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Julie Hansen — Justin Quinn

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 Although clearly outdated today, 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.”1

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.2 

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 Mareš’s monograph Nejen jazykem českým. Studie 
o vícejazyčnosti v literatuře (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);3 Veronika Tuckerová’s Reading Kafka in Prague: On Translation, Samiz-
dat, Censorship, Export, and Dissent (2025); and a special issue of the journal Literární 
archiv entitled “Třetí prostor české 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

In her book Memory Speaks: On Losing and Reclaiming Language and Self (2021) the Cal-
gary-based linguist Julie Sedivy depicts the Czech-English asymmetry in her life 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 teachers I adored 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.4

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.5 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, Libuše Moníková and Jaroslav Rudiš, 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-
mová, 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 Božena Němcová 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 Zábrana (or vice versa, as 
is the case with Janet Malcolm), and others who write solely in English, such as Ja-
roslav Kalfař. We might imagine these works along a spectrum between Dickens and 
Němcová: Edith Templeton, who writes in a monolingual idiom of European realism 
is closer to Dickens, while Milada Součková, whose work code-switches between Eng-
lish and Czech is closer to Němcová.

Another theoretical framework we might consider is Homi Bhabha’s idea of the 
third space. The above-mentioned special issue of Literární 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 Jiří Gruša, Milan Kundera, Josef Škvorecký, Michael Stavarič, 
Jaroslav Rudiš, and Libuše Moníková, 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 Šámal, 
Dalibor Dobiáš, and Františka Schormová, 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-
mová reminds us in her article in Literární archiv,6 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	 Schormová 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, “Třetí prostor a střední Evropa 
v Kunderově románu Nevědění” (The Third Space and Central Europe in Kundera’s 
Novel Ignorance).7 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.8

There are caveats to our idea of a spectrum. In his article, Josef Hrdlička 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.9 

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 Přikrylová”): 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 Hrdlička’s article takes Ivan Blatný’s macaronic poetry as a starting point 
for an insightful overview of multilingualism in Czech literature, with a focus on the 
Czech anglophone spectrum. Hrdlička 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 Bałdyga, Olga Słowik, and Sufian Massalema. As Hrdlička 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? Hrdlička’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 Říhová’s article examines the different functions of Czech and English in 
the work of Milada Součková (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. Říhová ar-
gues that the Czech language continued to play a productive role in Součková’s work 
during her life in the United States, despite being cut off from a large Czech reader-
ship by political circumstances. Říhová teases out the different imaginative uses of 
the two languages in Součková’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 Zábrana and Milada Součková. This ar-
ticle shows how Zábrana brought elements of the anglophone literary world into his 
Czech poems, which were written in Prague. Součková, 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 Součková and Blatný, 
who both lived and wrote in exile. 

Charles Sabatos’s article analyzes the science fiction novel Spaceman of Bohemia 
(2016) by Jaroslav Kalfař, 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 Novák, Joseph Wechsberg, and Josef 
Škvorecký. Against this background, Sabatos examines Kalfař’s engagement with 
Czech language and culture in the novel, concluding that “Kalfař’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 Kalfař’s 
own circulation between cultures and languages.”

Václav 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 Zábrana’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, Kalfař, 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 Blatný and Součková 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, Blatný’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, Kalfař 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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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.
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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.

OPEN
ACCESS



josef hrdlička� 25

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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INTRODUCTION

Although born into a bilingual family and fluent in Czech and German from early 
childhood, it was in English that Edith Templeton, née Passerová, made herself 
a name in the literary world. Her books appeared after the Communist coup of 1948, 
i.e., at the point when everything she valued in her homeland seemed to be lost for 
good. English was her fourth language (besides Czech and German, she also learned 
French at a lyceum in Prague). Templeton never published in Czech, yet a large part 
of her work is preoccupied with her homeland. Having moved to England before 
World War II, she preceded the generation of exile writers who left Czechoslovakia 
after 1948, and she was never a part of their group. Both the themes and language of 
her prose feel slightly exotic in English; equally, she has never been perceived as be-
longing to the Czech literary canon. Ironically, this only strengthens the message of 
her early novels: they are nostalgic memories of a time when Bohemia was linguisti-
cally pluralistic and most of its inhabitants considered themselves patriots regardless 
of whether they spoke German or Czech. 

For a long time, Templeton was a neglected author. Then, in 2003, her most suc-
cessful novel, Gordon (1966), was republished and appeared — for the first time — 
under her own name, giving rise to a sudden and brief surge of interest in her work. 
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It was at this time that her novels published in the 1950s (and reissued in the 1980s 
with introductions by Anita Brookner) received some attention again, albeit scarce 
and ephemeral in the anglophone world. For Czech readers and scholars, however, 
Templeton’s writing provides an interesting and unique opportunity. Her novels of-
fer an unprecedented perspective on the First Republic and Czechoslovakia after the 
disintegration of Austria-Hungary. Written in hindsight, they portray the Czecho-
slovakian Republic as a project that had little chance of succeeding, mainly because 
it was the revolution of what she calls the canaille. In her provocative and controver-
sial view, the tragic events of the 1948 Communist coup and the 1968 Soviet occupa-
tion were the logical historical consequence of what had happened in 1918. It is this 
unique outlook that indeed makes her worthy of the attention of scholars dealing 
with Czech literature, Czech history, and anglophone literature set in Bohemia and 
Central Europe. 

