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      INTRODUCTION

      In 1968, the poet, translator and literary historian Ivan Slavík published an anthology of prose and verse by Jan Opolský (1875–1942), a writer then known largely only to a select circle of scholars of Czech literature and second-hand booksellers. The anthology, which borrowed its title Představení v soumraku from one of the prose pieces in the collection, appeared in the popular paperback Světová četba series of major publisher Odeon. It was a courageous and prescient attempt to rehabilitate a writer who had seldom been thought of as anything more than an epigon of the Czech Decadence.

      Slavík, whose faible for poetae minores and especially for neglected and forgotten authors of Romantism, Decadence and Catholic Moderna, later led him to popularize writers like Vítězslav Hálek, Irma Geisslová, Hermor Lilia and Bohuslav Reynek,1 was especially attracted to Opolský’s prose, which he admired for its carefully crafted language and its ability to create atmospherically dense and sensually evocative images. He likened Opolský to a medieval illuminator of manuscripts (‘dávný iluminatoř’, ‘malíř iniciál’) and to a grinder of precious stones (‘brusič drahokamů’).2 Believing that Opolský’s later poetry had deteriorated into pedestrian dullness, Slavík saw his prose as the natural continuation of those early collections of verse – Svět smutných (1899), Klékání (1900), Jedy a léky (1901) – that had made such a favourable impression on major Decadent writer Jiří Karásek ze Lvovic and leading turn-of-the-century literary critic F. X. Šalda.3

      Like Slavík, I too was drawn to Opolský’s prose, in much the same way as I had, years earlier, been drawn to the prose of the nineteenth-century Austrian writer Adalbert Stifter. As with Stifter, there was strangely captivating elegance to his narrative, a rhythmic beauty even, but with apparent

lapses into clumsiness and verbosity. A quick off-the-cuff calculation with Lubomír Doležel’s kinetic coefficient of style produced a value so low that in terms of linguistic dynamism this prose seemed remarkably close to some sort of ‘degré zéro de l’écriture’, to misuse Roland Barthes’s phrase.4 The value was significantly lower than those I obtained for other Czech Decadent writers. This lack of dynamism may have been what Otakar Theer had in mind when he claimed that Opolský’s style produced a narrative surface from which the spark of life had been extinguished (‘povrch, z kterého vyprchla jiskra života’)5. As I continued my reading of Opolský’s prose in extenso, I began to notice that the heavily descriptive language was sometimes characterized by an ethereal lightness and sometimes by a dense weightiness that seemed to correlate with some sort of spiritual and physical states. Karel Sezima seems to have noticed something of the kind when he wrote: ‘Opolský dovede [. . .] vyjadřovat představy matožné a lehce smyté [. . .] a hned opět jediným úderem štětce vzbudit dojem zcela syrové konkretnosti’.6 Initially, I thought that these states might symbolize something like a basic opposition of principles. If this were true, I thought, it might be a sign of unexpected originality in a writer considered a mere epigon.

      However, it was only when I began to concentrate on individual texts, examining their narrative perspective and paying attention to their precise wording that it gradually became clear to me that the texts could not be other than ironic. What is more, they seemed to be ironic through and through, as if the irony were not just one element in the narrative but its principal raison d’être. What I found myself confronting was a consistently sustained but subtle conventional narrative irony deploying an exceptional range of sophisticated linguistic and conceptual devices with resourcefulness and ingenuity. Within the framework of this irony, the narrator was gradually revealed as a morbid individual divorced from reality and alienated from healthy vitality. The measurable lack of linguistic dynamism in the texts and the impressions of rarefied lightness alternating with dead-weight heaviness were then easily explained as corollaries of this ironic stylization of the narrator.

      This book tries to describe Opolský’s irony in all its facets but it deliberately makes no attempt to retrace the tortuous process which led to its recognition. Every reader approaches irony differently and in ways that are impossible to predict. My exposition will be strictly linear and take the form of close readings of five selected texts. This mode of exposition present challenges of its own, as I shall explain.

      
      Quotations from Czech are given in the original and are not translated. The textual interpretations at the core of this book are so sensitive to the exact wording of the narrative that they can only be carried out on the original texts. To supply a continuous translation as an aid to comprehension would be constantly to beg the question of how the texts are meant to be understood, which is precisely what needs to be established. What is more, the resulting necessity for continual reference to an inevitably inadequate translation would greatly confuse the already complex issue of interpretation. A reading knowledge of Czech must therefore be assumed, and this will, by and large, limit the readership of this book to Slavists. However, it is hoped that with the detailed explanations and frequent glosses provided, even a Slavist who does not have Czech as a main language should be able to manage reasonably well. Quotations from French, German and Russian have also been left untranslated because a working knowledge of these languages is normally part of a Slavist’s linguistic repertoire. For the time being, at least, the non-Slavist is largely excluded, which I regret but do not apologize for. I think it does no harm for us to be reminded occasionally that in the study of literature a knowledge of languages is not an optional extra.

      I believe that once Opolský’s irony is recognized, it will no longer possible to regard him as a Decadent epigon nor even as a minor writer. His consummate mastery of the genre sets him aside, not only from the many writers in Czech literature who have used irony at some point in their work, but also from many other writers in world literature. I venture to suggest that Opolský at his best will prove to be one finest practitioners of conventional narrative irony that literature has to offer, though the language in which he wrote and the challenge his texts present to translation may mean that his literary merit will never be broadly recognized.

      

      1 See Vítěslav Hálek, Srdce písněmi dotýkané (Prague, 1974); Irma Geisslová, Zraněný pták (Prague, 1978); Hermor Lilia [František Bíbl], Verše tajného básníka (Prague, 1982); Bohuslav Reynek, Rybí šupiny. Rty a zuby. Had na sněhu (Prague, 1990) – all edited with an afterword by Ivan Slavík.

