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THE SONNET OF THE CZECH DECADENCE

Miroslav Cervenka

n fin de si¢cle the Czech sonnct was not more than a

hundred years old. It had been introduccd by Joser Jung-

mann as late as in the last stage of classicism at the be-
ginning of the 19th century. In all literatures, the metre of the sonnet
is usually the most frequent long metre of the given versification; the
trochaic pentameter in the first half of the 19th century fully supports
this thesis. The canonical form of the sonnet is represented by Jan
Kollar’s Sldvy dcera (1821, followed by new cditions with growing
number of sonnets, the last edition containing 645 sonncts). Kollar
preserves traditional cnclosing rhymes of the quatrains and the
alternation of masculine and feminine endings. The function of the
sonnet as a stanzaic form is twofold in Sldvy dcera : it is both an
independent poem of a Petrarchan cycle, and an equivalent of a com-
plex stanza (e. g. ottava rima) as a constitutive part of one type of ro-
mantic cpos (c. g. Child Harold’s Pilgrimage). The connection bet-
ween these two genres, love lyrics and a presentation of motion
through space, scems to be something uncommon in the history of
the sonnct cycle. Imitating Kolldr led to sonnet fever in the sccond
quarter of the century, an incvitable childhood discase of cach Euro-
pean literature. Not only pentameters arc used, but the trochee is
strongly dominant. lambic sonnets arc cxceptional; onc of their
authors is Karcl Hynck Mdcha, but all his remaining splendid sonnets
except one are trochaic. Among the attempts to break down Kollar’s
rigid scheme during the first half of the century, translations, above
all from Petrarch and Mickicwicz, preceded the original writings.

The sonnet’s definite transition to iamb was cffccted as late as
about 1860 by the minor pocts of Neruda’s gencration (Neruda and
Halck themselves were minimally interested in it); Rudolf Mayer and
Gustav Pfleger Moravsky were influenced by German romantic pocts,
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who, as we know, were led by Schlegel to iambs and feminine
cndings in sonncts. This iambic uphcavel is very important, because
an opposition trochce/iamb was central to all Czech verse of the se-
cond half of the century. It corresponds to the scmantic contrasts
“domestic / international”, “traditional / modern”, “simplicity / pre-
tentiousness”, “emotional / rational” and so forth. The lcading Par-
nassian poct Jaroslav Vrchlicky in a highly technical study on the
sonnct definitively preferred the iamb as the metre solely proper for
this form. In the Parnassian sonnct, stercotyped quatrains (feminine
endings, enclosing rhymes common for both stanzas) contrast with
variable tereets. Vrehlicky’s sonnet cycles represent a sort of ency-
clopedia, systematically treating particular motifs of a traditional the-
matic domain. Vrchlicky influcnced many cpigones among the youn-
ger pocts (¢. g. E. A. Muzik, whosc Cerne perly was highly praised
at the beginning of the ninctics), and who all wrote technically correct
but not very interesting sonnets on patriotic, crotic, mythological,
and descriptive subjects. An emphasis on technical virtuosity stimu-
lated also the rise of some “crowns of sonnets” by poets such as Quis
and Taborsky in the sixties and cightics. '

A young opponent of Parnassism, Joscl S. Machar, the represen-
tative of so-called poctical realism, by contrast, based the composi-
tion of his sonnet cycles on the dimension of time. Similarly to his
other carly volumes of lyrics, his “books” of sonncts represent a sort
of a lyrical diary. A diary is ex definitione polythecmatic, which
corresponds to polymetry on the level of verse. Machar trics to sclect
and change his metres in accordance with his themes. In his col-
lection we can count 27 metres and their combinations, including
trimeters, dactylic and dactylic-trochaic verses. The verse forms are
changed also within the framework of onc sonnct; for instance, the
transition from iambic pentamcter in the octave to alexandrine in the
sextet corresponds to a contrast between intellectual style and
cmotional expression. Thus, the features of the strict sonnet form arc
weakened; a sonnet is conceived as a “normal” poecm. The rhyme
schemes in both parts of sonnets arc variable, although, strangcly
cnough, the principle of two repeated rhymes remains untouched in
most cases: the semantic feature of virtuosity is a constitutive part of
the sonnet for Machar, too. The traditional pattern remains as a back-
ground which makes possible the interplay of old and new consti-
tutive parts. Machar, too, departs from the pathos-filled style of the
Parnassian sonnets, confronting the traditional form with the langua-
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gc of the modern city, journalism and intimate discoursc. Ant. Sova,
Machar’s contemporary, in onc part of his work violently forces the
sonnct to a genre of harsh modern ballads, intensively using dia-
logucs and dircct speech. Josel V. Slddck, a Parnassian poct, also
approached the sonnet as a presentation of a little epic scene; the high
form of the world poctry is used to ascribe nobility to the simple vil-
lage herocs of these scenes. From the point of view of metrics, these
sonncts arc without exception Parnassian.