Her position in Czech literary studies, however, remains marginal, to say the least. 
None of the recent authoritative histories of twentieth-century literature pays signifi-
cant attention to her work, and some do not even mention her. Is this because she never 
wrote in Czech? Milan Kundera wrote a large part of his work in French, and his posi-
tion in Czech literature is not questioned. The same could be said of Libuše Moníková, 
who wrote in German. On the other hand, Franz Kafka, who spent his whole life in 
Prague, is not typically considered a Czech writer either. These cases problematize the 
very concept of national literature: how is it possible to conceive a national literature 
based just on language if the nation itself is bilingual or multilingual? 

Moreover, Templeton’s “Czech” novels are about the period of the First Republic, 
i.e. after the establishment of independent Czechoslovakia in 1918. After World War 
II and the Communist coup in 1948, the First Republic was criticized on ideological 
grounds. The Communist ideologues tried to erase any memory of a liberal, demo-
cratic society, while they shared the First Republic’s enmity towards the Germans 
and the aristocracy. Consequently, and in reaction to it, the memory of these times 
was cherished by Czech émigrés in the West. The work of Templeton went against 
the grain. 

Templeton and other writers who adopted English as their literary language, such 
as Joseph Conrad, Vladimir Nabokov, and Isak Dinesen — challenge us to think about 
national literatures in new terms. Like the above-mentioned writers from Czecho-
slovakia, they also problematize the very concept of the nation based solely on lan-
guage. The inclusion of Edith Templeton in the Czech literary canon might benefit 
both the discussion of Czech literature and modern Czech history. She is unique in 
that she presents an outsider’s perspective based on an insider’s experience. While 
anglophone texts dealing with Czech life and society are often marked by certain 
exoticism, her texts stem from intimate knowledge of the land and culture. More-
over, they are unique in that they present criticism that has often been lacking in the 
discourse on modern Czech history. 

Current debates on translingualism focus on recent phenomena, such as global-
ization and democratization of travel.1 Sometimes, translingual writing is considered 

1	 See, for example, Irene Gilsenan Nordin, Julie Hansen, Carmen Zamorano Llena (eds.), 
Transcultural Identities in Contemporary Literature. 
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as a palimpsest. Steven G. Kellman says: “Palimpsest, the layering of texts, is an apt 
metaphor for literary translingualism — the phenomenon of writers who write in 
more than one language or in a language other than their primary.”2 In the case of 
Templeton, this metaphor is exceptionally apt. Especially in her early novels, set in 
Czechoslovakia, the Czech reader can easily discern Czech behind English. In this she 
differs from the great translingual writers of the modernist period, Conrad, Nabokov, 
and Beckett. She never wrote in the Czech language; however, its legacy is clearly felt 
in her English writing. The presence of Czech within (or behind) English has a double 
effect: first, it lends her prose a strange quality; second, it only strengthens the mes-
sage of the text, showing that Templeton never got quite rid of her Czech background. 
This, in my view, supports the argument that she should be considered a part of Czech 
literary canon. 

PRAGUE MAGICAL AND ABSURD 

Since the 1970s, Prague’s global image has been dominated by the influential book, 
Praga magica (1973). This love letter to Prague was written by the Italian scholar of 
Czech literature Angelo Maria Ripellino after he had been banned from entering the 
country by the totalitarian regime, and this circumstance sets the tone for the whole 
book, which is fascinating — erudite, deeply passionate, and exquisitely written. 
Published in Czech translation by an exile publishing house in Germany and smug-
gled into Czechoslovakia, it provided hope to those living behind the Iron Curtain. 

It is easy to see why. The book portrays Prague as a city endowed with metaphysi-
cal qualities that will always ultimately prevail over whatever political regime is in 
power. “It was too often the scene of contumely on the part of the haughty foreign-
ers, brutal swarms of mercenaries and blusterers who tore it apart, making off with 
whatever they could,” writes Ripellino.3 The city’s mystery, however, proved immortal 
and timeless:

“When I seek another word for music, I always and only find the word Venice,” 
Nietzsche declares in Ecce Homo. And I say: when I seek another word for mys-
tery, the only word I can find is Prague. She is dark and melancholy as a comet; 
her beauty is like the sensation of fire, winding and slanted as in the anamor-
phoses of the Mannerists, with a lugubrious aura of decay, a smirk of eternal 
disillusionment.4

Prague is portrayed as attractive, mysterious, unique, and beyond the commonplace. 
For Ripellino, it is a city of artists, not provincial bureaucrats. Also, it is a city with 
global relevance. It is symptomatic that he anchors his study of Prague in two par-
ticular historical periods: that of Charles IV (ruled 1355–1378) and Rudolf II (ruled 
1576–1612), both Holy Roman Emperors who made Prague the seat of their power. 

2	 Kellman 2020, p. 1. 
3	 Ripellino 1994, pp. 3–4. 
4	 Ibid., p. 7.
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The latter is even more important for Ripellino because of the mix of leading artists, 
scientists, and alchemists, with not a few charlatans among them, that he invited to 
Prague Castle. However, both were periods when Prague was a center of political 
power; for the rest of its history, it was peripheral. Perhaps this awareness of mar-
ginality only adds to the sense of nostalgia of which Ripellino writes. 

While before 1989, Ripellino’s book served to foster the hopes of the Czech dis-
sidents and underground, in the 1990s (it was translated into English in 1993), it fed 
the imagination of countless young anglophone people who, lured by the mystery 
and also by low cost of living, flocked to Prague, hoping that they would find here 
what their predecessors found in Paris in the early twentieth century.5 But Prague 
was never Paris. 