      2 See Ivan Slavík, ‘Básník miniatur a devadesátá léta’, in Jan Opolský, Představení v soumraku (Prague, 1968), pp. 7–23; reprinted in Ivan Slavík, Viděno jinak (Prague, 1995), pp. 112–126. Neither image was original. Both had become part of the standard critical jargon on Opolský by the mid--1940s (see Chapter 3).

      3 See Jiří Karásek, Impresionisté a ironikové (Prague, 1926), pp. 101–2; F. X. Šalda, ‘Jan Opolský: Svět smutných’, Lumír 27 (1899), pp. 299–300; reprinted in Kritické projevy 4, (Prague, 1951), pp. 256–258.

      4 The kinetic coefficient of style is obtained by dividing the verb-adjective ratio by the word-sentence ratio; see Lubomír Doležel and Richard Bailey (eds), Statistics of style (New York, 1969).

      5 Otakar Theer, (Review of Kresby uhlem) Lumír 35 (1906–7), Nos 10–11, p. 451.

      6 Karel Sezima, (Review of Demaskování) Podobizny a reliefy (Prague, 1919), pp. 131–138 (p. 132).

    

  
    
      
      
      1. BIOGRAPHY

      Jan Opolský was born on 15 July 1875, in the small north-eastern Bohemian town of Nová Paka, as the son of Josef Opolský, a solicitor’s clerk, and his wife Kateřina née Menčíková. Both parents came from working-class families. Josef Opolský was the son of a saddler from the nearby town of Nový Bydžov, and Kateřina was the daughter of a local confectioner and gingerbread-maker. The couple had three sons, of whom Jan was the second-born.

      The family seems to have been harmonious, at least initially. Kateřina was an attentive mother who took the upbringing and education of her children seriously. It is to her credit that they were all taught to read and write before going to school. As a result of this early learning Jan was able to skip the first year at primary school after only three weeks. The rest of his school career, as far as it went, was remarkably successful and his standard of achievement consistently high.7 After completing the basic nine-year course, he was ready to leave school on his thirteenth birthday. By this time he had developed a strong interest in art and handicraft and decided to become an engraver. He applied for an apprenticeship but was rejected because he was too young. Granted permission to stay on at school for another year, he hoped to succeed in his application second time round. But this was not to be. A year later, Opolský’s father was already considerably less sympathetic to the idea of an apprenticeship, especially in a field in which there was no family tradition, and decided that it was time for his son to start earning a living. It is quite possible that his attitude was influenced by the critical situation which had developed at home. When Jan was ten years old, Kateřina died in her late thirties, leaving her husband to rear three children single-handed. This was in addition to the problems he already had trying to salvage the business of his negligent boss.

      
        [image: Image: Plate 1: Nová Paka. Postcard. Main square with plague column and church of St. Nicholas (mentioned in ‘Poledne’).]
      

      The search for employment led Jan Opolský to the commercial art studio of Václav Kretschmer, where he found a job that did not require formal training but nonetheless allowed him to use his natural artistic skills. It is hardly likely that Opolský found this work profoundly satisfying, even though he was to remain with Václav Kretschmer for a full twenty-five years. Kretschmer’s

studio was run on a strictly mercantile basis, churning out standard items of religious art, such as icons and gilded statuettes, but also, mainly to order, secular works such as landscapes, portraits, still-lifes and genre paintings. Many years later, Opolský reminisces sardonically:

       

      Všech dílen, co jich na světě je, ta dílna byla vzorem,

      neb co se dalo malovat, to mastili jsme skorem.

      My robili jsme landšafty a portréty,

      jež měly to vlastnost, že jsme obětí svých nikdy neviděli.

      My malovali ikony, i žánry, jež jsou k tomu,

      by krášlily svým humorem zdi měšťanského domu.

      My tenkrát všecko uměli a mám na to dost svědků,

      že překrásná už madona tak stála u nás pětku.

      My malovali amóry. A zátiší. A báby,

      a fortel měli na plátně tak jako na hedvábí.

      No universum hotové, se dalo prostě říci,

      a dřeli jsme to od kusu tak jako soustružníci.8

       

      The eight employees were paid by the piece and worked from eight to twelve and from one to six every day.9 There was no room for creative inspiration; all that was required was routine, technically proficient craftsmanship. As the literary historian Bedřich Slavík, later a close friend of Opolský’s, comments euphemistically:

      
       

      Při malbě nešlo o individuální vlohy a umělecký vývoj, ale časem se u malířů vyvinula zručnost mnohem podobná dovednosti středověkých řemeslníků.10

       

      The painters worked in a team, each one specializing in certain aspects of the task: one would mix the paint, another would draw the outlines, another would paint hands and faces, another clothing, another background and so on, according to a system originally evolved by early Flemish painters. However, for all its dull routine, the workshop produced several artists of note, such as Bohumír Číla and Karel Havlata.11

      
        [image: Image: Plate 2: Jan Opolský’s birthplace in Nová Paka]
      

      At the age of nineteen, after five years with Václav Kretschmer, Opolský lost his father, who died suddenly in his late forties. Now orphaned, he not only was left to his own resources but also carried the responsibility of looking after his younger brother. There followed a period of hardship and loneliness. However, Opolský soon succeeded in overcoming this isolation and forming a circle of friends. Many of them were older than Opolský, and were

probably as much fatherly mentors as friends. Among them were several of Opolský’s former teachers: Vilém Polák, for example, headmaster of the local primary school and a musician of sorts; and Josef Nováček, languages and history master at the secondary school, whose English wife lent the studious youngster books from her private library and acquainted him with the works of Dickens and Meredith, as well as other works of English and European literature. Then there was Břetislav Jampílek, also a schoolmaster, something of a philosopher, but with theosophist leanings. Last but not least, there was Opolský’s former classmate, the ironmonger Josef Anton, who had the largest library in the district and who ran a family table-top puppet theatre (‘stolní rodinné divadlo’). Later on, Opolský was to make friends with two well-known writers resident locally, Karel Sezima and Josef Karel Šlejhar. He also became acquainted with the painter Josef Tulka and the sculptor Stanislav Sucharda.12

