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With the exception of the Bulgarian, Czech is the oldest among all Slav literatures. The more than eleven hundred-years long tradition of Czech literature began with the arrival of missionaries Constantine and Methodius in the Great Moravian Empire in 863. The Empire´s ruler, Prince Rastislav, had asked the Byzantine Emperor Michael III to send missionaries to Moravia to complete the Christianisation of his country. Previously, Bavarian priests had spread the Christian liturgy in Latin, but Rastislav now asked for missionaries capable of preaching in a language which the local population would understand. Prior to their departure to Moravia, Constantine created a new alphabet, derived from lower case Greek characters. The two brothers used it to translate a selection of religious texts into a Slavonic dialect, which was spoken in the vicinity of Thessalonica, a town they came from. At the time, this language was close to the tongue used by the inhabitants of Great Moravia. It became the first literary language used by the Slavs anywhere. Modern scholars call it “Church Slavonic”; the early script was called “Glagolithic”. Later on, Constantine (who adopted the name Cyril on entering a monastery) created “Cyrillic”, a simpler alphabet which was based on upper case Greek characters. 

A handful of original works, written in Church Slavonic on the territory of Moravia and later Bohemia, survive. Proglas (Preface) is an introduction to a Church Slavonic translation of the gospels. Composed in verse, it was probably written by Constantine himself. The text rejoices that the Slavonic people have been given a written language to praise God and that by being able to express themselves in writing, they are no longer on the level of “dumb animals”. The Kiev letters is a religious a handbook containing the changeable parts of the mass. It was written in the oldest form of Glagolithic and is usually regarded as the proof of the high standard that Slavonic liturgy had attained in Moravia. Two legends, The Life of Constantine and The Life of Methodius, which were written in Moravia, provide information about the two missionaries; two later Church Slavonic Legends of St Wenceslas, which were composed  in Bohemia, tell the story of the life and death of the early Czech Christian martyr and patron saint.

As a result of strong pressure from Latin priests the Church Slavonic culture survived for little more than two decades (863–885) in Moravia; after it was  expelled, many of Constantine´s and Methodius´s disciples left for Croatia and Bulgaria. A golden age of Church Slavonic literature followed in Bulgaria. From Bulgaria the Church Slavonic liturgy spread to Serbia and to Kiev Russia, which was baptized in 988. In Bohemia, the Church Slavonic liturgy survived in the Sázava monastery until 1096, when the monastery was handed over to Latin priests.  A single, 10th century Church Slavonic religious anthem Hospodine pomiluj ny (Lord, Have Mercy on us) has survived, gradually being modified by Czech language elements.
Literature in Latin dominated the 12th and most of the 13th centuries in Bohemia. Chronica Boëmorum (A Chronicle of the Czechs), written by Cosmas (?1045–1125) the Dean of the St Vitus Chapter in Prague, is a record of Czech history from ancient, mythological times until Cosmas´s era. Chronica Boëmorum is an erudite, lively work; apart from references to Classical Roman authors the author gleefully puts in gossip – occasionally of an explicitly sexual nature. More legends about St. Wenceslas and some other Christian saints were written in Latin during this period.
The last decades of the rule of the House of Přemyslids (1230–1306) was a golden era of German literature in Bohemia. German and Austrian minnesangers such as Reinman von Zwetter and Friedrich von Sunburg were  feted by the Czech kings, a German version of Alexandreis by Ulrich von Etzenbach, which was modelled on the famous Latin poem by Gualter Castellion, became an inspiration for a later Czech version. Although German literature written in Bohemia later declined, at the end of the 14th or at the beginning of the 15th century Jan z Žatce produced perhaps the most sophisticated work of late mediaeval German literature , Ackermann aus Böhmen (The Ploughman of Bohemia).

At the end of the 11th and the beginning of the 12th century, translations of individual Czech words appear as notes in Latin, German and Hebrew literature. The papal legate Albertus Boemus used Czech as a secret language in a foreign environment in his diary in  the middle of the 13th century. 
Apart from Hospodine pomiluj ny, by the second half of the 13th century, only another religious anthem, Svatý Václave (St. Wenceslas) the famous prayer to the patron saint of Bohemia, asking him to protect the Czech nation, so that it would not perish, has been preserved in written documents. Svatý Václave originated probably at the turn of the 12th and 13th centuries when the image of St Wenceslas as an eternal ruler, contained in its first stanza, was current.
Sophisticated long literary texts in Czech suddenly appear around 1300. Dalimilova kronika (Dalimil´s Chronicle), which was written in verse probably soon after 1309, reflects the conflicts of the day between the king and the Czech nobility and openly warns the country´s ruler that if he does not respect the wishes of the Czech nobility, he will have to leave the country. Consisting of some 4500 verses, the chronicle is openly nationalistic and calls for resistance against German immigrants. The chronicle records Czech history from its mythical beginning to the crowning of the king John of Luxembourg in 1311. Another long Czech poem, Alexandreis was written by a poet who was well-versed in classical Latin literature; it retells the exploits of the ancient Greek warrior Alexander the Great who is seen as a typical mediaeval ruler. About  4000 verses have survived.

