Adéla GJURIČOVÁ
Czechoslovak cultural links with the West and the East in the interwar period

The main feature of the Czechoslovak culture in the interwar period was its amazing plurality and widespread involvement of the European context. Its further characteristics included:

1. Culture traditionally played a specific – exaggerated – role in the societies of the region, which resulted in its political utilization. Since the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries, in the process of its emancipation, the Czech national society lacked a proper political representation. There was a long-term utilisation of culture as a substitute: the culture was politicised, manipulated and turned into the major instrument of political mobilisation. As opposed to the passionate nationalist arts which dominated the Czech culture throughout the 19th century and in fact until 1918, President Masaryk, the founder of the republic, clearly had a cultural preference of more civilian, pragmatic nature. Karel Čapek and Ferdinand Peroutka were the best examples of the trend. In spite of the high quality of their work, they failed to be politically independent: both of them were close to the President and the so-called “Castle”, and even received substantial financial support from him. 

2. The major cultural influence would come from the West. Following the end of the First World War, the Czech culture stopped to be a periphery of the Habsburg Empire and built its own relations with Western culture, esp. Anglo-Saxon and French. Czechoslovakia (especially its Western part) experienced a development similar to that of Western Europe: the almost exclusive press culture was challenged by radio and film. One could find fancy clubs and cafés in Prague – or fashion trends coming from Paris and London. The architectural modernism of the 1920s and 1930s worked in a direct communication with esp. French, but also German and Austrian architects. In addition to famous examples of Czech and Moravian functionalist buildings there was a “lucky coincidence” of urban planning, enlightened municipal administration and excellent architects in Hradec Králové and Zlín. The Czech painting was special in the sense of being practiced – to a certain extent – both in Paris and back home (František Kupka, Josef Šíma, Toyen and Jindřich Štyrský).

3. The cultural links with the Soviet Union existed, but were unrealistic in their image of the Soviet culture. The young Czech left-wing avantgarde, experimenting with different modernist artistic styles and methods, proclaimed to be revolutionary or even communist: Ivan Olbracht, Vladislav Vančura, František Halas, Josef Hora, Vítězslav Nezval, Jaroslav Seifert, Karel Teige – they all admired their Central European picture of the Soviet Union, but sooner or later left the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, most of them in 1929. On the other hand, they agitated for the Communist list until the 1935 elections. It was only the second wave of the Moscow trials and the devastation of the Soviet avantgarde that made them change their opinion. 

4. The vivid cultural relations to a large extent avoided contacts with those who were culturally closest: the Czechoslovak Germans, artists in Austria, Germany, and other Central European countries. The German-language aspect of the Czechoslovak culture was a strong one, although Czech history textbooks still keep ignoring it. The artists coming from the border regions have been re-discovered only recently, although their cultural life was so rich. Members of the famous “Prague circle” (Max Brod, Pavel Eisner, Otto Pick, Gustav Meyring, Egon Erwin Kisch and Franz Kafka) were a different case, sharing the mixed identities of being German (speaking), Prague (residents), and Jewish (origin). An exceptional kind of contact with the German culture was the asylum provided to many German artists fleeing from Hitler since mid-1930s (Oskar Kokoschka, Thomas Mann). The ethnic aspect in the sense of a narrow nationalist passion diminished, but national prejudice (esp. concerning the Germans) was almost omnipresent.

Conclusion: Although the cultural influence flowed most of all in the direction Western Europe - Czechoslovakia, many cultural activists supported the idea of Czechoslovakia as a bridge between the West and the East. In practice, this did not work at all, the links to the East were idealised and unrealistic ones. On the other hand, the links to the West were a fact. However, later – as a result of certain political events (especially the Munich Agreement) – this tradition was abandoned and heavily criticised, and the attention turned to the East during the WWII. Underestimating the policy toward the Central European countries, lacking knowledge of their culture and the will to understand them more - forms yet another tradition that unfortunately survived in the Czech culture until today.

In Czech history teaching, the topic of culture had until recently turned into endless lists of representatives of different styles the students had no idea about. My advice is not to do that: even if you made somebody understand and memorise the list, there is no way to demonstrate the European context. Let them touch the material instead, hand out the interwar newspapers, let them read the advertisements, analyse caricatures and photos. For the Sudeten-German case, use the Zmizelé Sudety – Das verschwundene Sudetenland project.
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