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BACKGROUND

This special issue aims to broaden our understanding of multilingualism in Czech
literature by focusing on anglophone-Czech connections. These have taken many
forms over the past decades, as authors have migrated from or to Czechoslovakia and
later the Czech Republic, bringing their languages, literary influences, and life ex-
periences into new contexts. The six articles and author interview included here all
bring into focus these previously overlooked aspects of Czech literary history.

Typically, Czech literature has been defined as consisting of works written in the
Czech language by authors from Czechia. This simplified equation of a geographi-
cal place with one language and an imagined homogenous population that speaks it
has been termed “the monolingual paradigm” by Yasemin Yildiz (2012). Constructed
in late-eighteenth-century Europe, the monolingual paradigm has served different
purposes throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It galvanized national
movements and later strengthened collective national identities. Still, it also had the
unfortunate consequence of excluding large swaths of literary works that did not fit
easily into the model of ‘one nation, one language.” Although clearly outdated today,
the monolingual system of categorization persists to a significant extent in the way
literature is organized by, for example, universities, publishers’ lists, and ministries
of culture, giving rise to a tension between institutional frameworks and multilin-
gual realities. This tension is at the heart of what Yildiz calls the postmonolingual
condition, in which “the monolingual paradigm continues to assert itself and multi-
lingual practices persist or reemerge.”

The practice of literary multilingualism is, of course, as old as literature itself, but,
the phenomenon has become more visible in recent decades, as an increasing number
of mobile and migrant writers depict language-switching and multilingual worlds.?

1 Yildiz 2012, p. 5.
2 Kellman 2003, p. xvii; Hansen 2024, p. 1-3.
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In the twentieth century, literary critics hailed émigré writers who had switched
languages, such as Samuel Beckett, Karen Blixen, Joseph Conrad, Vladimir Nabokov,
Sybille Bedford, and Irene Nemirovsky, as linguistic virtuosi, viewing them as excep-
tions to the monolingual rule. In the twenty-first century, however, multilingualism
is arguably becoming viewed as the new normal, in literature as well as in life.

Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that since the turn of the millennium, many
researchers have turned their attention to the multilingual qualities of literature.
A growing subfield of literary scholarship, known as literary multilingualism studies,
seeks to theorize what happens — for authors, texts, and readers — when more than
one language comes into play. In addition to translingual theory, this special issue is
indebted to theories of transnational literatures. In the 2000s, numerous scholars be-
gan tracing the journeys that literature makes across national boundaries, in order to
trace literary influences and traditions occluded by national categories. In the begin-
ning, however, the field of transnational literary studies was primarily monolingual:
English was the main focus, leaving other languages and cultures peripheral to the
researchers’ gaze. By showing how Czech linguaculture includes anglophone works,
we hope to offer new perspectives on literary multilingualism as a phenomenon.

THE CZECH CASE

Central Europe has always been a crossroads of languages, but the monolingual par-
adigm has proven especially persistent in the Czech context. This can be explained
by particular circumstances of Czech history, beginning in the nineteenth century
with the Czech National Revival and codification of the Czech language in support of
the fight for national sovereignty. To bolster the new national identity, Prague was
rendered less visibly multilingual after the establishment of the First Czechoslovak
Republic. Later, the Iron Curtain created barriers to cultural exchange with the an-
glophone world, until conditions changed again with the Velvet Revolution, which
allowed anglophone influences to move freely in Czech culture once again. Today,
Czech literature increasingly defies monolingual expectations by incorporating other
languages to a growing extent.

Thus, Czech literary history offers an exceptionally complex and fascinating case
of literary multilingualism and transnational literary circulation. Yet, despite the
rapidly expanding field of literary multilingualism studies, it is only recently that
the phenomenon in Czech contexts has become the object of research. Noteworthy
previous research includes Petr Mare§’s monograph Nejen jazykem Ceskym. Studie
ovicejazycnostiv literature (2012, Not in Czech Alone: Studies in Literary Multilingual-
ism); the chapter on Kafka in David Gramling’s monograph The Invention of Monolin-
gualism (2016);? Veronika Tuckerové’s Reading Kafka in Prague: On Translation, Samiz-
dat, Censorship, Export, and Dissent (2025); and a special issue of the journal Literdrni
archiv entitled “T¥et{ prostor ¢eské literatury” (2024, The Third Space of Czech Lit-
erature), edited by Marek Nekula. Our special issue aims to contribute to this line of
inquiry by focusing specifically on Czech anglophone literary multilingualism.

