The crisis of Czech Literature

Some superficial marketing twaddle
Štefan Švec
Where there is crisis, all is well. Ferdinand Peroutka wrote about the crisis of Czech literature in 1922, at the start of one of the few periods when Czech literature stopped stumbling along behind the world and went hand in hand with it. Arne Novák described the crisis of lyrical poetry alongside Toman, Dyk, Šrámek and Gellner, the crisis of Czech prose shortly after Švejk and then again during the times of the Čapeks, Vančura and Durych. In the third volume of his Zápisník (Notebook), F. X. Šalda analysed the crisis of the intelligentsia and complained that the intellectuals of his time no longer stirred up society like they did during Palacký´s time. Little did he know that we would now regard Masaryk´s state as an example of a democracy, led by the intelligentsia. Jan Grossman published a seminal piece about the crisis in literature in 1956, when the strait-jacket of the regime was finally beginning to loosen and the Květen (May) generation blossomed. The very same text was republished as topical by Host do domu (A Guest in the House) in 1964, when Czech literature was about to experience one of its greatest booms in the twentieth century.

Why write about crisis?
In 1928, Ferdinand Peroutka took contemporary literary criticism to task, using words which at that time sounded provocative, whilst today they could be placed in the heading of any literary journal: “A mate writes about a mate, an indifferent reviewer writes about an indifferent book, a nobody writes about a nobody. Nothing is required, anything goes. Pyramids of paper are created and the public are fed reviews written as a favour by various people who are in touch with the publisher. All criteria disappear. A substandard book is being written about using the same terminology as for a masterpiece.” Even Šalda picked up the gauntlet, admitting, in the first issue of Zápisník, that there was a crisis of criticism, but neither of these gentlemen had the least idea that, in eighty years´ time, due to those two, Arne Novák, Václav Černý, Bedřich Fučík, František Götz and many others, the criticism of their era would be written about in superlative terms. 
Make no mistake. Neither František X. Š., Ferdinand P. nor the other aforementioned gentlemen were dummies unaware of what was going on around them.
It´s a rule that every great age considers itself as degenerate. Elizabethan England was full of harsh social criticism and so much lamentation and fiery preaching was nowhere else to be found but in Bohemia during the reign of Charles IV. A real crisis occurs where there is no one able to, allowed to or living under the conditions to record it. That is, where people remain silent about it. 
In spite of this, if we write today of a crisis in Czech literature, it is not because we are convinced of its otherwise excellent state of health. Wherever literature receives the conditions for growth, wherever nothing fundamental forms an obstacle to it, according to the rule of human creativity, it will grow. Even in the Czech Republic it is growing, and this is a pleasure to observe. It is just a shame that its shoots and growth are much slower, more stunted, more crippled and somehow more introverted than everywhere else. The joy that comes from today´s Czech literature is half out of sympathy, like that experienced when one observes the runt of a litter of puppies finally managing to stand on his delicate little legs three weeks after his siblings have done so.
Home versus Away