Ripellino’s book was not yet available in English when the first wave of expatriates 
arrived in Prague, but when it came out in English in 1993, it contributed to Prague’s 
aura as an exceptional city. It fulfilled two functions at different times: first, it was an 
expression of defiance in the face of Russian occupation; second, it served as a travel 
guide. Regardless of the function, however, it has served as one of the pillars of the 
myth of Prague’s (or, by extension, Central Europe’s) exceptionalism, an exceptional-
ism based on a magical aura. 

The idea of the cultural exceptionalism of Prague — and, later, of Czech culture 
in general — was significantly promoted by Philip Roth, both in his work, such as The 
Prague Orgy (1985) and in his editorship of Penguin’s “The Other Europe” series during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Roth’s interest in Central Europe and Czech culture was a result 
of one particular source of inspiration, Franz Kafka. As Brian K. Goodman argues, in 
Kafka, and later in Kundera and Vaculík, Roth sought inspiration to free himself from 
the dominant realist trend in American prose, as seen in the works of his colleagues, 
such as Saul Bellow and John Updike, as well as in his own previous work.6 Prague’s 
perceived exceptionalism extends to the whole of Bohemia and Central Europe. One 
index of this is the fact that Ripellino dedicates a substantial part of his book to the 
country outside Prague (above all Southern Bohemia). Roth, in his Other Europe 
series, promoted writers of whom only one originally came from Prague. In other 
words, Prague became a symbol of Central European culture in general. 

A historical and metaphysical claim to exceptionalism was made by Milan Kun-
dera in his now-famous essay entitled “Czech Destiny” in the journal Listy in Decem-
ber 1968.7 It emphasizes the suffering of the Czech nation and calls on Czechs to be 
proud of it; his point was driven home by the Russian occupation of the country. The 
essay does not really present an argument, however, and is characterized by pathos 
and lyricism (perhaps similar in this way to Ripellino); its aim was clearly to inspire, 
to give hope. But it was ridiculous nevertheless — as most claims to exceptionalism 

5	 The book was translated into Czech and published by the exile publisher Index in Köln. It 
was smuggled into former Czechoslovakia and it was not published officially in the coun-
try until the 1990s. 

6	 On Roth’s relationship with Czech dissidents and his contributions to the publication of 
Czech literature in English, see Brian K. Goodman’s “Philip Roth’s Other Europe: Counter-
Realism and the Late Cold War”. American Literary History, 27, 2015, No. 4, pp. 717–740.

7	 Kundera 1968. 
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are. Kundera claims that suffering made Czechs special. It is to Václav Havel’s credit 
that he was the first to notice and to contest Kundera’s argument. His essay, published 
in February 1969 under the same title as Kundera’s, exposed Kundera’s preposter-
ous claims about the character of Czech nationhood and the advantages of small na-
tions over large ones.8 According to Kundera, Czechs and Slovaks once again stood at 
the center of world history, poised as they were to create a “new form of socialism.” 
Havel, on the contrary, is skeptical about this because he perceived that what Kun-
dera meant by the old form of socialism was actually Russian totalitarianism, which 
Havel held to be incompatible with any decent order of society. Instead, he calls for 
democracy and political plurality.9 

Another pillar of Czech exceptionalism is political. It claims that after World War 
I and the collapse of Austria-Hungary, Czechoslovakia was the bulwark of democracy 
in Central and Eastern Europe, a model of a multi-national federation inspired by the 
Swiss confederation and driven by liberal ideals. In his book The Czech Question (1895), 
Tomáš Masaryk discusses the position of Czechs and Slovaks in Austria-Hungary and 
calls for better education that would mitigate nationalistic passion. He sees the mean-
ing of Czech history in the humanist legacy of the Czech Brethren, a protestant Church 
that opposed Habsburg rule and re-Catholization after the Battle of White Mountain 
in 1620. While he connects Catholicism with aristocratism and monarchism, he views 
Protestantism as the basis for democratic development stemming from the National 
Revival. In his polemics with the historian Josef Pekař, Masaryk later argued that: 

The ideological meaning of our revival can and must be clear to anyone who 
deliberately does not want to see the facts. We see the development of modern 
progressive and democratic ideas, and that meaning urges us to continue and 
move forward in the aspirations and ideals of democracy.10 

In Masaryk’s view, Czech history was exceptional because it naturally developed to-
wards democracy. 

It is true that in the grim European context of the 1920s and 1930s, Czechoslovakia 
was the most democratic country in the region. But there were major problems in 
the foundations of Czechoslovakia, which ultimately contributed to the Republic’s 
demise. The idea of a single “Czechoslovakian nation” was an invention — mainly 
because it had to invent a shared past. While the Czechs had shared their land and 
culture for centuries with the Germans, they had no ties with the Slovaks, apart from 
a similar language. The German minority was more numerous than the Slovak popu-
lation; and yet they were denied recognition. Mary Heimann’s book Czechoslovakia: 
The State That Failed (2009), is strongly critical of Masaryk’s republic, implying that 
the state was established on political scheming and betrayal, the aim of which was 
to suppress “minorities,” i.e., including the Germans, who were not a minority at 

8	 Havel 1969. 
9	 It is perhaps the ultimate irony of history that Havel, when he became president in 1989, 

abandoned the critical position of his arguably best article and more or less adopted Kun-
dera’s position — including some of its pathos.

