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“I SPEAK CZECH AND ENGLISH”: TRANSACTIONS BETWEEN LANGUAGES IN POETRY
The first part of this article considers the broader context of multilingualism in poetry. I discuss, 
firstly, the linguistic situation in the Czech lands since the nineteenth century, when Czech estab-
lished itself as a cultural language in the German environment; secondly, the question of national 
literature within the broader framework of Weltliteratur; and finally, the specific use of different 
languages in poetry. Against this background, I examine the poetry of Ivan Blatný, who appears to 
be a multilingual poet by nature, as opposed to authors who exchange one literary language for an-
other. In addition to Blatný, I examine several poems by Ivan Schneedorfer, who wrote mainly in 
Czech, but also wrote some English poems. In conclusion, I analyze examples of poetry that I de-
scribe as being located between Czech and English, while taking other languages into account. 
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I will begin this article by briefly describing various forms of multilingualism in po-
etry between Czech and English.1 In my view, the central author in this regard is Ivan 
Blatný (1919–1990), whose poetry is of great interest in its range and diversity. Blatný 
serves as a focal point for the movement of poetry between Czech and English, be-
cause he offers multiple ways of conceiving multilingualism, as I will show in the 
second part of the article. Although Blatný’s mother tongue was Czech and he wrote 
his early poetry in Czech, he lived in the bilingual environment of Brno from child-
hood. From 1948, when he went into exile in England, English became important in 
his writing; other languages, such as German and French, entered his poetry as well, 
traces of which can be found in Blatný’s poetry even before 1948. Blatný is still per-
ceived against the background of Czech literature, i.e., as a Czech poet, and Czech is 

1	 I refer to my earlier works, Hrdlička 2019 and 2020, which focus mainly on the question 
of Czech exile poetry during the Cold War. I thank Anton Romanenko for his important 
suggestions for this article.
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regarded as the fundamental language of his poems. However, he wrote many texts 
using only English and composed several others in such linguistically ambiguous 
ways that it is impossible to say which is the matrix language and which is the embed-
ded or quoted one. At the same time, these notions seem inadequate, because Blatný 
writes his English poems and texts not within the English literary tradition, but only 
in an anglophone setting, to which Blatný brings a primarily Czech cultural context.

LANGUAGE, WELTLITERATUR AND POETRY

We might consider poetic multilingualism in several ways. Some approaches broach 
the issue with respect to the multilingual features of the language of ordinary com-
munication, as if the use of foreign language elements had the same function and 
rules in poetry. But it is worth noting that poetry is about literary language and, be-
yond that, the language of poetry is only a part or a layer of it. Literary or poetic mul-
tilingualism may be markedly different from the multilingualism of ordinary com-
munication at a given time (for example, the quotations in Ezra Pound’s Cantos have 
little in common with ordinary speech but draw on literary tradition and intertextu-
ality). The contemporary form of poetic language, a more generally accepted model or 
norm in Jan Mukařovský’s sense, can influence the form of poems, as well as their re-
ception — which in Blatný’s case is evident in an editorial history that even during his 
lifetime Blatný himself did not fully control. His first exile collection, Stará bydliště 
(Old Addresses, 1979), edited by Antonín Brousek, is mainly monolingual, while later 
editions accept or even emphasize the multilingualism of the poems. Given the dis-
orderly nature of the manuscripts, which can support various editorial approaches, 
Blatný as a poet may appear very different against the backdrop of such a choice. 

In modern literature, as Yasemin Yildiz has argued, the monolingual paradigm 
prevails and can be traced back to the eighteenth century. Yildiz calls the increas-
ing presence of multilingual elements in literature the postmonolingual paradigm, 
which differs from the model of multilingualism that came before and characterized, 
for instance, the situation during the Middle Ages. Postmonolingualism refers to the 
period when multilingualism stands out against the background of monolingualism, 
in a way transcending it, but also preserving something of it.2 This basic situation, as 
the author shows in the chapter on Franz Kafka, is much more complex in its configu-
ration, as “early twentieth-century Prague“ was “a site of tensions between different 
linguistic paradigms: a multilingual paradigm, in which linguistic practices did not 
necessarily follow exclusive identitarian logics, and an emergent monolingual one, 
for which the connection between language and identity was paramount.”3

For poetry written in Czech, the following points come into play: firstly, in the 
question of monolingualism versus multilingualism in society and the distribution 
of languages in different social strata and functions; secondly, in the question of 
national literature and the opposition between the mother tongue and literary lan-
guage; and finally, at the genre level: from a multilingual perspective, the language 

2	 Yildiz 2012, pp. 4–5.
3	 Ibid., p. 31.

OPEN
ACCESS



16� SVĚT LITERATURY / WORLD OF LITERATURE

of poetry has different features than the language of prose or, more specifically, the 
language of the novel.