Early religious poetry in Czech includes Ostrovská píseň (The Song of Ostrov), which was composed before 1290 to commemorate the feast of Corpus Christi; in four stanzas, the song sums up the work of Christ the Redeemer and Kunhutina modlitba (Kunhuta´s Prayer) from around 1300. The rule of the House of Luxemburg, especially the reign of the Roman Emperor Charles IV (1346–1378) was a period of a considerable flowering of literature in Czech, although many of the works from this period are influenced by West European examples. Among the Czech legends of the time, the narrative poem Legenda o svaté Kateřině (The Legend of St. Catherine) from the third quarter of the 14th century is an outstanding example of exclusive mediaeval literature. The Czech author used elements taken from two different Latin legends in prose and included motifs and images from courtly poetry. His story of a learned young woman who remained faithful to Christ in spite of the most horrifying torture is full of emotion and admiration for female beauty. The poem juxtaposes nobility and humiliation, tenderness and cruelty. There is a sophisticated explanation of the symbolism of the colours that appear on the body of St Catherine under torment. Lyrical poems from this period (Otep myrrhy, A bundle of myrrh; Slóvce M, The Letter M) move on the borderline between eroticism and religion. 
Mastičkář (The Seller of Ointments) is a bawdy fragment of a religious Easter play. The hero is a charlatan doctor whose market stall is visited by the three Marys en route to Christ´s tomb. The Marys wish to purchase ointments to embalm Christ´s dead body. The fragment contains a parody of Christ´s resurrection and the vulgar dialogue between the ointment seller, his wife and his servant seems designed for the commercial purpose of provoking as much merriment as possible amongst the popular audiences.
Czech literature has produced several instances of the well-known  mediaeval disputations of the soul and the body, each of whom accuse the other of committing sins. Podkoní a žák (The Groom and the Student) is a variation on the theme of the mediaeval disputation. A groom and a student argue in a pub about which of them is better off: in fact, they are both destitute and their argument ends in a brawl.
Desatero kázánie božie (The Ten Commandments) is a mediaeval didactic poem: one by one, the author deals with transgressions against the individual commandments, the examples grow into anecdotes. Nobleman Smil Flaška z Pardubic  wrote an allegorical poem Nová rada (A New Council): an assembly of birds and animals advise the king how to rule. The work expresses the dissatisfaction of the political opposition with the policies of the king.
The beginnings of Czech prose are associated with Passionál, a Czech re-working of Jacob de Voragine´s Legenda aurea. The Czech anonymous author included 166 texts devoted to Czech and foreign saints in his version of this work, written after 1356 and presented as a gift to the king. Around 1400, Vavřinec z Březové, who later became an important Hussite writer, translated a German version of Mandeville, an extremely popular, fantastic, fictional travelogue written by Jean de Bourgoinge. Another popular travelogue of this time was the Czech version of Marco Polo´s Million. Tkadleček (A Little Weaver) is one of the most mysterious works of old Czech literature. This is a highly sophisticated disputation, written as fiction, between an abandoned lover, the writer, the “learned weaver” and personified Misfortune who has lured his girlfriend away. The work attempts to justify the existence of misfortune in the world that has been created by God. Tkadleček  is distantly related to Ackermann aus Böhmen by Jan ze Žatce. The hero of this work, the ploughman and writer, argues with personified Death who has taken his wife away. His rebellion is conquered in the end: the work concludes that Death exists because of Man´s original sin. 
A number of Latin-Czech dictionaries, compiled in verse, were written by Bartoloměj z Chlumce (Klaret), the manager of the St Vitus cathedral school in Prague. Vita Caroli Quarti (The Life of Charles IV.) is an outstanding example of historical literature, produced  in Latin by the Emperor Charles IV. himself. This is a remarkable autobiography, covering the early years of Charles´s life. The work includes mentions of Charles´s encounters with mysterious supernatural phenomena, as well as a detailed description of a nightmare, provoked by Charles´s youthful feelings of guilt, caused by sexual promiscuity. Charles IV. was also the author of a code of law Majestas Carolina, which was never implemented due to the resistance of the nobility, but became a frequently used private legal handbook.
Religious reformers of the second half of the 14th century were the authors of a number of sermons in Latin; the South Bohemian knight Tomáš Štítný ze Štítného wrote six original theological tracts which are now known as Knížky šestery o obecných věcech křestanských (Six Books on General Christian Matters), 1376.

Czech nobleman Vojtěch Raňkův z Ježova financed a scholarship for Czech students to study at the University of Oxford. This is how the writings of the religious reformer John Wycliff made its way to Bohemia. A fiery preacher and a reformist theologian Jan Hus (c. 1371–1415)  became a major supporter of Wycliff´s ideas, long after the English preacher had given up his fight with the church establishment. From 1402, Hus preached at the Bethlehem Chapel in Prague, calling for  a radical reform of the corrupt church and demanding the right of individual judgment and conscience. He got into conflict with the Archbishop of Prague and later lost the support of the king when he criticized his practice of selling indulgences in order to finance his wars. He was forced to leave Prague and in 1414 he set out to go to the Church Council in Constance in Germany to defend his teachings. He was burnt at the stake there in 1415 as a heretic. His execution scandalized the Czech nation and was the beginning of an open, protestant revolt during which the Czechs came to defy Catholic Europe, politically and militarily, for many decades to come. 
Hus published a number of sermons and tracts. His most fruitful period was the year 1413, when he wrote Knížky o svatokupectví (Books on selling indulgencies), De sex erroribus (On six heresies), and De ecclesia (On the Church). In Knížky o svatokupectví Hus analyses in great detail the corruption of the Church on all levels of its hierarchy. De ecclesia  develops John Wycliff´s ideas and argues that a pope who is living in sin is not  the head of the Church and is not even a church member. Hus was an experienced preacher and his sermons and tracts have a sophisticated structure, which is often based on questions and answers. The collection of Hus´s letters from prison are a particularly poignant piece of literature which has lost none of its emotional appeal and dramatic impact. The same applies to Petr z Mladoňovic´s Relatio de magistri Joannis Hus causa in concilio Constantiensi acta (A Report on the case of Master Jan Hus at the Constance Council), whose last chapters include a detailed and vivid account of Hus´s execution. They were translated into Czech, possibly by the author himself, and were read in Czech Hussite churches on the Feast of Jan Hus instead of the Gospels. Petr z Mladoňovic was a young secretary to one of the Czech noblemen, present in Constance during Hus´s hearings and execution.
The Hussite Revolution in 1419–1436 was a period when the popular line of literature prevailed. Most of the literature was written in Czech. Religious songs, satires, chronicles and polemical tracts were produced. The majority of the texts of the Hussite liturgy have been gathered together in Jistebnický kancionál (The Jistebnice Hymn Book) from around 1420. It also contains the famous Hussite warsong Ktož sú boží bojovníci (You who are God´s Warriors).
The work of the South Bohemian thinker and self-taught theologian Petr Chelčický (b. around 1390) was the result of his revulsion at the violence, perpetrated by the Hussite revolutionaries. In a series of sermons from 1430s and 1440s, gathered together in his Postilla and Sieť viery  (The Net of Faith), Chelčický criticized the corruption of the established church, demanded an absolute renunciation of violence and argued that a real Christian cannot  participate in any activities of the state, which is evil personified. Chelčický was influenced by the teaching of the Waldensians, who were persecuted as heretics, and by his extensive, personal reading. His persuasive, even though somewhat chaotic argumentation, persuaded a group of activists to found a new church, Jednota bratrská (The Unity of Brethren). To begin with, Jednota assumed a suspicious attitude towards education, which it saw as a corrupting influence, but the “misomuses” (those who rejected education) were defeated in a subsequent debate in the Church and in the 16th century, Jednota bratrská  became a major educational influence in Czech society, its impact culminating in the work of Jednota´s last bishop Jan Ámos Komenský (Comenius), an internationally recognized educational reformer, in the 17th century.
The Hussite revolution won in its moderate form; henceforth, Bohemia was a country of religious tolerance. From mid 15th until the beginning of the 17th century, Czech literature was influenced, rather belatedly, by the ideals of humanism and Renaissance. Under the impact of  the ancient Greek and Latin models, authors like Bohuslav Hasištejnský z Lobkovic produced humanist literature in Latin. Later humanists wrote in Czech. Printing was introduced in 1468, Kronika trojanská (The Trojan Chronicle) being the first book printed in Czech. The introduction of printing encouraged the writing and dissemination of scientific literature.