10	 Masaryk 1995, pp. 309–310. 
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all. Heimann remarks: “As a new generation of scholarship on the Bohemian Crown 
Lands is beginning to make clear, there was never anything particularly natural or 
self-evident about how national identity in the region came to be defined primarily 
through language.”11 She characterizes the program and functioning of the First Re-
public as follows: 

Czecho-Slovakia emerged from the peace conference with virtually all of its 
territorial demands satisfied. Only Masaryk’s wilder fantasies that special 
treatment be accorded to the Sorb minority in Lusatia or a special corridor be 
created to guarantee Czecho-Slovak access to the Adriatic Sea were dismissed 
[…]. Masaryk’s wartime dream had come true. Never mind that there were 
half a million more Germans than Slovaks living in the country; that the city of 
Bratislava was overwhelmingly German and Hungarian; that only a handful 
of Slovaks shared the bright vision of a progressive Czecho-Slovakia.12

It needs to be said that the concept of the Czechoslovakian nation had no basis in re-
ality. Heimann rightly argues that the establishment of the state and nation was not 
just a political effort. To achieve the goals, more coercive methods than political dis-
cussions were employed.13

Similar criticism has been levelled at the First Czechoslovak Republic by the 
French-Hungarian historian Francois Fejtö in his Requiem pour un empire défunt: his-
toire de la destruction de l’Autriche (1993). His perspective is clearly nostalgic. He re-
grets the end of the Habsburg Empire, for which he blames mainly Germans but also 
nationalistic elements within the Empire. Some of these were leveraged by Masaryk 
and his successor Edvard Beneš, whose membership in Free Mason lodges Fejtö men-
tions in a way that accords the establishment of the new republic an air of conspira-
cy.14 Fejtö also criticizes the new division of Europe based on national identities: 

On ne saurait donc contredire l’historien français Pierre Miquel quand il écrira 
qu’« à l’injustice de l’oppression des peuples par les anciens empires se sub-
stituait l’arbitraire d’un découpage inspiré plus par des appétits que par les 
réalités ethniques ou linguistiques ». 15

Although Heimann’s book is biased (as evidenced in her description of the collapse of 
Czechoslovakia under Nazi pressure16) and Fejtö’s tries to absolve the Hungarians from 

11	 Heimann 2011, p. 4 
12	 Ibid., p. 63. 
13	 Ibid., p. 67–68.
14	 Fejtö 2014, chapter “Deux génies de la propagande: Masaryk et Beneš, les vainqueurs.”
15	 Ibid., chapter “Conclusion.” “We cannot therefore contradict the French historian Pierre 

Miquel when he wrote that ‘the injustice of the oppression of peoples by the old empires 
was replaced by the arbitrariness of a division inspired more by appetites than by ethnic 
or linguistic realities’” [my translation].

16	 Heimann 2011, p. 74. Heiman describes problems during the Great Crisis, conflating the 
problems of Slovaks with those of Ruthenians, yet forgets that Ruthenians were actually 
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blame for the disintegration of the Habsburg empire and subsequent establishment 
of unstable states, there is much truth in their criticism. Heimann, for instance, bases 
her claim about the failure of Czechoslovakia solely on the fact that the Germans were 
marginalized. However, it was still the most democratic state in the region at that time. 
The fact that the new republic did not become the intended federation of the Swiss type 
cannot be explained solely by Masaryk’s and subsequently Beneš’ failure to deliver on 
their promises. Czech historians and journalists have started to pay attention to these 
issues only recently.17 For instance, when then-foreign minister (and later president) 
Beneš negotiated with allies at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, he repeatedly assured them 
that the rights of minorities would be guaranteed in the form of a Swiss-like confeder-
ation. This did not happen. It is significant that only two of these memorandums were 
translated into Czech and made available to the public — and not until 1992.

TEMPLETON’S UNWELCOME CRITICISM OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

Templeton repeatedly stated that all of her texts were autobiographical.18 The first 
three novels take place shortly after World War I and the establishment of Czechoslo-
vakia. The same applies to some of the short stories in The Darts of Cupid (2002). Her 
novels and short stories offer a view of the First Republic that is different from those 
dominant in Czech literary and historiographical discourse. She neither embraces 
the establishment of the new Republic nor does she depict the new country as a re-
sult of a political conspiracy. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, there were two main positions in Czech literary discourse. 
One was represented by Karel Čapek and his embrace of the new political regime; the 
other was the dissenting voice of Catholic intellectuals, perhaps best represented by 
Jaroslav Durych. The latter felt — quite rightly — that the new political establishment  
was strongly anti-Catholic.19 There were occasional extremes, such as František 

much closer to Prague than to Bratislava, and opposed the declaration of the Slovak state. 
Also while describing — correctly — the dissatisfaction of the Germans and the undem-
ocratic suppression of German political parties, she fails to mention that a large number 
of Germans still identified with the republic and actually answered the call to mobiliza-
tion. Simply because Czechoslovakia, despite its shortcomings, was still democracy, com-
pared to Germany. 

