Under the Banner of the Book:
the Work of Karel Teige

by Irena Zantovska Murray

Painter, designer and critical theorist, the Czech madernist Karel Teige (1900-1951) sought to
address the central dilemma of Modernism: the conflict of the functional with the fantastic, the
mundane with the magical. Associated with the influential avant-garde group Devétsil, Teige
found the book to be an ideal medium for his artistic vision, combining innovative designs and
avant-garde ideas to forge an instrument of mass appeal. T'he present article analyzes the under-
Iying principles of Teige's philosophy of design and illustrates the evolution of his art with reference
to bis own writings and a variety of examples.

This article is based on a lecture given at the Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities
in April 1990, and repeated in the McGill University Library Lecture Series, in October 1990.

Peintre, designer et théoricien critique, le moderniste tchéque Karel Teige (1900-1951) a cherché
a percer le dilemme du modernisme: le conflit du fonctionnel et du fantastique, du banal et du
magique. Proche du groupe avant-gardiste Devétsil, T'eige a déconvert dans le livre le moyen idéal
de donner libre cours a sa vision artistique, e combiner des conceptions novatrices et des idées avant-
gardistes pour forger un instrument ayant un grand rayonnement. Cet article analyse les principes
sous-jacents de la philosophie de la conception de Teige et illustre I'évolution de son art en faisant
référence a ses propres écrits et a de multiples exemples.

Cet article est tivé d'une conférence prononcée au Getty Centre for the History of Art and the
Humanities en avril 1990, puis en octobre 1990 dans le cadre du cycle de conférences des biblio-
théques de I'Université McGill.

Jinventai la couleur des voyelles!-A noir, E blanc, I rouge, O
bleu, U vert.—Je reglai la forme et le mouvement de chaque
consonne, et avec des rhythmes instinctifs, je me flactai
d’inventer un verbe poetique accessible, un jour ou l'autre, a tous
les sens.

Rimbaud, Alchimie du verbe

n April 1990, when the Czech commu-
nist daily Rudé Prave published a full-
page article about him, many Czechs
encountered the name of Karel Teige
(Figure 1) for the first time. And yet, Teige
(1900-1951) should have been very hard for
the culture-loving Czechs to ignore. Leader of
the Devétsil group so prominent in Czech
artistic and intellectual life in the Twenties,
agroundbreaker in such areas as typography,
design and the theory of modern art and archi-
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tecture, Teige influenced the course of Czech
modernism between the two World Wars; he
also made a contribution to the international-
ization of the avant-garde. His personal
exchange of ideas and his correspondence
with Filippo Marinetti, Enrico Prampolini,
Ilya Ehrenburg, El Lissitzky, Le Corbusier,
Amédée Ozenfant, Jean Badovici, Theo van
Doesburg, Mart Stam, Hannes Meyer, Laszlo
Moholy Nagy, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes,
André Breton, Paul Eluard and Frederick
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Kiesler, among others, helped put the Czech
circle of left-wing avant-garde artists at the
very center of the most interesting develop-
ments in European inter-war cultural history. !
It is not the purpose of this article to focus on
these international connections, but rather to
attempt to describe Teige's work in light of
one the central themes of the modernist proj-
ect, the conflict between the functional and
the fantastic; and particularly, the way this
conflict was dealt with by those of the mod-
ernists who found themselves politically on
the Left.

Karel Teige was nineteen years old when he
made the following comment in his diary,
doubtless unaware that for the rest of his short
and prolific life he would attempt to address
its challenge:

I cannot really articulate that
dichotomy which is part of the eter-
nal conflict between tradition, law
and the limits of the métier on one
hand, and fantasy, invention and
the unbridled will to revolution on
the other. This “longue querelle de
la tradition et de l'invention, de
I'Ordre et de I'Aventure” is what 1
cannot solve...?

In the course of the next three decades, he
would explore this gap stated so eloquently by
Apollinaire, through his writing, his design
and his search for social modernity, only to see
his “march into tomorrow” turn into a dance
of death and decay. He died of heart failure
on October 1, 1951, amidst the wave of arrests
of left-wing intellectuals, many of whom were
his friends.

