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EDITH TEMPLETON’S PRAGUE: PROVINCIALITY, NOT MAGIC

The article examines early novels by Edith Templeton and her outlook on the First Czechoslovak Re-
public. It argues that Templeton is skeptical of claims of Czech exceptionalism; rather, she depicts
the country as deeply provincial. Without the Hapsburg Empire and its nobility, the country, in her
view, lost any relevance and direction. In this, she is rather unique in the context of Czech anglo-
phone literature, which is very often strongly inspired by the portrait of Prague provided by Angelo
Maria Ripellino.
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INTRODUCTION

Although born into a bilingual family and fluent in Czech and German from early
childhood, it was in English that Edith Templeton, née Passerovd, made herself
aname in the literary world. Her books appeared after the Communist coup of 1948,
i.e., at the point when everything she valued in her homeland seemed to be lost for
good. English was her fourth language (besides Czech and German, she also learned
French at a lyceum in Prague). Templeton never published in Czech, yet a large part
of her work is preoccupied with her homeland. Having moved to England before
World War II, she preceded the generation of exile writers who left Czechoslovakia
after 1948, and she was never a part of their group. Both the themes and language of
her prose feel slightly exotic in English; equally, she has never been perceived as be-
longing to the Czech literary canon. Ironically, this only strengthens the message of
her early novels: they are nostalgic memories of a time when Bohemia was linguisti-
cally pluralistic and most of its inhabitants considered themselves patriots regardless
of whether they spoke German or Czech.

For a long time, Templeton was a neglected author. Then, in 2003, her most suc-
cessful novel, Gordon (1966), was republished and appeared — for the first time —
under her own name, giving rise to a sudden and brief surge of interest in her work.
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It was at this time that her novels published in the 1950s (and reissued in the 1980s
with introductions by Anita Brookner) received some attention again, albeit scarce
and ephemeral in the anglophone world. For Czech readers and scholars, however,
Templeton’s writing provides an interesting and unique opportunity. Her novels of-
fer an unprecedented perspective on the First Republic and Czechoslovakia after the
disintegration of Austria-Hungary. Written in hindsight, they portray the Czecho-
slovakian Republic as a project that had little chance of succeeding, mainly because
it was the revolution of what she calls the canaille. In her provocative and controver-
sial view, the tragic events of the 1948 Communist coup and the 1968 Soviet occupa-
tion were the logical historical consequence of what had happened in 1918. It is this
unique outlook that indeed makes her worthy of the attention of scholars dealing
with Czech literature, Czech history, and anglophone literature set in Bohemia and
Central Europe.

Her position in Czech literary studies, however, remains marginal, to say the least.
None of the recent authoritative histories of twentieth-century literature pays signifi-
cant attention to her work, and some do not even mention her. Is this because she never
wrote in Czech? Milan Kundera wrote a large part of his work in French, and his posi-
tion in Czech literature is not questioned. The same could be said of Libuse Monikov4,
who wrote in German. On the other hand, Franz Kafka, who spent his whole life in
Prague, is not typically considered a Czech writer either. These cases problematize the
very concept of national literature: how is it possible to conceive a national literature
based just on language if the nation itself is bilingual or multilingual?

Moreover, Templeton’s “Czech” novels are about the period of the First Republic,
i.e. after the establishment of independent Czechoslovakia in 1918. After World War
IT and the Communist coup in 1948, the First Republic was criticized on ideological
grounds. The Communist ideologues tried to erase any memory of a liberal, demo-
cratic society, while they shared the First Republic’s enmity towards the Germans
and the aristocracy. Consequently, and in reaction to it, the memory of these times
was cherished by Czech émigrés in the West. The work of Templeton went against
the grain.

Templeton and other writers who adopted English as their literary language, such
as Joseph Conrad, Vladimir Nabokov, and Isak Dinesen — challenge us to think about
national literatures in new terms. Like the above-mentioned writers from Czecho-
slovakia, they also problematize the very concept of the nation based solely on lan-
guage. The inclusion of Edith Templeton in the Czech literary canon might benefit
both the discussion of Czech literature and modern Czech history. She is unique in
that she presents an outsider’s perspective based on an insider’s experience. While
anglophone texts dealing with Czech life and society are often marked by certain
exoticism, her texts stem from intimate knowledge of the land and culture. More-
over, they are unique in that they present criticism that has often been lacking in the
discourse on modern Czech history.

