, Palcivého zivlu zhoubny hnev.”
Natural Disasters in Poems
of the Czech National Revival
and Their Relation to Broadside Ballads

4

Andrea Vitovd

Institute of Czech Literature of the CAS




Songs about unusual natural phenomena or
natural disasters like earthquakes, floods,
fire or appearance of comets, belong to the
oldest broadside ballads. They perform the
role of ,historical news” and — consequently
— they have their place among similar works.

The dominance of the nature over a human
life was demonstrated also in pieces
narrating about mining accidents, famines,
the plague etc., and also in polythematic
songs culminating in a general moral advice.

Nevertheless, these ballads are not the most
frequent ones: the readers found them
attractive, still the stories about crimes,
human wickedness or about war hardships
prevail over them.
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The role of the songs describing natural
disasters was to inform the listeners about
extraordinary events as well as to amuse
them, to tell a curious and attractive story.
Even in the cases when the author was an
eye-witness of the event, the work was
always built up like a fictional story which
was necessary when the author knew the
topic of the narration only by hearsay.
Frantisek Kutnar, a historian, even came
to the conclusion that broadside ballads
tell us more about the narrating subject
and its surroundings then about the events
and historical facts.



The audience of the broadside ballads
were yearning for sensations and for
real-life, current affairs. The tendency to
focus on topical issues grew stronger at
the turn of the 18th and 19th century
along with the rising availability of
newspapers and magazines.

The periodical press was not
widespread among folk readers at the
time yet; still, many of them were quite
well familiarised with various spheres
of the literary production.

At the same time, even more people
were influenced by growing national
awareness and they started to prefer
new and ambitious Czech literary
projects to the broadside ballads.
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Daily journalism in the form of
newspaper articles on common
events or daily chronicles wasn’t the
only rival of the genre of broadside
ballads; new Czech magazines
published also poems on important
social and political occurrence affairs
or on important scientific or literary
feats.

Poetic works on topical events of the
time were usually situated on

a title page though we can find them
also inside the issues of various
magazines. On the other hand, texts
about natural disasters were placed
like that rarely (and rather
surprisingly).

H
The occasional poetry in Kvéty, 1835



The composition and the means of expression of the
newspaper poems were obviously adopted from the genre of
broadside ballads but the influence of new Czech poetry is
also detectable in these works.

In the early phase of Czech National Revival, poets were quite
often inspired by the wildness of nature and by the
manifestation of the power of the elements:

”Béasné v feci vazané” (an almanac published by Véaclav Tham
in 1785) contains the poem BOURKA (”The Thunderstorm*)
composed by TOMAS PAVELKA. Its way of speaking is
expressive and exaggerated, some sequences were meant to
give readers a fright.

The poem POVETRI (“The Air*”, written by TOMAS MNICH,
published in 1798 in 3rd volume of Puchmajer’s almanac
”"Nové basne”) leaves similar impression. Mnich ended up his

work with a moral advice in the manner of the broadside
ballads.

FRANTISEK DOBROMYSL TRNKA used the same subject
matter in the poem HROMOBITI (“The Peal of Thunder”,
collection of poems “Vesna®”, 1821).
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The echo of broadside ballads sounds in all
the works of art mentioned above; however,
their basic characteristic is very different:
their world is based on imagination. By
contrast, the broadside ballads obligatorily
refer to specific historical events.

When poets entered the conventional area
of the broadside ballads, they adopted

a repertory of the traditional genre,
intentionally or unwittingly, using the same
or very similar composition and means of
expression. They also focused on the high-
profiled moments of the story provoking
emotional reactions in the readers or
listeners. Finally, they tried to make contact
with the target audience and to express

a moral appeal.
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Example Nr. 1. Jan Sudiprav Rettig:
"Popséani ohné v méstecku KySperku dne
3. kvétna 1824” (“"The Description of the
Fire in the Town of KySperk on May 2,
1824").

Published in Cechoslav shortly after the
tragedy.

Theme: Ky3Sperk (today Letohrad, Eastern
Bohemia) was seriously damaged by the
fire: almost 80 buildings in the square and
in the nearby street got burned down.

Rettig probably witnessed the accident or
at least he experienced the impact of the
fire on the town and its inhabitants
personally. At that time, he was already an
well-known author of occasional poetry.



The title of the Rettig’s poem seems

to indicate that a “reportage in verse”
is going to come: a reader expects

a detailed description of the destructive
fire and of the fight against it.
However, the text shows the opposite
tendency: it offers a more general view
of the incident. Every strophe presents
an image of a particular phase of the
event. The details are of little
consequence.