Painter, designer, author, translator and
critic, and the leading theorist of the Czech
avant-garde between the two World Wars,
Teige espoused the left-wing ideals of the new
socialist utopia with the zeal of a revolutionary
and the skill of a poet. Taking for his own
Zola’s device of “d’étre de son temps”, he
helped define and organize the program of
post-war Czech modernism around the com-
mon desire to “push open the windows on the
world”, a desire concomitant with the goals
of the newly born republic. This program, he
felt, was centered around the polarity of two

crucial aspects of Weltanschaung, two ele-
ments of Weltordnung: poetry and construc-
tion. It was Teige who was largely responsible
for putting this dualism at the centre of the
Czech modernist project. As the Czech critic
F. X. Salda (1867-1937) put it,

With a radical stroke, Teige divided
the world into two spheres. One
was the sphere of reason, of con-
struction, of work, of everyday life.
The other was that of the irrational,
of play, of the holiday spirit. To
poetry, he assigned quite openly the
task of play and by doing so,
offended a great number of ponder-
ous little citizens in this forever self-
important nation, where every
other man studies his lines in the
mirror to make sure they have the
right air of philosophy and sophis-
tication. And yert, he didn’t say any-
thing else than what had been
already said by that pathetic moral-
ist Schiller when he wrote: “Ernst
ist das Leben, heiter ist die Kunst.”3

Teige's contribution to modernism can be
examined through the two distinct phases in
which he and his collaborators attempted to
articulate the complex relationship inherent in
the polarity of “Poetism” and Construc-
tivism.? The first phase coincided with the
establishment and development of the Union
of Modern Culture, Devétsil, of which Teige
was the principal theorist, and lasts from 1923
through the early thirties. This was followed
by a second period in which Teige and most
of the members of his group adopt the prin-
ciples of Surrealism.

In the first period, Teige sought to tran-
scend the tension he had himself generated by
fusing the theoretical and the practical
through the development of a novel approach
to book design. In the second, deteriorating
economic and political conditions under-
mined Teige’s faith that the tension might be
resolved through a unified aesthetic practice.
Rather, he found himself increasingly operat-
ing in two distinct modes—a public theoretical
discourse and a separate, more private artistic
practice focusing upon surrealistic collages.
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Under the Banner of the Book

Figure 1. Josef Sima, Portrait of Karel Teige, 1923. (Photograph courtesy of the
Museum of National Literature, Prague, accession 16523.)
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NA VLNACH

1925 "

Figure 2. Cover of Jaroslav Seifert, Na Vinach [On the waves of T.S.F. |, Prague, 1925.
(Collection of the author.)
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Figure 3. The letter “M” from Vitézslav Nezval, ABC, Prague, 1926. (Department of
Rare Books and Special Collections, McGill University Libraries.)
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Figure 4. The letter “R” from Vitézslav Nezval, ABC, Prague, 1926. (Department of
Rare Books and Special Collections, McGill University Libraries.)
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Figure 5. Cover for Karel Teige, Stavba a basen [ Construction and Poetry|, Prague,
1927. (Collection of the author.)
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Figure 6. Illustration for Konstantin Beibl, Zlom [Rupture|, Prague, 1928.
(Collection of the author.)

132



Under the Banner of the Book

/'\ N

Al

Figure 7. Illustration for Konstantin Beibl, Zlom [Rupture], Prague, 1928.
(Collection of the author.)
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Figure 8. Collage “Baudelaire’s Shore.” (Photograph courtesy of the Museum of
National Literature, Prague, accession 31830.)
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The first stage of Teige’s development is
dominated by his role as “spiritus rector” of
Devétsil, a left-wing avant-garde group of art-
ists, poets, dramatists, critics, film makers,
composers and publishers. > One of the earliest
manifestations of this group was an innovative
form of visual poetry inspired by the fusion of
painting and poetry adumbrated by Cubism,
and called “image-poems.”