Viktorín Kornel ze Všehrd was a highly talented law specialist, the author of O práviech, sudiech I  o dskách země české knihy devatery (Nine books on law, the law courts and the law archives of the land of Bohemia), 1499. Kornel ze Všehrd gained access to the country´s law archives and having studied the history of court cases, he produced a brilliant indigenous Czech code of law, which favoured the interests of the lower nobility and the emerging burgher class – hence the code was rejected.  Dictionaries,  travelogues (such as the one by Václav Vratislav of Mitrovice), treatises on philology, botanical handbooks and historical works were published. The most popular of these was Kronika česká (The Czech chronicle) by Václav Hájek z Libočan (1543), whose narrative style, although captivating, still has roots in mediaeval story telling. Many of the “facts” recounted by this chronicle were condemned by the 18th century enlightenment writers as totally unfounded.
The debate about the role of education in Jednota bratrská was won by the supporters of learning, with the publication of Filipika proti misomusům (A diatribe against those who hate learning) by Jednota´s bishop Jan Blahoslav. But Blahoslav´s  Czech translation of the New Testament (1564). gave rise to the most  important cultural project ever undertaken by Jednota bratrská: a group of Bible specialists and translators jointly produced an authorized, scholarly Czech translation of the Bible in six volumes; it was the so called Kralická bible (The Bible of Kralice), whose first edition was printed in 1579-1593 in the village of Kralice in Moravia. For the Czech protestants, this translation took a place similar to that held in England by the King James Version of the Bible. It even influenced the Catholic Svatováclavská bible (The St. Wenceslas Bible), which was supposed to replace it in the 17th century. 

The writings of the last bishop of Jednota bratrská, Jan Ámos Komenský (Comenius) (1592–1670), find themselves on the borderline between humanism and the baroque period. After the defeat of the protestants at the Battle of the White Mountain in 1620 Catholic absolutism prevailed in Bohemia, the country, whose inhabitants were mostly protestant. They were forcibly recatholicised and protestant nobility and intellectuals were forced to emigrate. Comenius was perhaps the best-known of these émigrés: he lived in Poland, in Sweden, Hungary and Amsterdam and became an internationally well-known educationalist reformer. His Orbis sensualium pictus  (The World in Pictures) 1658,  was probably the first illustrated textbook ever published for children. The chaos and uncertainty of the post-White Mountain times is reflected in a number of Comenius´s works, the most remarkable of which is his masterpiece Labyrint světa a ráj srdce (The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart) (written in 1623, published in 1631). In this allegorical work a pilgrim travels in the company of two guides, Omnipresence and Delusion  through a city, which is the allegory of the world, and finds all human effort  futile. In despair, he saves himself by returning to the sanctuary of his own heart where he has been called by God´s voice.  
The period between 1620 and 1774 has often been called by later authors the “Era of Darkness”, following the country´s desolation in the Thirty Years´ War (1618–1648)  and its total subjugation to foreign and catholic absolutist rule. Little literature has been published in this period, although post-1989 scholars have discovered a handful of remarkable works (Jan Kořínek, Staré paměti kutnohorské, The Old Memoir of Kutná Hora, 1675) which remained in manuscript. Adam Michna z Otradovic and Bedřich Bridel are the best known representatives of Catholic Baroque religious poetry. Michna, an affluent burgher in the South Bohemian town of Jindřichův Hradec, published three volumes of religious lyrics with music (Česká mariánská muzika, Czech Music for the Virgin Mary, 1647; Loutna česká, The Czech Lute, 1653 and Svatoroční muzika, Music for the Holy Year, 1661). Michna´s topic is spiritual love in a number of forms. Under the influence of the Spanish mystic St Tereza of Avila, Michna´s lyrics are foregrounded by an almost erotic sensuality. In line with the teaching of the Jesuits, the most abstruse theological argumentation is communicated in terms of  sunny, ordinary Czech village life. This makes his songs intimate, familiar and attractive. Bedřich Bridel produced meditations in verse Co Bůh? Člověk? (What of God? Of Man?, 1659).  Comparing the magnificence of God with the lowliness of the human being, Bridel develops a magnificent series of metaphors comparable to the work of the great English “metaphysical” poets such as John Donne.