With Machar’s and Sova’s beginnings we come to the first period of
the Decadence pocts, 1. ¢. to the main theme of this paper. The crea-
tions of the pocts Kvapil, Borecky and Autednitck stood between the
strong influences of Vrchlicky and a fascination with Baudclaire and
the French Decadence (in Vrchlicky’s interpretation). Their sonnct
gradually freed itscll of the absolute dominance of the iambic penta-
meter, in favour of the alexandrine or other forms of the iambic
hexameter. Borecky’s translation of Mickicwicz’s sonnets is part of
this process. These pocets introduce an exotic lexicon and tropical
expressions on the model of Baudclaire into their lyrics, including
their sonncts. Their return to Vrchlicky’s model unfailingly lcad to
the renovation of more traditional forms.

In their works, the first cvolutionary succession of the Decadent
sonnet begins, distinctive features of which include the strict preser-
vation of a metrical standard, the considerable Iength of a line, and
experiments with distribution and verbal and acoustic realization or
rhymes. The leading representative of this current is the great poct of
the Crech Decadence, Karel Hlavdtck. In the sonnet, he predom-
inantly uscd iambic hexameters as the cquivalent of the alexandrine,
but mostly without a cacsura, which did not fit into his musically
fluent verse, which lacked sharp boundarics between words. The
imitating of music manifests itsclf also in partial substitutions of
rhymes by the repetition of words at the ends of lines. French pat-
terns inspire experiments in the composition of the sonnet: Hlavatek
wrote two sonncts where scextets arc transposcd into the middle of a
pocm, which thus begins and cnds with a quatrain, the rhyme scheme
being ABBA ACABCA ABBA; the distribution of motifs, too, is cy-
clical. The sonnct is treated as an artistic creation, a sort of bibelot for
connoisscurs, able to appreciate those refined innovations of the tra-



98 : Miroslav Cervenka

ditional pattern. The Parnassian ideal of virtuosity is still alive — not
as thc masterly preservation of the same pattern in all themes and
moods, but as the sublime varying of the pattern in scarch of new
nuances.

For the fin de siécle pocts, the tension between Parnassism and
modern poctic consciousness was more dramatic, becausc their
débuts were strongly influenced by Vrchlicky and other older pocts;
the poctics of the Lumir gencration and its numcrous cpigones
cxercised a strong tendency towards inertia. All young pocts passed
through a pcriod of imitating Parnassian pattcrns, including sonnets.
This applics also to Sova and ecven Brezina, who later had not the
slightest intention of writing sonncts, but before his adherence to
symbolism tricd composing a few very orthodox Sonnets from the
Village. Hlavatek at the same time with his decadent book Pozdé k
rdnu published the cycle Sokolské sonety in which a few pocms
which slightly exceed the borders of traditional patriotic conventions
do not usc the obligatory iambic pentameter.

An incvitable conflict of the young generation with its prede-
cessors is reflected in the fortune of its sonnet. A programmatic critic
of Modernism, F. X. Salda, had begun his literary carcer at the end of
the cightics as author of sonncts: only the more conventional of them
were accepted by the literary reviews. Onc aggressive sonnet, which
has survived, although unpublished, preserves all the attributes of
the Parnassian form, including iambic pentamcter, but cnergetically
breaks its tedious clegance by its subject and the sclection of
“atrocious” words and motifs. Its lines arc cut into short scctions by
the fragmentary and complicated syntactic structurc, which opposcs
metrical articulation by using striking cnjambements.

In the carly ninctics Salda declared a new conception of poctry,
which did away with the opposition of extrinsic and intrinsic forms
and accepted only intrinsically motivated poetic means. In his ap-
proach, the work is totally semanticized, all its parts being (or inten-
ded to be) the signs of a personality. In conncction with this, he
rcjects all, as he put it, “formulac”, because they represent a hin-
drance to a personality thirsting for his or her sclf-realization. As an
cxample of such forms, he mentions, besides the alexandrine, also
the sonnet.