... We have tried to compose the
tourist poem, a reflection of travel
lyrics, combining it from several
significant elements: an ocean
liner’s flag, binoculars and a letter
with the words “Wish you were
here!” These clues should be suffi-
cient to represent reality in a way
that is inaccessible to words. Or we
got ready to shoot The Departure for
Cythera, a short lyrical film includ-
ing a departing yacht, a fluttering
scarf to bid farewell, and a neon
sign “Au revoir. Bon vent!”¢

As Teige emphasized elsewhere, these
small graphic works relied on the juxtaposi-
tion of simple, often banal elements “which
rational logic maintains in a mutual estrange-
ment”, but in which their unexpected prox-
imity “creates an electric lyrical tension™.

Teige, who originally wanted to be a
painter, rapidly shifted his interests to this
new collaborative art form. It is questionable
whether he abandoned the drawings, water-
colours and oils of his early years because of
a desire for a larger vision of life as pozesis or
because he felt his was an insufficient talent
for becoming a serious painter. The linocuts
which he published in the local modernist
reviews such as Cerven, Kmen, Veraikon and
in the early avant-garde vehicles that he him-
self had helped establish, the collections
Devétsil and Life 11, were perhaps an attempt
to bridge the individual manifestations of
what he had as a sixteen year old referred to
in his diary as “artistic reclusiveness’” to more
popular efforts of expression.

For Teige, after an initial period of expe-
rimentation with visual poetry, the book and
book design quickly became the vehicle of
preference, the vehicle that lent itself ideally
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to his desire to reconcile the clarity and pre-
cision of construction with the principles of
poetic making in the very body of his own
work. The ramifications of mass distribution,
the opportunity of giving shape to a new con-
ception of the medium and the possibilities
inherent in collaboration with different art-
ists, writers and publishers were additional
incentives. In the twelve short years of
Devétsil’s existence, years marked by ideolog-
ical and artistic tensions among the group’s
members, Karel Teige wrote, translated,
designed and collaborated on more than one
hundred and fifty titles, one sixth of the total
output of nine hundred titles with which
Devtsil members were associated.

In addition to the major role he played in
the editorship and design of the two Devétsil
collections of 1922 mentioned earlier, Teige's
early publications included a catalogue
pamphlet on the Russian-born sculptor
Alexander Archipenko (1887-1964), pub-
lished on the occasion of an early exhibition
in Prague, organized by Devétsil in April
1923. Quoting from a letter sent him by the
artist on the occasion of the exhibition’s open-
ing, Teige identified with Archipenko’s state-
ment that he saw himself “neither as a revo-
lutionary, nor a conservative artist,” but
rather as one who seeks “the NEW in an effort
to solve plastic problems which are inspired
by [our] time and governed by [our] feeling.””
In the same period, his early interest in archi-
tecture led him to take over the editorship of
Stavba [Construction], which quickly became
a platform of international constructivist
exchange.®

Teige's assault on the image of the mass
market book which, unlike the ornate biblio-
phile editions of yesteryear seemed to have
been deprived of any rights to a true visual
presence, began with several attempts to
“visualize” the poetry of two of his closest
Devétsil friends, Vitézslav Nezval (1900-1958)
and Jaroslav Seifert (1901-1984). “The new
language of poetry,” he declared at the time,
“is heraldry: the language of signs.”? Teige’s
designs for Nezval's Pantomime (1924) and
ABC (1926) and Seifert’'s On the Waves of
T.S.F.[T.S.F. = Telegraphie sans fil] (1925)
were as radical attacks on the tradition of
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Czech typography as were the first Cubist can-
vases on the tradition of naturalist painting. '?