Current debates on translingualism focus on recent phenomena, such as global-
ization and democratization of travel.! Sometimes, translingual writing is considered
1 See, for example, Irene Gilsenan Nordin, Julie Hansen, Carmen Zamorano Llena (eds.),

Transcultural Identities in Contemporary Literature.
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as a palimpsest. Steven G. Kellman says: “Palimpsest, the layering of texts, is an apt
metaphor for literary translingualism — the phenomenon of writers who write in
more than one language or in a language other than their primary.” In the case of
Templeton, this metaphor is exceptionally apt. Especially in her early novels, set in
Czechoslovakia, the Czech reader can easily discern Czech behind English. In this she
differs from the great translingual writers of the modernist period, Conrad, Nabokov,
and Beckett. She never wrote in the Czech language; however, its legacy is clearly felt
in her English writing. The presence of Czech within (or behind) English has a double
effect: first, it lends her prose a strange quality; second, it only strengthens the mes-
sage of the text, showing that Templeton never got quite rid of her Czech background.
This, in my view, supports the argument that she should be considered a part of Czech
literary canon.

PRAGUE MAGICAL AND ABSURD

Since the 1970s, Prague’s global image has been dominated by the influential book,
Praga magica (1973). This love letter to Prague was written by the Italian scholar of
Czech literature Angelo Maria Ripellino after he had been banned from entering the
country by the totalitarian regime, and this circumstance sets the tone for the whole
book, which is fascinating — erudite, deeply passionate, and exquisitely written.
Published in Czech translation by an exile publishing house in Germany and smug-
gled into Czechoslovakia, it provided hope to those living behind the Iron Curtain.

It is easy to see why. The book portrays Prague as a city endowed with metaphysi-
cal qualities that will always ultimately prevail over whatever political regime is in
power. “It was too often the scene of contumely on the part of the haughty foreign-
ers, brutal swarms of mercenaries and blusterers who tore it apart, making off with
whatever they could,” writes Ripellino.? The city’s mystery, however, proved immortal
and timeless:

“When I seek another word for music, I always and only find the word Venice,”
Nietzsche declares in Ecce Homo. And I say: when I seek another word for mys-
tery, the only word I can find is Prague. She is dark and melancholy as a comet;
her beauty is like the sensation of fire, winding and slanted as in the anamor-
phoses of the Mannerists, with a lugubrious aura of decay, a smirk of eternal
disillusionment.*

Prague is portrayed as attractive, mysterious, unique, and beyond the commonplace.
For Ripellino, it is a city of artists, not provincial bureaucrats. Also, it is a city with
global relevance. It is symptomatic that he anchors his study of Prague in two par-
ticular historical periods: that of Charles IV (ruled 1355-1378) and Rudolf II (ruled
1576-1612), both Holy Roman Emperors who made Prague the seat of their power.

2 Kellman 2020, p. 1.
3 Ripellino 1994, pp. 3-4.
4 Ibid., p.7

3
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The latter is even more important for Ripellino because of the mix of leading artists,
scientists, and alchemists, with not a few charlatans among them, that he invited to
Prague Castle. However, both were periods when Prague was a center of political
power; for the rest of its history, it was peripheral. Perhaps this awareness of mar-
ginality only adds to the sense of nostalgia of which Ripellino writes.

While before 1989, Ripellino’s book served to foster the hopes of the Czech dis-
sidents and underground, in the 1990s (it was translated into English in 1993), it fed
the imagination of countless young anglophone people who, lured by the mystery
and also by low cost of living, flocked to Prague, hoping that they would find here
what their predecessors found in Paris in the early twentieth century.’ But Prague
was never Paris.

Ripellino’s book was not yet available in English when the first wave of expatriates
arrived in Prague, but when it came out in English in 1993, it contributed to Prague’s
aura as an exceptional city. It fulfilled two functions at different times: first, it was an
expression of defiance in the face of Russian occupation; second, it served as a travel
guide. Regardless of the function, however, it has served as one of the pillars of the
myth of Prague’s (or, by extension, Central Europe’s) exceptionalism, an exceptional-
ism based on a magical aura.

The idea of the cultural exceptionalism of Prague — and, later, of Czech culture
in general — was significantly promoted by Philip Roth, both in his work, such as The
Prague Orgy (1985) and in his editorship of Penguin’s “The Other Europe” series during
the 1970s and 1980s. Roth’s interest in Central Europe and Czech culture was a result
of one particular source of inspiration, Franz Kafka. As Brian K. Goodman argues, in
Kafka, and later in Kundera and Vaculik, Roth sought inspiration to free himself from
the dominant realist trend in American prose, as seen in the works of his colleagues,
such as Saul Bellow and John Updike, as well as in his own previous work.® Prague’s
perceived exceptionalism extends to the whole of Bohemia and Central Europe. One
index of this is the fact that Ripellino dedicates a substantial part of his book to the
country outside Prague (above all Southern Bohemia). Roth, in his Other Europe
series, promoted writers of whom only one originally came from Prague. In other
words, Prague became a symbol of Central European culture in general.

