Syllabus: Czech Literature in the Central European Cultural Context
Western Michigan University

Prague Summer Program

Prof. Petr A. Bilek, Charles University, Prague

Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons

The course will cover the development of Czech and Central European literature in the modern era. As a central issue, it will focus on the notion of identity and its transformations through the 20th century historical context: 

1) The notion of the collective national identity in the 19th century and its shifts into local, ethical, or religious modifications (National Revival writings, Jirasek, Neruda, Meyrink);

2) The appearance of "men without qualities" after the turn of the century as a specific product of Central European modernism (Kafka, Hasek);

3) The era of building up the state: identification with a state-based society construct (Capek);

4) Void identity as an enforced totalitarian effect: Holocaust writings and texts responding to the first phase of building up Communism (Klima, Pavel, Margolius-Kovaly);

5) Artificial identity as a social/cultural product (Havel, Hrabal, Kundera); 

6) Postmodern identity as a palimpsest-like construct (Hodrova, Topol, Ajvaz).

The course will also cover the following issues:

1)¨The image of the city perceived as a metaphor of modern human existence, aspects of mimesis vs. diegesis dilemma, especially the paradigm shift from overwhelming representation of the actual world to recognized arbitrariness of a fictional world;

2) The notion of writing as artifice, literariness, and textuality; 

3) The challenge of traditional genre and narrative structure expectations, the role of irony and textual games and plays.

Walking tours to the places connected with the literature and cultural issues in Prague mean an integral part of the course.

All readings and discussion will be conducted in English.

Reading: approximately 200 pages per week

Grading: 

1) Attendance and class participation [70%]: includes brief written responses (bullet points) to all the discussed texts, submitted for the beginning of discussion.

2) Final paper [30%]: Personal essay due on the last Wednesday of the Program.

Tentative Program:

Week 1:

I. Collective pattern of the National identity as the 19th century standard:

Reading: 

Artificial Creation of the Nation: Extracts from the Czech revival ideological writings (in The Course Pack)

Ján Kollár: The Prelude to The Daughter of Slavs (in The Course Pack)

Alois Jirásek: (from) Old Czech Legends (in The Course Pack)

II. Shift of the collective national paradigm to the notions of local belonging in the 2nd half of the 19th century:

Reading: 

Bozena Nemcova: Four Seasons (in The Course Pack)

Jan Neruda: At the Three Lillies, How Mr. Vorel Broke in His Meerschaum (in The Course Pack)
Gustav Meyrink: GM, The First Vision (in The Course Pack)

Walking Tour I: Vyšehrad National Cemetery and the National Revivalist Spatial Re-construction of the Time of the Origin

Meeting Place: The Lobby in front of the university building

Special Needs: Your tram pass or two 26 Czech Crown tram tickets

Week 2

Arrival of the modern era and its consequences: The crisis of collective belonging. Central European Modernism:

Reading: 
Gustav Meyrink: The Golem

Franz Kafka: Selected short stories: Passers-by, On the Tram, The Judgment, The Metamorphosis, In the Penal Colony, The New Advocate, An Old Manuscript, The Great Wall of China, The City Coat of Arms, A Hunger Artist (in Franz Kafka: Collected Short Stories)

Franz Kafka: The Trial

Walking Tour II: Prague from the Above: The Petřín Hill and the Prague Castle Area: Vertical and Horizontal Symbolism of a Modernist City

Meeting Place: Under the tail of the horse at the top of the Wenceslaw Square

Special Needs: Your tram pass or two 26 Czech Crown tram tickets

Week 3

The 1920s and 1930s: The tension between individuality and temptation to build up artificial collective social constructs:

Reading: 

Karel Capek: The Footprint, Footprints, Elegy (in The Course Pack)

Jaroslav Hasek: (from) The Good Soldier Svejk (in The Course Pack)

Holocaust and Communist takeover as new enforcements of collective identity in the 1940s and 1950s:

Reading: 
Ivan Klima: Miriam (in The Course Pack)

Ota Pavel: A Race through Prague (in The Course Pack)

Heda Margolius-Kovaly: (from) Under a Cruel Star (in The Course Pack)

Walking Tour III: Prague monuments as ideological re-interpretations of history: St. Wenceslas, Zizka’s Monument and the site of former Stalin’s Monument

Meeting Place: Under the tail of the horse at the top of the Wenceslaw Square

Special Needs: Your tram pass or two 26 Czech Crown tram tickets

Week 4

Deconstructing Communism from the Inside and from the Outside (the 1970s and 1980s):