To find an adequate range of type faces for
Pantomime, a collection of poems, plays and
music audaciously illustrated by an eclectic
mixture of reproductions, publicity stills, and
original work of Nezval's friend Jindfich
Styrsky (who also designed the photomontage
cover in the style of an “image-poem”), Teige
literally rummaged in the type-cases of the
prominent bourgeois weekly Narodnrs
Politika, emerging to shower friends with
examples of his finds. The unique typography
of individual poems in Seifert’s collection On
the waves of T.S.F., which Teige designed in
its entirety, represents the first truly consistent
embodiment of Teige's synthetic treatment of
the book as of his conception of modern
typography (Figure 2). For the ABC, a collec-
tion of Nezval's poems originally published in
Pantomime, Teige reinterpreted the cycle
through a combination of typography and
photomontage. The success of his efforts is
best explained in his own words:

Typography and photomontage can
become art only in those rare and
exceptional circumstances when a
graphic artist and a poet meet in an
eclectic kinship of spirit, when the
two create a book together as a
coherent work of poetic making, so
that the graphic realization of such
a book becomes an optical poem
...Qualitative transformation takes
place only when the contents will be
not a mere photo-illustrated text,
but will be transformed into a
coherent, organic and simultaneous
phototext. Then the type will be not
merely accompanied by images, but
the whole book will be written
simultaneously by word and image.
Only then the image will be not
something added, but will become
an invisible part of the expression of
the author’s idea.'!

Among the most enduring images of
Teige's typographical creations is his design
for Nezval's poetry as danced on the stage of
the Liberated Theatre, Devétsil’'s dramatic
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platform, by Mil¢a Mayerova, a pupil of
Rudolf Laban.'? (Cover and Figures 3, 4.)

Among Teige's multiple interests in this
period was his preoccupation with the
medium of film and the possibilities of motion
pictures as a new form of popular culeure. (Of
anecdotal interest is perhaps the fact that the
only honorary foreign members of Devétsil
were three great names of the American cin-
ema: Charles Chaplin, Mary Pickford and
Douglas Fairbanks.) Teige’s early manifestos,
such as “Photo-Cinema-Film” from Life II:
Collection of the new beauty, and other articles
and essays written in the early years of
Devérsil’s existence, were published as a col-
lection under the laconic tite, Film.'? Ina
postscript to the book, which he also
designed, Teige explains that it was the vital-
ity, intensity and uncoventionality of the
medium, as well as its popular appeal, that
made cinema an ideal vehicle of the new era
of art. “I want to show that Chaplin’s and
others’ silent movies are the only truly popular
art today. These serially produced mechanical
film plays I consider to be the authentic art of
modern times...” "

True to his ideal of poetic making, Teige,
in collaboration with poet Jaroslav Seifert, also
attempted to create modern filmscripts: for
this, he drew on a variety of Devétsil publica-
tions, such as Disc, The Zone and others."
Teige's interest in film in general, and in
Chaplin in particular, is also evident in his
book designs for such works as Louis Delluc’s
Drames du cinema and Chaplin’s My trip
abroad;, the Czech translation of the latter was
introduced by Teige’s essay on the man he
called “the poet of laughter”. The influence of
film was evident also on the cover of The
World Which Is Langhing, Teige's own collec-
tion of essays. '¢

In addition to writing about film and con-
current with his many other preoccupations
in this period, Teige actively pursued a policy
of introducing the work of foreign authors as
part of the Devétsil program. His own trans-
lations of two works of French Dada author
Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, Oui et non ou
la cage dans l'visean and L'autruche aux yeux
clos, are attempts to introduce a little known
author, whom he admired, to the Czech pub-
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lic. Teige had been introduced to Ribemont
Dessaignes by painter Josef Sima who
designed the cover of the original French edi-
tion of L'autruche as well as those of the two
Czech translations. Owui et non ou la cage dans
l'visean had been translated directly from the
author's manuscript. The manuscript itself
subsequently disappeared, much to the dis-
tress of Ribemont Dessaignes scholars for
whom the only extant text, in Czech, remains,
understandably, inaccessible. Teige returned
to translation twice more during his Devétsil
years: in 1929, when, in collaboration with
Philippe Soupault, he selected and later trans-
lated (together with Jindrich Horejsi,
1886-1941), as well as designed, the Czech edi-
tion of Lautreamont’s Les Chants de Maldoror
and again in 1930, when he collaborated on
atranslation of Stendhal’s De l'amour, which
he also designed.'”

