop their internal ability to create their own quality of life. They do not yet have the means that would afford for a complete education and that would replace their primitive domestic culture, liberating them from their simple, laughable thinking on the basis of which they create and decorate their surroundings. The iron law of work has alienated people from a loving relationship to nature, which used to nourish their emotional faculties and lend them the gift of melody and an eye for decoration, and has instead provided mediocre compensation in the form of cheap industrial goods that lack taste and inspire no emotional reaction.

			It is necessary to make peace with this state of things. The new way of life—in which its new forms, politics, social struggle, highly specialized work, and loss of fundamental and regional distinction play a role—nearly prevents creation dependent on life forms, which are slowly dying out. Only far from urban and industrial centers does the tradition of collective artistic creation survive. But it is necessary to compensate people for that of which they have been deprived. It is necessary to take care that they are given only the best, that immaculate taste is instilled in them instead of trash, run-of-the-mill products from urban rubbish heaps. They murdered the national song with Kmoch and Hašler, they eliminated mythology with the gory novel and traditional village houses with the barrack walls of estates. Instead of providing the city with fresh air and green space and more room, they are rebuilding villages into human chicken coops where there is electricity but where trees are cut down and gardens destroyed with land speculation. The capitalist economy closes people off into dark, tight living quarters, and deprives them of nature, but does not endeavor to build a new, modern law of beauty and taste to fit our new living conditions.

			Comfort, health, and beauty are things you can only secure through an ascendance into the class of the moneyed bourgeoisie, who are drowning in luxury in their spacious villas, where nearby in the cellars the poor curse their life, lost love, and sociability—and if they are liberated from personal destitution by forming an anti-capitalist resistance, they are called Bolsheviks just as quickly as they may have previously been called socialists. One of the most beautiful socialist poems, written by the German poet Richard Dehmel, says:

			We have our love and child, our dowry, 
my wife.

			And we have work, which brings us together,

			and we have the sun and the wind and the rain. 

			So little is missing, so that we again

			were like birds and freer still: 
Only time. 

			And here we arrive at the fundamental problem of our age. The slow rhythm of the world emanating from old tales of slowly moving village life is history by now. The world, work, pleasure, pain, history, and people—are all mostly motivated by hustle and bustle. Quick! Don’t let anyone surpass you! What was the old generation’s source of harmony? What was the great classic artists’ source of creative strength? What was the source of family bliss in the past? It was the free, regular pulse of their life. Is it our life purpose to work, to hustle? Yes, or so says the industrial age, the age of making money. But isn’t the purpose of work to simply allow us to live, to teach us not to be lazy but to enjoy rest, to concentrate our mind, to develop our dreams and fantasies, if you like, but mainly to support liberal, creative work on one’s own soul, on one’s health, on building one’s existence into a beautiful, perfect example of humanity?

			Even today the bourgeoisie laugh at attempts by the proletariat to shorten the workday. This is entirely reasonable from their point of view because they couldn’t possibly allow workers to use their free time to potentially match the intellectual level of the bourgeoisie, who have access to public education. And that is despite modern technology’s tendency—and that is its most positive side—to generate the most intensive performance possible, the greatest amount of production in the shortest time. But the application of this tendency is not possible where production is regulated by profit margins instead of need. Superfluous goods are made in excess and production of necessary goods is limited to make the process as expensive as possible.

			The bourgeoise simply cannot wish that the creative strength of the people be totally and freely expressed. They permit it only where they can use it to their benefit in their capitalist endeavors, simultaneously detracting from their inner value as well as their moral and pure aesthetic appeal because focus on the financial value strips products of other values. This is the shortcoming of the modern art industry. The art workers creating it are, however, alongside the majority of tinkerers, compelled to subordinate the artistic value of goods to their market value, and thus the spectacularly low level of our mediocre art. The average artist understands before long that they can utilize their talents more advantageously if they discard their artistic consciousness and substitute it with appealing qualities and the run-of-the-mill tastes of the old, dominant, monied crowd. Their production not only kills off the last bits of fantasy, the creative abilities of a human collective, but it also precludes uncompromising artists access to the folk soul, poisoned by conventional banality.