3 This chapter is entitled “Kafka’s Well-Tempered Piano,” Gramling, 2016, pp. 95-129.
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THE LANGUAGE IMBALANCE a

In her book Memory Speaks: On Losing and Reclaiming Language and Self (2021) the Cal- o
gary-based linguist Julie Sedivy depicts the Czech-English asymmetry in herlife after
migrating from Czechoslovakia to North America as a child:

In my world, Czech was a small language, spoken only on our tiny domestic is-
land by people genetically related to me. English was the big, horizon-hungry
language, the language of the teachersIadored or had to appease, the language
of the TV shows my friends endlessly rehashed, of the books that held me in
thrall and the books I thought I might one day write. It was the language of
dreams and goals.*

Sedivy’s personal circumstances magnify and illuminate the general asymmetry be-
tween the two linguacultures. Czech has about eleven million speakers; English has
two to three billion. When writers move from a small language like Czech to English,
they are not merely moving from one linguaculture to another, but into an interna-
tional space, in which they cannot be quite as sure of their audience’s cultural frame
of reference.

In contemporary anglophone literature, a literary style has emerged that is not
connected to any particular geographical location. Whereas an earlier writer like
Edith Templeton replicated the prose style of people like Stella Gibbons and Evelyn
Waugh — native speakers writing in England about English things — now writers
can use what Justin Quinn describes as the “zero style,” an English the lexis and frame
of cultural reference of which are unanchored in the traditional homes of the lan-
guage.® By contrast, Czech writers in, say, German will still perhaps have to meet ex-
pectations about style that are based on national canons, or at least those formulated
in contrast to them. This affects the way that texts circulate in the literary market-
place. The further along the spectrum a writer moves towards a monolingual English
text, the larger its potential readership.

How is literature written in the Czech anglophone interface different from, say,
literature in the Czech-German or Czech-French interface? When a writer moves
into German as did, say, Libuse Monikova and Jaroslav Rudi$, they find themselves
within a fairly familiar framework. The two nations, with their two linguacultures,
have been conversing for centuries and have an archive of stereotypes and cultural
maneuvers that the writer can exploit. In contrast, when moving into English, one
enters a much greater realm of uncertainty, especially since English is a global lingua
franca.

Despite the unequal balance between English and Czech in the world, and the
obstacles that twentieth-century politics presented to free exchange between them,
the transnational exchange between anglophone and Czech literary spheres has been
more substantial than previously understood, as recent research has shown (Schor-
mov4, forthcoming; Goodman 2023; Quinn 2015). This special issue continues to ex-
4 Sedivy 2021, p. 7.

5 Quinn 2025, passim.
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plore these connections by focusing on translingual writers who make use of both an-
glophone and Czech cultural and linguistic contexts in their works. On an imagined
anglophone-Czech linguistic spectrum, the various examples discussed here would
occupy different positions. It can be challenging in some cases to define precisely
where Czech literature ends and anglophone literature begins. Still, such a vague
terrain provides a good vantage point from which to survey both Czech literature
and anglophone literature, gaining new perspectives on the phenomenon of literary
multilingualism in the process.

A SPECTRUM, RATHER THAN A DISTINCT SPACE

We use the two modifiers “Czech anglophone” not as binary categories, but as a way
of conceiving of a body of literature on a linguistic spectrum that includes both the
Czech and English languages, along with their historical and cultural baggage. One
of the main consequences of this viewpoint is that Czech and anglophone literatures
are, then, not easily separable. At first, this may seem strange. For instance, Charles
Dickens is clearly an anglophone writer, and BoZena Némcovd is clearly a Czech-lan-
guage writer. Where is the ambiguity? Yet, as the articles in this issue demonstrate,
there is a range of writers who are harder to categorize — some of whom incorpo-
rate particles of English in a Czech text, for example, Jan Zabrana (or vice versa, as
is the case with Janet Malcolm), and others who write solely in English, such as Ja-
roslav Kalfat. We might imagine these works along a spectrum between Dickens and
Némcova: Edith Templeton, who writes in a monolingual idiom of European realism
is closer to Dickens, while Milada Sou¢kova, whose work code-switches between Eng-
lish and Czech is closer to Némcova.

Another theoretical framework we might consider is Homi Bhabha’s idea of the
third space. The above-mentioned special issue of Literdrni archiv edited by Nekula
applies this concept in its analyses of Czech-German and Czech-French literature
(and also includes one article on the Czech anglophone interface). By examining the
work of writers such as Jifi Grusa, Milan Kundera, Josef gkvoreck;’/, Michael Stavarié,
Jaroslav Rudis, and LibuSe Monikov4, the special issue highlights the centrality of
such hyphenated writing to Czech literature. It represents an essential intervention
in Czech literary criticism, building on earlier transnational work by Petr Sdmal,
Dalibor Dobi4$, and Frantiska Schormov4, among others.