A historical and metaphysical claim to exceptionalism was made by Milan Kun-
dera in his now-famous essay entitled “Czech Destiny” in the journal Listy in Decem-
ber 1968.7 It emphasizes the suffering of the Czech nation and calls on Czechs to be
proud of it; his point was driven home by the Russian occupation of the country. The
essay does not really present an argument, however, and is characterized by pathos
and lyricism (perhaps similar in this way to Ripellino); its aim was clearly to inspire,
to give hope. But it was ridiculous nevertheless — as most claims to exceptionalism

5 The book was translated into Czech and published by the exile publisher Index in Kéln. It
was smuggled into former Czechoslovakia and it was not published officially in the coun-
try until the 1990s.

6 On Roth’s relationship with Czech dissidents and his contributions to the publication of
Czech literature in English, see Brian K. Goodman’s “Philip Roth’s Other Europe: Counter-
Realism and the Late Cold War”. American Literary History, 27, 2015, No. 4, pp. 717-740.

7 Kundera 1968.
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are. Kundera claims that suffering made Czechs special. It is to Vaclav Havel’s credit
that he was the first to notice and to contest Kundera’s argument. His essay, published
in February 1969 under the same title as Kundera’s, exposed Kundera’s preposter-
ous claims about the character of Czech nationhood and the advantages of small na-
tions over large ones.? According to Kundera, Czechs and Slovaks once again stood at
the center of world history, poised as they were to create a “new form of socialism.”
Havel, on the contrary, is skeptical about this because he perceived that what Kun-
dera meant by the old form of socialism was actually Russian totalitarianism, which
Havel held to be incompatible with any decent order of society. Instead, he calls for
democracy and political plurality.®

Another pillar of Czech exceptionalism is political. It claims that after World War
I and the collapse of Austria-Hungary, Czechoslovakia was the bulwark of democracy
in Central and Eastern Europe, a model of a multi-national federation inspired by the
Swiss confederation and driven by liberal ideals. In his book The Czech Question (1895),
Tomas Masaryk discusses the position of Czechs and Slovaks in Austria-Hungary and
calls for better education that would mitigate nationalistic passion. He sees the mean-
ing of Czech history in the humanist legacy of the Czech Brethren, a protestant Church
that opposed Habsburg rule and re-Catholization after the Battle of White Mountain
in 1620. While he connects Catholicism with aristocratism and monarchism, he views
Protestantism as the basis for democratic development stemming from the National
Revival. In his polemics with the historian Josef Pekat, Masaryk later argued that:

The ideological meaning of our revival can and must be clear to anyone who
deliberately does not want to see the facts. We see the development of modern
progressive and democratic ideas, and that meaning urges us to continue and
move forward in the aspirations and ideals of democracy.®

In Masaryk’s view, Czech history was exceptional because it naturally developed to-
wards democracy.

Itis true that in the grim European context of the 1920s and 1930s, Czechoslovakia
was the most democratic country in the region. But there were major problems in
the foundations of Czechoslovakia, which ultimately contributed to the Republic’s
demise. The idea of a single “Czechoslovakian nation” was an invention — mainly
because it had to invent a shared past. While the Czechs had shared their land and
culture for centuries with the Germans, they had no ties with the Slovaks, apart from
asimilarlanguage. The German minority was more numerous than the Slovak popu-
lation; and yet they were denied recognition. Mary Heimann’s book Czechoslovakia:
The State That Failed (2009), is strongly critical of Masaryk’s republic, implying that
the state was established on political scheming and betrayal, the aim of which was
to suppress “minorities,” i.e., including the Germans, who were not a minority at

8 Havel 1969.

9 Itis perhaps the ultimate irony of history that Havel, when he became president in 1989,
abandoned the critical position of his arguably best article and more or less adopted Kun-
dera’s position — including some of its pathos.

10 Masaryk 1995, pp. 309-310.
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all. Heimann remarks: “As a new generation of scholarship on the Bohemian Crown
Lands is beginning to make clear, there was never anything particularly natural or
self-evident about how national identity in the region came to be defined primarily
through language.” She characterizes the program and functioning of the First Re-
public as follows:

Czecho-Slovakia emerged from the peace conference with virtually all of its
territorial demands satisfied. Only Masaryk’s wilder fantasies that special
treatment be accorded to the Sorb minority in Lusatia or a special corridor be
created to guarantee Czecho-Slovak access to the Adriatic Sea were dismissed
[...]. Masaryk’s wartime dream had come true. Never mind that there were
half a million more Germans than Slovaks living in the country; that the city of
Bratislava was overwhelmingly German and Hungarian; that only a handful
of Slovaks shared the bright vision of a progressive Czecho-Slovakia.?

