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REMARKS ON THE CHARACTER OF CZECH
PURE-SYLLABIC AND SYLLABOTONIC VERSE

As a rule, classic Czech verse is described as syllabotonic. There are,
however, several older poems which do not conform to this scheme. They have,
to be sure, a definite number of syllables, but on the other hand, they have
a free distribution of accents; to distinguish such verse the term pure-syl-
labic has been introduced. At the same time, however, we also find in the
older period poems meeting the requirements of modern classical syllabotonic
verse. Such verse comprises either complete works or at least whole section.
For greater clarity I shall cite three pairs of examples, each pair closely linked
in time, examples which unquestionably represent two clearly different forms —
syllabotonic and pure-syllabic.

Kunhutine modlitba (al the end of XIII ¢, v. 25—-28:

Chvéla tobs, boZe, z toho,
jeze &ni§ divév mnoho
divmi mocu slova tvéhe
v ruki popa vielikého.

Alezandreis. Svatovitsky zlomck (ca 1300), v. 149—154:

Jiz zemé& v porobé& stéfe
a za mofe dan ddvéie;
neb ten biefe jesté dieté,
v jeho jie stti osvEtd,
nevéda, co zdieti sob&

v té) strasti, v 16] porobé.

Haddni Prahy s Kutnou Horou (1420), v. 63—68:

Polom vece pfisné k Hofe:
»nldaliZ nevie§ svého hofe,
tobé jist¢ buducieho,

Ze mi &inf§ mnoho zlého,
protivného, bezpravného,
ohavného, ukrutného

[...]

44



Ve jméno botie poénéme (at the same time as Hadanf), v. 1—7:

Ve jméno boZie poénéme,
a dokudi mézme, pracujme
o najvy$sie zvelebenie
stvofitele nad stvofenie

a odvéaZiece se papeZe,
kréale, biskupa i kné&ze,
oznammez modlosliZenie!

Daéicky z Heslova, “Hic est der Papdéek” (Prostopravda, 1620), v. 111—116:

To vie také jini pisi,
rozpravéji, mluvi, slysi

v Germanil, svaté Fifi.
Poslouchejte, pini mni&i,
medle, m se zavriete,
Pismem svatym nemiiZete

Selsky; masopust (1588), act I, v. 1—4:

Ne kaidy, kdoz vesel byva,
svou mysl veselou mivé;
zevniti radost ukazuje,
vnitf pak v srdci se suZuje.

The fragments from Kunhutina modlitba, from Hdddni and from Daéicky are
clearly syllabotonic, since they maintain isosyllabism as well as a regular distri-
bution of word stresses. The fragments from Alerandreis, from the song Ve
jméno bozie poénéme and from Selskj masopust maintain isosyllabism, but
do not preserve regularity in the distribution of word stress; hence they can
be considered as examples of pure-syllabic verse. In such cases Roman Jakobson
wrote about the ,clouding” of phrasing, even where the metrical pattern was
so weak that in more than 50 % of the cases no syllable in the line (other than
the first) was set off by interword boundaries (Ve jméno bofie poénéme, cf.
»Slovo a slovesnost® 2, 1936,)) p. 18). Karel Hordlek notes this type verse
in Selsky masopust and he characterizes it as pure-syllabic. It would follow from
Horélek’s assumption that in this poem there is no clear tendency toward
regularity in the distribution of word stress. ,,One can consider as syllabic those
works in which lines of various metric make-up (e.g. trochaic and iambic)
succeed one another so irregularly that one never knows what kind of a line
will follow” (Poédtky novoceského verse [Praha 1956}, p. 32).

The pairs of examples cited above undoubtedly represent two different types
of verse. This distinction is not just the theory of representatives of modern
metrics; the poems were felt some time ago to be of two different types as
a result of the reform of Dobrovsky at the end of the eighteenth century as well
as of the polemics of Dobrovsky with Vaclav Stach soon after. Since isosyllabic
verses with an irregular distribution of word stresses and those with a stable
word-stress pattern were felt to be two distinct types, it is necessary to recognize

1y [Ovahy o bdsnictvi doby husitské.]
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the existence of two such categories. It is also appropriate to use the standard
terms: pure-syllabic, resp. syllabic, and syllabotonic verse. However, there
arises a basic problem of theory: are these variants within the framework of
the same prosodic system, or are we actually concerned with two distinct pro-
sodic systems?