			Thus, the majority of today’s art is a dangerous weapon in the hands of the bourgeoisie pointed at the proletariat. What does it matter if the lives of thousands and millions are based on socialism politically when they are obliged morally and aesthetically to share the tastes and pastimes of the old bourgeoisie, whose market power does not permit the consumption and the art of beautiful things, created, according to them, in an irritating spirit, against their life forms? A bourgeoisie, rigid approach to history, morality, religion, and sense for life in all its breadth has been stifling the proletariat, which is hopefully still politically and economically conscious. Just how easily opportunistic socialist leaders succumb to the bourgeoisie way of life, how easily they adopt its nature, privileges, and comforts, that I presume is quite clear. Individualism, and by that I mean old, wasted, philistine individualism, is proletarians’ most dangerous tempter. Neither hatred of the bourgeoisie and all the violence of its weaponry, nor the split opinions among socialists, or the poverty of the masses are as detrimental to the people, their drive for revival and ambiguous desires as the unrelenting comingling of the middle proletariat with the middle bourgeoisie, adopting the bourgeoisie’s domestic and artistic customs and opinions, etc.

			How can we restore humanity’s purity and emotional authenticity, how can we ignite a collective endeavor to elevate its inner spirituality with joyful, autotelic collaboration on the revival of a sense of beauty stemming directly from the soul, independent of art, theater, literature, music, and optics in the awful, profit-hungry basements of cinemas? How can we make art the norm and not the fashionable exception? How can the masses be inspired to crave original creation again?

			To this day, history of literature only tells us about poetic geniuses, hundreds of names and schools and forms, but rarely takes notice of how people have reacted to these values, related to ballast, or what reception this or that work, this or that movement, has received. It seems that 19th-century art was created only for a specific social caste, that it was associated solely with personages and created artificially, without the collaboration of the audience. That is why its forms of expression changed so frequently and why the individual generations of art aged so quickly that few works lived to see any appreciation from younger generations. Art was created by individuals for individuals of a similar temperament, it was created selfishly by selfish individualistic souls who created only from within themselves for themselves and whose artistic struggles and triumphs stemmed from their own problems, sorrows and hopes, psychology and skepticism.

			Even in art, socialism is oriented towards collaboration, towards the individual’s devotion to the collective, towards the belief that only a wave of like-minded people justifies and immortalizes in beauty the flourishing of the individual’s soul. Socialism does not forbid variety in temperament and inclination of the individual to impart the work with its own taste and color per se, but it will pursue systematically and without exception all art (which at any rate is not art by our standards) that displays a desire to make itself interesting and distinctly charming by treating the masses and the age with arrogance, by closing itself off, unaffected by a tempestuous exterior. If the artist creates for their own personal delight, well then, let them contain their pride and their soul’s greed for fame in their work—for us it will be but a monument that will be of interest only to their children and grandchildren. And only when they make their mortal soul immortal and add the symbolic force of race, age, and generational waves, when they put aside their family name and elevate the soul of the world to a greatness of forms and dramatic pressure will they be read, seen, and listened to by thousands.

			I have always dreamed that art in its current form will perish as soon as humanity wins its fight for the primitive needs of the body and rises together to conquer matters of the spirit. Why is there a need today for artistic individuals who can be heard from miles away? Are they not merely destiny’s substitute for our inability to create our own artistic life in this money-driven age, just like the simple breed of anonymous singers and artists did before? And will these individuals not be tossed aside like useless tools once Dehmel’s lamentation “only time” is redeemed and the harmonious collective, freed of class subjugation and the frenzied haste after material, starts thinking about the higher meaning of life and finds a renewed delight for individual creation? Once this delight tempers the collective’s hunger for foreign creation, which it has been forced to live off but which, however refined, has never been capable of offering it what it holds most dear and what it would create itself?

			Artists will have no need for fame or giving off the impression of greatness. They will be co-workers and co-creators, creating not for their own ascendance above the anonymous masses, but for the sociable beautification of the world. They will not leave behind the work of an individual, but the work of a generation. 