It needs to be said that the concept of the Czechoslovakian nation had no basis in re-
ality. Heimann rightly argues that the establishment of the state and nation was not
just a political effort. To achieve the goals, more coercive methods than political dis-
cussions were employed.'®

Similar criticism has been levelled at the First Czechoslovak Republic by the
French-Hungarian historian Francois Fejt6 in his Requiem pour un empire défunt: his-
toire de la destruction de lAutriche (1993). His perspective is clearly nostalgic. He re-
grets the end of the Habsburg Empire, for which he blames mainly Germans but also
nationalistic elements within the Empire. Some of these were leveraged by Masaryk
and his successor Edvard Benes, whose membership in Free Mason lodges Fejt6 men-
tions in a way that accords the establishment of the new republic an air of conspira-
cy." Fejto also criticizes the new division of Europe based on national identities:

On ne saurait donc contredire I'historien francais Pierre Miquel quand il écrira
qu’« a l'injustice de 'oppression des peuples par les anciens empires se sub-
stituait I'arbitraire d'un découpage inspiré plus par des appétits que par les
réalités ethniques ou linguistiques ».°

Although Heimann’s book is biased (as evidenced in her description of the collapse of
Czechoslovakia under Nazi pressure’) and Fejtd's tries to absolve the Hungarians from

11 Heimann 2011, p. 4

12 Ibid., p. 63.

13 Ibid., p. 67-68.

14 Fejtd 2014, chapter “Deux génies de la propagande: Masaryk et Bene§, les vainqueurs.”

15 Ibid., chapter “Conclusion.” “We cannot therefore contradict the French historian Pierre
Miquel when he wrote that ‘the injustice of the oppression of peoples by the old empires
was replaced by the arbitrariness of a division inspired more by appetites than by ethnic
or linguistic realities”” [my translation].

16 Heimann 2011, p. 74. Heiman describes problems during the Great Crisis, conflating the
problems of Slovaks with those of Ruthenians, yet forgets that Ruthenians were actually
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blame for the disintegration of the Habsburg empire and subsequent establishment
of unstable states, there is much truth in their criticism. Heimann, for instance, bases
her claim about the failure of Czechoslovakia solely on the fact that the Germans were
marginalized. However, it was still the most democratic state in the region at that time.
The fact that the new republic did not become the intended federation of the Swiss type
cannot be explained solely by Masaryk’s and subsequently Benes’ failure to deliver on
their promises. Czech historians and journalists have started to pay attention to these
issues only recently.” For instance, when then-foreign minister (and later president)
Benes negotiated with allies at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, he repeatedly assured them
that the rights of minorities would be guaranteed in the form of a Swiss-like confeder-
ation. This did not happen. It is significant that only two of these memorandums were
translated into Czech and made available to the public — and not until 1992.

TEMPLETON’S UNWELCOME CRITICISM OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA

Templeton repeatedly stated that all of her texts were autobiographical.'® The first
three novels take place shortly after World War I and the establishment of Czechoslo-
vakia. The same applies to some of the short stories in The Darts of Cupid (2002). Her
novels and short stories offer a view of the First Republic that is different from those
dominant in Czech literary and historiographical discourse. She neither embraces
the establishment of the new Republic nor does she depict the new country as a re-
sult of a political conspiracy.

In the 1920s and 1930s, there were two main positions in Czech literary discourse.
One was represented by Karel Capek and his embrace of the new political regime; the
other was the dissenting voice of Catholic intellectuals, perhaps best represented by
Jaroslav Durych. The latter felt — quite rightly — that the new political establishment
was strongly anti-Catholic.!” There were occasional extremes, such as Frantisek

much closer to Prague than to Bratislava, and opposed the declaration of the Slovak state.
Also while describing — correctly — the dissatisfaction of the Germans and the undem-
ocratic suppression of German political parties, she fails to mention that a large number
of Germans still identified with the republic and actually answered the call to mobiliza-
tion. Simply because Czechoslovakia, despite its shortcomings, was still democracy, com-
pared to Germany.

17 For instance, when then-foreign minister (and later president) Bene§ negotiated with al-
lies at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, he repeatedly assured them that the rights of minorities
would be guaranteed in the form of a Swiss-like confederation. This did not happen. It is
significant that only two of these memorandums were translated into Czech and made
available to the public — and not until 1992. See, for instance, the former Czech politi-
cian Petr Pithart (https://petrpithartmemory.cz/petr-pithart-cesko-na-mape-evropy-ne-
bo-cesko-v-evrope/). Memorandum &. 1 (Cechoslovaci) a ¢. 3 (Problém Némct v Cechach),
Stfedni Evropa 25 (1992), 9-21. Available online at: https://files.scriptum.cz/scriptum/st-
redni-evropa/stredni-evropa_1992_25_ocr.pdf,