Contemporary Czech literature is being published in mini-editions containing a few dozen copies. Literary journals are barely surviving, the editor-in-chief of a prestigious printed revue works as a teacher and has to make money on the side as a proof-reader. No one, except the ghetto of critics, editors and selected academics of Czech studies departments, knows any contemporary poets, and when I say “no one”, this includes all the women who teach Czech in secondary schools as well. Do we live in such an uncultured era? Has the post-literary apocalypse arrived? Are people giving up on reading?
They are not giving up. More books are being published than ever before. In Wenceslas Square in Prague, three giant book supermarkets are thriving. Levné knihy (Bargain Books) has its own distribution network and it publishes its own paperback editions of classic titles. Booksellers are not going bust and anyone looking at the passengers on public transport can see that they are reading as if their lives depended on it. Sci-fi and fantasy is read, marketing handbooks are read, esoteric literature (today´s penny dreadfuls), foreign classics and modern world literature are read (thank God there are still good translators in this country). Even the damned internet encourages reading: the majority of its content is text. 
The only thing that isn´t being read is contemporary “highbrow” Czech literature. Quite rightly. It lives its own life: it´s detached from readers almost as much as literary science is from literature. It fails to bring up new topics. Foreign writers have more interesting and accessible texts for Czechs than the native Czech writers. In his visions, Michel Houllebecq introduces the catchy theme of collective sexual discrimination. He debunks the sacred myth of the sixties and describes the depravity of the West in breathtaking images. Haruki Murakami deals with the individual solitude in the struggle with the trumpery of the world, shows how freedom is lost in the never-ending diversity. Julie Zeh writes about drugs and international politics, relating the connections of the war in the Balkans to us better and more convincingly than TV news programmes. The politically correct Yann Martel projects three great world religions onto a single child and charmingly agitates in support of multicultural society, Chuck Palahniuk uncovers the surprisingly self-destructive tendencies within the generation which momentarily controls the world. Even the money-making machines like Paolo Coelho or Dan Brown have managed to bring to light some collective desire and process it in an ingenious way, whether it be a yearning for a pseudo-mystical equilibrium a la Buddha from Hollywood, or for a big conspiracy and initiation theory, which reaches to the very foundations of the Western civilisation. 
Is the contemporary Czech literature of younger authors a match for any one of these? Even the best of it merely rehashes silly little problems, long past their sell-by date, flogging a dead horse. Svatava Antošová, Jakuba Katalpa and Petra Hůlová are trying to deal with issues that American feminist writers tackled twenty years ago. Emil Hakl, maybe the most talented of them all, only gives out more and more fragments of his gutter poetry. Fellowships of ´pataphysicists, surrealists and other pseudo groups have got stuck in a rut, trying to catch up with their own grandfathers´ aesthetics. Miloš Urban has turned from angered activist into boring moralist, even poor Viewegh has ended up in a vicious circle of writing about himself and if he doesn´t parody something, he makes money publishing more and more reports on how he is getting old and impotent. Maybe at least Jan Novák thanks to his American experience, has tried by means of the story of the Mašín Brothers (the controversial anticommunist rebels) to stir up the reading public of more than a thousand people, and partially he has managed to provoke a kind of public debate. Otherwise the reading public is so starved of a readable example of Czech literature that even such a feeble little novella as Jaroslav Rudiš´s The Sky under Berlin has enthralled the youth by offering it horizons which stretch at least beyond the frontier of the Krkonoše Mountains (the Grand Hotel no longer has such power). The scientific occultists like Zdeněk Neubauer, Ivan M. Havel, Václav Cílek and others are perhaps the only interesting group of intellectuals writing in Czech, but they are lacking an outstanding literary creative personality and, despite all the effort exerted by Stanislav Komárek, remain strong only in essay writing. In fact, this does not even matter: these days, non-fiction has a larger readership than fiction. 
Similar judgments from the pen of a single pseudo-journalist are of course nothing but arrogant and conceited gibberish. The problem is that these are on the whole substantiated by the public´s (dis)interest. There is no reason why the public should prefer the knackered home-grown fiction over their more interesting foreign counterparts (especially when the premier league of translators collectively displays a superior style to the premier league of fiction writers). The difference in class between home and away is all too obvious. Until the Czechs write in such a way that they can be compared with the best from abroad, from past and present, they shouldn´t expect anyone to be interested. No country´s readership is waiting on tenterhooks any more for what their poet laureates will tell them. The readers´ attention has to be fought for, stolen away, virtually hijacked. There are a thousand times more interesting texts than one individual can physically deal with, so there had better be a damn good reason for him to read precisely what we put in front of him. At a time when the majority of contemporary domestic literary production is less captivating than a yoghurt commercial, it is almost a waste to print it. To console ourselves with the idea that we are publishing for the benefit of future generations, that one day someone will discover our hidden genius, is sheer stupidity, the volume of texts will not dwindle. Every masterpiece is of its own time, and what fails to raise interest today will end up at best in some anthology of failed authors, published by some future Ivan Wernisch in a hundred years´time. 
Literature in the shade
Even literary journals do not educate the readers to read domestic literature. No one reads them (and again, this is not the fault of the reading public). The Czech critical assessment of literature, whether it is home-grown or international, is perhaps even weaker than the original literary work. 
The weekly Reflex is an eloquent example documenting the situation of literary journalism. In its culture section, television, film, fine arts, music and theatre each have their own page. These articles are lively, dynamic and they usually attract even those readers who are not necessarily music, fine art or TV enthusiasts. There is room for literature here as well, but it is present merely to make up the numbers, somehow it is “right and proper” for it to be included. For years, this has been far and away the least interesting page of the magazine, even the newly introduced food reviews are trouncing it. While all the other arts in the magazine are alive, news sections are always being invented, new angles of vision, always knowing how to captivate the reader´s attention, literature is only ever fit to be skipped over, and that applies even to people who are professionally interested in it. Temporary exhumation occurs only when, from time to time, the section “Never more” is devoted to it.
Specialised literary (or generally cultural) periodicals are a chapter in themselves. How do periodicals do it abroad? Let´s have a look at some headlines of articles about literature in foreign cultural periodicals.
• Could J. K. Rowling be awarded the Nobel Prize for literature?
• Today´s novelists as Narcissists, or assessing novels according to their tables of content. 
• “Stupid and boring” - reviews written by publishers´editors who have turned down Nabokov, Orwell, Kerouac, Path and Borges.
• If the US is today´s Rome, who are today´s Vandals? 
• Duchamp´s Fountain was in its time a good joke, in the mid-twentieth century an old joke and today it is a stupid joke.
• Why don´t we eat the run-over pet? – A chapter on bourgeois morality.