17	 For instance, when then-foreign minister (and later president) Beneš negotiated with al-
lies at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, he repeatedly assured them that the rights of minorities 
would be guaranteed in the form of a Swiss-like confederation. This did not happen. It is 
significant that only two of these memorandums were translated into Czech and made 
available to the public — and not until 1992. See, for instance, the former Czech politi-
cian Petr Pithart (https://petrpithartmemory.cz/petr-pithart-cesko-na-mape-evropy-ne-
bo-cesko-v-evrope/). Memorandum č. 1 (Čechoslováci) a č. 3 (Problém Němců v Čechách), 
Střední Evropa 25 (1992), 9–21. Available online at: https://files.scriptum.cz/scriptum/st-
redni-evropa/stredni-evropa_1992_25_ocr.pdf,

18	 For instance, in Templeton 2003. 
19	 Some members of this grouping discredited themselves during the so-called Third Repub-

lic, which existed from April 1945 to February 1948.
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Zavřel. His novel Fortinbras, based on Hamlet, was seized after its publication in 1930. 
In the next few years, it was published several times in censored versions, and only 
in 1939, after the collapse of the First Republic, was it published in its entirety. This 
erotically explicit novel takes aim at Edvard Beneš (named Claudy in the novel), who 
is portrayed as the devil incarnate: a schemer, murderer, and tyrant. Managing a net-
work of secret agents, assassins, and informers, Beneš rules the country in a ruthless 
manner. Eventually, he is shot but for the hero, even that is not enough. The country 
is already lost. The novel soon fell into oblivion. The writing is poor, the metaphors 
flat, and the author destroyed any reputation he might have had by collaborating with 
the Nazi regime. 

Writing twenty years later, Templeton does not fit in with either of these co-
horts. She never directly criticizes the political establishment of the new Republic 
in her novels; after the Communist coup and the subsequent atrocities, it would 
have been improper: simply because the flaws of the First Republic were nothing 
compared to the Soviet-induced Communist terror in the 1950s. Given all its flaws, 
the First Republic was still an incommensurably better state than the Communist 
one. Only later, in the collection of short stories entitled The Darts of Cupid, is she 
more critical. The political establishment of the First Republic did indeed discrimi-
nate, to its own detriment, two groups of people: the Germans and the aristocracy 
(sometimes these groups intersected). Her unique perspective as a member of high 
society allowed her to describe the change from a different angle: that of manners. 
She is unconcerned with political or religious matters; rather she focuses on the 
change of manners in the new Republic. The target of her critique, at first sight, is 
not so much the political establishment of Czechoslovakia as what she consistently 
refers to as the canaille, which might be glossed as “rabble,” or “herd”. Her first 
three novels represent the effort to escape this through amorous relationships and 
marriage. The stories offer a retrospective and bleak account of how the canaille 
took gradually over. 

Templeton was born as an unwanted child in 1916 into a marriage which soon 
broke up. Her mother came from a wealthy family, and her father was a scientist 
working in Vienna. She spent the first few years of her life in the Austrian capital, 
then moved back to Prague with her mother and grew up in a castle in Jirny near 
Prague, which belonged to her mother’s family. She was educated at a prestigious 
French lycée, published her first short story in the Prager Tagblatt at the age of about 
ten (in German), began studying medicine at the University of Prague, but then mar-
ried an Englishman named William Templeton at the age of twenty-two. With him 
she travelled to England and never returned to her native country for a longer period. 
Her marriage to Templeton was not a happy one — ostensibly because of her hus-
band’s repressed homosexuality20 — and it soon ended. With her second husband, 

20	 See Templeton 2003. Templeton speaking about her husband in the Guardian interview: 
“He had these rages. It took me years to figure out what was at the bottom of Mr Temple-
ton. Red rages and white rages. The red rage was for sexual frustration when I wouldn’t 
sleep with him any more, the white rage with the shaking for was homosexual revulsion. 
You see? You understand? How slow I am? It took me nearly 10 years to realise Mr Tem
pleton was a repressed homosexual.”
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a distinguished British physician, she travelled the world, moving in the highest so-
ciety and, after stints in Switzerland, Austria, and France, eventually lived out her 
days on the Ligurian Riviera, where she died in 2006. 

When she published her first novel, Summer in the Country (1950), Templeton was 
writing for no particular audience. English readers were indifferent to the history of 
a country that was now lost in the East Bloc, and those with ties to former Czechoslo-
vakia hardly wanted to read a thorough criticism of the First Republic. Yet this is pre-
cisely what Templeton offered. Her first three novels, Summer in the Country, Living on 
Yesterday (1951), and The Island of Desire (1952), as well as a number of short stories writ-
ten for The New Yorker (later collected in the book The Darts of Cupid), present a coherent, 
yet uncomfortable view of Czech history in the first half of the twentieth century. Tem-
pleton refuses to celebrate 1918 as the year of triumph and 1948 as the year of catastro-
phe. For her, the difference is not in kind but in degree. What happened in 1948 — the 
triumph of the mob — was the logical consequence of what happened in 1918. For her, 
Prague and Bohemia were not magical; they were provincial, and their only relevance 
was through their connection with the imperial capital of Vienna and the nobility. In 
1918, this was severed. 

Prague, as captured by Templeton in her novel Living on Yesterday and short stories 
such as “Dress Rehearsal,” is indeed a provincial bourgeois city. It is a capital without 
much relevance: 

Ha! In Budapest. And if it was not in Budapest, it could be in Prague, for that 
matter. And if not Prague, then in Vienna. The more the merrier. Three sepa-
rate states and three capitals, it’s absolutely crazy, if you want my opinion. In 
the old days, it was Vienna and Vienna only. Big enough to hold them all… It is 
crazy, I say, the way it is now, with every tin-pot nation sitting proudly on their 
own tin-pot republic.21 

In Templeton’s fictional world, Prague has retained much of its enchanting beauty 
but has lost relevance, if it ever had any. It is figured as a refuge for a cosmopolitan lei-
sured class with loose morals, often members of the minor aristocracy who once had 
access to power. Now, they are cut off from the establishment and live their comfort-
able but meaningless lives in forgetfulness. The vigor of the new republic is haunted 
by the shadows of the past and this is reflected in the atmosphere: 