18 For instance, in Templeton 2003.

19 Some members of this grouping discredited themselves during the so-called Third Repub-
lic, which existed from April 1945 to February 1948.
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Zavtel. His novel Fortinbras, based on Hamlet, was seized after its publication in 1930.
In the next few years, it was published several times in censored versions, and only
in 1939, after the collapse of the First Republic, was it published in its entirety. This
erotically explicit novel takes aim at Edvard Bene§ (named Claudy in the novel), who
is portrayed as the devil incarnate: a schemer, murderer, and tyrant. Managing a net-
work of secret agents, assassins, and informers, Benes rules the country in a ruthless
manner. Eventually, he is shot but for the hero, even that is not enough. The country
is already lost. The novel soon fell into oblivion. The writing is poor, the metaphors
flat, and the author destroyed any reputation he might have had by collaborating with
the Nazi regime.

Writing twenty years later, Templeton does not fit in with either of these co-
horts. She never directly criticizes the political establishment of the new Republic
in her novels; after the Communist coup and the subsequent atrocities, it would
have been improper: simply because the flaws of the First Republic were nothing
compared to the Soviet-induced Communist terror in the 1950s. Given all its flaws,
the First Republic was still an incommensurably better state than the Communist
one. Only later, in the collection of short stories entitled The Darts of Cupid, is she
more critical. The political establishment of the First Republic did indeed discrimi-
nate, to its own detriment, two groups of people: the Germans and the aristocracy
(sometimes these groups intersected). Her unique perspective as a member of high
society allowed her to describe the change from a different angle: that of manners.
She is unconcerned with political or religious matters; rather she focuses on the
change of manners in the new Republic. The target of her critique, at first sight, is
not so much the political establishment of Czechoslovakia as what she consistently
refers to as the canaille, which might be glossed as “rabble,” or “herd”. Her first
three novels represent the effort to escape this through amorous relationships and
marriage. The stories offer a retrospective and bleak account of how the canaille
took gradually over.

Templeton was born as an unwanted child in 1916 into a marriage which soon
broke up. Her mother came from a wealthy family, and her father was a scientist
working in Vienna. She spent the first few years of her life in the Austrian capital,
then moved back to Prague with her mother and grew up in a castle in Jirny near
Prague, which belonged to her mother’s family. She was educated at a prestigious
French lycée, published her first short story in the Prager Tagblatt at the age of about
ten (in German), began studying medicine at the University of Prague, but then mar-
ried an Englishman named William Templeton at the age of twenty-two. With him
she travelled to England and never returned to her native country for a longer period.
Her marriage to Templeton was not a happy one — ostensibly because of her hus-
band’s repressed homosexuality?® — and it soon ended. With her second husband,

20 See Templeton 2003. Templeton speaking about her husband in the Guardian interview:
“He had these rages. It took me years to figure out what was at the bottom of Mr Temple-
ton. Red rages and white rages. The red rage was for sexual frustration when I wouldn’t
sleep with him any more, the white rage with the shaking for was homosexual revulsion.
You see? You understand? How slow I am? It took me nearly 10 years to realise Mr Tem-
pleton was a repressed homosexual.”
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a distinguished British physician, she travelled the world, moving in the highest so-
ciety and, after stints in Switzerland, Austria, and France, eventually lived out her
days on the Ligurian Riviera, where she died in 2006.

When she published her first novel, Summer in the Country (1950), Templeton was
writing for no particular audience. English readers were indifferent to the history of
a country that was now lost in the East Bloc, and those with ties to former Czechoslo-
vakia hardly wanted to read a thorough criticism of the First Republic. Yet this is pre-
cisely what Templeton offered. Her first three novels, Summer in the Country, Living on
Yesterday (1951), and The Island of Desire (1952), as well as a number of short stories writ-
ten for The New Yorker (later collected in the book The Darts of Cupid), present a coherent,
yet uncomfortable view of Czech history in the first half of the twentieth century. Tem-
pleton refuses to celebrate 1918 as the year of triumph and 1948 as the year of catastro-
phe. For her, the difference is not in kind but in degree. What happened in 1948 — the
triumph of the mob — was the logical consequence of what happened in 1918. For her,
Prague and Bohemia were not magical; they were provincial, and their only relevance
was through their connection with the imperial capital of Vienna and the nobility. In
1018, this was severed.

Prague, as captured by Templeton in her novel Living on Yesterday and short stories
such as “Dress Rehearsal,” is indeed a provincial bourgeois city. It is a capital without
much relevance:

Ha! In Budapest. And if it was not in Budapest, it could be in Prague, for that
matter. And if not Prague, then in Vienna. The more the merrier. Three sepa-
rate states and three capitals, it’s absolutely crazy, if you want my opinion. In
the old days, it was Vienna and Vienna only. Big enough to hold them all... It is
crazy, I say, the way it is now, with every tin-pot nation sitting proudly on their
own tin-pot republic.?