Jesuit Bohuslav Balbín is the most important name in Czech Baroque historiography. He planned to write a large encyclopaedia of the Czech kingdom Miscellanea historica regni Bohemiae (Miscellaneous Facts from the History of the Czech Kingdom), but of the projected twenty volumes only ten were published and Balbín´s Bohemia Docta (Learned Bohemia, 1776–80) was not published until a hundred years after his death. Balbín also wrote a passionate defence of the Czech language Dissertatio apologetica pro lingua Slavonica, praecipue Bohemica (A Defence of the Slavonic, in particular the Czech Language, 1775), which influenced the early generation of the Czech National Revival.
The Enlightenment reforms of the Habsburg Emperor Joseph II (1780-1790) provided a major impetus  to a gradual resurrection of the Czech intellectual life which usually  goes under the name of the National Revival. The  work of the first generation  of  Revivalists was influenced by the ethos of the  Enlightenment. It was rationalist, sceptical and scholarly. Czech historiography and philology reassessed the perception of the Czech past and present, wishing to rid it of superstition and myth. Philologist Josef Dobrovský (1753-1829)  in Ausführliches Lehrgebäude der böhmischen Sprache (A Comprehensive Grammar of the Czech Language, 1808) codified 16th century Czech as contemporary literary language, thus creating a split between the spoken and written form of Czech. While Dobrovský was sceptical about the possibility of turning the Czech language again into an instrument of sophisticated literary and scholarly discourse, his preromanticist  followers, gathered around another philologist and translator, Josef Jungmann (1773–1847) had no such doubt. Jungmann completed the construction of  the concept of modern language-based Czech nationalism. For Jungmann´s preromanticists, the Czech language came to be the repository of special, almost mythical, unique values. Apart from producing an impressive five volume Czech–German dictionary (1834–1839) to prove that Czech was just as “valuable” as German, and a History of Czech literature, Jungmann translated works from West European´s literatures (Milton´s Paradise Lost, Goethe´s Herrmann und Dorothea) to prove that Czech is a worthy communicative vehicle for these major works of art. 

Czech preromanticists and sentimentalists yearned after what they saw as the glorious and magnificent ancient Czech past and in 1817-1819 alleged instances of ancient Czech poetry were found. These manuscripts (Rukopis královédvorský, Dvůr Králové Manuscript; Rukopis zelenohorský, Zelená Hora Manuscript), which fully conform to sentimentalist poetics, were frauds; nevertheless, many people took them seriously and throughout the 19th century they served as an inspiration for many original works of music and fine art.
Early modern Czech poetry found much inspiration in the folksong. František Ladislav Čelakovský (1799–1852) became famous for his Ohlas písní ruských (Imitations of Russian Songs, 1829), which is a homage to the Russian heroic spirit, manifesting itself in narrative poetry, and Ohlas písní českých  (Imitations of Czech Songs, 1839), which are mostly lyrical, erotic, humorous and satirical. Jan Kollár (1793–1852) was another sentimentalist, an admirer of Russia and the Slavonic world, demanding a Slavonic reawakening in his collection of sonnets Slávy dcera (The Daughter of Sláva, 1824). František Palacký (1798–1876) was the most important historian of the National Revival; see his five volume Dějiny národu českého v Čechách a v Moravě (History of the Czech Nation in Bohemia and Moravia, 1848–1876). In this work, Palacký deals with the history of the Czechs from its beginnings until the accession of the Habsburg dynasty to the Czech throne in 1526, highlighting Hussitism as the most glorious period of Czech history.
Biedermeier became the prevailing cultural attitude in the oppressive atmosphere of the Austrian Empire of the   1830s and 1840s. The dominant type of the Czech middle classes of this period is a philistine who bows to the Emperor and the Church. In contemporary literature this type of character was represented by stories of ordinary little people with petty interests and undemanding entertainment. Josef Kajetán Tyl (1808–1856) was a playwright who aimed to educate the public and to evoke feelings of Czech national awareness by his plays, of which perhaps the most popular was the fairytale  Strakonický dudák (The Bagpipe Player of Strakonice, 1847), who goes abroad in order to become rich, but gets into difficulties there, is saved by his mother, the fairy Rosava, and returns to Bohemia to find love and happiness there.
Karel Hynek Mácha (1810–1836) was a rebel Romanticist. His Byronic lyric-epic poem Máj (May, 1836) is regarded by most Czechs as a masterpiece of  Czech literature. In a fragmentary, and a highly subjective way, Máj  tells the story of a social outcast, a robber highwayman who kills his own father for seducing his girlfriend and is then sentenced to death and executed. The poem is startlingly contemporary: Mácha´s Romanticism is tinged with 20th century existentialist overtones when the poem deals with the second-rate nature of human existence, the  fear of nothingness and death. 
Karel Jaromír Erben (1811–1870) was a Romanticist who, like Čelakovský, was primarily inspired by the Czech folk heritage. He collected folksongs and folk tales, attempting to recreate what he saw as the primeval archetypal folk myth. Erben´s Kytice z pověstí národních (A Garland of national myths, 1853) is a collection of twelve ballads whose philosophy has been influenced by Erben´s highly conservative outlook: Man is duty-bound to observe the existing moral order and be content with his or her predicament: any attempt at improving it is justifiably punished by supernatural forces.