      It was largely through the influence of these friends that Opolský began to evolve an extensive audodidactic activity. He eagerly consumed large quantities of literature both domestic and foreign. He regularly read the literary periodicals Rozhledy, Lumír and Moderní revue, to which he also began to contribute poetry, and acquainted himself with the work of Jiří Karásek, Karel Hlaváček, Antonín Sova, Otokar Březina and Julius Zeyer. His favourite writers, however, were Garborg, Hamsun, Flaubert, Rilke and Dehmel, especially Gautier, Dostoevsky and Gogol. In addition, he read numerous works on art history, above all on Renaissance and Baroque art and developed an interest in the Dutch, German and Italian masters.13

      Opolský became something of a local character. Sezima has given us a charming vignette of Opolský, habitually clad in a long sleeveless hooded coat and a wide-brimmed hat, striding along the arcade around the main square of Nová Paka on his daily walk to his favourite watering-place, the ‘Snake’s Grotto’, where he enjoyed the regard of local malcontents:

       

      Básník denně, za každého počasí prošel ve svém věčném haveloku a karbonářském širáku podloubím, po jedné straně vroubícím náměstí mířil do své demokratické hospůdky, obecně nazývané ‘Hadí Slují’. Bylo tam dostaveníčko mistrů ševců novopackých a vůbec doupě místních nespokojených živlů, Opolský požíval mezi nimi značné autority.14

       

      
      The Snake’s Grotto was so named after a room at the rear that was hewn into the local sandstone like a cave. One wonders how many readers of his poem ‘Hadí král’ in Svět smutných saw the joke when he wrote:

       

      Zde bylo k smrti úzko za noci!

      Ta černá sluj, v níž kapraď vyhnívala,

      kam vlét-li pták, už zhynul bez moci,

      kde voda zelená se zabublati bála!

       

      Opolský’s daily quota of beer in the ‘Snake’s Grotto’ was a pleasure he could hardly afford on his meagre wages, which meant he had to save on clothes and shoes. As his niece Jiřina Brabcová recalls:

       

      [. . .] měl zlatku denně. To bylo málo, byl pivapitel, tedy vypil řadu pullitrů, a i když stál půllitr piva šest krejcarů, bylo to denně dost a nezbylo často ani na opravu bot, tím méně na doplnění prádla15

       

      adding that her grandmother often had to go to the pub and pay for the drinks Opolský had put on tick.

      Besides material hardship, the young Opolský was also afflicted by recurrent ill health. The basic complaint seems to have been a weak heart, although there may have been other contributory factors. He spent frequent periods in hospital in Jičín, the provincial capital, between the spring of 1895 and the summer of 1897. Often he was bed-ridden for several months at a time. However, by physical exercise and particularly by participating in the activities of the nationalist gymnastic association Sokol, he improved his state of health to such an extent that, in early 1899, he was found fit for military service.

      At the beginning of April 1899 he was called up to serve with the 74th infantery regiment at Jičín. The experience of army life seems to have had a disconcerting effect on the young recruit. In a letter to his girlfriend, Františka Endová, he describes his impression of his first weeks’ military service:

       

      Minulé dny ztratily se pro mne jako plachý dým, a není ničeho než hrubého a bezduchého dření.16

       

      
      But it was less the stultifying grind of army routine or the physical strain of military drill that distressed Opolský than the coarse atmosphere:

       

      Jsem otráven více surovým ovzduším, nežli velikým tělesným dřením.17

       

      In June 1901, Opolský was transferred from Jičín to Liberec, but the regiment and barracks in Liberec were, if anything, worse than those at Jičín.

      
        [image: Image: Plate 3: Self-portrait with spouse by Jan Opolský. Photograph of painting (oil on canvas). Impishly, Opolský made himself look half a head taller than his wife although, in reality, it was the other way round.]
      

      Throughout his military service Opolský maintained a regular correspondence with Františka Endová, whom he had met originally at a dancing lesson in Nová Paka, and to whom he later became engaged. His relationship with Františka, the daughter of a well-to-do clothier, was the source of much hostility and resentment locally. Malicious gossipmongers had soon spread the conjecture that the indigent young suitor was only after his fiancée’s money and social position. Opolský took these accusations very much to heart, and, at one point, even considered leaving Nová Paka for good, hoping that this

sacrifice would bring people to reason. Nonetheless, the courtship was successful and the couple were married in late 1902. A year later, a daughter, Marta, was born, their only child.

      In 1914, with the outbreak of the First World War, Václav Kretschmer was forced to close his painters’ workshop, having lost vital export markets in Germany, Serbia and Russia. Opolský subsequently transferred to the textile company of his local namesake Otto Kretschmer, where he was given a clerical position.18 In 1921, Otto Kretschmer, a barytone of European standing, moved his entire business to Prague in order to accommodate his frequent concert commitments. Otto Kretschmer went on to become a highly successful entrepreneur and patron of the arts, living in a palace in Malá Strana and befrieding members of the cultural elite, such as the painter lithographer Max Švabinský, and the composers Leo Janáček and Josef Suk.19 Opolský, who followed Otto Kretschmer to Prague, was given a managerial position in Kretschmer’s new textile factory in Nusle.

      Opolský’s life in Prague is less well documented than his life in the provincial obscurity of Nová Paka. Nonetheless, we do know that he and his wife first lived on Vratislavova Street in the district of Vyšehrad, later moving to Boleslavova Street in adjacent Nusle, presumably in order to be closer to his workplace in Kretschmer’s factory on Vlastislavova, now only a stone’s throw away. Of the flat at the second of these addresses we have a rudimentary description.20 It consisted of a small double-bedroom and a kitchen that also served as living-room. In the kitchen there was a large table on which Opolský was able to write after meals, and a sofa. The walls were decorated with a number of paintings, most of which were the work of Opolský himself, and there were a few bookshelves with volumes mainly on art history. The couple’s circumstances, evidently, remained modest, even though Opolský eventually reached managerial level in Kretschmer’s textile firm, and in spite of income from his publications, especially in periodicals and newspapers.