When the two men stepped into the street, the sun had already disappeared, 
and now the April sky was marbled pink and blue, dipped into a melting light 
of an exhausted and yet brooding sweetness, a glow of autumnal overripeness 
which had nothing to do with the time of the year. On their right lay Kampa 
Island. Already the foliage drooped from the dusty trees, already the blades of 
the ragged lawn showed yellow tips. The smell of the young and tired green 
mingled with the breath of decomposition which came up from the river.22

21	 Templeton 1986, p. 55.
22	 Ibid., p. 44.
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As an author she experienced a short wave of popularity and attention in 2003 when 
Gordon, a sado-masochistic novel previously published under a nom de plume by 
Maurice Girodias in the Olympia Press in Paris, was reissued under her own name. 
In an interview she gave at the time to The Guardian, she profiles herself (to what ex-
tent this is an authorial pose is difficult to say) as a “reactionary” person in the origi-
nal sense of the word. She passionately criticizes modern society’s direction in the 
twentieth century and rejects female emancipation, even slipping into what might 
be described as misogyny. (“‘Are you Jungian?’ she concludes, outraged. ‘Nature will 
override nurture every time. […] Men are superior. I agree with Schopenhauer 100%,’ 
she goes on. ‘He proved biologically, you see. The longer it takes to become mature, the 
more superior you are. A girl of fifteen is biologically finished, while a boy is not yet 
a man. It proves, do you see, how inferior a woman is.’”) This stance is quite consis-
tent with the attitude expressed in her fictional texts about early twentieth-century 
Bohemia, i.e., nostalgic, conservative, and deeply distrustful of anything that could 
be called progress.23 

Templeton fanatically advocates a social hierarchy reminiscent of the nineteenth 
century. She attributes her disgust with her first husband to a failure on his part to 
be a gentleman (in the sense of following conventions), stating that she was always 
fascinated by men from the highest strata (“top drawer”) and that her main ambition 
in England was to be part of the aristocratic elite (the “Buckingham Palace crowd”). 

Templeton always stresses that her texts are autobiographical. She writes exclu-
sively about herself, though of course her self-portrait is largely stylized. In fact, her 
approach is Millerian: she makes literature out of her experience, while, in contrast 
to the American classic, her prose offers another dimension. In his best books, Henry 
Miller describes the life of an outcast in a foreign land, but he does so in his own first 
language. In contrast, Templeton’s is primarily the language of exile. From the very 
beginning of her literary career, she has written in a language that is not her own, 
and this alienation gives her texts a special dimension. 

In the fateful amorous encounter depicted in Gordon, language is a means of domi-
nation. Gordon often takes possession of his lover against her will, but the violence is 
not only physical: it penetrates the language as well. As a physician, he wields a rather 
sophisticated conceptual apparatus with which to conceptualize Louise’s experience, 
and he forces her to speak a language that belongs to him. This is most evident in the 
dialogue. While Gordon’s speech is always self-assured, Louise speaks as if she were 
uncertain about the precise meaning and emotional dimension of the words she uses:

He looked at me with a delighted smile. “You react so beautifully, it’s a joy,” he 
said; “just one simple, common, ordinary word, and you are up in arms.” 

“Which word? How do you mean?” I asked. 
“I’ll tell you another time,” he said. “I don’t want to have you upset. I must 

humour you now, you are still weak. Come, lie down again, and we’ll have 
a nice, quiet talk. Only nice, pleasant things.”24 

23	 Templeton 2003. 
24	 Templeton 1966, p. 35.
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Linguistic alienation plays a different role in Templeton’s three above-mentioned 
novels that depict interwar Czechoslovakia. Summer in the Country, Living on Yester-
day, and The Island of Desire are all distinctly autobiographical; the first is set in the 
family castle (Jirny is renamed Kirna), and the other two are set in Prague in the 1920s 
and 1930s.

In her anglophone prose Templeton aspires to the English of a cultivated speaker 
whose language is in direct opposition to the vulgar language of the canaille. The mi-
lieu in which she grew up was multilingual: Czech and German were the main lan-
guages, but French and, increasingly, English also played important roles. Her key 
characters speak the haughty language that readers might associate with aristocratic 
circles: witty and slightly cynical, as can be found in the texts of Oscar Wilde, Evelyn 
Waugh or, more recently, Edward St. Aubyn. When Anita Brookner, in her introduc-
tions to Templeton’s novels, compares Templeton to Ivan Turgenev, it was precisely 
for this conservative, or old-fashioned quality of the language. This nineteenth-cen-
tury feel of the language may not be intentional, but it is fitting. These are characters 
whose world has vanished. The problem that Templeton faced, however, is that social 
strata were different in Czechoslovakia and England. Also, the fact that she was not 
a native speaker of the language and her struggle to convey some social realities of 
her world to the English reader might have contributed to the occasional clumsiness 
of the language; on the other hand, it is very sharp and refreshing in the short dia-
logues and Wildean witticisms.  

In his essay “The Image of Czechoslovakia in Edith Templeton’s Novels,” Eero Balk 
sees Summer in the Country as a kind of Kafkaesque novel:

In her first novel, the author describes life in her family’s castle in Jirny, which 
seems to be a strange analogue of Kafka’s castle: it keeps people under a spell, 
but unlike Kafka’s castle inside. Getting in is difficult, but even getting out re-
quires great effort, if not violence.25

The symbol of the castle proved too tempting for Balk. Kafka’s text is closer to alle-
gory; Templeton, on the other hand, writes realistic prose. The observation about the 
claustrophobic atmosphere is accurate, but this atmosphere is not just a matter of the 
castle but of the entire new Czechoslovak republic. 