The drawback of Homi Bhabha’s idea of the third space, however, is that it argu-
ably perpetuates the nation as the fundamental framework for research. As Schor-
mova reminds us in her article in Literdrni archiv,® the third space can consolidate the
first and second spaces (even the idea of “first” and “second” spaces is problematic,
as it presumes a point of view that sees Czech, for instance, as first, and others as sec-
ond). The greater challenge here is to question the integrity of national canons them-
selves, and Bhabha’s theory may paradoxically prevent this work. The third space also
nudges us away from the possibility of a tradition of works straddled between the two
languages, a tradition of third spaces. Implicit in third-space thinking is a temporal

6 Schormovd 2024, p. 52.
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structure where two distinct spaces precede the third. This approach may work bet-
ter for postcolonialism, but less so for the European space, as proximity has enabled
considerable interaction over the centuries.

When Milan Kundera switched from writing in Czech to writing in French, he
may have viewed this change not as a shift to another national canon, but rather as
a move into world literary space. As Pascale Casanova demonstrated in The World Re-
public of Letters (1999; in English 2004), francophone literary culture was not primar-
ily national but international (thus, Paris was not analogous to, say, Prague, which is
the center of a purely national literature). In line with that, Kundera did not explore
French regional themes or any themes particular to the French nation. Instead, his
new francophone mode consolidated and extended his reading public and thematic
reach, as Marek Nekula reminds us in his article, “Tfeti prostor a stfedni Evropa
v Kunderové roménu Nevédéni” (The Third Space and Central Europe in Kundera’s
Novel Ignorance).” However, Kundera perhaps got his timing wrong, as the capital
of the World Republic of Letters had moved to New York, apparent in his dealings
with Philip Roth and Penguin, described by Brian K. Goodman in The Nonconformists:
American and Czech Writers Across the Iron Curtain.®

There are caveats to our idea of a spectrum. In his article, Josef Hrdlicka argues
that translation works in opposition to the putative spectrum of Czech anglophone
literature, as it consolidates the divisions between languages. To translate from one
language to another presumes that the two languages are discrete entities. Moreover,
there is not simply a linear spectrum between Czech and anglophone literature; we
might instead posit a multi-dimensional spectrum: the linguistic one indicated above,
the temporal one in which the spectrum has changed over decades and centuries, and
finally (and this is where the implications of Czech anglophone literature become
useful for considering other literatures), when the Czech anglophone spectrum folds
into other spectrums (Russian-English, German-Czech, etc.). The Moldovan poet Ka-
tia Kapovich has a poem in English entitled “Prague.” Elena Lappin is a Russian-born
prose writer who grew up in Czechoslovakia, speaking Czech and Russian, and even-
tually moved to the United Kingdom and writes in English (her brother Maxim Biller
writes in German); her book What Language Do I Dream In? (2016) in part deals with
her childhood in Prague. Could works like this have been included here, or do they
belong in a special issue of Russian anglophone literature?

There is a further group of writers who might be considered: anglophone writ-
ers who have set their works in the Czech territories, and some of whom have spent
longer periods there. Anthony Trollope’s novel, Nina Balatka (1867), is an arguably
antisemitic tale about antisemitism, set in mid-nineteenth-century Prague. Prague
and Bohemia enjoyed a moment at the end of the nineteenth century in potboilers
like Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda (1894) and F. Marion Crawford’s The Witch
of Prague (1897); our own potboiler du jour, Dan Brown, continues this tradition with
his recent The Secret of Secrets (2025). Goodman argues that Roth’s overlooked novel,
The Prague Orgy (1985), is a key work for understanding the novelist’s development.®

7 Nekula 2024.
8 Goodman 2023, pp. 180-211.
9 Goodman 2023, p. 182.
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A few years later, Bruce Chatwin, in Utz (1988), has already begun to ironize Roth’s
representation of the city. Perhaps the most significant recent writer to have made
a home in Prague is the British-Nigerian novelist Helen Oyeyemi. She has lived in
Prague since 2013 and set much of her fiction in the city. Other such examples in-
clude Simon Mawer, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Shteyngart, Edwin Muir, Martha Gellhorn,
Joshua Mensch, and Sarah Perry. While the special issue does not address this cat-
egory of writer, its logic prompts consideration of them. We hope this will follow in
the years ahead.