      If moving to Prague did not bring about much of a material upswing, there can scarcely be any doubt that it did provide Opolský with more intellectual and cultural stimulation. It was in Prague that he first became acquainted with poet and novelist Viktor Dyk, who was later to be a very close friend, with the Decadent writers Jiří Karásek and Arnošt Procházka, with the graphic artist and painter František Kobliha and the sculptor Bohumil Kafka. His circle of friends was soon to include the doctor and minor novelist František Skácelík,

the literary and art critic Štěpán Jež and the Decadent writer Jarmil Krecar. He also became acquainted with the poet and essayist Rudolf Medek, the cultural historian Zdeněk Kalista, the francophile literary historian Hanuš Jelínek and the short story-writers Karel Mašek and František Khol. Along with Fráňa Šrámek, Jiří Mahen and František Gellner, he was a frequent visitor at the then influential poet and essayist Stanislav Kostka Neumann’s villa in Olšany, where his group of anarcho-socialist revolutionaries met. But besides finding many literary and personal friends, Opolský also made his mark publicly. On 20 November 1928, he was elected an honorary member of the Royal Bohemian Academy; in the course of 1929, he was admitted to the literary section (‘literární odbor’) of the Umělecká beseda,21 and, on 11 October 1932, was made a member of the writers’ association ‘Kruh českých spisovatelů’ there. He was an editor of the leading literary journal Lumír from 1928 to 1937, and received several awards for his work, including a State Prize in 1926.
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      Opolský’s life in Prague was also marked by a deteriorating state of health. In a letter to the novelist Emil Vachek in his capacity as editor of Pramen, undated, but probably from the period 1921–4, Opolský writes, excusing himself for not having sent a contribution to the journal:

       

      Jsem už delší dobu churav těžkou nervósou žaludku, přestálým diétním léčením a morfiovými injekcemi velmi zeslabený a stísněný, takže nyní nemohu vůbec pracovat.22

       

      In Opolský’s correspondence dating from the 1920s references to ill health are frequent, even when they are sometimes no more than passing remarks, such as the following in a letter to František Skácelík, where Opolský, referring to a previous meeting, observes apologetically:

       

      Tentokrát mne kromě nervósy seškubaly průdušky a trochu ledvinky.23

       

      During the late 1920s and early 1930s, Opolský’s heart condition also seems to have deteriorated, as his repeated and increasingly frequent visits to the thermal spa and health resort Poděbrady would seem to indicate. In March 1932, during a critical phase of his illness, he even had go to the sanatorium in Podolí.24
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      Finally, in 1935, just as he was about to retire, Opolský suffered a severe stroke which left the left side of his body paralysed. For the first two months after the stroke he was bedridden, lying completely immobile, first in the exclusive sanatorium in Smíchov, Sanopz, then in Prague General Hospital, to which he transferred for financial reasons. The hemiplegia proved chronic, and although Opolský learned to walk again he could never do without his stick and the supporting arm of his patient wife. His balance was permanently impaired, since the aural nerves had been affected. As he laments to Zdenka Dyková-Hásková, Viktor Dyk’s widow:

       

      [. . .] chromota a ochrnutí těch ušních nervů, to mne mnohem skličuje, tím více když uvažuji o své někdejší hbitosti, ploužu se dnes o holi po ulicích jako vetchý prapor.25

       

      Visiting him at home one afternoon in 1937, his friend František Hampl was shocked to see a crumpled, languishing figure:

       

      Přišel jsem tam brzy po poledni a spatřil básníka v kuchyňce: ležel na pohovce, drobný jako chroustek, šedivý plnovous jako by mu neusále prochvíval vítr, ale jeho oči byly důtklivé, chvílemi z nich zablesklo až výhruzně, a vzápětí se z nich linulo pokorné světlo. Básník, tehdy dvaašedesátiletý, opravdu už dožíval svůj pozemský život – zemřel až pět let potom – a připadalo mi, že už nepatří do tohoto světa.26

       

      During the year 1941, Opolský’s state of health took a turn for the worse, possibly due to an aggravating arteriosclerosis. However, on top of this, Opolský seems to have been suffering from athetosis, a nervous disease resulting in involuntary writhing movements of the extremities, mostly the consequence of a hereditary illness like cerebral palsy or Huntington’s chorea but

sometimes caused by lesion to the basal ganglia following a stroke. František Skácelík, himself a medical man, explains the diagnosis of Opolský’s doctor:

       

      Říká vždy totéž, že je to athetósa, nervová choroba [. . .]27

      Myslí, že to všechno vychází z jizvy, která zůstala v mozkové tkáni po záchvatu mrtvice [. . .]28

       

      Then, as now, there was no effective treatment for this insidious disease.

      At the beginning of May 1942, Opolský’s condition became critical and he was taken to the outpatients department of the General Hospital in Vinohrady, only to be transferred immediately and inauspiciously to the Sisters of Mercy Hospital (U milosrdných sester) in Malá Strana, a hospital for terminally ill run by Catholic nuns, where he died three weeks later on 22 May 1942. He was laid to rest in the municipal cemetry in Nová Paka.
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2. INTRODUCTION TO THE OEUVRE

This chapter outlines Opolský’s putative literary context, provides a short history of his publications, and charts the reception of his works up to the present. A more detailed account of how his prose oeuvre was interpreted will be provided in the next chapter.

2.1 A QUESTION OF CONTEXT

Opolský is commonly considered to be a belated Decadent. Although I shall try to show that Opolsky’s creative project is of an entirely different order, it may be useful at this stage to take a cursory look at the Czech Decadence.29 Doing so should help us to understand more fully the critical opinion I shall be presenting in the next chapter and may offer some insight into the way it came about.