Karel Havlíček (1821–1856) was the first great modern Czech journalist, who was trying to instil the basic democratic principles into the Czech population from the mid-1840s onwards. His newspaper Národní noviny (The National Paper) played a major role in Bohemia during the 1848 revolution, as did the later Slovan (The Slav) periodical, published in 1850-1851, but during the post-revolutionary clamp-down Havlíček was deported without trial from Bohemia to Tyrol by the Austrian government and interned there for four years so that he could no longer spread democracy. His three long satirical poems Tyrolské elegie (The Elegies from Tyrol), Král Lávra (The King Lávra) and Křest svatého Vladimíra (The Baptism of St. Vladimir) could not be published until the 1860s and 1870s. 
Božena Němcová (1820?–1862) can be seen as perhaps the first Czech feminist writer. Like Erben and Čelakovský, she was also a collector of folklore, but her works of fiction centre around highly idealized characters, usually women, whom she presents as examples for the higher classes to follow in the prevailing inhuman social environment. Němcová´s Babička (The Grandmother, 1855), an idyllic semi-autobiographic account of a girl´s country childhood, is revered by the Czechs as a national classic.
Another journalist Jan Neruda (1834–1891) was also a poet and a short story writer, his Povídky malostranské (Tales of the Little Quarter, 1878) being an ironic, observational masterpiece of the pressure-cooker that is a small, self-contained, highly conservative community. Neruda was the leader of a writers´ group that called themselves Májovci (The May School) in an acknowledgment of the greatness of Mácha´s Máj. Karolína Světlá (1830–1899) was the leading female member of the group  and the author of a number of novels whose heroines experience a conflict between love and moral duty. The most well-known of these are Vesnický román (A village novel, 1867) and Kříž u potoka (A crucifix on the banks of a stream, 1868). Another member of the group, left-wing journalist Jakub Arbes (1840–1914) was the author of early detective stories, which he called romanettoes; the first one came out in 1866 (Ďábel na skřipci, The Devil on the Rack). Arbes also wrote novels about the exploitation of the working classes and about child labour. 
The 1870s and 1880s saw heightened nationalism in Bohemia and continuing squabbles between the Czech speaking and the German speaking communities. Svatopluk Čech (1846–1908) wrote a number of long narrative poems on historical and contemporary nationalistic themes. He also produced satirical fiction in which he compared the degenerate habits of the contemporary Czech middle classes with the alleged heroism of the 15th century Hussite revolutionaries. Josef Václav Sládek (1845–1912) was a noted lyrical poet who spent a couple of years in the United States in his youth and became strongly influenced by the ethos of Anglo-Saxon literature. He translated a number of British and American classics into Czech, including the poetry of Robert Burns, The Song of Hiawatha and most of William Shakespeare´s plays. Jaroslav Vrchlický (1853–1912) was a lyrical poet and playwright who was mostly inspired by Romance literary models. The neo-Romanticist, proto-decadent Julius Zeyer (1841–1901) produced a number of remarkable novels about the value of nobility and friendship. Noteworthy are his Tři legendy o krucifixu (Three legends about the Crucifix, 1892) about the predicament of three crucified individuals; one of them is a beggar from Charles Bridge in Prague who, in the Baroque Bohemia of the 17th century, is tortured to death in a strange sadistic-erotic session by a foreign sculptress who aims to capture the expression of torment in the beggar´s face. 
A number of fiction writers produced historical novels towards the end of the 19th century. Of these, most popular was Alois Jirásek (1851–1930), the author of a large number of works covering almost all periods of Czech national history. Jirásek, a kind of Czech Walter Scott, was particularly revered by the communist establishment in the 1950s, because he  highlighted the importance of large popular movements, such as Hussitism, in his work. Yet Jirásek´s work is on the whole middle-class, nationalist and conservative. His novella Filosofská historie (A   philosophy students´ story, 1878), dealing with the events of the revolutionary year 1848 and the role of students, is possibly artistically most successful.
Towards the end of the 19th century, a number of authors produced “realistic” prose, writing mostly about the countryside. The most remarkable of these is perhaps Karel Václav Rais (1859–1926) whose short stories and novellas deal mostly with the generational conflicts of village life. 
The manifesto of the Czech modernists (1895) constituted a literary and cultural watershed. Its signatories rejected the notion that literature should “serve the national cause”. They opened themselves to influences from Western Europe, such as naturalism, symbolism, impressionism and decadence, and demanded total artistic freedom. The turn of the century saw the emergence of a number of “rebel poets” who started an impressive tradition of remarkably modern, intense, original and innovative poetry, most of which has, regrettably remained inaccessible, locked within the “exotic” realm of the Czech language. Petr Bezruč (1867–1958) created a literary scandal when he published (the name is a pseudonym of Vladimír Vašek) a series of visionary poems allegedly written by an almost superhuman “bard” from the North Moravian region of coal mining and steelmaking, accusing the powers that be of gross political and national exploitation of the local population.  Karel Hlaváček (1874–1898), a “passionate player of gloomy, twilight moods”, was a poet of melancholy, bordering on decadence. František Gellner (1881–1914), who died in the First World War trenches, was an anarchist Bohemian, provocatively and ironically recording his fleeting sexual exploits; the irony of his poems hiding disappointment and an unfulfilled desire for a strong and permanent love bond. Karel Toman (1877–1946) was the author of intense, direct, classic-sounding poetry which developed  from individualism to an acknowledgment of the existence of a superhuman order. The poet Fráňa Šrámek  (1877–1952) is primarily seen as a representative of vitalism emphasizing the beauty of life, nature and sensuality in contrasting with the horrors of the first world war. Šrámek´s vitalist poetry was complemented by his novels, written in a similar vein (Stříbrný vítr, The Silver Wind, 1910, and Tělo, The Body, 1919).  Karel Matěj Čapek-Chod (1860-1927) is the most characteristic representative of Czech naturalism. In several novels, possible the best known of which is Turbina (Turbine, 1916), he creates a wide panorama of life in Czech pre-first world war society and a testimony of the mores of many different social strata. His  heroes are usually slaves to their instincts, which leads to their downfall in the end.
The Czech lands produced a number of outstanding German writers. The Prague poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926) wrote philosophically profound and formally perfect lyrical poetry. The fiction writer Franz Kafka (1883–1924) produced dystopias (Der Process, The Trial, 1915, Das Schloss, The Castle, 1922) which can be interpreted as prophecies of the arrival of the totalitarian regimes of Nazism and communism.
The independent, democratic Czechoslovak Republic was founded in 1918 as a result of the disintegration of the Austrian Empire. During the First World War, Czech deserters nad POWs from the Austrian army formed a Czechoslovak legion in Russia. The spectacular military achievements of the legion brought the Czech cause to the attention of world leaders, especially the American president Wilson, making it easier for Czech representatives to persuade international politicians to allow the creation of an independent Czechoslovakia at the end of the First World War. Authors like Rudolf Medek and Josef Kopta wrote novels celebrating the achievements of the Czech legion.
A totally different interpretation of the war  was by presented Jaroslav Hašek (1883-1923), the author of a well-known antimilitaristic novel Osudy dobrého vojáka Švejka za světové války (The Good Soldier Švejk and his Fortunes in the World War, 1921-1923). Here,  Hašek analysed the predicament of individuals, caught up in the war, which he saw as a giant, inhuman attack on the world and its civilisation. Švejk negates the destructive reality around him by drowning it in incessant talking. 
In the early 1920s, the poet Jiří Wolker (1900–1924) fascinated the public with his two highly popular collections, Host do domu (A Guest in the House, 1921), in which he expressed his youthful, childlike enchantment with ordinary things in this world, and the more sombre, left-wing Těžká hodina (A Difficult Hour, 1922), which falls in the category of the then current “proletarian poetry” and contains some remarkably powerful social ballads. 

