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The golden 1960s: the European dimension of Czechoslovak culture

I would like to focus on two „kinds“ of art that were so intertwined in the 1960s: literature and film. There were made tens of film based on the novels and stories written by Czech authors in the 1960s. It seems that Bohumil Hrabal was the most popular writer among the filmmakers. His stories was the inspiration for the film Pearls of the Deep (1965) that is understood like a manifesto of so-called Czech New Wave. Hrabal himself cooperated with Jiří Menzel on writing a screenplay for Closely Watched Trains (1966), the film that was awarded Academy Award for best foreign film of the year and that is probably one of the most famous Czech films ever made. Destiny of Larks on a Thread (1969), another Menzel’s film based on Hrabal’s stories, is infamous: although the film was completed in 1969 it was not screened until 1989. Out of the other writers whose novels and stories were transferred into the film I would like to name at least Arnošt Lustig (film Diamonds of the Night directed by Jan Němec, 1964), Ludvík Aškenázy (Cry, Jaromil Jireš, 1963), and Ladislav Grossman (Shop on the Mains Street, Elmar Klos, Ján Kadár, 1965, Academy Award winner).

The fame of the Czech literature and film in the 1960s crossed the borders of then Czechoslovakia. Even now, 40 years later, novels and films from that epoch attract much attention of new readers and spectators. This is obviously also due to their specific qualities and unusual tendencies that both these arts used to have in common. I would like to list these traits in the following lines:

1. The departure from “social problems” so common in the 1950s, and the preference of existential problems and personal life. As a group of authors stated in The Film Hero in the Films of the Czechoslovak New Wave (Czechoslovak film, Prague 1966): “Group relations, group interests and class determination were the fundamental subjects of the stereotype production of [1950s]. It can be therefore said that the young wave is a reaction and a protest against this view of the film hero and the idea of man as a collection of social relations. [E]mphasis on the uniqueness of human personality introduces fresh ideas into Czech film.” (p. 31) As a film that clearly demonstrates this trait we can mention Squandered Sunday, directed by Drahomíra Vihanová based on Jiří Křenek’s story. The protagonist of the film, Arnošt, is a professional soldier in his “Christ years”. Film ends by his suicide and it was not acceptable at all in 1969, as it did not seem to present the “right” view on the life in a socialistic army. Consequently, the film was not shown until 1989.

2. The obligatory optimism of the 1950s was exchanged for hopelessness; writers and directors became to be interested in Holocaust and its consequences. Like an example I would like to mention an exceptional film by Juraj Herz Cremator (1968) based on a novel by Ladislav Fuks. Within in Czech cinema highly unusual genre – horror or psychological thriller – Herz is showing absurd drama of a cremator who gradually murders his whole family because they have Jewish predecessors and he finally thinks up the crematorium where is possible to burn more people at once.
3. The demythologisation of World War II and the new way of understanding of Czech history. Writers and directors went against the “official” schematic understanding of a history and World War II in particular. Rather than showing the destinies of famous personalities, creators focused on a common man. The particular historical epoch of the Second World War served more like a background for the (melo)dramatic stories than like a topic for novels and films. As an instance of film that showed World War II quite differently from what had been common before we can mention Karel Kachyňa’s Coach to Vienna (1966) based on Jan Procházka’s novel. At the very end of the war, a woman whose husband was killed by the Nazis is asked by two Austrian soldiers to take them to Vienna. One soldier during the journey passes away; the relationship with the second one finally leads to their intercourse. After this moment the group of Soviet partisans appears. They rape a woman and kill the boy. 
4. The omniscient narrator was replaced by other narrative techniques – most often by 1st person narration; formal innovations. Jaroslav Boček speaking about Czech film explains the main trait that differentiate the 1960s films from what was done before in following words: “[Young directors] do not turn up their nose at form and by no means see it only as the cloak to wrap content in. To them, form is an integral part of the internal organisation of thought and structure.“ (Modern Czechoslovak Film, Prague 1965). Undoubtedly, the same applies to the literature in the 1960s. For instance Jaromil Jireš’s Joke (1968), based on Milan Kundera’s novel, interweaves two time layers: the 1950s, when the protagonist was excluded from a university and a Communist party due to an innocent joke, and the 1960s, when the same protagonist tries (unsuccessfully) to revenge his humiliation. 
None of the progressive changes mentioned above would be possible without the changes within the fields of theory and criticism. At the beginning of the 1960s, it was still Marxist criticism that was the dominating way of thinking. Scholars publishing within this stream of thoughts strongly believed that each piece of art should be understandable to everyone since it was aimed at all “socialistic” people. Since the most important task of the art was educational, what mattered was a content and not a form. It was necessary not just to change the thinking of authors but even thinking of those who were supposed to comment on new novels and films.

The following decade – the 1970s – did not bring anything new. Quite to the contrary – the art, including literature and film, made one step back – into the 1950s. As Ludvík Toman, then executive producer at the Barrandov Studios, claimed, the new cinema should be dedicated to films “which rejects and criticizes skepticism, feelings of alienation, desperation, inconsiderate sexuality, egoistic bourgeois individualism. We want to support by our films those properties which strengthen our society and not those which break it up.” As Peter Hames describes in the book Post New Wave Cinema in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe (Indiana University Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis 1989): “The production schedule […] reintroduces orthodox movies about the Second World War, industrial heroes, films based on classics and fairy stories, and an endless chain of domestic and detective comedies. The objectives could be described as ones of official optimism, support for the status quo and the role of the Soviet Union, and a reassertion of the threat from the West.“ (p. 107). Very similar claims we certainly would be able to make even on the supposed “qualities” of new literature.

In the 1970s, a few attempts were even made to make a film that would in a “right”, i.e. official way present the events in the year 1968. As “probably the most embarrassing film in the history of Czech cinema”  (Václav Březina) we can understand Karel Steklý’s opus Hippo (1973), the fictitious story set in 1968 about a group of politicians that tries using the case of speaking hippo for gaining power.