Like its Western counterparts, the Czech Decadence set out to épater le bourgeois by indulging in extremes that marked a wholehearted rejection of social norms. Where society valued sobriety and realism, the Decadents expressed a preference for imagination over reality, for artificiality over nature, and for dandyism and aristocratic refinement over middle-class normality; where society valued bodily and mental well-being, the Decadents celebrated morbidity and neurosis; where society valued striving for material betterment, the Decadents were given to erethism and abulia; where society prized committed professionalism based on narrow specialisation, the Decadents inclined to insouciant dilettantism;30 where society saw art as a limited cultural and material asset, the Decadents cultivated an overweening aestheticism  and radical l’art pour l’art ideology; where society favoured conventional piousness, the Decadents expressed a fascination for ornament, mysticism and the occult; where society valued stable heterosexual relationships, the Decadents prized homosexuality, sexual excess and deviance, viewing women as a mixture of madonna and femme fatale (sometimes even femme fragile31); where society looked forward optimistically to a brighter and wealthier future, the Decadents indulged in pessimism and melancholy, sometimes thinking of themselves as the last scion of a dying dynasty.

The Czech Decadence, confusingly often also referred to as the Symbolist movement,32 arose in the early 1890s and reached an early climax around the turn of the century. After this, it gradually lost impetus although some writers perservered in the Decadent mode until well into the 1930s.

The movement had both domestic and foreign roots. It derived inspiration from the French (Charles Baudelaire, Karel Huysmans), English (Edgar Allen Poe, Oscar Wilde, Algernon Swinburne, Julian Symons), Italian (Gabriele D’Annunzio) and Polish (Stanisław Przybyszewski) Decadence. Its philosophical outlook was informed by German philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche, Oswald Spengler and Max Stirner.33 Inside Bohemia, the Decadence can be traced back to Irma Geisslová, whose Imortelly (1879) is now often considered to mark its starting-point, and to the publications of the pre-Decadent writers Otakar Auředníček, Jaromír Borecký, and Jaroslav Kvapil in the late 1880s and early 1990s. It was also heavily influenced by the late Romanticism of Julius Zeyer and the Parnassianism of Jaroslav Vrchlický.34

The Czech Decadent movement produced two leading writers, Jiří Karásek (1871–1951) and Karel Hlaváček (1874–1998), both poets of European stature on a par with, and arguably often superior to, the likes of Algernon Swinburne or Arthur Symons. Two other Czech Decadents of note, Arnošt Procházka (1869–1925), the founding theorist of the movement, and Miloš Martén (1883–1917), both made their mark mainly as literary and art critics. In addition to these major figures, we find a host of minor Decadent writers whose many  names even specialists struggle to keep in mind: Arthur Breiský, Vladimír Houdek, Bohdan Kaminský, Edvard Klas, Petr Kles, Bohuslav Knösl, Jarmil Krecar, Louis Křikava, Emanuel z Lešehradu, Hermor Lilia, Karel Nejč, Miroslav Rutte, Růžena Svobodová, Karel Šarlih, Jan z Wojkowicz, Louisa Ziková, etc. Many of these minor writers displayed a measure of originality – Breiský stood out as the Czech dandy;35 others are little more than epigons. It is to the ranks of the latter that Opolský is mostly consigned.

Like its Western European counterparts, the Czech Decadence was not limited to works of literature. Just as the English Decadence extended to the graphic art of Aubrey Beardsley and James Whistler, and the French Decadence encompassed the paintings of James Ensor, Gustave Moreau, Félicien Rops and Odilon Redon, so the Czech Decadence included works by the sculptors Bohumil Kafka and Quido Kocian, the photographer František Drtikol, and the graphic artists Felix Jenewein, František Kobliha, Jaroslav Panuška, Jan Preisler and Josef Váchal. Hlaváček himself was a graphic artist of no mean talent, as we can see from his illustrations to Arnošt Procházka’s Prostibolo duše (1897).36

However, in spite of broad similarities in motivation, content and expression, the Czech Decadence differs from other European Decadences in a number of crucial ways.

The Czech Decadence, unlike the French, resists any meaningful division into hauts décadents and bas décadents. The hauts décadents included major original poets like Verlaine and Baudelaire, who lent their creativity to the movement but were not constrained by it. The bas décadents, on the other hand, were dubious literati of the ilk of Josephin Péladan, Catulle Mendès or Pierre Louÿs, epigons (allegedly) interested mainly in exploiting the movement’s sexual and erotic licence. Whatever their talents – and some were perhaps less talented than a Catulle Mendès or Pierre Louÿs – the Czech Decadents always strove to produce literature of merit. Many of them succeeded, but some only after having abandoned the Decadence to find their literary identity elsewhere. It is a feature of the Czech Decadence that it served as a  literary springboard for writers as diverse as the political ironist and satirist Viktor Dyk, the proletarian poets Jiří Wolker and Stanislav Kostka Neumann, and the vitalist Fraňa Šrámek.

The Czech Decadents, unlike their English counterparts, did not find that the aristocratic refinement they valued so much came naturally. The aristocratic manner that sat easily with an Oscar Wilde was for the largely working-class to lower middle-class writers of the Czech Decadence little more than a ridiculous and provocative pose. Jiří Karásek (the aristocratic title ze Lvovic is a conceit) was a post-office employee who sorted mail on the Prague-Brno express, Arnošt Procházka was bank clerk, and Arthur Breiský worked as a lift boy in New York. But the very artificiality of its aristocratic pose makes the Czech Decadence in this respect more truly Decadent than its Western counterparts. At the same time, the loathing for bourgeois reality expressed through this pose was, as Robert Pynsent has pointed out, more genuine and keenly felt than in any other Decadent tradition.37

More than the French or English Decadence, the Czech Decadence was marked linguistically. The movement showed an openness for Western European literature unprecedented in Bohemia since the Middle Ages and the Baroque, and with the foreign literature and its Czech translations came a spate of foreign loanwords, especially from Romance. These loanwords by their very novelty and unfamiliarity satisfied the Decadent penchant for the distinguished and artificial. The use of words like phosphorekující, often with characteristically un-Czech elements of original French spelling, became an inseparable part of Decadent style. But this was not only the stylistic idiosyncracy. To an unusual extent, the Czech Decadence made use of certain native terms, many hitherto more typical of Romanticism, such as sen, vůně, opojení, and words expressing spectral or penumbral vagueness, such as mlha, soumrak, stín, often adorned for good measure with a non-committal jakýsi, and words conveying a sense of lifelessness, such as kovový, bledý. It is no exaggeration to say that these terms form part of a Decadent linguistic code.