The following examples are from Czech magazines:

• What friends read when they were bored (Tvar 16/2007)
• I did not want to disturb the status quo (Mirek Kaufman´s conversation with Antonín Kostlán), (Revolver Revue No. 68)

• How I used to go to the cinema, in the country and in Prague (Dobrá adresa 8/2007)
• Ruralism and regionalism for the exiles (Souvislosti, 2/2007)

• Wild grapes, wild years (an interview with Ludvík Hess), Host 5/2007

• When orange goes grey (A2, 41/2007)

• “Hey-dee-ho-blah-blah-blah-yada-yada-yada” (Tvar 16/2007)
The difference is clear.

Headlines are just a symptom, the ability of Czech literary journals to attract someone to reading is negligible. Their editors hardly manage to fill their pages with content before they collapse with exhaustion. They don´t have time and the erudition (these words are written by an author who is also the editor of one of these journals) and above all the means to ask authors to produce articles on interesting subjects, so that they could return texts for reworking, so that they could fine tune the details to perfection, so that writers would have to fight over whose work will make it to the printing press and whose won´t, so that they would feel a duty to arouse interest. They are incapable of keeping up with the wider European or even global cultural scene, in order to find their inspiration abroad. The literary substratum, which is formed by these journals and the circles of their authors, emerges in an ad hoc way, without security, in a basically amateurish way even in the case of the most prestigious titles. And yet it is only this literary substratum that can be the source of a broader spectrum of good literature. Rather than the editorial staff of literary journals bringing a new social agenda to the fore, standing at the forefront of public debate and raising interesting questions ahead of others, rather than ensuring contact with the outside world and bringing new ideas into the country, they scratch out their existence, they doggy-paddle behind all social developments, culture and even literature as such. Even now, they are often afraid of the internet.
Everywhere and nowhere
According to Václav Bělohradský and Jan Stern poetry is facing the same fate as that which has befallen opera – it will become a dead genre, which will be cultivated by a group of eccentric traditionalists and snobs, without contact with the world around them. Bělohradský and Stern are both right and wrong. Poetry isn´t a genre as opera has become. Poetry is an artistic way of grasping the world, as is music. Music hasn´t withered as a result of opera, it is alive and keeps evolving in a myriad of forms. The same applies to poetry. 
Poetry lives on in internet discussions where a completely new, collective style has arisen. Poetry can be read on blogs, as long as you know which ones to read. Poetry can be seen in the metro and graffiti artists defile the walls with it. Poetry is in the lyrics of quality bands and songwriters. This is the poetry which has a living a mighty audience. Poetry isn´t dying it´s practically everywhere. Everywhere, that is, except in the volumes of Czech poets. 
Poetry brought out by “Host” and “Protis”, along with other enthusiastic publishing houses is usually unsalable. It´s not because of the public´s ignorance – in our little country people are instinctively able to track down whatever is worthy of gaining acceptance, even happily paying good money for it nowadays. Usually, there simply isn´t a single reason for the published verses to be read by anyone other than the author´s pals. Lately we have been hearing complaints about Czech poetry production from all sides, most recently from Petr Boháč in Tvar and Milan Kozelka in Psí víno. It´s something everyone is saying, but that doesn´t mean that it´s foolish.