Reading: Vaclav Havel: Audience (in The Course Pack)

Bohumil Hrabal: Too Loud a Solitude

Milan Kundera: The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Excitement and confusion of living in a post-totalitarian society: The last challenge of the notion of identity

Reading: Bohumil Hrabal: The Magic Flute (in The Course Pack)

Daniela Hodrova: I See a Great City (in The Course Pack)

Jachym Topol: A Trip to the Train Station (in The Course Pack)

Michal Ajvaz: The Past (in The Course Pack)

Titles in bold are assigned for the “bullet point” responses.

Additional Walking Tours (optional or to make up for the class absences):

Walking Tour A: The Old Town Square area as a place for Modernistic symbolism

Meeting Place: The Lobby in front of the university building

Walking Tour B: Olsanske Municipal Cemeteries and the New Jewish Cemetery: Traces of individuality within the collective eternal space 

Meeting Place: The Lobby in front of the university building

Special Needs: Your tram pass or two 26 Czech Crown tram tickets; Male participants need a cover of their heads (a cap, a hat) for the entrance to the New Jewish Cemetery

Following books should be obtained by students and, if possible, read in advance. Any edition is O.K.:

Gustav Meyrink: The Golem

Franz Kafka: The Trial

Franz Kafka: Collected Short Stories
Bohumil Hrabal: Too Loud a Solitude

Milan Kundera: The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Feel free to use any English bookstore and any edition of the books required. Based on my experience, I would recommend two places:

Anagram Bookstore (http://www.anagram.cz/): you pass the lane that is left from the tall Gothic Church at the Old Town Square to reach the Ungelt Area, the bookstore is on your right. Friendly service and usually their willingness to offer a 10% discount once you mention that you are taking my course; depends, however, on the personnel and their knowledge. 

Shakespeare and Sons (http://www.shakes.cz/?lang=en): street named U lužického semináře, No. 10: the street on your left after you pass the bridge in front of the university in the direction to the Castle or from Malostranská metro stop going against the flow of the river. Friendly and knowledgeable service.
Petr A. Bilek (born 1962) is a tenured professor at the Department of Czech and Comparative Literature, Charles University, Prague. He has published extensively on contemporary Czech literature in the 1990s, including two books on modern Czech poetry („Generace“ osamělých běžců and Stavitelé křídel, both in 1991). In recent years, he has focused more on literary theory. As a result, his new book on interpretation theories of modern narratives (Hledání jazyka interpretace: k modernímu prozaickému textu) appeared in 2003 (re-printed in 2007). His recent publications also include essays on Milan Kundera in the context of contemporary Czech literature and in the context of Central European modernism (Brown Slavic Contributions, Vol. XI. and XIII., Kosmas 17, 2003, No. 1), on the image of the City of Prague in literature (Style 40, 2006, No. 3), on contemporary Czech poetry (New Orleans Revue 26, 2000, , No. 1-2). He also edited a collective monograph on James Bond and his Czech Communist replica, Major Zeman (James Bond a Major Zeman: Ideologizující vzorce vyprávění. Pistorius 2007).

Grading Assignments

“Bullet Points”

Students should respond to the texts typed in bold in the syllabus via “bullet points”, that is a list of 4-6 clearly stated interpretative ideas related to each text. Bullet points should be delivered to Meghann Meeusen before the class the texts are to be discussed (in a printed or handwritten form). 

The bullet point create a substantial amount of the grade (70% together with active classroom participation). More that one text that is not covered by the bullet points results in automatic lowering of the grade (A – grade would be thus lowered to B+ if two texts did were not responded).

The bullet points should offer striking interpretative ideas to open the text in an original and surprising way, based on insight and understanding.