In the interwar period, Czech poetry continued to develop in a highly original and distinctive way. The critic Karel Teige (1900–1951) wrote Manifestoes of Poetism (1924, 1928, 1930), the inventive hedonistic Czech literary style of the period, which saw art as a playful game of life. Poetism was a precursor of surrealism and the main proponents of poetism, such as Vítězslav Nezval, Karel Teige and Konstantin Biebl later duly wrote surrealist poetry.

Like Wolker, Jaroslav Seifert (1901–1986) and Josef Hora (1891–1945) started   also as “proletarian” poets, but  they soon  developed a highly distinctive, personal, lyrical style. Later in life, Seifert came to be regarded as a “national bard”;  during the Prague Spring of 1968 he became the president of the Union of Czechoslovak Writers, which was then summarily banned after the Warsaw Pact invasion. In the 1970s, Seifert changed his style and produced terse, prosaic, bare-boned poetry. In 1984 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature.
Bohuslav Reynek (1892-1971) was an expressionist Catholic, metaphysical poet; a prophet of futility and destruction which is contrasted with Christian spirituality. His work influenced František Halas (1901-1949) an outstanding,  pessimistic, meditative, spiritual poet.
After the First World War, some Czech novelists used expressionistic techniques to convey the feeling of crisis in European civilisation, the disintegration of all values and Man's alienation. Richard Weiner (1884-1937) is perhaps the most important representative of Czech expressionism in fiction: he wrote complex stories, highlighting the incomprehensible mystery of human existence. Later, Weiner came close to surrealism.  
Ladislav Klíma (1878-1928) was an eccentric, anarchic, author and self-styled philosopher. His philosophical texts were inspired by Berkeley, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. Klíma's prose is regarded by contemporary Czech critics as an important contribution to the creation of modern European fiction. Klíma lived on the borderline between consciousness and the subconsious: he gave free rein to his fantastic imagination. He extolled intellectual activity. The independent will was for him the only, absolute reality. He negated the outside world with absurd, horrifying visions of life. Klíma wrote a large amount of fiction, most of it before the First World War. Not much of it has survived. Utrpení knížete Sternenhocha (The Suffering of Prince Sternenhoch, 1928) depicts the world as a repulsive prison, full of sadomasochistic, animalist people. The narrative in Klíma's texts is interspersed  with philosophical reflections on death, immortality and eternity.

Jaroslav Durych (1886-1962), a leading member of a Catholic group of writers, admired the Baroque period after the defeat of Czech Protestants in 1620. He wrote a trilogy set during the Thirty Years' War, entitled Bloudění (Wandering, 1929). Durych's extreme religious feelings, his mysticism and his symbolism were also influenced by expressionism.

The Czechs usually regard Karel Čapek (1890-1938) as the most important author of the period between the two world wars.  Čapek worked as a journalist and  his literary output was large. Apart from being a novelist, he was an important playwright and an accomplished essayist. Čapek often used science fiction themes as a point of departure to enable him to analyse topical moral and philosophical problems. The structure and style of his novels were influenced by his journalistic experience.