The Czech lands were multilingual for a considerable period, which includes the 
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century; it was only after World 
War II, with the expulsion of the German population, that Czech-German bilingual-
ism was significantly reduced (although it had been in decline during the interwar 
period). This complex situation is described in more detail by Josef Štěpán, for ex-
ample, and it is relevant for an understanding of the Czech context that until the 
first half of the twentieth century, knowledge of German was relatively widespread, 
and not only among the literati.4 Another issue is the use of Czech and/or German 
in different situations, and specifically in literature. Yildiz reminds us of Herder’s 
idea of the mother tongue as an expression of the nation. While this idea resonated 
in the nineteenth-century Czech cultural milieu, especially among Josef Jungmann’s 
generation of revivalists, and was important for the formation of national literature, 
it was nevertheless more of an ideal. Many of the revivalists learned Czech as adults, 
and a number of them could not call Czech their mother tongue, even as they set out 
to establish a literary language and literature in various genres. The model of litera-
ture and literary language overlaps only partially with the ideal of the mother tongue 
as the language of literature.5

The paradigm of literary language stems from the movement of emancipation 
from Latin and predates the period of the formation of modern nations and national 
languages in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For the origins of the forma-
tion of literary French, as Pascale Casanova shows, we must go at least as far back 
as Joachim Du Bellay in the sixteenth century, and from him to even earlier Italian 
models.6 In French, the process results in a classicist poetics that is far removed from 
Herderian conceptions of language as an expression of the nation; the latter is more 
in keeping with the folk song than the cultivated sonnet or novel. Nor was literary 
French associated from the beginning with the idea of the mother tongue as the 
only possible mode of literary expression, to which Yildiz refers. On the contrary, 
it served, when necessary, as a literary language for authors from other linguistic 
areas (Frederick II of Prussia is often mentioned, as he wrote his treatise on German 
literature in French, in 1780, precisely because French, unlike German, was already 
an established literary language). 

4	 Štěpán 2004, see Nekula 2001.
5	 A significant text is Josef Jungmann’s reflection “On the Classicality of Literature and the 

Importance of It” (“O klasičnosti literatury a důležitosti její,” written in 1827; see Jung-
mann 1948), where Jungmann understands the establishment of a distinctive national lit-
erature primarily as the establishment of a canon of classics, i.e., broadly analogous to the 
establishment of a literary language in the French milieu. The mother tongue is crucial for 
Jungmann, but literature is not just an expression of it; rather, it is much more a way of 
cultivating it and a means for a nation to inscribe itself into historical memory. The thesis 
that the mother tongue is an essential and irreplaceable tool for the author does not play 
a role here: the author can use another language (e.g., German), but then he will be Ger-
man, not Czech.

6	 Casanova 2004, p. 46ff.
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The modern novel, through which Franco Moretti explores the notion of world lit-
erature, may appear to be an international genre from the start. The modern English 
novel, as Moretti noted after criticism of his earlier reflection on Weltliteratur, was 
influenced by Cervantes’ Don Quixote.7 While this novel can be described as Spanish, 
it is not Spanish in the Herderian sense: the text itself ironically plays with the idea 
of original language when it claims to be a translation from an Arabic original. Liter-
ary language in the French model is monolingual, characterized by standardization, 
which in the French milieu is well illustrated by the classicism of the seventeenth 
century, and it was adopted as a model for other national literatures.8 But classicism 
is not as clearly tied to the concept of nation and the idea of the mother tongue, and 
above all, it is not an expression of the nation, but rather the project of constructing 
and cultivating a national literature.

These two factors, i.e., the Herderian model and the model of classicism and cul-
tivated literary language, played their role in shaping modern Czech literature from 
the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At this time, literature in the 
Czech language was not, of course, an isolated island. Although the formation of 
a national literature was the central development of this period, the same process 
was taking place throughout Europe. Goethe’s concept of Weltliteratur, formulated in 
the early nineteenth century,9 represents the formation of national literatures as an 
international process, and thus offers good tool for studying the subject today.

Casanova, Moretti, and others emphasize what they call the economic dimension 
of world literature, using a distinction between center and periphery. This view of 
world literature as a space of exchange and as a living movement is related to the 
spread of literacy and the rise of print media, which shape Andersonian “imagined 
communities,” which in turn feed back into their media. In print media, language is 
more unified than both the real linguistic continuum in society and the actual lin-
guistic dispositions of individual readers. Moreover, the emerging written language 
takes literature as its norm; in the Czech environment, the literary language of rec-
ognized authors was the criterion for standard language (Nekula 2024).

The nineteenth-century model of world literature, based on the constellation 
of national literatures, can be described as organic. Herder compares the poetry of 
different nations to flowers in a meadow, but as Moretti points out, world literature 
at this time is also “unified” because the flowers, to follow Herder’s simile, grow 
together in a meadow and can be compared, however different in color and shape 
their blossoms may be.10 In order to stand out among others, a flower must be dis-
tinctive, but at the same time, it must still be a flower. The movement of worlding 
thus has two basic directions. Firstly, a literary work shapes itself to enter world 
literature (by its genre, intertextuality based on common motifs, themes, etc.); and 
secondly, it enters the field of world literature by its reception, translation, and its 
effect on other works. There is a contradiction at the heart of the process: a text such 

7	 Moretti 2013, p. 116.
8	 See Pelán 2017.
9	 Goethe’s formulation of the concept of Weltliteratur was brief; Strich cites the twenty-one 

passages in which Goethe uses it (1949, pp. 349–351).
10	 Moretti 2013, p. 135.
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as Karel Hynek Mácha’s Máj (May, 1836), for example, may very well fulfill struc-
tural, thematic, and other parameters of a work of world literature and yet remain 
a local text. On the other hand, the Dvůr Králové and Zelená Hora manuscripts,11 
which were passed off as a product of medieval Czech literature illustrating a local 
culture, were received across Europe in a manner similar to Ossian. The contradic-
tion possibly reflects the position of a minor literature trying to establish itself on 
the international horizon: authors who aspire to reception as classics are not as 
interesting to the central literatures because they are too similar or close to the au-
thors of the center. In contrast, a forged manuscript that is supposed to express the 
character of an exotic nation from what was, at the time, perceived as the margins 
of Europe is interesting to the center precisely because of its peculiarity. In both 
cases, worlding goes in the opposite direction: the counterfeit was published in an 
edition with translations into German and modern Czech, and was received with 
great interest in German, French, and other European languages, while Mácha, by 
contrast, abandoned the more central language of German, instead introducing ele-
ments of world literature into Czech (i.e., romantic ideas, highly intertextual ele-
ments, and metrical innovations).