		

	
		
			Jiří Mahen: 
The Moon

			Stand still and look! Today he again gleamed with the purest shine. Sometime in the early ages, innumerable ages ago, giants found him deep, deep below us in mountain ranges of infinity, where they searched for traces of gods. A golden helmet was left behind, belonging to the one whose name has been lost in the abyss of the stars. And it was a god: his body was of the whitest ivory, eyes black like precious stones, legs like fiery columns, brain like a diamond, the most revered of all materials. The giants took the golden helmet and threw it into space—it flew for three thousand days and three thousand nights, it danced its dance above all of creation, and finally it paused above the earth, along which humans tread. And now it suspends above us … it shines … it remembers … it observes …

			They say that he is dead. That is a lie. He is not dead. Yesterday he felt like dancing for a while once again; he started to sway, wanting to break out running to great heights, heights only the most daring of thoughts ever reach. And ten thousand lovers prayed to him and a murmur of vows sounded all around. It was as though all the dormant volcanoes wanted to awaken — their craters trembled and wailed and a crackle and roar rang all the way to the seventieth constellation above us, like on that day when Australia was born at the Pacific Ocean’s edge, and when an enormous wheel of ur-material flew towards the golden helmet …

			Stand still and look!

			Run and don’t look back!! God is coming down slowly, but with a horrifying certainty comes closer and closer. In an instant, he will smash with annihilating horror all windows and all walls of our being and my soul. Madness follows it—

			— What are you doing here?

			— I want to speak with you!

			— Then speak!

		

	
		
			Stanislav K. Neumann: 
Devětsil

			At the matinee on Sunday, the 6th of February at the “Revolutionary Stage,” the first recitation event of the artists’ collective “Devětsil” took place. The very aggressive but somewhat unclear and jumbled introductory remarks were delivered by Karel Teige and then more or less dilettantish verse and prose were recited by the presenters A. Černík, J. Suk, Vl. Vančura, Jar. Seifert, A. Hoffmeister and Karel Vaněk, of whom Seifert had the greatest success, followed by, to a lesser extent, Hoffmeister. In the days preceding the event, paintings and drawings by members of this collective—A. Hoffmeister, K. Vaněk, and K. Teige—were on display at the bookstore “U zlatého klasu” (At the Golden Cob) on Spálená Street. The works exhibited an ardent passion, a youthful yearning and happiness (especially those by Hoffmeister and Vaněk), somewhat leaning (at least for the time being) on the work of Jan Zrzavý, but omitting his occasionally slightly morbid tendencies.

			These are expressions of self-help, certainly justified and reasonable, the youth fighting for themselves, and rightfully so. Naturally, the main question now is: what do they want and what can they do already?

			It will in no way surprise us that this youth is already inclined to deny all that has come before; that is only a good sign, and they would certainly be a bad youth group if they worshiped craftsmen like the young epigones at “Zvon” (The Bell) and similar superfluous magazines. Instead, we might wonder why the coalition of “Devětsil“ is not more strict and more complete — why, if Jirko is not in attendance, Černík and Suk are present, and why Hoffmeister turns up if Kalista and Wolker do not, or why wherever there is Teige, you never see Havlíček, Rykr, Süss, and Wachsmann, not to speak of František Němec, who, due to his notorious naughtiness, unfortunately does not fit in well with serious company. But ask them why Petr doesn’t get on well with Pavel or Adolf with Zdeněk—that is their business, something that has always been and always will be among people, including the youth, something we have to come to terms with.

			We can then for our own needs somewhat violate these young men and compose a picture of today’s literary and artistic youth under the catchword of “Devětsil,” from which we have the full right to expect something, and whose activities so far have shown that they are working on a specific program. To this end we list these twelve names:

			J. Havlíček (sculptor), A. Hoffmeister, Zd. Kalista, A. M. Píša, Zd. Rykr, Jar. Seifert, L. Süss, K. Teige (as a critic above all), Vl. Vančura, Karel Vaněk, A. Wachsmann, Jiří Wolker.

			Visual artists excluded, these names are usually best known to readers of “Kmen” and comprise the young core of the periodical’s textual-artistic content. It would as such be pointless to talk about them individually; what is important is what they have in common, the new things they bring to the table as a group.

			We do not think many words are needed to characterize it. These young artists along with František Němec, that rascal, continue the literary and artistic revolution which we started in the last few pre-war years, and they do so by deepening the revolution’s spiritual aspect. That is not a mistake, but on the contrary a gain, and this gain will endure and keep growing as long as they persist and continue deepening in the spirit of the age, as long as the developing artistic revolution aligns with the post-war social and moral revolution more and more consciously and has in mind ever more clearly the person, the new person.