Čapek´s maybe best-known novel, Válka s mloky (A War with the Newts,  1936)  is a well-informed satire on the immoral and selfish practice of international diplomacy and big business, as well as a warning against the danger of totalitarianism.   Čapek's “noetic trilogy” (Hordubal, 1933; Povětroň,  The Glider, 1934; Obyčejný život,   Ordinary Life, 1934) poses the question “what is truth”. Čapek compares and contrasts different views of the same facts. During the investigation of a murder in Hordubal, authentic truth seems lost in official reports. In Povětroň, three different witnesses speculate about the identity and the life story of an unconscious pilot after an accident. There is a certain amount of common ground in their interpretations. In Obyčejný život, an ordinary clerk discovers in himself a number of unrealised potentialities when writing his life story. Unrealised potentialities in our lives make it possible for us to understand one another.  
The Jewish writer Karel Poláček (1892-c.1944-45), also a journalist, was an accomplished student of ordinary people and of the everyday. Poláček's tetralogy Okresní město (A Provincial Town, 1936),  Hrdinové táhnou do boje (Heroes go off to fight , 1936), Podzemní město (The Underground City,  1937), Vyprodáno (Sold Out, 1939) is a study of the stagnant, parochial, narrow-minded and immoral life of the inhabitants of a small Czech town before the First World War and during the War at the front, which causes all the negative characteristics of the protagonists to blossom.  While waiting as a Jew for deportation to a Nazi concentration camp where he perished, he wrote an entertaining and penetrating account of life in the town of his childhood, as seen through the eyes of small boys, Bylo nás pět (There were Five of Us, published in 1946). The work parodies the stilted style of primary school essays.

Vladislav Vančura (1891-1942) experimented widely with the language, style and form of the Czech novel, using biblical influences, the mediaeval literary tradition, renaissance fiction and the 18th century European novel. Primarily a member of the interwar Czech avant-garde, he  created his own idiosyncratic style of poetic fiction, in which the narrator plays a salient role. Perhaps the best-known is Vančura´s novella Marketa Lazarová (1931), a lyrical novel, set in mediaeval times, dealing with the relationships of two hostile families of highway robbers and the strong erotic bond which forms between a woman from one of the families and a man from the other. The novel is a celebratory evocation of the “strong passions” of the Middle Ages.

Between 1918 and 1939, Czech authors experimented with the genre of the novel. Narratives were used to make general, often symbolic statements. In the 1920s, new forms of the novel were created which frequently used journalistic and documentary techniques and analysed mass social movements. Utopian and fantastic fiction was written as a vehicle to gain understanding of contemporary social issues.
During the second world war, Czechoslovakia was occupied by Nazi Germany. After the war, before the communist takeover  in 1948, some authors used their traumatic experiences from the period of Nazi occupation to produce Kafkaesque work close to existentialism. Thus Jiří Weil (1900-1959), a Jew who spent the war in hiding in Czechoslovakia, wrote Život s hvězdou (Living with a Yellow Star, 1949), about the everyday functioning of Nazi totalitarianism. The post-1948 emigré, former diplomat Egon Hostovský (1908-1973) used his experiences as a refugee to produce several novels bearing witness to the predicament of victims of political upheavals, lost within an indifferent, hostile and alienated world. The most significant of these is Všeobecné spiknutí (first published in English in 1961 as The Plot ).

With the arrival of Stalinist totalitarianism in Czechoslovakia, Václav Řezáč (1901-1956), who had written accomplished psychological novels during the war, embraced the new doctrine of "socialist realism" after 1948 and published two highly clichéd "novels of socialist construction" Nástup (The Line-up, 1951) and Bitva (The Battle, 1954), fictionalising political propaganda. Other pro-regime authors attempted the same. Although of inferior quality, these novels were widely read in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s.

In the second half of the 1950s, poets associated with the magazine Květen (May) reacting against the bombastic poetry of the first ten years of communism, started to write “poetry of the everyday, informal accounts of everyday events.  Perhaps the most important of these poets was Miroslav Holub (1923–1998): as a medical doctor and an immunologist, he introduced a new writing style to contemporary Czech poetry. His poems are based on logical paradoxes, their principles are clarity and directness; yet in Holub´s logical conundrums, surrealist inspiration is often detectable. Holub is perhaps the best-known 20th century Czech poet internationally. Jan Skácel (1922–1989) was a virtuoso lyrical poet whose Moravian roots and inspiration made him produced work of extraordinary stillness, wisdom and stability. František Hrubín (1910–1971) was another major Czech lyrical poet, who started writing spiritual poetry in the 1930s and when this was no longer possible after the communist takeover of 1948, created an illustrious tradition of poetry for children in the Czech language. Romance pro křídlovku (A Romance for a Flugelohorn, 1962) belongs to his most mature works: it is a semi-autobiographical work about young love, death and the most intense moments of human existence. Vladimír Holan (1905–1980) is usually regarded as one of the most inaccessible modern  Czech poets, using exclusive vocabulary in order to penetrate the mysteries of the human predicament. 
Back to fiction. Zbabělci (The Cowards,  1958, banned, republished in 1964) by Josef Škvorecký (b. 1924)  destroyed the literary “doctrine” of socialist realism in Czechoslovakia. The novel  is a subjective, ironic and anti-heroic account of the end of the Second World War, as seen through the eyes of a teenager. The work performed a liberating demystifying role, helping to destroy the monopoly of the official communist world view in Czech literature.

From the early 1960s onwards, Czech authors subverted the official communist ideology by writing  anti-heroic and anti-ideological works. These emphasised the authenticity, plurality and unpredictability of individual human experience, even under conditions of totalitarian oppression. Czech novelists again took up the interrupted tradition of polyphonic and polysemantic novel from the interwar period.  The highly experimental Sekyra  (The Axe,  1966) by Ludvík Vaculík (b.1926)  was one of the most important “novels of disillusionment”, published at the time. The  work displays a wide range of closely intertwined stylistic and linguistic registers. The category of time is abolished. All events are simultaneously re-assessed in the narrator's mind, at a time when the meaning and purpose of the whole of his life is seriously questioned.

Žert (The Joke, 1967) by Milan Kundera (b. 1929) is another complex, pluralist and polysemantic novel. On one level, it is perhaps the most significant subversively anti-ideological account of life in communist Czechoslovakia from the 1950s onwards, on another, it is a bitter protest against the unintelligibility of life, which is seen as a cruel joke, played by an unknown Creator on human beings. Vladimír Páral (b. 1932) examined some of the typical features of modern, consumerist Western society, as they manifested themselves in communist Czechoslovakia in his novels such as Veletrh splněných přání (The Trade Fair of Fulfilled Wishes, 1964).