How genres function is also important for the question of literary multilingual-
ism. The use of foreign languages is not uncommon in nineteenth-century Czech 
literature, but it mainly appears in prose, where it often serves to express the po-
larity of the domestic (Czech) versus foreign (German).12 The situation in poetry is 
different. Here, foreign language elements are less frequent, and the poetry is either 
almost entirely in either Czech or German. The most important Czech Romantic and 
the central figure of Czech literature through the first half of the twentieth century, 
Mácha, wrote his first poems in German and only later adopted Czech. In his prose 
from the same period, we find foreign language elements in epigraphs and in the 
speech of some characters, but no foreign language elements appear in his poems. We 
might say that poetry tended more toward the monolingual paradigm, which might 
be explained by the relatively monological language of the lyrics, while prose used 
foreign language elements, especially as a way to both incorporate and define foreign 
elements in contrast to Czech elements.

TWO EXAMPLES OF “POST-NATIONAL” POETRY

The first half of the twentieth century was influenced by various avantgarde and 
modernist movements in literature and art. The French avantgarde is particularly 
important for Czech poetry (and to a much lesser extent Anglo-American modern-
ism), reflected in references to French poetry and the presence of the French lan-
guage, which permeates the poems that Jaroslav Seifert wrote as part of the Poet-
ism movement.13 The emblematic collection is his Na vlnách TSF (On the Waves of 
TSF, 1925), which even has French in its title. The abbreviation TSF (télegraphie sans 

11	 On the history and international reception of the manuscripts, see Dobiáš 2019.
12	 Mareš 2003, pp. 67, 75, 198.
13	 Poetism was the central current of the Czech avantgarde of the 1920s.
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fil = wireless telegraphy) was an international designation familiar to most Czechs, 
and it enters Seifert’s collection along with other international terms (e.g., “Wagons 
lits”) as a sign of the very international space in which the Czech avantgarde wanted 
to operate. Similarly, avantgarde magazines such as ReD (Revue Devětsilu) and Disk, 
which published texts in various languages (mainly French and German in addition 
to Czech), were central to the pre-war avantgarde. The international elements in Seif-
ert’s collection function as part of an international vocabulary, and also as elements 
of collage referring to their original environment. This second feature is even more 
pronounced in so-called “picture poems” — collages created by Karl Teige and other 
poets, consisting of pictorial elements combined with typographically diverse texts 
in different languages.14 

The poems of Óndra Łysohorsky provide a  counterpoint to this international 
avantgarde poetry. Łysohorsky (1905–1989), whose original name was Ervín Goj, 
produced a remarkable body of poetry in several languages, but his core poems are 
written in Lachian. In standard conceptions, Lachian or Moravian-Silesian dialects 
belong to the Czech language and, loosely speaking, form part of a linguistic contin-
uum between Czech and Polish, still spoken today in the Czech-Polish border region. 
For Łysohorsky, however, it was not a dialect, but a language of its own, which was 
also related to his conception of the Lachian nation and its culture, both of which he 
promoted.15 Łysohorsky de facto created Lachian as a literary language and wrote re-
fined lyrics in it. While his work in the cultural and political sphere was not success-
ful and his ideas were often perceived as unrealistic, his poems were internationally 
acclaimed. But the two are related precisely at the level of the poetic work: without 
the conception of the Lachian nation, it would have been impossible to write poetry 
in Lachian, as Łysohorsky conceived it. At the same time, his poetry appears to be the 
work of a distinctive poet, whose poetics is inseparably linked to this construction of 
the nation. In his work, the models of both literary and national language meet, but 
without the support of a substantial national movement, and at a time when Herde-
rian concepts no longer played a significant role in literature. Yet these concepts gain 
poetic importance within this solitary literary work. Łysohorsky’s Lachian poems are 
at least partially comprehensible to Czech or Polish readers, or to advanced speakers 
of Slavic languages, but at the same time their language and orthography differ from 
both Czech and Polish, and thus introduce new elements.

Łysohorsky’s poetry is essentially monolingual, but its position on the border of 
politically and culturally established languages raises questions for readers which 
are similar to those raised by the multilingual poetry of Ivan Blatný. First and fore-
most: to which literature does it actually belong? The publication and reception his-
tory of Łysohorsky’s poems are also noteworthy. Łysohorsky continues to be viewed 
as a poet belonging to Czech literature, which in his case most likely indicates that 
the history and reception of his work is closely linked to the Czech environment (i.e., 
criticism, literary history), not nationality or the places of publication. Łysohorsky’s 
first collections in Lachian were published in Prague and Olomouc (1934, 1935, 1937), 
but during and after the war, Łysohorsky was published in the Soviet Union, Czechia, 

14	 See Disk no. 2, 1925, with several reproductions of these poems.
15	 See Martinek 2016, Balowska 2008.
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Slovakia, and Germany. In Czechia, he was published in both Lachian and transla-
tions into Czech, but his complete poems in Lachian were published only in Germany, 
together with German translations (1988, 1989). 