In answering this question, it is significant that both of the types described
appear side by side in the same period, as is demonstrated by the fragments
cited above. Until we have exhaustive information about all of older Czech
literature, it may seem that I am attributing to our predecessors intentions which
they never had. Although I have cited several verses which support my thesis,
from the point of view of verse structure, they could be isolated examples. In
a large body of verse, one can always [ind by chance various forms which are
otherwise completely atypical. From this point of view, the first pair of examples
is, however, convincing. We are dealing here with some of the oldest long works
written in Czech, for which the verse has been studied statistically (Jakobson,
Staroéesky ver$).?) It would be difficult to suppose that there coexisted in Czech
literature as early as about 1300 two different prosodic principles. On the
contrary, one must assume that all Old Czech verse can be derived from a single
prosodic principle. I am convinced that this is the only correct solution to the
problem and, further, that one can reduce to a common denominator every
Czech verse with a set number of syllables; Jakobson (in both works cited above)
has already expressed basically the same opinion about the verse of the
fourteenth century and the Hussite period.

The opinion that Czech syllabotonic and pure-syllabic verse represent two
prosodic principles was based on the clearly erroneous assumption that pure-
syllabic verse is simply amorphic from the point of view of word stress
distribution. I suspect that such cases of amorphism constitute only one of the
possible variations, and that the essence of syllabic verse does not consist in its
presenting complete anarchy from the point of view of stress distribution. It
consists rather in the fact that there is a great amount of variations possible; in
other words, the distribution of word siresses is a problem of a stylistic plane and
not of a prosodic norm. Particular poetic schools select one of the possible va-
riants, from complete amorphism to the complete regularization of the trochaic
or iambic flow. In connection with this, it can happen that the theoreticians of
particular groups, schools and trends can sanction a given variant as a canon
and hold that it is the only proper principle (i.e. they take a stylistic norm for
a prosodic norm). This is how I would interpret the reform of Dobrovsky at the
end of the eighteenth century and the stand proclamed by Kral roughly
a hundert years later. We do not have the right to evaluate such a prosodic
principle on the basis of the esthetic views and theoretical pronouncements
formulated by the representatives of the various schools or trends. This was the
real mistake of the majority of Czech versologists, who were prevented from
seeing the full scope of the problem by the dogmatism of Dobrovsky and the
exhaustive data of Kral. Both of these scholars sanctioned the esthetic precepts
of their own cultural milieu (classicism and the poetics of “lumirovei” school)
but in the course of history there were more periods by far in which their exact
rules did not apply. It would be more appropriate to understand the problems

%) [Ceskoslovenska vlastivéda 3 (Praha 1934), 429.]
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of Czech verse from the point of view of its overall development and its
numerous types and to reduce all Czech verse with a set number of syllables
to a common denominator, as Jakobson has done for the Old Czech period.
Using the terms “pure-syllabic” and “syllabotonic” in reference to Czech verse,
we do not mean two different, mutually apposed prosodic principles, but rather
two variants of the same prosodic principle.

What is this principle? I assume that we are concerned with a principle which
is essentially syllabic. This follows even from the comparisons which I introduced
in the beginning of this article. These pairs of excerpts can all be interpreted
more casily as different forms of syllabic verse than as forms of tonic verse.
Moreover, it is the peculiar trait of Czech verse that stress is linked with the
word boundary. I conclude that the primary principle on which Czech verse is
constructed is the varying character of the segmentation of the linguistic
utterance. From this point of view it would also be possible to reduce to
a common denominator verse with varying numbers of syllables. For example,
we would have in Old Czech verse: (1) a verse type in which segmentation has
no connection with the number of syllables; (2) a type in which the segmentation
is linked to the number of syllables (pure syllabic verse); and (3) a type in
which the segmentation has a tendency toward a regular distribution of stresses
as well as isosyllabism (syllabotonic verse).

It may appear that we are dealing with a very simple problem, a problem
purely terminological in character. In fact, however, a basic question is involved.
If we take the stand that this is a matter of variants within a single prosodic
principle, we not only reduce to a common denominator all variants of Old
Czech (and probably even of modern Czech) verse, but we also expose the close
internal relatlonshlp between Czech and Polish verse.
1 believe that Czech verse is much closer to Polish than has been generally
recognized. This could not be realized as long as we insisted on characterising
classic Czech verse as syllabotonic and Polish as pure syllabic, and hence as
verses of two different types. I consider that in both cases we are dealing with
verse which is basically syllabic, i.e. with verse in which segments are measured
to the numbers of syllables and not the number of siresses or their distribution.
In other words, in Czech syllabotonic verse the primary consideration is the
number of syllables, and never the number of stresses (i.e. the number of
syllables is not a result of and is not subordinate to the number of metric
stresses). This is corraborated by the fact that new tonic variations in Czech
verse do not occur as a result of keeping the number of stresses while the
number of unstressed syllables between accented ones (and thus the number of
syllables in the verse) is free to change. They occur rather as a result of the
displacement of metric stresses (hence a change in word distribution) within the

game syllabic period (of for example, the poetry of the “mdjovci” school, efforts
connected with Czech iamb, etc.).