In the 1960s, Václav Havel (b. 1936) rose to prominence amongst contemporary Czech playwrights as an author of absurdist plays such as Zahradní slavnost (The Garden Party, 1963) and Vyrozumění (The Memorandum, 1965) in which he satirised the ways in which language and ideology  were abused by the totalitarian system which used it as an instrument of coercion. In the 1970s, Havel wrote several one-act plays which analysed the paradoxical nature of the position of dissidents in the newly enslaved Czechoslovak society after the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion (Vernisáž, Private View, Audience, both written in 1976, and Protest, written in 1979).
After the Soviet invasion of 1968, some four hundred Czech authors who refused to cooperate with the communist authorities were banned. Many of them published their work in "samizdat", typewritten, clandestinely circulated copies, others left the country. Paradoxically, it was in this period that the Czech novel achieved international recognition, primarily through the work of  Milan Kundera, Josef Škvorecký and Bohumil Hrabal.

Milan Kundera, who has been living in France since 1975, has used his Central European experience to produce his personal concept of a "novel as a debate", contrasting the shortcomings of life under communism with shortcomings of life in a Western consumerist society. Kundera's novels are variations on abstract concepts. Perhaps the best-known is Nesnesitelná lehkost bytí (The Unbearable Lightness of Being, first published in Czech in 1985, definitive French edition 1987).

Josef Škvorecký, who emigrated to Canada in the early 1970s, used the form of the novel to bear witness to the cataclysmic events of the twentieth century. Škvorecký is a master teller of anecdotic, bitter-sweet tales, with absurd undertones, which he interweaves to produce a complex picture of twentieth-century life. Mirákl (Miracle in Bohemia, 1972) gives a  broad picture of  Czechoslovakia in the first two decades of communism, Příběh inženýra lidských duší (The Engineer of Human Souls, 1977, 1978), contrasts the traumatic experiences from Central Europe with often superficial life on the American continent. 

After 1968 Bohumil Hrabal (1914-1997), the author of the acclaimed war novella Ostře sledované vlaky (Closely Observed Trains, 1964), which was made into an Oscar-winning feature film, perfected his spontaneous style of "automatic writing", synthesising a number of twentieth-century influences, including psychoanalysis, surrealism, slapstick comedy, abstract expressionism and pub talk in the novels Obsluhoval jsem anglického krále (I served the King of England, written 1971, published 1980), Příliš hlučná samota (Too Noisy Solitude,  written 1976, published in 1980), and other literary texts. 
Towards the end of the 1980s, post-modernism made an impact on Czech fiction. By this time, authors were writing under the influence of the harsh, pathological reality of a decomposing "posttotalitarian" communist system. Apocalyptic and often drastic images of decay, cruelty, loneliness, alcoholic intoxication, drug addiction and sexual promiscuity appear in the work of the younger novelists.

A typical example of this purple form of prose is Sestra (The Sister, 1994) by Jáchym Topol (b. 1962). This is a long novel consisting of an almost uncontrollable stream of lyrical passages, influenced by Hrabal's writing technique, but much more drastically explicit. Sestra deals with the adventurous life of a group of young outsiders and their transition into the "grab-what-you-can" world after the fall of communism.

Another postmodernist, Jiří Kratochvil (b.1940) created his own idiosyncratic style, based on the local dialect of the Moravian city of Brno. The construction of his novels (Medvědí román, The Bear Novel, 1990; Uprostřed nocí zpěv,  Singing in the Night, 1992) negates construction. Gripping narrative is often interrupted in mid stream, it is parodied and debunked. Meaning is deliberately obscured by ambiguity. Concrete facts and locations are juxtaposed to fantastic, grotesque and brutal scenes. Kratochvil's poetics is somewhat reminiscent of J.L. Borges's magical realism. Daniela Hodrová (b. 1946) in her novels (Podobojí, In both kinds, written in 1977-78, published in 1991; Kukly, Masks, written in 1981-1983, published in 1991; Théta, 1992 ) she also builds complex and fantastic literary structures, full of erudite allusions. 
Czech literature has always played an important role in Czech national life as an instrument of self-examination, even as a substitute for politics. In the 1970s and 1980s, the testimony of Czech novelists about the Central European experience reached the international public. Yet the importance of literature for the Czechs decreased considereably after  the fall of communism in 1989. Although many more titles are published in the Czech Republic than ever before, their printruns have fallen dramatically. In the 1990s, the Czech novel has lost its social function as an instrument of protest and national self-expression.


The 1990s and the 2000s have seen the emergence of a number of younger writers, the quality of whose work and its social impact seems much reduced compared to the situation of Czech literature in previous eras. Michal Viewegh (b. 1962) is currently the most widely read contemporary author in the Czech Republic and the only one who is able to make a living by writing. Since 1992, Viewegh has produced more than a dozen “commercial” (as he calls them himself´, self-deprecatingly) novels, in which he uses some post-modernist approaches (the voice of the author casts doubt on the veracity of the narrative), but the main themes of his bestsellers are a yuppy lifestyle, sexual promiscuity and an ironic obsession with consumer goods and services. Viewegh´s later work is dominated by fear of aging, loss of sexual drive and death. The prose-writer Emil Hakl´s  (b. 1958) world view has been formed by his life in the gray, semi-legal literary sphere of Czechoslovakia of the 1970s and 1980s; he has found it difficult to adjust to the wild capitalism of the post-communist era. His recent fiction (O rodičích a dětech, Of parents and children, 2002, O létajících objektech, On flying objects, 2004) seems to bear an eloquent testimony to the quality of life in the current Czech Republic. 
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