In contrast to avantgarde and modernist poets who use an established literary 
language and introduce foreign elements into it, Łysohorsky is a completely differ-
ent type of poet, one who breaks away from established literary languages, compos-
ing his work at their very border, while remaining intelligible to Czech (and other) 
readers. His ambiguous position makes it difficult to demarcate national literatures 
clearly and also raises the questions of translation: Does Łysohorsky’s work require 
translation? Is that even possible? And how does translation work between linguis-
tically adjacent languages (e.g., Polish and Czech), and, conversely, more distant 
languages, when the constitution of language forms an integral part of the poems? 
Łysohorsky’s poems have no direct connection to poetry in the language spectrum 
determined by Czech and English, but from a historical perspective they illuminate 
the culture-making function of poetry, i.e., the creation of cultural space with the 
help of poetic language as part of an individual poetic project. This also emerges as 
an important element in Blatný and other exiled authors such as Milada Součková 
and Ivan Schneedorfer after World War II, in different conditions and in different 
linguistic constellations involving English.

IVAN BLATNÝ’S EXILE POEMS

Blatný was already well known in Czechoslovakia when, in 1948, he went into exile 
in England, where he was to spend the rest of his life, much of it in mental institu-
tions. His exile writing is extensive, and much of it consists of mechanically written 
rhymed verse, few of which stand up as individual poems; their significance lies in 
the totality of the oeuvre, as well as in the textual background from which individual 
poems or passages are extracted.16 His exile poems were also published in the same 
manner — in editions of selected poetry in which he participated only to a limited 
extent during his lifetime, with greater input from editors posthumously. 

Elements of other languages assert themselves in Blatný’s work from this pe-
riod, and it is most likely impossible to reconstruct the complete sequence of com-
position, since many of the manuscripts have been lost or destroyed, and a clear 
chronology cannot be gleaned from the remaining manuscripts. In brief, we might 
say that after 1948, Blatný’s poems first include foreign realia, mostly from Eng-
land, and then later on begin to incorporate other language elements. A surviv-
ing typescript, which bears the telling title Languages, contains two poems writ-
ten in French which may date from the late 1940s, after Blatný’s visit to France in 
1946. Some foreign-language elements appear in the collection Stará bydliště (1979), 
which perhaps captures a relatively older stratum of exile poems; the slightly later 
Pomocná škola Bixley (1982, Bixley Remedial School) already contains a number of 
multilingual poems, though we cannot presume a distinct development from mono-

16	 The editors of Pomocná škola Bixley estimate the number of manuscript pages from the pe-
riod of this collection alone at 2,000 (Blatný 2011, p. 311).
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lingualism to multilingualism in these collections, since the editors played a sig-
nificant role.17 

Notable in this respect is the English-language collection The Drug of Art (2007), 
which contains bilingual versions of monolingual Czech poems; multilingual poems 
with English translations in which the English passages are marked graphically; and 
texts written solely in English. The book itself thus embodies a spectrum between 
Czech and English and cannot be clearly described as a translation or an original 
edition.

The general linguistic and literary background of Blatný’s multilingual poems is 
important because different languages function in different ways for him. English 
quantitatively outnumbers other languages, with the exception of Czech, and as The 
Drug of Art shows, it cannot be described as an embedded language. The distinction 
between embedded and matrix languages is ambiguous in the poetry that Blatný 
wrote in exile, as Czech and English occasionally switch positions. The only differ-
ence between the two languages is probably that Blatný never considered himself an 
English poet, did not see his work in the context of English poetry, and did not study 
English poetry and its rules. This stance is significant; in this sense, English works 
against a Czech cultural and linguistic background, even when Czech does not figure 
in the text. 

The context briefly outlined above is also important for understanding Blatný’s 
poetry. Blatný was raised in a Czech-German bilingual environment, and came into 
contact with French at school. Thus, multilingualism was not something he first 
discovered in exile.18 In 1947, he published a text called “The Game,” singular in its 
composition: the framework consists of two shorter verse sections, between which 
is inserted a longer prose passage, formulated as a recorded dream.19 The poem in-
troduces a character named Passerby (Kolemjdoucí), who wakes up in the morning 
(in the opening section), falls asleep after lunch, and has a dream (reproduced in the 
prose section); the verse ending to the poem is set in the evening, after the account 
of the dream. The poem’s dream notations gesture toward the dream notations of 
psychoanalytic and surrealist texts. 

At the same time, the poem contains metanarrative passages that are more remi-
niscent of the reflective dream-writing of the Czech poet Richard Weiner. Foreign 
language elements are present only in the prose passage, with the exception of 
the German term Nachtreste in the first part, referring to the dreamlike quality 
of the text. Firstly, there is French as a foreign language, associated with the main 
character, and then German, which we find in the metanarrative insertion. German 
refers to the narrator’s German-speaking family background, while French figures 
here as the foreign language that Passerby uses to communicate with his mother so 
that they cannot be understood. The narrator’s consideration of the French equiva-
lent of the word “exam” (examen and épreuve) may refer to the school environment. 

17	 Stará bydliště in particular was influenced by editorial choice. Pomocná škola Bixley, in one 
of its published versions, was apparently arranged by Blatný himself. See Blatný 2011, ed-
itorial note, p. 311.

18	 On the languages of Blatný, see especially Petruželka 2005 and 2007.
19	 The poem is discussed in Petruželka 2005.
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In one of the other foreign-language fragments, the two languages merge in a pun 
associated with the motif of knocking: “Unberufen toi, toi. Il faut toucher le bois.”20 
In the metanarrative prose passage, there is a significant reflection on the pres-
ence and nature of languages in dreams. The narrator, reflecting on the character’s 
dream, claims that “the dialogue of a dream is prelingual; a dialogue thought glob-
ally, rather than in words and sentences.”21 According to Blatný’s text, a particular 
language in a dream is thematized only when the words are highlighted in some 
way (“italicized statements”), which corresponds to the fact that it is a foreign lan-
guage. For example, a certain Czech actress “could only have had German dreams 
(dreams spoken in German) if she were still preserving her mother tongue in the 
background.”22 The awareness of another language in a dream may provide a partial 
analogy to Blatný’s later language work. The mother tongue can function as a trans-
parent medium against which other languages emerge. This is consistent with their 
use in “The Game” and several other poems. But the moment one becomes aware 
of a foreign language per se and begins to think about it, the mother tongue also 
emerges, just as the pre-linguistic nature of speech can emerge in a dream.