1964

Poznimky o charakteru Zeského Cist& sylabického a sylaboténického
verSe

Za , klasicky" éesky ver se zpravidla poklada ver§ sylaboténicky, v némi je normovén
polet slabik i distribuce metrickych pizvukid. Vyskytuji se viak — zv14§té v star$i litera-
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tufe — také verSe, kde jsou pfi pevném podtu slabik poédet i distribuce tétkych dob velmi
uvolnéné, a v tom piipadé se mluvi o verdi &isté sylabickém. Je otézka, zda ver¥ sylabo-
tonicky a ver§ disté sylabicky pfedstavuji v Geské literatufe dva prozodické systémy, nebo
zda jde o varianty v rdmeci téhoZ prozodického systému,

Na pocatku obrozeni, kdyz formuloval zdklady novodeské prozédie Josef Dobrovsky
a narazil na prudky odpor Vaclava Stacha, byly verSe sklddané ,podle starého zpisobu“
(tj. podle dnesni terminologie ¢&istd sylabické) a verie sklidané ,podle pravidel p. Dobrov-
ského” (tj. podle dneSni terminologie sylaboténické) skuteéné pocitoviny jako dvé rizné
kvality. Ve skuteénosti viak lze uvést Cesky verd &istd sylabicky a eylaboténicky ne spoleé-
ného jmenovatele. Kdybychom chtéli poklddat éesky &isté sylabicky a sylaboténicky vers
za dva razné prozodické systémy, musel by byt &sté sylabicky &esky verS z hlediska
distribuce slovnich pfizvukid naprosto amorfni; takovd amorfnost je viak v éeském versi zacho-
vavajicim pevny podet slabik naprosto vyjimeénd. Rozdil mezi sylaboténickym a &isté sylabic-
kym verSem je v &e§tiné pouze stupiiovity (tedy kvantitativni) a nikoli podstatny (kvalita-
tivni). V tzv. &sté sylabickém verdi jsou varianty v podtu a rozloZeni slovnich p¥zvuka
jevem stylistickym, kdezto ve ver$i sylaboténickém jsou vézdny normou imperativnéjéf po-
vahy. Pokud jde o podstatu éeského sylaboténického verfe, je moZno jej pokladat za zvlastni
typ sylabismu. To mé vyznam i pro historickou metriku, protoZe se ukazuje spoleény zi-
klad verSe starofeského i novodeského; dalo by se fici, Ze se esky ver§ s normovanym poétem
slabik ¥{di od nejstar§ich dob aZ do dnefka stejnymi metrickymi poZadavky. Z toho hle-
diska se také ukazuje, Ze Je tzv. ,klasicky" desky verS (tj. ver§ typicky pro feskoun litersturu)
daleko blizgi klasickému verdi polskému, neZ jak se dfive soudilo.

3aMeTKn 0 XapaKTepe YelICKOro YACTO CHLIAGHIECKOro B cHLIa(o-TOHAYECKOro
CTHXA

»HIIacCE9ecKAM'® YeMCKEM CTEXOM CYETaeTCA OOKYHO CHIIA60-TOHEYECKRAH CTHX, WHCIIO
CJIOTOB H JAHCTPHOYNHA MeTPHUeCKMX YHapeHHH KOTOPOTO NOTYHHAIOTCH OOpPEeAe/IeoEHON
HopMe. BeTpedawTtes, onHako, cTAXA (ocofeHHO B JATEpATYpe IpeqmecTBYIOMAX CTOMETHIL),
B KOTODHX 9HCJIO CJIOTOB COXPaHAETCHA, HO YHC/I0 M NEUCTPHOYUHA yNapeBHH ABIAIOTCH BOJIh-
HuMHB. B TaKoM caryuae MOMKHO rOBODHTS O IHCTO cBJIIA0OHIecKOM cTAXe. Boammkaer Bompoc,
o6pasyoTnd cun1a60-TOHRIOCKUH CTHX B IHCTO CHILIAGHTIeCKHH CTAX B YemcKold ATepaType
/iBe CHCTeMKl CTHXOCJIOKeHHSA, HJIM )Ke OHH ABJIAIOTCA BAPAAHTAMH JIENIL ONHOH CHCTOML
CTHXOCJIOMeHHA.