OVERVIEW OF THE SPECIAL ISSUE

This special issue examines literary works spanning the mid-twentieth century to the
present. They represent various literary genres, including prose fiction, essays, mem-
oirs, and poetry. Positioned at the midpoint is Justin Quinn’s interview with the poet
Jana Prikryl, which raises questions about literary multilingualism that are central
to the special issue as a whole. Prikryl’s last name simultaneously indicates both her
Czech background and subsequent displacement (if she had remained in Czechoslo-
vakia, she would have grown up as “Jana Ptikrylov4”): she was born in Ostrava and
moved to Canada at a young age; she now lives in New York City and writes in Eng-
lish. She is one of the most lauded poets of her generation, and her work bears oc-
casional marks of her linguistic and national background. How might we categorize
her?Is she a Czech anglophone poet, a US poet, a Czech poet, a poet of Ostrava? Do we
need to categorize her at all? The interview offers insights on Czech anglophone is-
sues from a practicing writer who, as executive editor at The New York Review of Books
is also aware of academic debates. The interview thus offers insights into her own
poetry that can also be productively applied to the work of other writers considered
in this special issue.

Josef Hrdlicka’s article takes Ivan Blatny’s macaronic poetry as a starting point
for an insightful overview of multilingualism in Czech literature, with a focus on the
Czech anglophone spectrum. Hrdlicka traces the role of languages in Czech literary
history, from the monolingual paradigm of the nineteenth century through the inter-
national outlook of the twentieth-century Czech avantgarde, and up to the contempo-
rary period, in which Czech poetry is written also by translingual writers such as Iryna
Zahladko, Zofia Baldyga, Olga Stowik, and Sufian Massalema. As Hrdli¢ka argues, the
latter works destabilize conventional categorizations of literature as corresponding to
the languages of the author. When moving beyond national canons, we can often ex-
perience a crisis: if we don’t have this framework, then what will replace it? Hrdli¢ka’s
article offers new perspectives on this question, providing not only insight into Czech
anglophone literature but also into literary multilingualism in general.

Ladislav Nagy’s article deals with the long-neglected work of Edith Templeton
(1916-2006) by contextualizing her critical depictions of the First Czechoslovak
Republic (1918-1938). Although Templeton grew up speaking Czech, German, and
French, she wrote her novels in English and published them in exile beginning in
the 1950s, having moved to England before World War II. As the article shows, these
works are nevertheless preoccupied with her homeland, set as they are in the First
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Republic. Nagy advocates the inclusion of Templeton’s work in the Czech literary
canon, arguing that it can cast new light on Czech literature and history. Her novels
stand out for the way they portray independent Czechoslovakia as a doomed project
and mourn the disintegration of Czech aristocratic society. Nagy further considers
the role of language in Templeton’s unique depiction of her homeland, arguing that
her choice to write in a non-native language added a dimension of alienation to her
texts, in which linguistic estrangement is a prominent theme. For Nagy, Templeton
stands out from her contemporaries in both the Czech and anglophone contexts, pre-
senting “an outsider’s perspective based on an insider’s experience” of her country
of origin.

Zuzana Rihov4s article examines the different functions of Czech and English in
the work of Milada Sou¢kova (1899-1983). It opens with biographical background
that illuminates her literary use of Czech, which she grew up speaking, and English,
which became her professional language after exile from Czechoslovakia. Rihov4 ar-
gues that the Czech language continued to play a productive role in Sou¢kové’s work
during her life in the United States, despite being cut off from a large Czech reader-
ship by political circumstances. Rihova teases out the different imaginative uses of
the two languages in Sou¢kové’s writing, with Czech as “the privileged language of
poetic recollection.” In contrast, English was closely tied to her academic texts.

Justin Quinn’s article opens with the observation that linguists have begun to
question the idea of discrete languages. Using the concept of dialect continuums,
Quinn proposes that we “visualize a spectrum in literature stretched between what
we have previously thought of as different languages.” The article takes this spectrum
as a starting point for an analysis of work by two writers who “thrive on the linguis-
tic border between Czech and English”: Jan Zabrana and Milada Souc¢kova. This ar-
ticle shows how Zabrana brought elements of the anglophone literary world into his
Czech poems, which were written in Prague. Souckova, by contrast, was looking back
on Czechoslovakia from afar and used the two languages “to dramatize the interzone
between her first home of Bohemia and adopted home of the United States” and to
assert “longer continuities and traditions in opposition to the historical rupture of
the Cold War.” Quinn notes a similarity in this regard between Sou¢kova and Blatny,
who both lived and wrote in exile.