More than the English Decadence around Henry Harland’s short-lived Yellow Book (1894–1897), or the French Decadence around Anatole Baju’s equally ephemeral Le Décadent (1886–1889), or the Italian Decadence around Adolfo de Bosis’ Il Convito (1895–1907) and Enrico Corradini’s Il Marzocco (1896–1932), the Czech Decadence was centred on a single periodical: Arnošt Procházka’s Moderní revue (1894–1925). While Moderní revue was characterized more by its ‘utter cosmopolitanism’ (to use Neil Stewart’s phrase) than by a single-minded commitment to Decadence, any budding Czech writer who published there on a regular basis could hardly avoid the Decadent label.38


2.2 A PROFILE OF PUBLICATION

Opolský’s first extant poems date from January 1895. They are preserved, along with several hundred other early poems, most of which were never published, in three albums, written in calligraphic script and illustrated with charcoal drawings, that form part of Opolský’s papers.39 It was not until May 1986 that Opolský made his debut in Josef Pelcl’s periodical Rozhledy with a set of five poems. This publication was followed by the contribution of a single poem to Svatopluk Čech’s periodical Květy in July 1896, which is often erroneously taken as marking the poet’s debut.40 Opolský’s first contributions to Rozhledy already helped to establish a modest reputation that was soon to give him access to several other important periodicals. In March 1897, he began to write for the literary section of the art journal Volné směry, and in 1898 he started publishing in Jaroslav Kvapil’s Zlatá Praha and the Decadent flagship journal Moderní revue. Only a little later did he begin to contribute to the major literary periodical Lumír, to S.K. Neumann’s new radical left-wing journal Nový kult and to the popular literary review Srdce. It is mainly from publications in these journals that Opolský’s first collections of verse, Svět smutných (1899), Klekání (1900), Jedy a léky (1901) and Pod tíhou života (1907), are drawn. Jedy a léky sports a frontispiece by Jan Preisler displaying a young man who has been described as effeminately hedonistic, even narcissistic. This Decadent image seemed to pledge a correspondingly Decadent content.41

After Pod tíhou života, Opolský continued to contribute poetry to a variety of journals. In 1916, a contribution to the socialist anarchist journal Omladina   created a major political incident. His poem about the Hungarian national opposition leader and campaigner for an independent Hungary, Ferenc Kossuth, written as a parody of the Austro-Hungarian national anthem and published alongside an article by Count Kropotkin on the Paris Commune, led to the arrest of editors-in-chief Fráňa Šrámek and Michael Kácha and to the immediate cessation of the journal after only a handful of issues.42

[image: Image: Jan Preisler, frontispiece to Opolský’s Jedy a léky, 1901, original in the National Gallery in Prague, under the title Titulní kresba k básním Jana Opolského.]

Opolský continued to write and publish poetry for the rest of his life. The most prominent among his later collections are Verše o životě a smrti (1918), Dědictví (1923), Hory doly a lesy (1931), and Čtení z hvězd a obelisků (1936). Often overlooked, and consistently omitted from any general appraisal of Opolský’s poetry, are two volumes of overtly satirical verse: Hrst ironie a satiry (1911), put together from material submitted to the satirical weekly Kopřivy in the period 1901–1911; and Galerie zvířat (1922), which drew on humorous poems originally published in Zvířena in the years 1919–1921. Two further volumes were compiled in manuscript form but never published: another volume of overtly satirical verse entitled Satira válečná a popřevratová, compiled in 1920, containing thirty-eight poems selected from over eighty originally submitted to the satirical weeklies Nebojsa and Šibeničky in 1918–20; and a collection called Hlubina bezpečnosti, containing poems published in the twenties and thirties.43 Opolský also published four volumes of poetry in small bibliophile editions: Hvězda mořská (1925), Pohádka o pěvci (1929), Dětský hymnus (1929), and Kameje (1935).

Opolský’s first attempts at prose are preserved in his private notebooks.44 In a small coverless jotter, we find the four earliest drafts: ‘Žije, žije. . .’, dated October 1894, then ‘Ve svaté chvíli’, ‘Legenda o Gotliebovi [sic]’ and ‘Srdce z vojny’, probably written in the course of 1895. In a later hand-illustrated album, we find further prose pieces, dating from late 1898. The first three, ‘Barevné západy’, ‘Medium’ and ‘Háj’, remained manuscripts, but the last three were published: ‘A pietoso’ appeared in Rozhledy in September 1898, and the following two, ‘Noc’ and ‘Konec’, were published in Srdce under the heading ‘Dvě básně v prose’.

Opolský’s prose output now soon increased. From 1902–1906, he published eight prose pieces in Rozhledy and three in Lumír. Two more appeared in the radical yearbook Kalendář revolucionářů and another in Moderní život. Most of these later were brought together in his first book of prose Kresby uhlem (1907). This was followed by the semi-bibliophile Demaskování (1916), with illuminations by the expressionist artist Pravoslav Kotík, which contained  prose from 1906–1910. Noticeably, not one of the pieces was less than six years old at the time of publication. In fact, from autumn 1910 to spring 1916, Opolský evidently wrote no prose at all, for even his private notebooks contain no prose entries in this period. The next works are two children’s adventure stories: Nová země, written in late 1916 and published in Pasov in 1918, and the unpublished U tůně, written in early 1917. For this lapse in prose production and the subsequent recourse to children’s stories there is no obvious explanation. Since Opolský’s prose output is otherwise unbroken, it seems as if the writer experienced some form of creative crisis. About the nature of this crisis we can only speculate. Could it be that he realised that this prose writing was set in a mould and that he felt the need to break out of it?

