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The peasantry and national identity in the context
of Czech ruralism'

Abstract: Since the National Revival in the 19th century the portrayal of the
countryside and its inhabitants as bearers of traditional and folk values in Czech
literature has been closely linked to the portrayal of national identity. The paper
aims to analyse links between the countryside, the peasantry, and national identity
within the context of Czech ruralism.
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Ruralism as a literary movement focuses on depicting the countryside
and the land (mostly as a place where one comes from, or, literally,
where one is rooted), farming (in most cases the main characters or prota-
gonists in ruralist novels are peasants who work on the land, raise animals
or, again literally, cultivate the soil). Therefore, language and tradition play
an important role (both as something that has eternal or symbolic value
and something that is passed down from generation to generation), along
with religious belief, and Czech patriotism (e.g. Brabec 2005: 16; Halamova,
Jirousek 2005: 163 and 167; Kropacek 2005: 235; Med 2005: 13).

The authors gathered around the magazine “Sever a Vychod” (“North
and East”), such as Jan Carek, Josef Knap, Frantisek Krelina, Vaclav Proku-
pek, and others are considered major ruralist authors or proponents of the
ruralist literary movement. I would like to point out that in ruralist texts the

! This paper was produced within the project Identita a télesnost v Ceské ruralistické lite-
ratute (MUNI/A/1242/2020).
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motifs of Czech national identity should not be taken as axiomatic, which is
often the case. I will argue that in ruralist literature the depiction of Czech
national identity is at least not as prominent and its role within the logic of
these narratives not as important as it might be presumed.

In Czech literature there has been a long tradition of connecting the motifs
of national identity, language, and tradition with the depiction of the coun-
tryside, the land, or the “mother soil”. Therefore, in this respect, ruralism
was not actually innovative. Since the beginning of the Czech National Re-
vival, the Czech peasantry has been viewed as a bearer, a reservoir, and also a
guardian of the Czech language and true Czech identity. While the Nation-
al Revival movement was initiated by members of a Czech educated class
(intellectuals, such as Josef Dobrovsky, Josef Jungmann, FrantiSek Palacky,
Karel Josef Safaiik), the existing beliefs and ideas concerning the country-
side and peasants also stimulated first attempts to build a modern civil so-
ciety. In his book Bywvali Cechové. Historické myty a stereotypy (1994), Czech
historian Jifi Rak claims that in most languages the word citizen is linked
to urban life and related ideas (human rights, freedom, etc.). However, in
the Czech word obcan we can detect the uncertainty of 19th-century Czech
city-dwellers along with the adoration for the Czech peasantry (Rak 1994:
3-4). In his study Exotismus doma aneb Venkov versus mésto, Rak emphasises
that the Czech countryside was constructed and viewed as a symbol, an
idyllic place, a picture of immaculate and innocent peasant life, which was
an artificially constructed sociocultural fiction or myth (Rak 2008: 222-223).

The popularity of the countryside as a setting of novellas increased over
the 19th century in the works of BoZena Némcova (especially in her nov-
el Babicka), Karolina Svétla, and Vitézslav Halek. Later, the countryside as a
setting of literary works found its way into the narratives of realist and nat-
uralist authors, such as Karel Vaclav Rais, Teréza Novakova, Jindfich Simon
Baar, Josef Holecek and others. Ruralist authors, as they explicitly acknowl-
edge in their anthologies Bdsnici selstvi (1932) and Tvd#i k vesnici (1936), de-
rived inspiration for their work from the above-mentioned authors.

Dominant ideas about peasant life, the countryside, and village life as the
genuine bearers of true Czech national identity and character did not influ-
ence solely literary depictions of Czech national identity. The same rheto-
ric or discourse can be found at the Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition
held in 18952 The exhibition had an enormous influence on how people,

2 For further reading about the Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition see works of

Marta Filipova (e.g. Filipova, M. 2011. Peasants on display: The Czechoslavic Ethnograp-
hic Exhibition of 1895. ,Journal of Design History”, 1. 15-36.) or publication Winter,
T.; Machalikova, P. (ed.). 2019. Jdi na venkov! Vyjtvarné umeéni a lidovd kultura v eskych
zemich 1800-1960, Revnice: Arbor vitae societas.



especially the Czechs living in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, symbolical-
ly constructed features that constitute Czech nationality and Czech identity.
Those who could not visit the exhibition in person were bombarded with
often detailed reports on the exhibition accompanied with pictures in the
“Ndrodopisnd vystava ceskoslovanskd” magazine. It should also be noted
that the concept of Czechs and Czech national identity in Tomas Garrigue
Masaryk’s philosophy® was profoundly influenced by the 19th century ide-
al of innocent peasants.