Equally rooted in his belief in the necessity
of the international orientation of avant-garde
art are his designs for dozens of translations
of authors many of whom he knew and cor-
responded with, such as Philippe Soupault or
Isaac Babel, and most particularly Ilya
Ehrenburg. ' He also created designs for the
works of writers, living and dead, whom he
admired and drew inspiration from, especially
Baudelaire and Apollinaire, but also Balzac,
Flaubert, Verlaine, Cocteau, Emile
Verhaeren, Blaise Cendrars, Jules Romains,
Jules Supervielle, and Joseph Delteil, among
many others. '? Above all, his integral design
for the fourteen successive parts of Marcel
Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, pub-
lished between 1927 and 1931 by Odeon, the
house most committed to Devétsil ideals,
remains among the most outstanding exam-
ples of his work.?® The consistency of
approach and the subtle variations within the
series attest to Teige's thoughtful and innova-
tive methods.

The theoretical issues underlying Teige’s
approach to book design were adumbrated in
his manifesto on modern typography written
in 1927.2! With considerable design experi-
ence already to his credit, Teige methodically
analyzed his own approach to the book desi-
gner’s task and addressed the different com-
ponents of the book in turn.

I view the cover as a poster of the
book... That's why it is essential
that it have a maximum impact. To
do so, it must be composed in a
dynamic equilibrium of both col-
ours and forms. To embhasize this
equilibrium, I usually choose pri-
mary colours and primary geomet-
rical forms. I feel it is the orthogo-
nal forms, the square and the
oblong, that best correspond to the
orthogonal plane. The circle too
imposes itself as the form most
agreeable to the eye. ... The title
page requires similar considerations
as the cover. It too is a banner of the
book. Its visual construction, com-
positional lay-out and the choice of
types and colours should be a picto-
rial, optical transcript of the literary
content of the book. The colophon,
most important bibliographically,
should be a detailed cadastre of the
book: it requires the clarity of a
ledger.”??

In his essay, following El Lissitzky’s famous
eight-point manifesto, Teige also summarized
his six points for the new, constructivist
typography. His anti-decorative, anti-
academic stance, his emphasis on simplicity
and legibility of design and its harmonious,
synoptical articulation, his insistence on a full
understanding of the author’s purpose as the
sine qua non of design as well as on the exploi-
tation of the full range of technological possi-
bilities, and finally his call for a close collab-
oration with the printer, which Teige
compared to the relationship between an
architect-designer and a construction engi-
neer, were the first comprehensive formula-
tion, in Czechoslovakia, of an entire publish-
ing program, exemplified by houses such as
Odeon or Aventinum, and publishing series
such as Symposion, the Pleiades, and others
(Figure 5).

Nowhere is Teige’s conception of construc-
tivist typography more consistently evident
than in the thirty issues of ReD (Revue
Devétsilu), the last of the Devétsil periodical
publications, which appeared between 1927
and 1931.23 Subtitled Revue internationale de
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lactivite contemporaine, it extended the ideals
of L'Esprit Nouvean in its determination to
become a synthetic platform for international
avant-garde activity. Having supreme editorial
and design control, utterly free of any con-
straints  from publisher Jan Fromek
(1901-1966), Teige could produce total consist-
ency both in the matter of content and in
typography. Individual issues held true to his
originally stated ambitions: “our content will
simply be the life of contemporary creativity,
the birth of new forms, the victory of inven-
tions, and the creative tension of experi-
ments”. 2" Thematic issues became a trade-
mark of the review, beginning with v. 1, no. 2
(10 years of Soviet culture), no. 5
(International Architecture) no. 7, devoted to
Devéresil’s Liberated Theatre, and no. 9
(Manifestos of Poetism); in volume 2, num-
bers 2 (Apollinaire), 6 (Marinetti  and
Futurism), 8 (Photo-film) and 9 (International
Architecture again); finally, in volume 3, pub-
lished between 1929 and 1931, no. 5 devoted
to Bauhaus, a double no. 6/7, featuring the
text of the course Teige taught at the Bauhaus
in the Fall of 1929, entitled Sociology of
Architecture, no. 8 (Le grand Jeu), and a final
number once again devoted to International
Architecture.