Be that as it may, Opolský’s prose writing now rapidly regained momentum. In autumn 1917, Opolský began to contribute regularly to Národní listy, which, by spring 1919, had published eight prose pieces and had to refuse many more for lack of space.45 Another three pieces were published in Moderní revue between November 1917 and February 1920, and we find several contributions to Zlatá Praha, Lumír and Venkov in the same period.

However, it was not until the nineteen-twenties that his prose production began to outweigh his poetry. After Muka a zdání (1921), he went on to publish Z těžkého srdce (1925, expanded edition 1926), Malé prosy (1926) and Upír a jiné prosy (1926), featuring a total of almost one hundred prose pieces written in the period 1918–1926. For Upir a jiné prosy, Opolsky was awarded the State Prize (Státní cena) in 1926.

These volumes were followed by a spate of bibliophilia. Ze tmy do tmy (1926) released in an edition only one hundred copies, was an excerpt of four stories from Malé prosy embellished with illustrations by František Kobliha. Kobliha was also responsible for the portraits and vignettes in Medailony (1927), a collection of three prose pieces supplemented by three poems, released in a small complimentary edition intended exclusively for the poet’s personal friends. Of the sixty-six copies printed, one third contained the original lithographs and woodcuts. The miniature edition Vitrina (1927), illustrated with a frontispiece by Arno Neumann, had a slightly larger edition, as did Stradivari (1928), a short story illustrated, once again, by František Kobliha. Also bibliophile or semi-bibliophile in character were Víry i tůně (1928), Melusina (1929), Miniatury (1930) and O studně krásy (1932).

Commercial-scale publication was resumed with Visuté zahrady (1935) and Pod patinou věků (1937), bringing together prose contributions to newspapers and journals in the years 1925–1937.


Published posthumously in 1944 and strikingly illustrated by Alois Fišárek, a graphic artist famous for his monumental style, Hranolem křišťálu achieved such a wide circulation that copies of it are still regularly available in second-hand book shops today. Probably compiled as early as 1940, it was submitted to the publishing-house Novina in spring 1941. However, hampered by the slow machinery of German censorship, Novina, like many other Czech publishing-houses of the period, was unwilling to publish any but the most commercially viable of manuscripts.46 Opolský subsequently approached his good friend Josef Vilímek, owner of one of the country’s largest publishing houses, who accepted the book as a personal favour to the author.47 Hranolem křišťálu drew together twenty-three prose pieces written over the space of two decades, and published in a broad range of magazines and newspapers such as Československá republika (1921), Národní listy (1927–38), Sever a východ (1928), Salon (1938), Národní politika, Ženský list, Polední list and Národná politika (1940).

Two further collections of prose remained unpublished. V záři a v temnu included prose pieces written during 1927–1935, while Výtvarnické evokace (originally to be called Malířské evokace) brought together contributions to the glossy weekly Salon and the specialist art journal Sborník grafické práce Hollar from 1933–1939.

Opolský’s association with Sborník grafické práce Hollar also enabled him to publish a series of essays as independent supplements, namely Belveder (1931), Pražský hrad (1934), Gustave Courbet (1936) and Nové město pražské (1940).

Published posthumously, like Hranolem křišťálu, was the literary monograph and obituary Růžena Jesenská (1944).

Both prose and verse are included in an anthology of Opolský’s work commissioned by Vilímek in the late thirties. It was compiled and edited by Bedřich Slavík in cooperation with the author himself and contained thirty-six items of prose and sixty-seven of verse. However, owing to the wartime publishing restrictions, this extensive selection, that in typescript bears the title Studna krásy, never appeared in print.48

2.3 RECEPTION

Opolský’s first three collections of verse, published at the turn of the century, were widely acclaimed. Prominent Decadent writer Jiří Karásek celebrated the young Opolský as a ‘talent formální a stylisační par excellence’ and compared him to fellow Decadent, Karel Hlaváček:


 

Své první básně stylisoval Opolský stejně jako Karel Hlaváček do jakéhosi archaismu, aby působily dojmem starého dřevorytu, aby byly hranaté, strnule drsné, ponuré. Rachot okovu na dně mrtvé studny, černý obraz svaté panny, sesmutněný štkajícími divokými doupňáky, kamenité, nahé mrtviny, bez pohybu a vzruchu, samé ruiny, kláštery, vězenské cely, černé revíry, hospitaly – to byla frazeologie knihy.49

 

In an idiom resonant with Decadent overtones, F.X. Šalda enthused:

 

Hle, jeden z rodu melancholiků, plachý, teskný a intuitivní snivec, který zná život mrtvých věcí, řeč němoty, smyl podvědomého a temného, narážky a signály predestinace a celý strašný úžas z toho snu, jiný je život. A přitom kouzelný malíř barvou i mlhou slova [. . .]. Jak cítíte a dýcháte v těch parnatých lehce jako oblaka nad propast tmy zavěšených hudebně dechnutých slovech prchavou hrůzu a nenávratnou věčnost okamžiku.50

 

After this successful debut, Opolský’s popularity fell into gradual decline, as did the popularity of the Decadence generally. His poetry continued to have its admirers – for Jakub Deml, Opolský was a poet second only to František Halas51, and Josef Palivec is said to have been able to recite entire passages of Opolský’s early poetry more than fifty years later52 – but like the prose he began to publish from 1907 onwards, it remained outside the literary mainstream.

When Opolský received the State Prize for Literature for his prose collection Upír a jiné prósy in 1926, it must have seemed as if he was poised to make a comeback. However, rather than enhance his reputation, this prize-winning volume, whose title echoed Hlaváček’s programmatic poem ‘Upír’ in Pozdě k ránu (1896), probably only served to reinforce the view of Opolský as a Decadent epigon. In ‘Upír’, Hlaváček had hailed the vampire as the symbol of the Decadence, inspiring artist František Kobliha to a series of well-known woodcuts.53


After his death in 1942, Opolský was largely forgotten, both in academia and by the public at large. In 1946, art historian and essayist Jindřich Chalupecký published a small selection of Opolský’s verse in Listy pro umění i filosofii but it met with little resonance.54 Poet and essayist Jan Čarek’s slim monograph on Opolský, published in 1949, did little to reverse the trend.55 The Second World War had shifted intellectual and cultural priorities, and the Communist ideology that pervaded Czechoslovakia from 1948 onwards had little time for Decadents, even major ones (though Hlaváček continued to be published).