Charles Sabatos’s article analyzes the science fiction novel Spaceman of Bohemia
(2016) by Jaroslav Kalfaf, who, like Prikryl, was born in Czechoslovakia and moved
to North America before adulthood. The article begins with a discussion of previous
Czech writers in North America, including Jan Novak, Joseph Wechsberg, and Josef
Skvorecky. Against this background, Sabatos examines Kalfai's engagement with
Czech language and culture in the novel, concluding that “Kalfat’s Bohemian space-
man represents the unfulfilled hopes of postsocialist globalization, particularly for
the smaller nations of Central Europe who hoped for greater freedom and self-deter-
mination.” Drawing upon Rebecca L. Walkowitz’s idea of the “born translated” text,
Sabatos observes that the protagonist’s “solo mission into space symbolizes Kalfat’s
own circulation between cultures and languages.”

Véclav Kyllar’s article examines the major works of Janet Malcolm to determine
the influence of her Czech and Jewish background on her development as a writer.
Having fled Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia with her family as a child, Malcolm
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returned to Prague after the Velvet Revolution and wrote the essay “The Window
Washer” (1990) for The New Yorker. Situating her within the contexts of both the
New York literary scene and Czech anglophone literature, Kyllar traces the central
themes of identity, truth, ethics, and the limitations of non-fiction in a writer whose
Czech origins, and their significance, are rarely remarked upon. This article also re-
flects on the challenges of autobiography and the hybrid nature of Malcolm’s work.

CONCLUSION

Finding ourselves in a new multiverse of literary spectrums, we may be confused
and disoriented. Literary multilingualism challenges the way we configure expertise,
the way we delimit research goals, how we organize departments, and how we draft
syllabi. A relatively niche affair such as Czech anglophone literature raises broader
questions about how we think about hyphenated literatures more generally. The im-
plications for both research and pedagogy are considerable.

We hope that this issue will serve to broaden traditional conceptions of Czech
literature, showing it to be more linguistically pluralistic and blended than often as-
sumed. The articles offer new analyses and assessments of contributions from Czech
contexts to world literature, as well as the influence of anglophone contexts on Czech
literary works. They also provide insights into how we might approach and under-
stand transnational, transcultural, and translingual encounters in literature between
other asymmetrical linguistic pairs. In this way, this issue demonstrates the worldly
nature of Czech literature.

The findings in these case studies also raise a number of questions that we hope
will be addressed by future research on literary multilingualism in Czech contexts.
One might wonder, for example, who is the implied reader of works that utilize both
Czech and English? Quinn suggests that the ideal reader of Zabrana’s poetry is fa-
miliar with both English and Czech, as well as their respective literary traditions.
Yet, no knowledge of Czech or Czech culture is necessary to appreciate the work of
Malcolm, Kalfat, or Prikryl, as evidenced by the enthusiastic reception these writ-
ers have received in the United States. This circumstance suggests that, as with the
Czech anglophone works themselves, there is a spectrum of implied readers, which
in turn potentially affects literary circulation. Political circumstances also play a role.
Because Blatny and Souckova had no access to publication in Czechoslovakia until
the Communist regime ended in 1989, the pool of readers who could easily decode
the languages in which they wrote was necessarily more limited than it is today. Yet
ironically, that loss arguably allowed their macaronic poetic imaginations to flourish.

In conclusion, we believe that Czech anglophone literature is worthy of study be-
cause it offers a hermeneutics for studying other hyphenated literatures. Here are
some of the questions such an approach asks of such a literary text. First, where
on a spectrum between Czech and anglophone linguacultures does this text lie? This
answer may involve identifying which is the matrix language and which is the em-
bedded language. It also involves the question of literary traditions. Does one have
to know, say, the English literary tradition to appreciate this text? For instance, Pri-
kryl’s poetry will require some knowledge of twentieth-century American poetry,
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especially the New York School. In contrast, Blatny’s poems require knowledge of
the Czech poetic tradition. Because these texts cross cultures, they may incorporate
a certain amount of explanation of the other culture (for instance, Kalfat integrates
extensive explanations of Czech realia in Spaceman of Bohemia). When reading such
hyphenated literary texts, we might ask how much and how well the writer weaves
explanation or translation into their style. If these texts are translated from Czech
to English, we might also ask what English they are translated into. Is it the “zero
style” that Quinn describes, or is it more specific to a particular region (even if that
is as large as the US)? And finally, we may ask how these texts represent the power
asymmetry between English and Czech — on the levels of form, theme, and language.
These are some of the questions that might contribute to a new and profitable herme-
neutics of hyphenated literatures.
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