Example of „bullet points“:

Shakespeare: Hamlet

Positive example:

- Hamlet’s identity is constructed just via the text, it is difficult to project any expected mentality on him based on the actual world experience

- Ophelia is an iconic reduction of femininity

- The Ghost embodies ancient Greek deus ex machina principle and stands for the Fate in the drama

- Hamlet’s claim that Ophelia should go to a „nunnery“ is the central metaphor of a utopia, completely missing in the fictional world of the drama

- The deaths at the end of the drama are deprived of any catharsis, which contrasts Shakespeare and ancient Greek tragedies

Negative example:

- Shakespeare is an important writer

- Hamlet is a tragedy

- Polonius is a bad guy

- Ophelia’s death puzzles me and I have no idea what to think of it

Criteria for evaluation: 

· Ability not just to observe and depict states of affairs but also to “see beyond”, e. g. to interpret why things work the way they work in this part of the world; 

· Ability to reach more or less generalized (but not simplistic) conclusions based on personal experience;

Final Essays 

Description: The final essay is an autonomous piece and it should not be composed as a collection of your „bullet points“. It should have 1 500 words as a minimum; maximum is 2 500 words.  Your essay should cover and explore a coherent topic that can be explored and interpreted on a small scale of the paper. Please, do not waste time talking about the obvious. Focus on the topic and try to put down only important ideas and assumptions. Be creative and original!

The list of topic is meant just like an illustration. Please, feel free to formulate your own topics or to re-shape and re-focus suggested ones according to your own interests, desires, and convenience; authors suggested in parentheses are meant rather for illustrative purposes, you do not have to deal with all of them or limit yourself to them only. Also the exploration of „Czech reality“ is just suggested and you do not have to feel obliged to leave out the space of immanent texts.

Criteria for evaluation: 

· Ability to develop well-grounded argumentation and interpretation based on knowledge of essential historical and cultural processes;

· Composition and style of the essay (clear beginning, dynamism inside, composed ending);

· Originality, creativity, and insight (ability to leave aside the obvious and focus on issues that are explored in an original way);

· Ability to offer unique, original reading and interpretation of chosen texts inside of their cultural or social contexts; ability to reach some conclusions, abstractions, and generalizations, however tentative they might be;

1] Identity assigned and socially defined: the world of modern bureaucrats [Kafka, Hašek, Hrabal, Havel, Kundera + Czech reality]

2] Personal xenophobia: the image of the enemy [Jirásek, Neruda, Meyrink, Kafka, Klíma, Margolius-Kovály, Kundera, Topol + Czech reality]

3] The natural vs. the social: law, order, space, relationships [Meyrink, Kafka, Čapek, Klíma, Hrabal, Kundera, Topol, Ajvaz]

4] The concept of the City as a modeled space [Meyrink, Kafka, Kundera, Hrabal, Hodrová, Topol]

5] Female characters and their images in the world of „men without qualities“ [Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera + posters, street signs etc. in Prague + Czech reality]

6] The mask and the role playing [Meyrink, Kafka, Hašek, Margolius-Kovály, Havel, Hrabal, Kundera + Czech reality]

7] Patterns and purposes of communication: dialogues and ways of relating to the other [Neruda, Kafka, Čapek, Hrabal, Kundera, Ajvaz, Topol + Czech reality]

8] The past, present, and future: evaluative temporal and spatial geometry [Neruda, Meyrink, Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera, Hodrová, Ajvaz, Topol + The way Prague is presented to the tourists etc.]

9] The old and the new worlds, the order of tradition and the chaos of modernity [Neruda, Meyrink, Kafka, Čapek, Hrabal + Czech reality)

10] The horizontal and vertical structuralization of the space setting (underground space, bridges, stairwells, windows, gates, doors, sky; visible and remote, empirical and hidden) [Kafka, Hrabal, Topol, Hodrová, Ajvaz]

11] Intimate spaces: the role of a bedroom and a restroom [Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera + Czech reality]

12] Alienated, non-personal spaces: hotels, inns, rented apartments, insane asylums, prisons [Kafka, Hašek, Margolius-Kovály, Kundera + Czech reality)

13] Deaths and dying without a catharsis and sense [Neruda, Kafka, Margolius-Kovály, Hrabal, Kundera]

14] Family, children and their absence [any of the works discussed]

15] Time, its presence and absence: natural vs. social [Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera]

16] Crossing the borders: closed spaces and open worlds [Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera + Czech reality]

17] The spheres of the private and the public and their juxtapositions in different eras [Jirásek, Neruda, Meyrink, Kafka, Klíma, Margolius-Kovály, Kundera, Hrabal]

18] City vs. village: patterns of life [Neruda, Kafka, Hrabal, Kundera + Czech reality]

19] Traveling and travels as spiritual journeys into the heart of darkness [Kafka, Kundera, Hrabal, Topol + Czech reality]

20] Eating and drinking and its potential symbolism [Kafka, Hašek, Pavel, Havel, Hrabal, Kundera + Czech reality]

21] Narrator-character relationships (a typology) [any of the works discussed]