In Templeton’s fictional world, Prague has retained much of its enchanting beauty
but has lost relevance, if it ever had any. It is figured as a refuge for a cosmopolitan lei-
sured class with loose morals, often members of the minor aristocracy who once had
access to power. Now, they are cut off from the establishment and live their comfort-
able but meaningless lives in forgetfulness. The vigor of the new republic is haunted
by the shadows of the past and this is reflected in the atmosphere:

When the two men stepped into the street, the sun had already disappeared,
and now the April sky was marbled pink and blue, dipped into a melting light
of an exhausted and yet brooding sweetness, a glow of autumnal overripeness
which had nothing to do with the time of the year. On their right lay Kampa
Island. Already the foliage drooped from the dusty trees, already the blades of
the ragged lawn showed yellow tips. The smell of the young and tired green
mingled with the breath of decomposition which came up from the river.?

21 Templeton 1986, p. 55.

22 Ibid., p. 44.
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As an author she experienced a short wave of popularity and attention in 2003 when
Gordon, a sado-masochistic novel previously published under a nom de plume by
Maurice Girodias in the Olympia Press in Paris, was reissued under her own name.
In an interview she gave at the time to The Guardian, she profiles herself (to what ex-
tent this is an authorial pose is difficult to say) as a “reactionary” person in the origi-
nal sense of the word. She passionately criticizes modern society’s direction in the
twentieth century and rejects female emancipation, even slipping into what might
be described as misogyny. (“Are you Jungian?’ she concludes, outraged. ‘Nature will
override nurture every time. [...] Men are superior. I agree with Schopenhauer 100%,’
she goes on. ‘He proved biologically, you see. The longer it takes to become mature, the
more superior you are. A girl of fifteen is biologically finished, while a boy is not yet
a man. It proves, do you see, how inferior a woman is.””) This stance is quite consis-
tent with the attitude expressed in her fictional texts about early twentieth-century
Bohemia, i.e., nostalgic, conservative, and deeply distrustful of anything that could
be called progress.*

Templeton fanatically advocates a social hierarchy reminiscent of the nineteenth
century. She attributes her disgust with her first husband to a failure on his part to
be a gentleman (in the sense of following conventions), stating that she was always
fascinated by men from the highest strata (“top drawer”) and that her main ambition
in England was to be part of the aristocratic elite (the “Buckingham Palace crowd”).

Templeton always stresses that her texts are autobiographical. She writes exclu-
sively about herself, though of course her self-portrait is largely stylized. In fact, her
approach is Millerian: she makes literature out of her experience, while, in contrast
to the American classic, her prose offers another dimension. In his best books, Henry
Miller describes the life of an outcast in a foreign land, but he does so in his own first
language. In contrast, Templeton’s is primarily the language of exile. From the very
beginning of her literary career, she has written in a language that is not her own,
and this alienation gives her texts a special dimension.

In the fateful amorous encounter depicted in Gordon, language is a means of domi-
nation. Gordon often takes possession of his lover against her will, but the violence is
not only physical: it penetrates the language as well. As a physician, he wields a rather
sophisticated conceptual apparatus with which to conceptualize Louise’s experience,
and he forces her to speak a language that belongs to him. This is most evident in the
dialogue. While Gordon’s speech is always self-assured, Louise speaks as if she were
uncertain about the precise meaning and emotional dimension of the words she uses:

He looked at me with a delighted smile. “You react so beautifully, it’s a joy,” he
said; “just one simple, common, ordinary word, and you are up in arms.”
“Which word? How do you mean?” I asked.
“I'll tell you another time,” he said. “I don’t want to have you upset. I must
humour you now, you are still weak. Come, lie down again, and we’ll have
a nice, quiet talk. Only nice, pleasant things.”*

23 Templeton 2003.
24 Templeton 1966, p. 35.
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Linguistic alienation plays a different role in Templeton’s three above-mentioned
novels that depict interwar Czechoslovakia. Summer in the Country, Living on Yester-
day, and The Island of Desire are all distinctly autobiographical; the first is set in the
family castle (Jirny is renamed Kirna), and the other two are set in Prague in the 1920s
and 1930s.

In her anglophone prose Templeton aspires to the English of a cultivated speaker
whose language is in direct opposition to the vulgar language of the canaille. The mi-
lieu in which she grew up was multilingual: Czech and German were the main lan-
guages, but French and, increasingly, English also played important roles. Her key
characters speak the haughty language that readers might associate with aristocratic
circles: witty and slightly cynical, as can be found in the texts of Oscar Wilde, Evelyn
Waugh or, more recently, Edward St. Aubyn. When Anita Brookner, in her introduc-
tions to Templeton’s novels, compares Templeton to Ivan Turgenev, it was precisely
for this conservative, or old-fashioned quality of the language. This nineteenth-cen-
tury feel of the language may not be intentional, but it is fitting. These are characters
whose world has vanished. The problem that Templeton faced, however, is that social
strata were different in Czechoslovakia and England. Also, the fact that she was not
a native speaker of the language and her struggle to convey some social realities of
her world to the English reader might have contributed to the occasional clumsiness
of the language; on the other hand, it is very sharp and refreshing in the short dia-
logues and Wildean witticisms.