It was not until the political liberalization of mid- to late sixties that there was a brief resurgence of interest in Opolský. The Academy of Sciences dictionary of Czech writers published in 1964 includes a short article on Opolský. Far more influential was Ivan Slavík’s anthology of Opolský’s poetry and prose published in 1968 in the Světová četba series.56 In his critical introduction, Slavík makes a case for Opolský’s importance as a writer, emphasizing the significance of his prose over his poetry (the anthology contains twenty-nine prose pieces and only twelve poems). It may be due in part to Slavík’s advocacy that Opolský was accorded a generous, if anonymous, mention in Čeští spisovatelé z přelomu 19. a 20. století, published in 1972.57 However, as re-Stalinization (perversely dubbed ‘normalizace’) tightened its steely grip, Slavik’s intercession ceased to bear fruit. Indeed Slavík himself became persona non grata, exiled from his post at Prague University to a provincial secondary school in Hořovice, a small town half-way between Prague and Pilsen.

During Slavík’s enforced silence, the task of popularizing Opolský’s prose fell mainly to famous linguist, translator and literary theorist Pavel Eisner, who writing under the pseudonym Jan Ort, included several pieces by Opolský in two collections of Czech prose published in 1977 and 1980.58 In his postscript to the second of these, Eisner praises Opolský as an writer ‘mistrně ovladájící miniaturní slovesné tvary’. Eisner does not see Opolský as a Decadent but as a detached observer of reality expressing himself succinctly and in a polished style (‘úsporně a vytříbeným stylem’).59 Nine years later, literary historian Jiří Kudrnáč included a piece by Opolský in his anthology of short Decadent prose, published in the Světová četba series60 Kudrnáč hails Opolský as ‘nejpilnější prozaik českého symbolismu’ and compares him to French symbolist writer Marcel Schwob.


In 1995, Opolský is accorded two pages in the Czech Academy’s four-volume dictionary of Czech writers. However, in the Czechoslovak Academy’s four-volume history of Czech literature, the last volume of which was completed in 1969 but published belatedly in 1995, he is mentioned largely only as a contributor to the journals Lumír, Nový kult and Šibeničky.61 Also in 1995, Slavík resumed his efforts to rehabilitate Opolský by including his introduction to Představení v soumraku in a new volume called Viděno jak, a collection of studies of neglected and otherwise marginalized writers.62 In two other essays in this collection, he argued for the influence of Opolský on poets like František Halas and Bohuslav Reynek. In a long article on the Czech Decadence, Jaroslav Med called Opolský one of the most talented poets in the group around Moderní revue.63 In 2000, Hana Bednaříková, in her book-length study of the Czech Decadence, used Opolský’s prose to demonstrate a quality she calls ‘fragmentisation’ (fragmentizace) that she considers to be a central and defining characteristic of Decadent narrative.64

These expressions of scholarly interest were amplified by further attempts at popularization. In 1999, Slavík included Opolský in an anthology of Czech mystery stories called Příběhy temnot.65 In 2004, an anthology of Opolský’s verse entitled Sám všechen život býti was made available in Petr Fabian’s internet edition Zapomenuté světlo, accompanied by a small numbered paper edition.66 In late 2010, an anthology of Opolský’s prose and poetry was published under the title Staré lesy, with an introduction by Václav Cílek and a postscript by Pavel Kostiuk.67 With forty-three poems and only seven prose pieces, the ratio of poetry to prose that we had in Slavik’s anthology is reversed. However, far from reflecting a disregard for Opolský’s prose, the preference for his poetry in this edition is intended to redress the imbalance allegedly created by Slavík’s anthology.68 Another anthology of Opolský’s verse is planned by Host publishing house as part of its Česká knižnice series but is unlikely to be published before 2018.

Recognition of Opolský outside Bohemia has been even patchier. In his invaluable, and otherwise remarkably thorough, Tschechische Erzählkunst im 20. Jahrhundert, Heinrich Kunstmann does not give Opolský so much as  a passing mention.69 Robert Pynsent mentions Opolský’s early verse in his study of Julius Zeyer and the Czech Decadence, but does not return to him in any of his subsequent publications.70 Walther Schamschula mentions Opolský only in the second volume of his three-volume history of Czech literature, thereby effectively eclipsing after Opolsky’s work after 1918.71 Andreas Leben provides a rare account of Opolský as a prose writer.72 In her history of Czech literature, Hana Voisine-Jechová deals with Opolský alongside the major Decadent writers and accords equal weight to his poetry and his prose.73 Other literary historians mention Opolský only in passing or fail to mention him at all.74

Of late, Václav Cílek has been eager to promote Opolský as a subject for a student dissertations and seems to have persuaded the Czech literature department at Prague University to include him in a list of recommended topics for bachelor’s theses.75 In Prague no bachelor’s thesis has been forthcoming but in 2010 Lucie Horčíková submitted a master’s thesis on Opolský’s prose. Unfortunately, despite its encouraging focus, this thesis fails to question the conventional view of Opolský as a Decadent epigon.76 The same is true of Kateřina Dutšuková’s bachelor’s thesis devoted to the poetics of art nouveau in the works of Jan Opolský and Růžena Svobodová, submitted to Brno University in 2013. This thesis makes special reference to ‘Čínská povídka’, the text I analyse in Chapter 9, but offers only a superficial interpretation along established lines.77

Opolský’s prose and verse has occasionally been translated. Early translations of poetry into French (1928/1930) and Portuguese (1958) were followed  by translations into Polish (1983). His prose has fared less well, but the title piece of Slavík’s anthology, ‘Představení v soumraku’, is now available in Polish, German and Dutch versions.78
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