In this period, Teige's book design reached
its apogee in the two collections of poetry by
Konstantin Biebl (1898-1951), With the ship
that brings tea and coffee and Rupture.*> In the
latter, Teige's typographical compositions in
black and red on a luminous vellow back-
ground embody his concept of ‘'modern illu-
mination’, transcending the conventional
blandness of black and grey (Figures 6, 7).

Teige’s last designs of the Devétsil years
include Biebl's Heaven, Hell and Paradise,
Nezval's She wanted to rob Lord Blamington,
Stendhal’s De l'amour (in Teige's own transla-
tion), and Teige’s own collection of essays on
modern poetry, The World Full of Smells pub-
lished as a second volume of a larger cycle, Of
Humounr, Clowns and Dadaists.”® In this
period also belong his critical overview of
Czech architecture in the 20th century,
Modern Architecture in Czechoslovakia; a sep-
arate publication of the Bauhaus lectures,
Sociology of Architecture; and the three volumes

of the MSA series [ =Mezinarodni Soudoba
Architektura, International Contemporary
Architecture]. In the last year of Devétsil's
existence, Teige published his book Minimum
Duwelling (1932), a work of close to 400 pages
which at the time of its appearance constituted
the “biggest monograph on the problem of
housing in the international professional
literature.”?”

In the optimistic climate of the 1920s,
Teige's solution to the modernist puzzle was
a hopeful one; it could be interpreted as
poised on an integration of theory and practice
in the making of books which were both beau-
tiful and functional. But the 1930s broughta
decisive shift both in the political climate and
in the work of Teige and his circle. Teige's
interests increasingly seemed to have sepa-
rated into a public and a private realm, as if
the poetic and the constructive could no
longer co-exist in quite the same way. Most of
his public activity at the time came to be cen-
tered around his work promoting functional-
ist architecture. After Minimum Dwelling, he
published a monograph on the work of a fel-
low Devétsil member, architect Jaromir
Krejcar (1895-1949), (whose wife, Milena
Jesenska, had been the addressee of Franz
Kafka's Letters to Milena).?® This work was
followed by other publications on the sociol-
ogy of architecture and housing: Garden Cities
of the Unemployed (1933) and Architecture of the
Left and the Right Wing (1934), both spon-
sored by the Left Front, the more politicized
faction of the former Devétsil members.? In
1936, he published Art Fair, an attempt to
formulate his viewpoints on the sociology of
art. 30 Viadimir Majakovskii (1936), Teige's
incisive study into the history and theory of
Russian Futurism, also appeared in that year.

Teige's work as book designer is limited in
this period to a series of cover montages for
the work of his friend, Vitézslav Nezval. They
present an interesting contrast not only to his
early interpretations of Pantomine and ABC,
but also to the 1926 title page designs for
Nezval's books A Lesser Rose Garden and The
Carnival (the second with Otakar Mrkvicka,
1898-1957). The classical cover of the 1928
bibliophile edition of Nezval's Jewish
Cemetery, illustrated with six original litho-
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graphs by Jindfich Styrsky, stands apart from
the rest of Teige’s graphic work and in a way
forms a stylistic transition in his approach to
Nezval's oeuvre. Teige's covers for Nezval's
Poems of the Night (1930), The Glass Cloak
(1932) and Return Ticket (1933) already reveal
Teige's surrealist orientation. Farewell and a
Handkerchief (1934), The Invisible Moscow
(1935) and Woman in the Plural (19306) are but
a few further examples of this process.

Beginning in 1935, the more private dimen-
sion of Teige's activity begins to emerge. As
his most devoted pupil and interpreter
Vratislav Effenberger pointed out, from that
point onward until his death, “surrealist col-
lages became a pictorial diary of Teige's thin-
king”. Of the more than three thousand works
of this private realm, some are byproducts of
Teige’s book cover montages of the 1930s,
such as Verlaine's Les poétes maundits or
Nezval's Prague with the Fingers of Rain
(1936); others are studies and improvisations
on the work of other artists, such as Max
Ernst, Giorgio di Chirico or René Magritte.
Still others are inspired by, or reinterpret, the
poems of his heroes of modernism,
Baudelaire’s “Invitation au voyage,” (Figure 8)
or Mallarmé. Many are inspired by his ongoing
philosophical reflections, or are products of
his growing anxieties as well as of his poetic
visions and dreams, including the endless
exploration of female body, that “Venus born
of the pavement”.