The poem “Hudba” (“Music”), included in Stará bydliště, may represent a middle 
position between the earlier text “The Game” and later translingual poetry in Blat-
ný’s oeuvre.23 The word “muzika” means “music” in colloquial Czech, but it is also 
the name of the Czech painter František Muzika (1900–1974). Blatný plays with this 
ambiguity in the very first verse, translating Muzika’s name into “Hudba,” which 
means music in standard Czech: “As in the paintings of František Muzika František 
Hudba” (“Jako na obrazech Františka Muziky Františka Hudby”). The poem then un-
folds primarily around artistic motifs, with the repeated anaphora “I cannot forget” 
introducing motifs from a number of paintings from Czech art, mostly associated 
with Group 42, to which Blatný belonged. At the end of the first series of motifs with 
urban themes closely connected to Group 42, the poem refers to multilingualism: 
“I cannot forget New York’s Central Park / cities with many nationalities / seven lan-
guages are spoken here / hrvatska podvorba” (“nemohu zapomenout na newyorský 
Central Park / na města s mnoha národnostmi / zde se mluví sedmi jazyky / hrvatska 
podvorba”). The poem’s conclusion abandons anaphora and, after one English line, 
“I have brought the young dove back,”24 moves from the level of memory to pastoral 
motifs of awakening nature associated with impressionism. 

Foreign languages figure in the poem “Hudba” as a representation of multilingual-
ism, as the above-quoted line shows, but the English line also shifts the focus to the 
poem’s speaker, who no longer records the motifs, but rather actively enters into the 
composition of the poem. His speech, as if the introduction of the dove has an imme-

20	 Blatný 2007, pp. 66–67.
21	 Ibid, pp. 64–65.
22	 Ibid.
23	 Blatný 1992, pp. 84–85.
24	 The last word is spelled “bask” instead of “back” in the original edition, which is evidence 

of occasional errors and imperfections in Blatný’s English. The editor does not point out 
the error. The errors are referred to in Blatný’s prose text “All the corn is spoiled…”, includ-
ed in Pomocná škola Bixley (Blatný 2011, pp. 103–105). See Hansen 2003, p. 52.
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diate effect, is followed by the line “All of nature awoke” (“Probudila se celá příroda”). 
Significantly, the speaker’s activity differs from the receptive nature of the first sec-
tion, but in the context of the other poems, the entry of English is also significant, 
as if the foreign language also introduces a new effect. This change in diction may 
echo the poem’s title motif, music, and the transition from an apparent retrospec-
tive contemplation of visual motifs to a composition of active musical consonance of 
awakening nature.

Antonín Petruželka, in his article on languages in Blatný, disputes attempts to 
determine the function of various foreign languages in Blatný’s work unambiguous-
ly.25 He concludes that further considerations of languages in Blatný’s work might 
be “guided […] by the assumption that Blatný treated languages as if they were not 
foreign and exploited the differences between them in a similar way as is commonly 
done between levels of meaning and style within a single language.”26 We might make 
the same point in relation to several other poems, but in the wider context of Blatný’s 
work, his poetic practices appear to be diverse. In a number of passages, Blatný seems 
to be switching between languages, as if there were a single linguistic framework 
with multiple layers; at the same time, the quantitative predominance of Czech and 
English and the different cultural associations of these two languages for him play 
a role here: the greater connection of Czech with culture and poetic tradition, and, 
conversely, the imperfection of English and its relatively minimal grounding in the 
English poetic tradition. The two aspects may also be related conceptually: the con-
cept of one multifaceted poetic language may function as an ideal model for poetic 
work, while the actual stratification and state of the languages corresponds to the 
poet’s particular situation (i.e., as a Czech poet resident in the United Kingdom). 

This can be observed and elucidated through an analysis of the texts of Pomocná 
škola Bixley,27 where Blatný operates with languages programmatically and in a wide-
ranging manner. I will limit myself here to three important points. Firstly, there are 
explicit statements about the use of different languages and how they work. Some of 
them read as follows:

The Monx speak Monx
I speak czech and english28

Je pourrai aussi parler français
maintenant ils ont un dictionnaire français à l’hôpital29

25	 In particular, he objects to the article by Jiří Trávníček (1996).
26	 Petruželka 2005, p. 157.
27	 The 2011 edition, edited by Antonín Petruželka, contains poems from the 1982 samizdat 

edition, which is based on a typescript dated 1979 and apparently compiled by the author; 
poems added by the editor of the exile edition (1987); and a selection of other poems from 
this period. See Blatný 2011, pp. 311–312.

28	 Blatný 2007, p. 104. “Monx” — probably “Manx” language. Notes in the Czech edition 
point out the possible merging of the words “Manx” and “monk.” See Blatný 2011, p. 322.

29	 Blatný 2011, p. 13. Translation: “I will also be able to speak French / now they have a French 
dictionary at the hospital”.
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Der Dichter spricht in verschiedenen Sprachen30

Jsem jenom básník jednoho jazyka
ale miluji cizojazyčné vložky

I’m just a poet of one language
but I love foreign language insertions31

Moje novum je míchání jazyků, Holanova knížka je celá česká, peut-être 
j’écrirai plus tard un peu en français, ačkoli nikdy nebudu jako apoštol s gloto-
lálií; ptáci a psi a lidé, hlavně asi lidé, i když je to tak neuvěřitelné, mi dávají 
kousky, bits for the patchwork of these echoes, echoes, like with the apostles 
I remembered Poštolná.