Approaches of this sort gave risc to the sccond typical cvolutio-
nary succession of the Decadent sonnet. Instead of the masterly,



The Sonnet of the Czech Decadence 99

exclusive realization of sonnct, we have here its parody and sclf-
mockery. A conflict between the constitutive parts of the work is
introduced, by which I mcan an opposition between the artificial
strophic form, the scmantics of which was always connected with sta-
tements such as “a Master can be recognized in strict limitations”,
with subtle discussions on metre and rhyme patterns and on the other
hand its provocative, inconvenicnt thythmic filling, i. ¢. free verse. |
hope it is not nccessary to mention that the semantics of this versc
form, which had just been entering the repertoire of poctic devices,
was quite different than its mcaning nowadays, when free verse is the
most conventional and necutral kind of rhythmic organization. A poct,
through the skcleton of the sonnet entering the old tradition of pocti-
cal artificiality, at the same time, by the usc of free verse, voted for
extreme modernism and freedom to interpret frecly shared conven-
tions. It was Antonin Sova who summed it up in once of his creations
of this type:

Nemaji pry radi rozkvetlou, nddhernou sloku

(pfece jen nejvySsi drobny kvet v pralesich umeni!).
Remeslniei od kusu pEisli, femesiniced vie padclali,
rota femeslnickd, ktera tak unavila tiskarsky lis!

Ta femeslnicka rota, podkourena kadidlem doby,
blyskdnim planym unavila zraku divaka,

tam vune vyCichlych hodd Sumi a Septaji vyzpivané éric,
tam reminiscence na mrtvé basniky vybledlé prechizeji.

J4, nespokojeny bufic, slySim jiz umirat poezii,
vzickie rozbijim jeste kadluby, v nichZ citim zvetselé formy,
at’ volnt vytete kov muj zhavy na lebky hlupiku;

ma—li umift a ma-li um#it navzdy zhnusend,
at’ vzickle jeRte smich svuj vychrli a vzkiek svuj blasfemicky
a blazny si stropi 7 krasocitnych filistru.

As we can sce, the idea of breaking of casting moulds is here
connected with chiliastic visions of the end of poctry.

Without metre, the Decadent sonnet turns into a synccdoche of
the sonnet, an empty scheme of two quatrains and two tercets. In the
cascs when a poct excludes rhymes, this blasphemy sounds more
radical. But also a wcak rhyme cannot change very much, as its
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weight is relatively low in the very long lines cxclusively used in
these cascs. The free verse of these sonnets is predominantly noted
for its tendency towards a dactylic rhythm. A pathos-filled syntax
with many apostrophes, rhetorical questions, and invocations is
used.

The themes of these poecms are usually connccted with revolt and
provocation in the extraliterary rcalm. In St. K. Necumann’s sonnet
cycle Jsem apostol nového Ziti we mecet pro-anarchist attacks against
bourgcois socicty and its moral norms, in Jii Kardsck’s collections
Sodoma and Sexus necans it is homosexual croticism, which was, of
course, very provocative at that time and led to the work being cen-
sorcd. It is typical that in the later editions, returning to the Parnas-
sian approach to art, Kardsck reshaped his frec verse, including
sonnets, into regular metrical stanzas. The connection of free verse
and sonnct represents only an cpisode: after a few ycars of Decadent
Sturm und Drang ncw sonncts were again written in strict regular
metre, which applics also to avant-garde and contemporary texts.

Nevertheless, the free-verse sonnct of the ninetics had in some
cascs overcome its usc as a merce provocation. In Sova’s frec verse
the stanzaic organization generally preserved its relevance for the
composition of a poem; Sova found a morc complex role for the free—
verse sonnet in pocms aimed towards intimate emotional speech and
pervaded with gentle stylization. Related to this approach to the crotic
themes the sonnet is not exposed to persiflage; its scheme acts as an
allusion to an old order, which is present cven in the world of
modern unstable emotionality. Instcad of straightforward opposi-
tions, we mect a dialogue of forms pertaining to the subtle expression
of a specific situation. Note the stanzaic anaphores bringing simple
musicality into a complex free-verse rhythm.

Nasli jsme se kdys v jediné touze: milovat stejné a stejnd klnout,
&, v srdce naSe stejny vichr navil nekonetné snchy.

Neslyseli jsme zvona vanoénich ni 7pévu pasteveu

ancvime, 7¢ by se narodil ten, jenZ by nds vykoupil.

Nasli jsme s zas v jediné touze: odumfit sami sobg,
nckoneené snehy ve své dudi a nckoneéné noci,

tisknout si ruce s poslednim polibkem dévno rozlougenych
a nenaslouchat ji7 draveum vasni v nds oddychujicim,
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Oddalujeme se. Pldnemi naSich du$i zasnéZzenymi
lesy husté stoji, nebetyéné, jak mezniky neproniklé,
vrany snu nizko se strou pod Serym klenutim vétvi.

Oddalujeme se; neziime s jiz roky, jen tajemnou hudbu
viak slysime dosud. Jsme vzddlené vykiiky poutniku
na opacnych stranach mizicich do délck zasnézenych.,