			And this youth understands so correctly that today the most important thing is the person as a collective and not as an individual—that is if they do not want to create solely for the bourgeoisie. We hope the youth does not come to understand collective art as intellectually and coldly as Karel Čapek in R.U.R., but that they also do not, god willing, end up seeking a path to the “soul” like M. Rutte has proposed to them.

			It is interesting to observe which bourgeois writers, who stood at the beginning of our artistic revolution, now step away or cultivate playful virtuosity. Individuality and the interests of individuals surpass artistic and human interests. It is becoming apparent that there is no understanding for the person as a figure of the collective where there is heartlessness, where the bourgeois mentality surpasses feelings of the heart.

			If we want to speak of the soul again today, it might be better, for the sake of those well-oriented, to instead speak of the heart, for which the bourgeois order never had any understanding because its personal interests always had the upper hand over emotional ones, whereas the soul as a word and concept has been compromised by bourgeois art and science: the soul has always been a refuge to the bourgeois individual when they did not know which way to turn.

			We naturally have the closest relationship to the literary and artistic youth named above, which is the only group of people that, of all the things that pop up here and there, produce anything worth our attention, since they have faith, ability, and are a bearer of progress. Their art also echoes with the clamor of modern life and the beautiful melody of sensual nature. What we have managed to achieve for modern art has not been lost; it is looking to be transferred to a lower tone so that the young, faithful heart of the comrade can clearly pronounce itself. It is a beautiful endeavor, which we want to support and protect against the cold hands of dexterous intellectuals and the onslaught of the selfish soul of the bourgeoisie. 

		

	
  
   
    Karel Teige
    
    

    Images and Fore-Images
   

   
    “It’ll
    be necessary to make everything over again. Very well, we’ll do it. The house? Gone. The garden? Nowhere. All right, we’ll rebuild the house, we’ll remake the garden. The less there is the more we’ll make over again. After all, it’s life, and we’re made to remake, eh?
    
     And we’ll remake our life together, and happiness. We’ll make the days again; we’ll remake the nights.
    ”
    
     
      1
     
    —says Barbusse’s Poterloo in
    
     Under Fire
    . So stands the whole of a person’s creative work today before the enormous task of building the world anew, or better said: of building a new world. There are no more proposals for modern art being brought forward, now it is all plans for a new life, a new organization of the world and its consecration. The work of the designer and the poet is connected with the work of the farmer and laborer, the thinker and the scientist stand beside the soldier of the revolution: their task is one and the same. They do not just implement theory but rather create a new world. The only path is that which leads to
   

   
    That the outburst of a war would bury the world which produced it in rubble, or at the very least tear apart its foundations, was clear far before we knew who would come out victorious. The world of industrialism and technology, civilization, factories, transatlantic steamers, and airplanes once astonished and exalted us, but now we have experienced it in the fiery days of Europe’s bloodshed, bringing it close to failure and collapse, creating a destructive civilization of suffocating gases, submarines, and land mine launchers; the technology of war. In the deep unhappiness of the material struggle of the world, the fore-image of a new life grew from human anxiety and human hope like a comforting and touching illusion and is truly the germ of all present creative endeavors and developments, which constitute it a
    body. George Duhamel’s books arose out of this anxiety and firm faith in future happiness. The most needed of his works in this time—
    
     Possession du Monde
     (Possession of the World)—proclaims new, good tidings over the ruin of the world, over the grave of yesterday’s society, culture and civilization; it preaches the glorious gospel of a great love of life, a burning, beatific dream of the kingdom of the heart. Today the human soul burns with desire for what is next; it no longer believes blindly in the disruptive force of life in the form of an aggressive machinic and technological civilization; it would no longer believe in an art that did not know but to sing of material conquest and the progress of yesterday’s world and to which war (which they did not hesitate to openly confess!) was the sole way to cleanse the world. That is the Futurists, who chase after war and praise it, some of whom resemble the clergy, blessing cannons and bayonets!
   

   
    How aesthetic was this art really in its view of life when it could be furiously spit onto the Altar of art! And how formalist and hollow! It was characterized by a remarkable ignorance of causes, it did not penetrate into, as they say, the soul of everything, possibly because while it viewed objects from many angles, it clung only onto their material existence; meanwhile any sense, purpose, and connection to the person was often evaded. It wanted only to be optimistic, in praise of life, an excited Whitmanesque “Salut au Monde!” and a rash sycophant to the given state of things, not realizing that sometimes that same art actually celebrates desecrators and exploiters of life and gives into the plundering of human happiness. When its poems celebrated the stock market for instance, it got seduced by appearance, the rush and bustle, and this perception of nervous movement was more essential than moral content, which it did not touch upon at all. Was there not something impressionistic about it, when the swarming of colorful stains, the rush and bustle of the stock market could, despite everything, trick the eye and nerves?
   