In his essay “The Image of Czechoslovakia in Edith Templeton’s Novels,” Eero Balk
sees Summer in the Country as a kind of Kafkaesque novel:

In her first novel, the author describes life in her family’s castle in Jirny, which
seems to be a strange analogue of Kafka’s castle: it keeps people under a spell,
but unlike Kafka’s castle inside. Getting in is difficult, but even getting out re-
quires great effort, if not violence.?

The symbol of the castle proved too tempting for Balk. Kafka’s text is closer to alle-
gory; Templeton, on the other hand, writes realistic prose. The observation about the
claustrophobic atmosphere is accurate, but this atmosphere is not just a matter of the
castle but of the entire new Czechoslovak republic.

As has been noted, Templeton’s view of an independent Czechoslovakia is unflat-
tering. With her critical attitude — and the reasons she gives for it — she represents
a remarkable phenomenon. The opposition to Masaryk’s First Republic from among
Catholic intellectuals is well known, but in their case the opposition stems from re-
ligious reasons. In Templeton’s case, the reasons are mainly social. She sees the new
Republic as a contrivance that has shattered the traditional social hierarchy and also
isolated the Czech lands — hence the claustrophobic feeling. It resonates perhaps
most strongly in the speeches of the peculiar and pithy Uncle Birk in Summer in the
Country. A hereditary owner of the estate, he had once served in the Austro-Hungar-
ian army, and, during maneuvers at Brandys nearby, he carried the last Habsburg
emperor Charles in his chariot. He is unable to reconcile himself to the new political

25 Balk 1999, pp. 6-7.
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order, which is, not coincidentally, marked by worsening economic conditions that
sink his estate in financial problems. He is kept afloat by the protagonist’s husband,
the wealthy businessman Oscar Ritter, who shows all the signs of a parvenu. However
much he tries to disguise it with his encyclopedic education, he cannot escape the
Birk family’s condescension. One of the Birks remarks:

And don't let it get you down when Mr. Oscar talks like that. It’s only because
he is not a Birk himself. The Ritters never had a place in the country. The old
Mr. Ritter used to serve in his own shop, I was told. Did his own books and
stood behind the counter.?

The reader is unwittingly reminded of Jane Austen’s novels. Templeton is writing
a social novel that is almost caste-based.

The uncle keeps returning to the past for consolation. For him, the time of the
new Republic, established in 1918, was out of joint, and he wanted to have little to
do with it. He clings to the past in a remarkable way: he recalls poignantly the for-
mer English groom Robinson, who represents the old order and the cosmopolitan
character of the Habsburg dispensation that was still open to the world. The uncle
even subscribes to an English magazine on hunting and horsemanship, although
it has practically no meaning for him. It is, however, his link with a world that has
been abandoned.

His attitude is not purely nostalgic; he is also defiant, and in her descriptions of
this defiance, Templeton’s social critique has a sting. It is as if she is saying that the
new system is trying to impose something that is against all tradition, and so must
fail: “Nowadays the gentlemen of the Republic have decided that there is no aristoc-
racy and they think that’s the end of it. But you can’t kill the nobility. You can twist it
round and turn it upside down, but it will always exist.”? The nobility lives in close
connection with the land, with the landscape and the soil, and as such is the anchor
of stability and continuity, even more so than folk culture:

After about a quarter of an hour’s drive, the Elbe River appeared on their right,
and alongside its sluggish and muddy waters the fields gave way to marshy
grass, clumps of willows, masses of sedge and tall bushes of white flowering
bindweed. The young man looked at the countryside and felt its sullen charm,
and it occurred to him for the first time in his life that this was the land had
brought forth the Bohemian folk-songs with their slowly flowing tunes, their
darkly veiled lamentations, and their sad surrender to daily life.?®

There is a symbiosis between the land and the aristocracy — it goes back for centuries
and transcends language boundaries. The aristocracy is very often German-speaking,
but this does not make it less part of the land. Templeton makes clear that the tradi-
tion of Bohemia is far from monolingual.