In the early stages of the Czech National Revival, language and its use
were seen as the central concept that constitute a national identity. In
1806, Josef Jungmann was rather categorical with regard to this: speaking
the Czech language means that you are a Czech*. Jungmann's concept of
nationality (and he was not alone in this) was deeply influenced by the
works of Johann Gottfried Herder, especially his Ideas on the Philosophy
of the History of Mankind (1784-1791), where he says: “Their own mode
of representing things is the more deeply imprinted on every nation, be-
cause it is adapted to themselves, is suitable to their own earth and sky,
springs from their mode of living, and has been handed down to them
from father to son” (Herder 1966). This extract clearly formulates all the
important motifs that fascinated both the Czech intellectuals of the day
and ruralists.

Herder saw Slavic nations as people who do not strive to fight and go to
war. According to him, they are calm and peaceful, deeply connected with
the land they live on through their work on the land (ibid.). In other words,
Slavic nations are peasants and their identity and amicable character are
formed exactly through their connection with the land.

On the basis of what has already been said one would assume that rural-
ist literature is actually, or at least potentially “political”, in the sense that it
comments on national identity or uses it as a theme. However, even a brief
look at ruralist literature will tell us that the employment of the theme of
national identity varies, both in qualitative and quantitative terms, depend-
ing on the period when a particular work was written.

3 See Masaryk's works Ceskd otdzka (1895) / The Meaning of Czech History (1974; transla-
ted into English by Rene Wellek)/ and Svétovd revoluce (1925) / The Making of a State
(1927; translated by Henry Wickham Steed).

[[...] jestlize vlasti bez narodu, narodu bez jazyku zvlastniho pomysliti nelze, do-
kladam jesté jednou, Ze se zadny, kromé kdoz jazyk narodu svého miluje, pravou
laskou k vlasti honositi nemtize”]. ,[...] It being impossible to think about a nation
without its home soil, about a nation without its languge, it has to be once more
clearly stated that no one can boast a true love for his land unless he also loves the
language of his nation” (Jungmann; translated by Miroslav Kotasek).
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Of course, the majority of national identity themes can be found in the
works of Jan Matula® written in the late 1910s and early 1920s. Yet, obvi-
ously, in the years immediately preceding and following the establishment
of the Czechoslovak Republic, texts that foregound the motifs of national
identity can be found in almost every author’s oeuvre (Vebrova 2014: 249—
284). It has to be taken into account that during the late 1920s — 1940s, when
ruralists (the group of authors around the magazine “Sever a vychod”®)
published their works, the situation was quite different. It can be easily
seen that the frequency of motifs of national identity used varied depend-
ing on the socio-historical context.

Amongst the works in which the theme of national identity is given little
focus are Jan Carek’s Chudd rodina z Hetmané (1924) and Temno v chalupdch
(1926); Joset Knap’s Réva na zdi (1926); FrantiSek Kftelina's Hlas kofentl
(1927); Vaclav Proktipek’s Baba (1928) and Marie (1930), rewritten in 1937
as Zakryto slzami). These works also do not address the theme of national
differences. It is possible to come across references to other countries or to
the nationality of some protagonists, but their character is not based on the
features related to their national identity.

Works with more focus on national identity are represented by Jan
Carek’s V zemi Ceské (1942); Josef Knap’s Cizinec (1934) and Véno (1944);
FrantiSek Ktelina’s Jalovci strané (1937); Vaclav Proktpek’s Nebe nad ndmi
(1940) and Zitny dovojklas (1943). It is important to note that these works
were published in the early 1930s (when Germany was not yet viewed as
an actual threat — Knap's Cizinec (1934); Kielina’s Jalovci strané (1937)) and
the early 1940s, when some motifs of Czech identity were tolerated by Pro-
tectorate censorship” (see Carek’s poems). For example, Knap's Véno, set in
the late 19th century deals with the theme of Czech and Italian identity: a
protagonist, who is an Italian, brings something foreign, exotic to the Czech
countryside village, he affects the fate of the other (Czech) protagonists,
but that is all as far as the influence of his national identity on the plot is
concerned. The national identity of the other characters does not change