   
    The art of yesterday—no matter if you call it Cubism, Futurism, Orphism, or perhaps Expressionism—found everything “in and of itself” beautiful and that sufficed. It did not evaluate things consciously with regards to content; I would say: according to their purpose and moral sense, in connection with human work and the happiness of living. Without this evaluation of the spiritual integrity of life, all that could remain was formalism and aestheticism. Teacher Ferd. Krch writes in
    
     Náš směr
     (Our Direction) about someone who is more a person and less an aesthete—the child, for whom visual perception or stimulation of the nerves do not suffice as a means to capture things and who instead needs complete and thorough knowledge of a thing. While working on a little drawing… the child asks: “How many eyes does a hare have?” “Two, of course!” … The question is asked for a reason. The child has seen pictures of little hares many times, drawn on the page and in motion, with only one eye showing—the child accepts this in a picture and has nothing against it, but when the child is drawing a little hare itself, it cannot maim it by drawing it only with one eye. Therefore, the child confirms that hares have two eyes, not one.—And what vast wealth manifests in the content of the child’s drawing, what fantasy and action!——Besides this little anecdote, allow me to remind you of a statement made by
     Fernand Léger, who, enchanted by the truly wondrous and extraordinary forms presented to us by contemporary industry and mechanics, by the curves of steel cylinders, levers and nuts reflecting light a thousand-times over, has found things like the mitrailleuse or the lock of a 75-mm artillery gun the most suitable subjects for painting. Because it only stimulates the senses, this art is hollow, as the only content of a work of art (not the subject!) can be the person (but not as an isolated individual) and must include the person’s emotional depths and exorbitant inner dramas as well as the unspoken need for harmony and happiness.—
   

   
    In today’s transforming world, such art, which is only an inventive game and an indulgence of superficial beauty, cannot any longer provide the person with profound safety, which is very much needed in this time of crisis, facing the final battle. This art experiences agony together with the society from which and for which it arose. Just like the civilization whose downfall we are witnessing, this art has developed ad absurdum: are vague, ordinary Expressionism and impetuous Dadaism not the final consequences of past art and the reason for its bankruptcy? Artistic Civilism flowed out to emptiness, into nothingness, becoming a desert, boredom. Before long it was possible to glimpse its end: we are talking about the case of Kandinsky and the like.—We turn to other sources today.
   

   
    Although this art was tightly restricted to its class, addressing only an exclusive, clearly defined group of individuals, as Paul Cézanne has himself said, although it was as individualistic as bourgeois philosophy, which grew into destructive hermitage and infertile solitariness, and although it masked all manner of egotism, the bad lever of the world, today this art, which is necessarily aristocratic (we speak of the aristocratism of the aristocratized bourgeoisie), threatens all nations with its poor imitations and enters even into the domestic space of the worker: just look at today’s signs, leaflets, advertisements, illustrated magazines, and book covers as well as the manifold trinkets of the art industry! From all sides, you are accosted by depraved Cubism and exhausted, mottled Expressionism, just as banal as the hollow Art Nouveau of the past. The decline of the past. Stagnation. An external, but unequivocal sign that the real progress in art is elsewhere, further along.
   

   
   

   
    We are again living through an extensive artistic transformation as well as a sharp social turn. We are simply living through a transformation of the world, or better put: through the birth of a new world. We are living through the birth of a new reality, we project a dream long in the making onto today, or the day just after that. It is impossible to imagine richer and more sacred times.
   

   
    If you have not yet glimpsed art that is truly new in public competitions held by state governments, if you have not found it in galleries claiming a spot besides recognized, salon “beauty”—there is absolutely nothing official or conventional about it—if you have not heard its voice on the streets, it is because this art has very little time to concern itself with such things, as it is entirely engrossed in its creative work.
    