H
Jan Alois Sudiprav Rettig (1774 -1844)
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The images come in a chronological
order. The first scene (a sight from
the distance) makes us anticipate the
tragedy. The second strophe adds

a visual and hearing perception but
the description of the spread of fire is
yet to come in two following strophes
and it culminates in the moment
when the bells and the tower fall
down. Two final strophes deal with
the depressive impact of the natural
disaster on the town and the readers
are encouraged to help.

H
The cover of the Cechoslav, 1824



The text lacks the historical details
about the event but the composition

of the poem keeps the usual story order
of the broadside ballads. Furthermore —
the author expressed his sympathy and
appealed to the audience in order to
draw their attention to the hard-luck
story.

We can speculate if the poet copied the
narrative structure of broadside ballads
unconsciously or if he used the
common scheme of popular songs
intentionally — to gain the favour of the
wide audience. The second option
seems to be right.
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bleskem ztriaweni dne 6, Unora 1835,
(Bises slozena od professora Wogtécha Sedlacéka, a

W plzeuském diwadle dne 29. Unora b. r, dellnmowani od P
Bocka.)

- Giz tichd palnoe pryé se odebjrs,

W poslednjm spinku dychd wsecko stwosenj:
Ay! mracio ua nehi se rozprostjra,

A zdilky slyset gako wétri bauenj;

A zdi se, galby noe se mawratiti chtcla,
Neb gakby zemé s nehem zipasiti méla,
Aga,khy tahl k nam wieeh wzteka rog,
Widy wje a wje se bljzj ziwla bog.

Hiwézdicky nebes zahalugj tware,

Tma nad noc éernégsj zakrywa kraginu,
Gen z dilky mrak otwjra blesku zate,

1V tom slyset s weéze bjti tietj hodinu.

Ia! co se dége, baute nad nimi se wztekd!
Trha se kazdy ze sna, celd zem se leka! -
U prostied zimy, shrze led a mriz

Hrom stjhi hrom, a bige riz a rdiz:

Po dwalrat silnd rina udetila,

Po dwalrat Lijz na kijz zem oswijtila.

‘W tom poutichne baui, a wichrd winj,
Gakby se zarazily nad swau wazteklostj,
Wiak s wyie wite slySet bédowvinj,

A mysl podésené trne auzkostj
Nuh zwonii smulny zwul,

Poslednj odbily hodinkn sobé,

Audy swé shlidagj we wlastnjm hrobé;
Giz plamen ke srdei weze se bére,
Hledage priduchy, olina a dwére,
Obgjma zwonici, proniki kowy,

Po hmoté znétlivwé hltawé lowj. —

Ach, wy zwony, welikini!
Stijhrozwukem wlidnaucj,
Slysjm wase potykinj

W této peci horaucj.
Kazdé o wis uderenj

Lilad a trami boijcjeh,
Poslednj z was wabj znénj,
Wis — se s ndmi langjejeh.
Na sta let gste werné, stile
Lid do chrimu wolily,

Ted gste sobé nenadale
Umjrickem zwonily.

Bah pomozi! giz se borj
Podlaha; a krow se zwricj,
Wiecko u waité §mahem hoij,
Zwoni strog se doli kicj;
Kaui' a plamen wen se walj
Slrze kazdau pridusiou,

Skrze tramy, klidy, gwa!y, ; b

Skrze zhaucj zwonowinu —
Geho diwé zufiwosti
neoduli,
 Plzian s niboinostj

! za oeln-mu welal!

Example Nr. 2. Josef Vojtéch
Sedlacek: "Véz plzenska bleskem
strdvend dne 6. unora 1835”
("The Tower of Pilsen Digested
by the Lightning on February 6,
1835“). Published in Ceska v¢ela
24.2.1835.

Theme: Extraordinary winter
thunderstorm lit the roof of the
tower of St. Bartholomew s
cathedral in Pilsen and the bells
melt in the fire.



Sedlacek was familiar with Czech
popular reading. However, at the
time when he wrote this poem, the
broadside ballads started to leave
their place in the public life being
replaced by a new genre —
”spolecenska pisent” (“community
song”).

In his work Sedlacek connected the
traditional means of the broadside
ballads as well as allegoric scenes
and metaphorical expressions
typical of the patriotic lyrical poetry.