Readers have learned that looking for poetry in modern Czech poetry books is a waste of time. Let´s take it on board. We must start to dedicate ourselves to looking for poetry where it really is and not where it loudly proclaims itself to be.
Post-traumatic deliberations
Literary scholars now sometimes do it. The smartest among them are catching up with the rest of the world, exploring the limits and boundaries of what can still be considered literature, they take a multidisciplinary approach. Departments of Czech Studies are publishing books about Major Zeman and James Bond. The problem is that it´s always just about closing the gap. 
Petr A. Bílek devoted his substantial opus Hledání jazyka interpretace (The Search for a Language of Interpretation) to enabling the Czech reader to make contact with the narratological tradition, which is regarded as normal in the outside world. Literary historians are frantically adding a territorial outlook to the history of Czech literature, they are discovering the mutual influences of the Czech and German branches of the local literary tradition and analysing the social context of literature, for instance in the totalitarian 1950s. They are doing what has already been done in the outside world (let us say in Germany). Theoreticians are trying to absorb the cultural studies whirlwind which international literary criticism has been experiencing for the past thirty years, introducing at least gender issues into the Czech context. There aren´t the people for the other areas (postcolonial studies, queer theory).
The theoretical points of view which have prevailed internationally usually make it into our Czech scholarly discussions only when the Theoretical Library of Host publishes a translation of some summarizing volume or other (for instance on New Historicism). In the Czech Republic, the debate which we conduct with the rest of the world is generally based on translations of basic works, some summarizing volumes, and a few series of selected studies (cognitive approaches, the theory of fictional worlds, the Constance school of reader-response criticism). Any contact we may have with the living substratum of international debates and scholarly journals would be the exception rather than the rule. (The Institute for Czech Literature at the Czech Academy of Sciences in Prague is at least making the effort to publish translations of contemporary writings by international theoreticians in its Theoretica series.) Czech literary scholarship continues to function in the 19th century National Revivalist mode; in essence, it is passively receptive, instead of going hunting, it scavenges the carcass cast aside from the fireplace. 

In the 1930s, philology and literary criticism at the Arts Faculty of Prague's Charles University stood at the cutting edge of international development. In what way does it enrich and advance development today? Have we come up with anything new? Have we devised anything interesting?
We can merely boast that Lubomír Doležel is sometimes quoted by Umberto Eco. Chances are even that wouldn´t happen if Doležel didn´t work in Canada. The most influential figures of Czech literary criticism have been doing an enormous amount of work, both in editing and in publishing, by opening doors to the outside world (Petr Bílek, Jiří Trávníček) and by defending and developing the home grown tradition (Pavel Janoušek). They are building foundations on which things can grow. The younger writers, who supposedly should be on the verge of gaining the attention of the outside world, are not doing so, however. Some of the most talented of them lock themselves up in the hollow ivory towers of jargon and thus they close the doors to a wider audience. Others abandon the field of literature, or they adopt a single theoretical model as their own, which will inevitably lead them to idiocy. Many then eke out an impoverished existence in cheap, but secure academic nappies, where the most important duty is to display a semblance of keeping busy after having had a grant approved. Hardly anyone can publish in English – there is nothing to publish, anyway. 
To conquer the world
Arriving at a literary evening in the Czech Republic is usually a grim experience. One finds groups of sartorially-challenged literati, critics, and their acquaintances perched precariously atop uncomfortable chairs in excessively smoke-filled rooms while somewhere in front of them someone unused to appearing in public reads out something completely pointless. The faces of those present display a mix of boredom, stubble and permanent hostility, while a rancorous sense of hopelessness rises up with the clouds of smoke. All we have managed to make of Poetry Slam, which can be a superb spectacle in German-speaking countries, is a grubby piece of bar-room entertainment whose first champion was Marian Palla, a lisping satyr stylised into a parody of a folk sage.
It´s not a matter of driving Czech writers to a tanning salon to turn them into City boys with binary thinking. Unfortunately, it is also not even a matter of finding somewhere the writers or the critics of the ilk of František Xaver Šalda and First Republic champs who all knew on average five languages and were in contact with the rest of the world every single day, even without ADSL. This is no longer possible, writers are (of course, with exceptions) defined by the age they come from. 