26 Templeton 1985, p. 108
27 Ibid., p. 116
28 Ibid., p. 123.



LADISLAV NAGY 45

Templeton’s social criticism developed as her oeuvre grew. The stories published
in the aforementioned collection The Darts of Cupid are more polished and more criti-
cally incisive. They often have a speaker who, from the position of an elderly man,
explains to the protagonist the state of affairs and instructs her that things are not
as they seem. In these short stories, she fully develops the thesis that what happened
in 1948 (and then 1968) had already begun in 1918. Templeton refuses to see the First
Republic as an island of democracy. She sees the dissolution of the monarchy and the
emergence of an independent national state as a victory for the mob, and she also sees
the First Republic as a time when the mob did not yet have the courage to do what fol-
lowed in 1948. It is true that her outlook is influenced by her extreme conservatism —
she is a priori suspicious of the republic, but this is not the whole story. She paints
a vivid portrait of the accompanying phenomena of social change — the decline of
taste, the fall into provincialism and isolation. She is not much concerned about the
economic and political reasons for this isolation.

Probably the most important text by Templeton on the decline of Bohemia in the
twentieth century is the short story, “Equality Cake,” from The Darts of Cupid. In the
text, she looks back to her youth after 1918 and surveys the changes that the declara-
tion of the republic brought to life at the chateau of Jirny:

For me, the recent breakup of 1918, which had made Bohemia part of the re-
public of Czechoslovakia, was not in the nature of revolution, because my
grandmother remained in the castle, the same as before, still presiding over
her cast of elderly prima donnas. Kocour, the night watchman, and Prochazka,
the coachman, were both in their seventies; Kucera, the head gardener, was
eighty; the cook, who was in her sixties, was the youngest leaf of this fading
but stalwart four-leaf clover. The other servants — the stable lads, the house-
maids, and scullery maids — were ever changing, but because part of their
role was to be young. They were like the chorus and corps de ballet of an opera
house, constantly being replenished without anyone’s noting the difference.?

Curious little Edith asks her uncle what would happen if there were a real revolution:

“What would happen to the Austrian Room?” I repeated.

“They’d stable horses in it,” said Uncle Frederick. “A self-respecting revolu-
tionary horse won't feed unless it’s housed in a frescoed hall.”

“But how could they put horses in the Austrian Room,” I asked, “when the
Austrian Room is on the second floor?”

“You are being ridiculous,” said my mother. “They’d burn the place down, of
course. So there wouldn’t be a second floor to worry about.”®

When little Edith asks where the revolution comes from, her mother tells her: “It
doesn’t have to come from anywhere. It’s here right under your nose. It’s all around
us,” adding that it is the village people, the canaille, who would come to take their

29 Templeton 2002, pp. 129-130.
30 Ibid., p. 132.
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property. Edith does not believe this, objecting that they are nice to her and always
greet them when they drive out with their coachman. The mother retorts, “What do
you imagine? Do you think they love us? They’d string us up on the nearest tree if they
had the chance.” In this interview between daughter and mother she presents the
theory of decline mentioned above. The breaking up of the empire and the emergence
of a new Republic is the victory of the canaille; and the celebrated and cherished pe-
riod of the First Republic was merely an interlude when the mob were building up
their courage for the events of 1948.

In the early novels, she does not generalize in this way; instead, she uses sym-
bolic characters. The most important of these is the first Czechoslovak president, to
whom she has an apparently ambivalent relationship. Recalling Franz-Josef’s birth-
day celebrations, Mr Birk dreams: ““The Emperor’s birthday, that was something. And
what have we got now? Do you hear that the President ever has a birthday? Of course
he hasn’t. He wouldn't dare.””*? However, then he sobers up: “Although I don't know.
Must not judge people. You can’t put the clock back and the President looks decent
enough. Gets up at six every morning and has a ride. Not a bad fellow. On a white
horse, too, hahaha.”33

Even in this condescending praise of Toma$ Masaryk, there is a deeper point:
conditions have changed, but people have not. The president is trying to play a role
that does not suit him. He was not born into it. At the end of the novel, Uncle Birk
responds to the objection of one of the protagonists by saying: “And now there is no
Emperor and more and young Fiala is impertinent and calls it democracy.”**

Ashasbeen discussed above, the political establishment of the First Czechoslovak
Republic faced opposition from several sides: Catholics, Germans, and leftist activists.
These critiques were later reflected in Czech historical discourse. During the years
of the Communist rule, only leftist criticism was occasionally mentioned, but more
often, the regime simply tried to erase memories of the period. While also strongly
critical, Templeton’s work — especially given her high-society origin — is so sin-
gular that it is impossible for today’s readers to identify with it. Moreover, she her-
self makes such identification impossible by exacerbating an attitude that is already
highly conservative. Yet she touches upon a topic deeply resonant in Czech public
discourse of the last few decades: the fact that the First Republic already compro-
mised its chances of survival by turning against all things German and aristocratic.
In fiction, Templeton’s voice is still unique.
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