My novelty is the mixing of languages, Holan’s book is all Czech, peut-être 
j’écrirai plus tard un peu en français, though I will never be like the apostle 
with glossolalia; birds and dogs and people, especially people, I guess, though 
it is so incredible, give me bits, bits for the patchwork of these echoes, echoes, 
like with the apostles I remembered Poštolná.32

These verses do not, of course, have the character of unequivocal theses, but they make 
clear that Blatný understood his poems as working with multiple languages. These lan-
guages are certainly not equivalent, but the differences between them are neither hi-
erarchical nor fixed. The passage between them more or less corresponds to the idea of 
one big language or a complexly structured linguistic continuum, the layers of which 
the different languages form, although Blatný does not express such an idea. The sec-
ond and third points consist of transitions between languages. These transitions hap-
pen primarily in two ways: one is switching from one language to another, and the other 
is associative connection or blending. All three moments (the language thesis and the 
two ways of transition between languages) are well illustrated by two important poems.

Slavnost

Poetry is a panacea for all illnesses
bratři Marxové vylupují žloutek

Der Dichter spricht in verschiedenen Sprachen
na dně jezera kde vodníci nocují

Volná cesta byla zatarasena
quite blocked by gaiety girls.

30	 Blatný 2007, p. 106.
31	 Blatný 2011, p. 62.
32	 Ibid., p. 267.
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Festivity

Poetry is a panacea for all illnesses
the Marx Brothers pluck the egg yolk out

Der Dichter spricht in verschiedenen Sprachen
on the bottom of the lake where mermen spend the night

The open road was blocked
quite blocked by gaiety girls.33

In its brevity, the poem “Slavnost” is one of the most linguistically elaborate: the al-
ternation of languages gives no clear clue as to which is the matrix. We could argue 
that it is any one of the three languages here: Czech is the most frequent, appearing in 
the title and in three lines; the first and last English lines frame the entire poem; and 
finally, the single central German line makes a substantial statement about the use 
of languages. We are clearly moving in a translingual space here, and to situate the 
poem in one of the languages would limit its complexity. If we were to translate the 
poem into one of the languages used, its richness would be significantly reduced; and 
if we translated it into another language altogether, what and how do we translate?34

The poem “Tulák spí na louce” (“The Drifter Sleeps in the Meadow”) is an often-
quoted example of a pun that shapes the transition between languages. As in the pre-
vious poem, Blatný works here with alternating lines, this time in Czech and English. 
In the fourth line, however, the Czech “louky” (“meadows”) is followed by the Ger-
man equivalent “die Wiesen” as an association, or an inserted translation, and in the 
next line Blatný breaks the word “Wiesen” into two parts: the first part, “wie” (how, 
like), is still read in German, while the second part he combines with the graphically 
homonymous Czech word “sen” (“dream” — although the pronunciation is different). 
The poem jumps between all three languages in a manner that is difficult to translate 
or transfer into another linguistic constellation, as in the previous case; and yet at-
tempting to translate the lines allows us to understand them better.35

Tulák spí na louce

Budižkničemu se toulá po ulicích města
always under pressure of the moral institutes

But he won’t go to a borstal
louky die Wiesen na něj čekají za městem

33	 Blatný 2007, p. 106. The editors of the book print untranslated passages in grey type, 
which I maintain for this and the following poem.

34	 On translingual translation, see Hansen 2024, p. 48ff., who analyses a case of the transla-
tion of a novel between English and Russian.

35	 See Hansen 2003, p. 50 on this poem and the general question of multiple languages in 
Blatný’s poetry.
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Wie sen jak sen how a dream
zbytečná otázka
stejně si nemohu nic pamatovat.

The Drifter Sleeps in the Meadow

The good for night wanders the city streets
always under pressure of the moral institutes

But he won’t go to a borstal
meadows die Wiesen await him outside of the city

Wie dream as dream how a dream
a useless question
no matter I can’t remember a thing.36

POETRY BETWEEN CZECH, ENGLISH, AND OTHER LANGUAGES

When we consider poetry between Czech and English, a number of different posi-
tions can be found and created in this field, but the transitions are mostly from the 
Czech language environment to the English one. By this I mean that the poets in ques-
tion are of Czech origin, spoke Czech at least to some extent before English, and have 
a strong relationship to Czech, Czech culture, or Bohemia, even if their work finds its 
home in English.37 Blatný’s range and complexity can serve as an imaginary center of 
the linguistic field between Czech and English, which, of course, includes other lan-
guages that should not be overlooked.

In Blatný’s case, English is chronologically the last significant language of his 
poetry, which he acquired only during his exile in England, in contrast to Ger-
man and French, which were present in from childhood and youth. This point is 
significant, in that Blatný moves gradually and almost seamlessly from monolin-
gual to multilingual poetry. Unlike many other poets, the theme of the mother 
tongue is not important to him. It is probably of more importance for poets who 
are transitioning from a monolingual Czech environment. For the older genera-
tion, represented by Milada Součková, personal attachment to one’s mother tongue  
 

36	 Blatný 2007, p. 107.
37	 Examples of movement in the opposite direction are not as frequent, and the languag-

es involved are also an important factor (a specific area is the contact between Czech and 
Slovak, which I leave aside here). The French poet Cédric Demangeot (1974–2021) became 
acquainted with Czech poetry, translated Czech poets, and later also wrote one collection 
of poetry in Czech (Demangeot 2021). The case of Iryna Zahladko is more complex. Origi-
nally a Ukrainian poet, she began writing and publishing poetry in Czech after moving to 
Czechia.
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remains important, and writing poetry entails the maintenance of cultural mem-
ory in the language.38