Although he considered his collages part of
the private realm, Teige acknowledged their
value as works of art; in his manuscript on the
collages of Jindfich Styrsky, he wrote:

The transition from concrete to
real, from realized fantasy to fantas-
tic reality, from real groupings of
utopian objects to the fantastic con-
stellations of real objects, elected by
desire to express the hidden ten-
sion, this transition was facilitated
by hyperbolical collages whose
important evolutionary function
cannot be considered a minor
experiment. Here, as many times
before, a fundamental evolutionary
act first takes place not in the works
created by traditional techniques,
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but in a space free of the trickery of
the painterly script.

From 1934 on, after their initial ambiva-
lence about the surrealist movement, mem-
bers of the original Devésil circle finally
established the Prague Surrealist Group.
Teige's distinctive qualities of leadership,
international orientation and ability to com-
bine the practical and the theoretical became
engaged in the service of the surrealist revo-
lution. In 1934-35, Teige edited the collection
Surrealism in Discussion, based on the discus-
sion evenings organized by the Left Front. 32
In the spring of 1935, he welcomed André
Breton to Prague where the latter, together
with Paul Eluard and the members of the
Prague Surrealist Group, gave a series of lec-
tures, the core of which led to Breton's Qu'est
ce que le surrealism, published in Czech in
1937.33 Teige fostered contacts between the
Czech surrealists and members of the Prague
Linguistic Circle, particularly Jan Mukarovsky
and Roman Jakobson, some of whose books
he had designed. In 1938, following the ideo-
logical rift within the Prague Surrealist Group
which lead to Nezval’s departure, Teige pub-
lished a pamphlet entitled Surrealism against
the Current in which he summarized the prin-
ciples of the work of the Group and defended
them against the attacks of Nezval’s clique. 3
This slim, cheaply printed booklet was his last
pre-war publication.

In an earlier period Teige had believed that
it was possible to achieve a synthesis of
Poetism and Constructivism in the collective
practice of a group of politically engaged and
aesthertically informed intellectuals; in the
1930s he apparently could no longer sustain
this belief. Instead of a coherent artistic prac-
tice, focused on the writing and production of
books, we find in this period an increasingly
fragmented praxis—on one hand, his socially
oriented theoretical writings and on the other,
a hermetic creation of esoteric and self-
referential collages.

In the post-war years, Teige’s voice came to
be heard in increasing isolation by a close cir-
cle of surrealist friends. In a fragment from
his post-war writing he expresses a wish “to
sleep with my eyes closed where the world
cannot come, to sleep over and over under the
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destroyed sky on the soft seaweed of spring
rushes.” 35 After his death, in 1951, his legacy
was suppressed for almost a decade, until
Nezval's memoirs at least broke the oppressive
silence; a second generation of Prague surreal-
ists led by Effenberger could, in the
mid-1960s, at last take steps to publish some
of Teige’s writings from the 1920s and 1930s,
together with an extensive commentary. 3¢
The appearance of the third projected volume,
of Teige’s writings from the 1940s, was halted
by the Soviet invasion of 1968.

More than twenty years later it has now
once again become possible for both Czech
and foreign scholars interested in the Czech
avant-garde to re-discover the full extent of
Teige's contribution.

In his myriad interests, in the depth of his
scholarship, in his sometimes inflexible ideol-
ogies and above all in his design, he remained,
to the end, a poet in the original Greek sense
of the word poiesis, in the sense in which his
friend Vitézslav Nezval described him in his
1938 book, Passant de Prague:>’

Poet is he who destroys and rebuilds
the myths, who destroys them to
shape them into others, always more
real.
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Hamanova, comp., Karel Teige (1900-1951).
Literary estate 736 (Praha: Literarni archiv
PNP, 1968).
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