H
Josef Vojtéch Sedlacek (1785-1836)



Leflia {Uéel
* 10 ela
cela.
Sifl b s, -
1iflo 1 bt bonefjn, Dne 5. fedina 1836,

Kabinet Cjfaie Frantiffa,

Relze nam [épe gapociti tieti vocnjf ,,Geffé Weely
Te¢ yopobragenjm tohoto Fabinetw, m némj toliferé biifazy
maudbrofti wladarfté a [affy wlafienedé na gewo val
ywéenény mocnad, gehoj jtrdtw lontébo vofu gime oplas
fawali. Frantiffef pocal fivé panomwdni ja té§Fydy cafit,
3 nichi afe ga ctwrt fToletj wijténé wyitaupil, nawrdtin
negen fopm nérodlim, ale  celé Goropé pofog. Po
upernénj mjri wonatlidal cjfa Frantiffel wifectu fvn‘ﬂl‘l
file na blabo fwé wlafinj jemé, Sforo geben [ibftn
wet trfinil na cifarfém ftolci, pofontale “"’“3"‘,"“‘” a
wé powirnofti. Ob fiwhdy peddanhd) byl
otce a witbee taf offawen; e fe gafejto

nepfpraweblimégfii a neymifoftimégfii
bitftognofti febau famym

plniw fjjec f
powajorvdn 3a
neyw(jonégfs »
mocnai froého wétn {fwil a

-

sifanaun to faby promjd mocnail fe pofawil. Gak
welice ale fivilg [id milowal, bofaguge to, 3¢ 8 njm
gebenfagod, foo of javati dytél, w rémdni minwiti mohl.
Laforwat panowala F némm dbiwéra, je podbanj 3 neps
barffid) pridydgegice Fragin, picd otcowfthm trinem 3z
Tejitofti fioé predndffeli a ob Neho rady a pomoci bodyds
geli.  Jwelebowdnj wlafti wédami a uménjm, mélo
na Ném gwldfitnjbo pijsniroce, bdl o profpéd) priomyilu,
pologiw Fpolitedinicfemu fiftawou, £ toymto {fwoftnému
ftawenj, fam ofobné fimen jaflasnj, gelifoj F ujitecnes
mu widEldnj Gebo L milhdy a wérnyd) méfftaniis byl
ubl}ubia’n._ Liftu Gebo F wibdm pijrodujm ofmwédduge
3a[)rrx‘ba Cenbrunfts a poflang v we pijroduictf
$oEhIod) mujit bo Brajilie, cjimi na gewo dbal fné

In the broadside ballads, the people
afflicted by an accident usually
stand for a collective protagonist.
They play the main role and the
listeners or readers are allowed

to identify with them and feel the
sympathy. In Sedlacek’s poem, on
the other hand, the personificated
building of the church gets into the
spotlight of the work while the
inhabitants of Pilsen make just
passive staffage. The compassion of
the audience is supposed to be
directed to the damaged tower.

In colourful, dramatic images, the
author compares the fire to a furious
rage of inferno. Emotions are
provoked also by frequent
exclamations and interjections.



According to the subtitle, the poem was recited
in the Pilsen theatre on February 22, 1835.

It was published shortly afterwards but the oral
presentation was definitely planned as the
primary way of publication. The structure of
text was adapted on the ground of it. The first,
wordy part of the poem is composed from the
point of view of a passive observer.

After a sharp turn it changes into an
exclamation in the first-person narrative. The
poet speaks to the church bells and asks God
for help; nevertheless, the human effort is also
celebrated. In the end the author appeals to the
readers and listeners for active help, introduces
his vision of the renovated cathedral and
praises those who are going to participate on it.
The mention of the church as of the “glorious
seat of Bohemians” together with comparing
the poet’s contemporaries to their famous
ancestors bring this poem closer to the
patriotic-agitation poetry.



Both the examples of the Czech National Revival
poetry we talked about were evidently inspired by
the genre of broadside ballads. They involved both
drama and sentiment but they also evoked a touch
of nobility and respect instead of sensationalism.

Rettig and Sedlacek arrived at two various targets:
Rettig gave the evidence of the abilities of new
Czech poetry and he converted one of the traditional
themes of the broadside ballads into the work of art.
He focused his attention on more sophisticated
readers and he offered them esthetical experience
instead of sensational reporting.

Sedlacek, ten years later, attempted to direct his
listeners and readers to an active and practical
response. In his work he merged miscellaneous
literary genres and influences without any selection:
expressive phrases and an accent on emotions keep

the religious and patriotic text closer to the
broadside ballads.



Thank you for your attention.
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