Whoever returns to the Czech Republic after an extended stay abroad will notice how drab and self-obsessed we still are. It´s enough to take a ride on the tram and read a newspaper for a person to register the difference between our way of thinking and, for example, that of the Germans, the French, the Dutch or the British. When someone writes a book in France or in Holland, they can automatically count on an international, or at least a multicultural audience. We are blocked off amongst our mountains like a baby in a crib which shelters us from the things that we fear outside. Our awareness of life beyond the bars is just as feeble as the foreign news reporting in our media. 
It is claimed that the world is not interested in us. The world isn´t interested in us for a single reason: we are not interesting enough. The world will not give us the cold shoulder if we have something to enrich it. As the Nobel Prizes prove, the world does not ignore the literature of Hungary, Austria, South Africa or Trinidad and Tobago. If we do not have anything interesting to offer, our independent existence becomes meaningless and it really ought to be time to ask ourselves the Schauerian questions
 once more. The smartest amongst us could perhaps merge with the broad stream of the English-language superhighway while the rest of us can calmly prepare for work on the assembly lines of the more capable, more creative, more interesting and hence superior nations of Europe. 
At the moment it seems that we no longer have a single author (with the exceptions of Václav Havel, who has become more a public authority than a writer, and Milan Kundera, who has already merged with the international mainstream) who would be capable of making an impact when addressing today´s world. We simply do not have a “writer for export”, as Jaroslav Durych used to mock when we still had such authors and were able to make fun of them with the typical schadenfreude of the Czechs. 
There is no point trying to imitate the rest of the world. Such a thing is only ever a matter of catching up and that is something with which we have played enough since the times of the National Revival until Jiří Kratochvil. Just how embarrassing such attempts are is amply demonstrated by Czech cinema, most clearly by Svěrák´s Dark Blue World, which was made for export and fell flat on its face in foreign markets. If we want to regain our place as a distinctive voice in the international chorus, thereby acquiring some sort of literary and national meaning, it will be necessary to draw upon our own experiences, perhaps even using those seedy literary evenings and ill-fitting trousers, all that zaprděnost, as Petr A. Bílek calls it, i.e. the narrow-minded self-obsessed backwardness, so that we might produce a more deeply anchored and hence generally intelligible and aesthetically pleasing testimony, which works in universal terms. The environment in which we now live has an important existential grounding. It offers material for great literary farce as well as tragedy. We just have to write them. Just as Hašek was able to do, as was Hrabal, as was Bernhard for the Austrians and, in recent times, as young Masłowska has been doing for the Poles. Even the experiences of a German-speaking Prague Jew living in a disappearing ghetto and working for an insurance company have the potential to tell us much about the universal human condition. When we carry this off, perhaps even Czech readers will finally start (God willing) reading our work.


 The author knows everything, has been everywhere and understands everything. 
� In 1886, Hubert Gordon Schauer, a German journalist in Austria-Hungary asked in an article whether there was any point in the 19th century Czech National Revival and whether it wouldn´t have been more useful if the Czech had pursued their cultural activities in German, using the much more advanced German culture as a starting point: surely it was not sensible to reinvent the German wheel now in Czech. The article provoked a strong controversy in the nationalistic atmosphere of the times. Milan Kundera asked the Schauerian questions anew in his speech at the 1967 Czechoslovak Writers Congress, arguing that if Czech culture has nothing to contribute to international culture, there is no point in a separate Czech existence of the Czech nation. 