    
     It creates the fore-image of a new life
    . Comrade H. says that the fore-image is an abbreviation, simply all-encompassing, a simplification of complication, a thing or person existing in thought and dream. In this sense, the task of the whole of spiritual creation is the fore-image of a new world. New pictures painted today are a painter’s shorthand for an all-encompassing tomorrow, they are tomorrow itself, which exists through the faith in our souls. They are the poems of our life, our communal life, which we dream up and build, having faith in the consummation of our work. In the pre-dawn darkness, we believe in a red daybreak, just as beautiful as it is undeniable, a beginning of an infinitely clear, sweet, brotherly life. It is above all about the person, one’s happiness and a new, vital milieu, and that is why there is an emphasis on the criterion of content and psychological narrative in a picture, which we place above the precondition of form.
   

   
    The coming art, as we have already said, is too preoccupied, its sights set fervently on a resolution of the future… If it only had time, it would address the past—(do not forget that every rise of a young art is necessarily a contrarian reaction to that preceding it, that there is a preoccupation with disapproval to the point of unfairness—)perhaps with these determined and clear words:
   

   
    “We no longer like either your pictures, so inorganic and violent as the concrete jungle of the big cities, or your poetry, rumbling with express trains, with the honking of car horns, with boat sirens, with the cries of the boulevards and the drone of airplane propellors, because they look too much like your cities, which we are no longer fond of, either. Because they are nothing but chaotic and unscrupulous, aimless conglomerations of energy units, these cities of yours, unorganized and undirected, a magnet of the collective will and discipline to create a higher measure of sociability and transpersonal validity; they are about quantity, not richness. In short, we do not like your world; the pain and suffering of many is Atlas, who holds it up. No signs of life remain within him, and we believe the prince of this world is long condemned. Therefore, our kingdom of the heart is not a part of this present world, but a part of the future one.”
   

   
   

   
    On yesterday’s horizon a brilliant constellation shines: Cézanne, Matisse, Picasso, Braque, Delaunay, Metzinger, Gleizes—Whitman, Verhaeren, Marinetti, Apollinaire, Max Jacob, the great creators and masters of new form. Today’s harvest ripens below other well-known figures: Van Gogh, Seurat, Derain, Henri Rousseau, Chagall—Dostoevsky, Charles-Louis Philippe, Vildrac, Duhamel, Arcos, Romains, 
    
     artists of a wholeness of life
    . The new world is being built from pure and precious materials: from dream, faith, love and hatred of the past, and from beautiful
   

   
    We see new portraits of faces desirous and sad, having a happy or trusting look, or big, loyal eyes! New landscapes with tall, stately trees and palms, miraculous vegetation, geysers and waterfalls and intoxicating views! Scenes from cities, saturated by their own plaintive and unfathomable atmospheres. New still lifes, whose tranquility
    and festivity flows from a harmony among all things, a table, a chair, a book, a pipe, a musical instrument or a picture on the wall, among the lovely details of your domestic life. New genres, tableaus of our dreams and fantasy, stories of the heart, warm with love and empathy.
   

   
    —So painters paint the fore-images of tomorrow, imbuing reality with enchanting and poignant landscapes: the avenues down which we stroll on quiet early evenings after work, gazing at the setting sun, which resembles a smiling and gracious human face or a magnificent magical flower; or the gorgeous solid trunks of trees that provide shade for us to lie down on supple grass when we are wearied by the journey or by our thoughts; and the homes, cottages, villages, small towns, cities, farmsteads and rooms in which we reside. Oh, what a homeland we want, a realm of the youthful soul and peace! The painter and the poet, the builder of a new world, the apostle of a new paradise and the coming of the kingdom of the heart is also an agitator of socialism.
   

   
    Our spiritual construction is, as we have said, built upon dream and desire, love and hatred of evil, not gold and precious metals or sudden conquests of markets and colonies, which defined the old world, shot up by the drum fire of war. The next life will not see us buying things with money, stealing or killing for these things out of malice. When did the nations ever go to war for human happiness, for some beautiful dream, for the charm of a blooming flower?
   

   
    It is not sentimentality but a little bit of the safe and untreacherous generosity of intimacy that is needed for the moments between the past and coming struggle, which is still not over, for the brief intervals of respite from the hard-hitting whirlwind of time.
   

   
    A nook of nature in the spring, the commencement of thousands of lives in the dreamlike beauty
   

   
   

   
   

   
    
   

   
   

   

   
    
     	
      
       
        
        
       
       
       
      

     

    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy From Laughter to Forgetting.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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