B Hauane 3MOXH 9eMICKOTO HANAOHAJBLHOrO BoapomaeHHd, Korma Hosed [loGposcrmis
GopumynEpoBan 6CHOBK HOBOYEMICKOrO CTHXOCJIOMEHHA A BCTPETHICA CO CHILHKM OPOTHBO-
nercTBaeM co cropoEn B. Craxa, meHcTBHTENILHO OMIYINATHCH CTAXH, HATACAHHEIE ,,CTAPHH-
HuM coocoGoM'* (3aTo b, mO cOBpeMeHHOH TePMHHOJIOrEH, YHCTO cHJIa0H@JecKAe CTHXZ)
H CTAXY, HAMACAREK® ,, 10 mpaBeiaM I. Jlo6posckoro' (aTo 6L, 0 cCOBpeMeHHOH TepMHAHO-
JIOrEH, CEI/1AGC-TONRYECKES CTHXH) KaK ABe PA3HOKATeCTBeHELe ABNeHEA. Ha caMoM pene,
9emCKHA 9HCTO ch/IabHYecKHE B cE/a6o-TOHHIeCKHH CTHX MOMRHO HPHBOCTH K ofmeMy
anaMenarten. Ecam cumrarh, 9T0 wemcKEA 4mcTO cmanabmyecKmi cTEX M cmanabo-ToHA-
9ecKmil CTEX 06pa3yioT fiBe pasjHYHLIe CHCTOME CTHXOCJIOMKEHHA, TO B TAKOM CJIy9ae HYKHO
OPHAATH YeMICKOMY WHCTO CHIA6HIeCKOMY CTEXY (C TOYKE 3peHHEA AMCTPEOYOHH CIOBOCHRIX
ylaapeHHH) copepmenno aMoppuuiE xapakrep. OnHaKo TakaA aMOPPHOCTE YOIICKOro CTHXA,
coGTIoaloNIero pery/IApHOe WHCJIO CJIOTOB, BCTPEYASTCA COBEPUICHHO HCKIIOTHTEINLHO.
Crni1a00-TOHRYECKAR H YACTO CAMNAGMIOCKAHE CTHX OTIHIAKOTCA B YOmICKOM ABHIKE APYT OF
Apyra JEmb ¢ TOTKA 3PeHAA KOJIMIeCTBeHHOH, a He KayecTBeHHOH. BapHAHTH TaK HadLBae-
MOro YHCTO CHJIJIA0HYIeCKOr0 CTHXA, 3ABHCAME® OT JACAA H DACIPENeJIeHAA CJIOBSCHEX
yaaperuii, nproOpeTaloT XapaKTep CTHIMCTHISCKOrO IPHeMa, B TO BpeMA Kak B cHilaGo-
TOHHIECKOM CTHXEe 3TH BapHAHTH HOAYEHAWTCA Gosee cTporoii mopMe. Yrto Kacaerca cym-
HOCTH 9eICKOro CHIIa6o-TOHHYeCKOro CTHXA, TO MOMKHO CYATATH ero ocoOhIM THIOM CHI-
snabnsMa. 310 0GCTOATENILCTBO EMeeT 3HATCHNE M JJIA HCTOPHMYECKOH METPHKH, TAK KAK BH-
ABJIAeT O0mY0 OCHOBY [APEBHEYENMICKOro B HOBOTEMCKOro cTExa. MoxHO 6nuo 6N cKasaTs,
9T0 9YemCKAR CTHX C 9ACJIOM CJIOroB, HONIAHOHHKIM HOPMe, CJAeNyeT TeM e TpeGoBaHHAM
¢ JpeBHeHmMUX BpeMeH A0 Hawux gHed. C 3TOH TOYKH 3PeHAA TAK HAJKBAEMEIH JeMCKHME
nKaaccmdecKME" cTAX (T. . CTAX, XapaKTepHLIH [JIA YemCKOX JUTEpPATYyDH) CTOMT 3HAUH-
TenbHO ONMHMIKE K HONBCKOMY KIaCCHIOCKOMY CTHXY, 9eM 3TO Onit0 OpHHATO AyMaTh A0
HACTOAIIETO BpeMeHH.
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