As has been noted, Templeton’s view of an independent Czechoslovakia is unflat-
tering. With her critical attitude — and the reasons she gives for it — she represents 
a remarkable phenomenon. The opposition to Masaryk’s First Republic from among 
Catholic intellectuals is well known, but in their case the opposition stems from re-
ligious reasons. In Templeton’s case, the reasons are mainly social. She sees the new 
Republic as a contrivance that has shattered the traditional social hierarchy and also 
isolated the Czech lands — hence the claustrophobic feeling. It resonates perhaps 
most strongly in the speeches of the peculiar and pithy Uncle Birk in Summer in the 
Country. A hereditary owner of the estate, he had once served in the Austro-Hungar-
ian army, and, during maneuvers at Brandýs nearby, he carried the last Habsburg 
emperor Charles in his chariot. He is unable to reconcile himself to the new political 

25	 Balk 1999, pp. 6–7. 
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order, which is, not coincidentally, marked by worsening economic conditions that 
sink his estate in financial problems. He is kept afloat by the protagonist’s husband, 
the wealthy businessman Oscar Ritter, who shows all the signs of a parvenu. However 
much he tries to disguise it with his encyclopedic education, he cannot escape the 
Birk family’s condescension. One of the Birks remarks: 

And don’t let it get you down when Mr. Oscar talks like that. It’s only because 
he is not a Birk himself. The Ritters never had a place in the country. The old 
Mr. Ritter used to serve in his own shop, I was told. Did his own books and 
stood behind the counter.26

The reader is unwittingly reminded of Jane Austen’s novels. Templeton is writing 
a social novel that is almost caste-based.

The uncle keeps returning to the past for consolation. For him, the time of the 
new Republic, established in 1918, was out of joint, and he wanted to have little to 
do with it. He clings to the past in a remarkable way: he recalls poignantly the for-
mer English groom Robinson, who represents the old order and the cosmopolitan 
character of the Habsburg dispensation that was still open to the world. The uncle 
even subscribes to an English magazine on hunting and horsemanship, although 
it has practically no meaning for him. It is, however, his link with a world that has 
been abandoned. 

His attitude is not purely nostalgic; he is also defiant, and in her descriptions of 
this defiance, Templeton’s social critique has a sting. It is as if she is saying that the 
new system is trying to impose something that is against all tradition, and so must 
fail: “Nowadays the gentlemen of the Republic have decided that there is no aristoc-
racy and they think that’s the end of it. But you can’t kill the nobility. You can twist it 
round and turn it upside down, but it will always exist.”27 The nobility lives in close 
connection with the land, with the landscape and the soil, and as such is the anchor 
of stability and continuity, even more so than folk culture:

After about a quarter of an hour’s drive, the Elbe River appeared on their right, 
and alongside its sluggish and muddy waters the fields gave way to marshy 
grass, clumps of willows, masses of sedge and tall bushes of white flowering 
bindweed. The young man looked at the countryside and felt its sullen charm, 
and it occurred to him for the first time in his life that this was the land had 
brought forth the Bohemian folk-songs with their slowly flowing tunes, their 
darkly veiled lamentations, and their sad surrender to daily life.28

There is a symbiosis between the land and the aristocracy — it goes back for centuries 
and transcends language boundaries. The aristocracy is very often German-speaking, 
but this does not make it less part of the land. Templeton makes clear that the tradi-
tion of Bohemia is far from monolingual. 

26	 Templeton 1985, p. 108
27	 Ibid., p. 116
28	 Ibid., p. 123.
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Templeton’s social criticism developed as her oeuvre grew. The stories published 
in the aforementioned collection The Darts of Cupid are more polished and more criti-
cally incisive. They often have a speaker who, from the position of an elderly man, 
explains to the protagonist the state of affairs and instructs her that things are not 
as they seem. In these short stories, she fully develops the thesis that what happened 
in 1948 (and then 1968) had already begun in 1918. Templeton refuses to see the First 
Republic as an island of democracy. She sees the dissolution of the monarchy and the 
emergence of an independent national state as a victory for the mob, and she also sees 
the First Republic as a time when the mob did not yet have the courage to do what fol-
lowed in 1948. It is true that her outlook is influenced by her extreme conservatism — 
she is a priori suspicious of the republic, but this is not the whole story. She paints 
a vivid portrait of the accompanying phenomena of social change — the decline of 
taste, the fall into provincialism and isolation. She is not much concerned about the 
economic and political reasons for this isolation.

Probably the most important text by Templeton on the decline of Bohemia in the 
twentieth century is the short story, “Equality Cake,” from The Darts of Cupid. In the 
text, she looks back to her youth after 1918 and surveys the changes that the declara-
tion of the republic brought to life at the chateau of Jirny: 

For me, the recent breakup of 1918, which had made Bohemia part of the re-
public of Czechoslovakia, was not in the nature of revolution, because my 
grandmother remained in the castle, the same as before, still presiding over 
her cast of elderly prima donnas. Kocour, the night watchman, and Prochazka, 
the coachman, were both in their seventies; Kucera, the head gardener, was 
eighty; the cook, who was in her sixties, was the youngest leaf of this fading 
but stalwart four-leaf clover. The other servants — the stable lads, the house-
maids, and scullery maids — were ever changing, but because part of their 
role was to be young. They were like the chorus and corps de ballet of an opera 
house, constantly being replenished without anyone’s noting the difference.29 