5 See for example Matula, V. 1932. Ruralismus v krdsném pisemnictvi. Praha: Vladimir
Matula.

For the relationship of these authors to agrarism and their attitude to ruralism see
Jancik, D. 2014. Agrarismus a cesta bisnikit ,Ceské piidy” k ruralismu. Obraz vesnice v re-
vue ‘Sever a vijchod” literdrni generace Josefa Knapa. In: Kubt, E.; Sousa, J.; Zaficky, A.
(eds). Ceskyj a némecky sedlik v zrcadle krdsné literatury 1848-1948: diskurz mezi histori a
literdrni védou na téma selského a hranicifského romdnu. Praha: Dokoran.

Regarding the situation in the Protectorate’s literature see Mohn, V. 2018, Nacistickd
kulturni politika v Protektordtu: koncepce, praxe a reakce Ceské strany (translated by P.
Dvoracek). Praha: Prostor.



nor is it in any way challenged. In Proktipek’s Nebe nad ndmi, the main pro-
tagonist, a painter, becomes famous (something he has always longed for)
and in the end accepts his identity (national and also personal) and starts to
paint Czech motifs and landscape. In these works, the emphasis is on one’s
national identity but this identity does not represent a source of any open
or hidden conflicts between the characters as members of a nation.

The works that can be classified as ruralist texts with intense (high) fo-
cus on national identity include Jan Carek’s editing of the anthology Bisné
rolnikii (1939), Josef Knap’s Puszta (1939), and Vaclav Proktipek’s Ztracend
zemé (1938). FrantiSe Krelina’s works can be classified as spirutual Catholic
literature, i.e. as being outside the scope of ruralist literature (Klice krdlovstvi
(1939), and Dcera krdlovskd, blahoslavend Anezka Ceskd (1940)).

The works mentioned above were published at the time of intense polit-
ical debates®, when people in the Czechoslovak Republic (mostly Czech in-
habitants of the Republic) felt an intense insecurity with regard to whether
their national state would survive in the form it had in 1918, when it was
founded. Knap’s novel Puszta narrates a story about the Czechs who try
to build a new village near the (Czecho) Slovak border with Hungary and
cultivate the fields. Differences and tensions between the Czechs and the
Hungarians are illustrated in several ways: they grow different crops on
their fields, eat different kinds of bread and food, and perform their daily
chores in different ways. The Czechs, who are aware of these differenc-
es, are starting to be more acutely aware of their own identity. At several
points in the narrative they comment that the Hungarians are different and
consider their way of doing things rather bizarre, but no open conflicts en-
sue between the Czech and Hungarian protagonists of the novel. It seems
that living next to each other is, after all, possible.

On the other hand, in Prokupek’s novel Ztracend zemé an open conflict
between Czechs and Czech Germans in the Hlu¢in region is described. The
conflict is more intense on the “German” side — the Germans are portrayed
as radicals, people who cannot imagine a peaceful cohabitation with the
Czechs in the Czechoslovak Republic. When we compare Prokiipek’s nov-
el Ztracend zemé and Knap’s novel Puszta, we can notice a difference in the
outcome of nationalistic tensions, which is also a consequence of the his-
torical moment in which the respective narratives take place. The plot of
Puszta is set in the late 1920s and early 1930s (it ends when the protagonists
learn about the death of Antonin Svehla, i.e. in December 1933). The plot of

8 For a thorough account of literature during the time of The Second Czechoslovak
Republic see Med, ]. 2010. Literdrni Zivot ve stinu Mnichova: (1938-1939). Praha: Aca-
demia.
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Ztracend zemé takes place at the time when the novel was actually written
(the end of the First Republic).

The abovementioned classification of ruralist prose works allows us to
conclude that the motif of national identity might have its indisputable
place within ruralism, yet the intensity of its employment is different in
different periods, depending on reaction to the current socio-political con-
text. Thus, it seems that in these works the motif of national identity is not
as crucial as the motif of the soil and tradition that is passed down from
generation to generation.
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