Among the younger exiles after 1968, there are several poets who, while retaining 
their original cultural attachments, thematize the transition to another language in 
their works. Věra Linhartová treats her transition from Czech to French as a trans-
formation and new formation of identity in the text Twor (written 1971), in which 
we find traces of many other languages. Jiří Gruša works in a similarly paradoxical 
manner as he moves between Czech and German. We might say that exile prompts 
transitions to other poetic languages according to one of two models: a transition 
from Czech to another language, or from Czech to multilingualism. Often, these are 
not clearly distinct cases, but rather a mixture of different positions even within the 
work of a single poet. As Justin Quinn shows, this does not only concern exiled poets; 
more significant is the transformed perception of poetic language — especially in the 
Czech environment after 1968.39

The work of many older exiled poets runs the gamut from purely Czech poems to 
poems with English elements. This is the case with Součková (1898–1983), whose po-
ems again incorporate multiple languages (e.g., Italian in a collection inspired by her 
stay in Italy), but who works with English in a remarkable way in her last collection 
(Sešity Josefíny Rykrová, 1981), where she uses English as the majority language in her 
commentaries on poems written in Czech as a minority language of exile (discussed 
in this issue by Zuzana Říhová and Justin Quinn). Josef Lederer (1917–1985) lectured in 
English literature at North-Western Polytechnic (later Polytechnic of North London) 
and translated English poetry into Czech, which in turn influenced his own work. In 
both of his published collections, we find details of life in London, and, especially in the 
posthumous Elegie (1986, Elegies), we find quotations in other languages. Most of these 
elegies are introduced by a quotation, given in English, from Shakespeare; Lederer then 
incorporates their translation into the body of the poem, without marking it as such 
and sometimes diverging from the original. Thus, the reader may not discover the quo-
tation in the poem. In this respect, Lederer reminds us of the methods used earlier by 
Jan Zábrana. The work of Jan Křesadlo (1926–1995) also uses English in innovative ways. 
His polyglotism was unique: he is the author of a large epic written in Ancient Greek.40 

Ivan Schneedorfer (1937–2021), who lived in Canada after 1968, is the author of 
a number of Czech collections in which he uses an English word or a combination 
of words here and there; he also wrote poems in English. His Czech and English po-
ems are an interesting reflection on the intermingling of both the linguistic spheres. 
Whereas Blatný’s poems are primarily about the movement between languages, often 
initiated by the linguistic material itself, Schneedorfer, in contrast, reflects on the 
clash of languages in the daily life of an exile who closely observes his surroundings. 
For Schneedorfer, solitary meditation is a characteristic scene, as he observes his 
surroundings or follows his thoughts, for example, while listening to music, about 

38	 See Hrdlička 2020, and also Zuzana Říhová’s article “The Language of Reminiscence: Mi-
lada Součková Between Czech and English” in this special issue. 

39	 See Quinn’s article “Two Poets Between English and Czech: Jan Zábrana and Milada 
Součková” in this special issue.

40	 On multilingualism in Křesadlo’s poetry, see Mareš 2003, p. 203.
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which he was passionate. The collection Glosa brevis consists of fifty poems marked 
with numerals which, as the title suggests, are a kind of commentary on music, on 
the world around him, and, above all, on his reading.41 In three of them there are 
foreign-language quotations in German (no. 46) and English (no. 7, 37).42 In several 
poems in this collection, Schneedorfer reflects on his situation as a Czech exile in an 
anglophone environment. In no. 7, he (the speaker) finishes reading a story by Al-
phonse Daudet, and, at the moment when he would like to tell the story to someone 
else, he comes up against the foreign environment around him, represented by the 
“inaccessible / foreign lady” (“nepřístupná / cizí lady”). In no. 45 he summarizes his 
impressions of reading English poetry and prose and concludes with a remark about 
Czech as a private language of soliloquy, into which the surrounding anglophone cul-
ture (in a distinctive selection) is projected.

tak se mi zdá
že v anglické próze 
je více lyriky
než je jí v anglické
poesii
[…]
poesie anglická
je tak trochu neslaná a nemastná
to však říkám potichu
jen potichu a česky

it seems to me
that in English prose 
is more lyricism
than there is in English
poetry
[…]
English poetry
is a bit unsalty and bland
But I say that quietly
just quietly and in Czech43

41	 The collection was published by the author as an authorial book, or samizdat, with very 
careful arrangement. The collection thus fits in with Schneedorfer’s work of the 1990s. 
Schneedorfer published most of his poetry in this way, and the collection Básně (2002, Po-
ems) brings together most of these collections up to 2000. Why some of them were not 
included in the edition is not clear. Glosa brevis represents an interesting position in the 
poet’s work and should have its place in the selection. Ten poems from Glosa brevis were 
published in the author’s free English translation (Schneedorfer 2005).

42	 In no. 7 it is a single word (lady), in no. 37 there are four English lines compared to five 
Czech ones and, as in Blatný’s poem, this ratio makes ambiguous the linguistic framework 
of the poem, which is nonetheless Czech against the background of the whole collection.

43	 Schneedorfer 1996, no. 45.
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Schneedorfer repeatedly mentions his different linguistic roots. In his first collection, 
Básně z poloostrova (Poems from the Peninsula), the speaker and his companion call 
out to swimmers they see at a distance: “but, with our accent strange, / it’s as if we 
were dumb…” (“ale s naším přízvukem / jako bychom mlčeli…”).44 These references to 
the Czech language have their counterpart in the quatrain written in English, which 
views the situation of the foreign-speaking exile from the opposite side: 

i write my poems on the bench
in the shade of Laurel tree…
good for me to write in english
when i write i have no accent45

Alongside Součková and Blatný, Schneedorfer illustrates different types of poetic 
transitions between the two languages and cultures, emphasizing the position of the 
contact and clash of languages and cultures.

At the end of the spectrum of Czech-English poetry, we find two poets who wrote 
only in English with reminiscences of the Czech environment of their origin. Helen 
Lawson (1931–2021) went into exile after 1948 and, after living in other countries, set-
tled as an adult in the USA, where she also published her English-language poems. In 
them, we find Czech names of towns and personal names, as well as other reminders 
of her native land. Lawson was an exile who fully transplanted herself to another 
environment. She had no significant ties to the Czech community living in exile, and 
before the end of the Cold War, excerpts from her poems were published in Czech 
translation in the journal Svĕtová literatura, where she was listed as a representative 
of American women poets along with Linda Pastan and Maxine Kumin.46 Jana Prikryl 
(b. 1975) left Czechoslovakia for Canada as a child in 1980, and writes and publishes 
her poems in English. Some incorporate Czech words or verbal expressions, as if 
Czech were a deeper layer hidden beneath English, thus confirming perhaps the idea 
of the central role of the mother tongue in poetry, but also showing it as a creative 
tool not subject to pre-determined laws.47

CONCLUSION

From a historical point of view, we see a clear movement in the poetic field of Czech 
in relation to other languages, from a monolingual model in which foreign elements 
were avoided or exceptional (nineteenth century), to an essentially monolingual po-
etry which, together with the avantgarde, entered the international context and ad-
opted foreign language elements as an important part of its repertoire, and further 

44	 Schneedorfer 2002, p. 55. See Hrdlička 2020, p. 292, poem translated by Václav Z J Pinkava.
45	 Schneedorfer 2003, p. 76.
46	 See Jařab 1988. Lawson published two collections of poetry in English: Women as I Know 

Them (1978) and Live Me a River (1981).
47	 A unique poem in the Czech language by Jana Prikryl was published in A2 magazine (Pri-

kryl 2025). See the interview with Justin Quinn in this special issue.
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to exile poetry in which several movements took place. Firstly, there are authors who 
adopt a different literary language and thematize it as a transformation (Věra Lin-
hartová, Jiří Gruša). Secondly, translingual poetry such as Blatný’s plays an important 
role, in which one cannot speak unequivocally of a matrix or embedded language. 
Other authors, such as Součková and Schneedorfer, maintain Czech as their literary 
language even in exile, but at the same time reflect a different situation in which their 
language is now to be found. And finally, some poets of Czech origin adopt English as 
their literary language from the beginning, introducing Czech linguistic or cultural 
elements (Helen Lawson, Jana Prikryl). 

A parallel development can also be observed in the case of non-exile Czech au-
thors, especially since the 1960s, whereby English has gradually expanded as an 
important international language of communication. English and other languages 
are common in Zábrana’s poetry, for example. Leonard Forster, in one of the earliest 
monographs on multilingualism in poetry, quotes an experimental poem from Czech 
poetry by Josef Hiršal and Bohumila Grögerová, which treats language as a material, 
and in the example cited also combines Czech and English words in an essentially 
translingual way.48

After 1989, the presence of English in the Czech linguistic landscape became more 
commonplace as English became a global language. Of course, some other languages 
may play a similar role, but not to the same extent as English. English language el-
ements can be found in Antonín Mareš (1951), Tomáš Kafka (1965), whose poems 
from the 1990s feature similar interlanguage games to those of Blatný,49 and Iryna 
Zahladko (1986), who is originally from Ukraine and has published two collections of 
poems in which Czech is the matrix language and, especially in the first, where Eng-
lish is prominent. Some insight into the presence of English in contemporary Czech 
poetry is provided by an article by Karel Piorecký and Michal Škrabal, who work 
from a large corpus of poems and use quantitative methods and practices of distant 
reading.50 They allow us to conclude that English is frequently present in contempo-
rary Czech poetry and its use, while not common, is not perceived as an exceptional 
or experimental element. 

The entire history of modern Czech poetry beginning with the turn of the nine-
teenth century could be told as a story of coming to terms with the broader context 
of European and world poetry. In the first stage, these influences are translated into 
Czech, demonstrating the Czech language’s ability to produce literature at a Euro-
pean level. The idea of linguistic purity weakened significantly in the twentieth cen-
tury, when we can observe a number of different ways in which foreign languages 

48	 Forster 1970, p. 90; see Hiršal–Grögerová 1967, p. 124.
49	 Cf. Mareš 2003, pp. 201–203.
50	 Piorecký and Škrabal 2000. The approach of these authors brings new possibilities and, 

at the same time, demonstrates the need to work with multiple approaches. On the basis 
of the Corpus of Czech Poetry, with which the authors worked, it is not possible to trace 
the contacts between Czech and English in poetry published in anglophone countries, nor 
can this approach replace close reading and the systematic reading and monitoring of po-
etic production.
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penetrated Czech poetry.51 Developments in recent and contemporary poetry show 
that other languages, especially English, appear relatively frequently in Czech poetry 
and that their use is now part of the established repertoire of techniques. In some 
cases (here it would be necessary to compare with poetry in other languages), cross-
ing linguistic boundaries calls into question established labels such as Czech, British, 
American, and Ukrainian poetry. These labels lose their clarity because the linguistic 
affiliations of poems depend on how and in what context we read them.
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