Curious little Edith asks her uncle what would happen if there were a real revolution:

“What would happen to the Austrian Room?” I repeated. 
“They’d stable horses in it,” said Uncle Frederick. “A self-respecting revolu-

tionary horse won’t feed unless it’s housed in a frescoed hall.” 
“But how could they put horses in the Austrian Room,” I asked, “when the 

Austrian Room is on the second floor?”
“You are being ridiculous,” said my mother. “They’d burn the place down, of 

course. So there wouldn’t be a second floor to worry about.”30

When little Edith asks where the revolution comes from, her mother tells her: “It 
doesn’t have to come from anywhere. It’s here right under your nose. It’s all around 
us,” adding that it is the village people, the canaille, who would come to take their 

29	 Templeton 2002, pp. 129–130. 
30	 Ibid., p. 132. 
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property. Edith does not believe this, objecting that they are nice to her and always 
greet them when they drive out with their coachman. The mother retorts, “What do 
you imagine? Do you think they love us? They’d string us up on the nearest tree if they 
had the chance.”31 In this interview between daughter and mother she presents the 
theory of decline mentioned above. The breaking up of the empire and the emergence 
of a new Republic is the victory of the canaille; and the celebrated and cherished pe-
riod of the First Republic was merely an interlude when the mob were building up 
their courage for the events of 1948. 

In the early novels, she does not generalize in this way; instead, she uses sym-
bolic characters. The most important of these is the first Czechoslovak president, to 
whom she has an apparently ambivalent relationship. Recalling Franz-Josef ’s birth-
day celebrations, Mr Birk dreams: “‘The Emperor’s birthday, that was something. And 
what have we got now? Do you hear that the President ever has a birthday? Of course 
he hasn’t. He wouldn’t dare.’”32 However, then he sobers up: “Although I don’t know. 
Must not judge people. You can’t put the clock back and the President looks decent 
enough. Gets up at six every morning and has a ride. Not a bad fellow. On a white 
horse, too, hahaha.”33

Even in this condescending praise of Tomáš Masaryk, there is a deeper point: 
conditions have changed, but people have not. The president is trying to play a role 
that does not suit him. He was not born into it. At the end of the novel, Uncle Birk 
responds to the objection of one of the protagonists by saying: “And now there is no 
Emperor and more and young Fiala is impertinent and calls it democracy.”34 

As has been discussed above, the political establishment of the First Czechoslovak 
Republic faced opposition from several sides: Catholics, Germans, and leftist activists. 
These critiques were later reflected in Czech historical discourse. During the years 
of the Communist rule, only leftist criticism was occasionally mentioned, but more 
often, the regime simply tried to erase memories of the period. While also strongly 
critical, Templeton’s work — especially given her high-society origin — is so sin-
gular that it is impossible for today’s readers to identify with it. Moreover, she her-
self makes such identification impossible by exacerbating an attitude that is already 
highly conservative. Yet she touches upon a topic deeply resonant in Czech public 
discourse of the last few decades: the fact that the First Republic already compro-
mised its chances of survival by turning against all things German and aristocratic. 
In fiction, Templeton’s voice is still unique. 
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Interview with Jana Prikryl

Justin Quinn

Jana Prikryl was born in 1975 in Ostrava, in what is now the Czech Republic. Her family 
fled Czechoslovakia when she was five years old, and after a year in Austria they immi-
grated to Canada, where she spent the rest of her childhood. She has lived in New York 
City since 2003, where she works as the executive editor of The New York Review of Books. 
She has published three collections of poetry: The After Party (2016), No Matter (2019), 
and Midwood (2022); a fourth, The Channel, will be published later this year. 

Her work often draws on autobiographical material, but deftly disappoints our 
usual emotional expectations — instead of revelations of self she will often glance 
away to inspect details of the scene. The poems frequently take oneiric turns, revel-
ing in the opportunities dreams provide to reconsider our waking lives. Prikryl has 
found an idiom that figures these transformations naturally, including our stumbling 
speech acts, and fluent acceptance of radically new contexts. The poems’ language, 
as Evan Jones remarked, “draws on war and insurgency, the migrant crisis on the US-
Mexico border, deaths in the Mediterranean, the climate out of control. […] Every-
thing is happening at once.”1 A poetry of dream logic might be one of the best ways to 
catch how our intimacies are caught up and transformed by such inimical shifts. The 
tone is often unsurprised and forensic, and the speaker is alert to the tiniest shifts in 
rooms, in voices, in expressions.

Prikryl is one of  the most lauded contemporary poets in the United States. 
Her books are widely reviewed, and she has attracted the praise of leading critics, 
among them James Wood, Stephanie Burt, Nick Laird, and Dan Chiasson. Although 
the poet Tomáš Gabriel has translated some of her poems into Czech, she is not as 
well known in the Czech Republic. For the most part, Prikryl’s Czech background 
has received only passing mention by North American critics, so this interview was 
conceived as an opportunity to explore the connections — biographical, literary, 
and other — to the country of her birth. 

Prikryl and I were introduced by a mutual friend in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 
2017, when she was a Fellow at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard 
University. The interview was conducted via email during June 2024.
� — JQ

1	 Jones, Evan. Rev. of No Matter, by Jana Prikryl, PN Review 251 46, No. 3 (Jan–Feb 2020), 
https://www.pnreview.co.uk/cgi-bin/scribe?item_id=10690.
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Could you talk about the role of Czech language in your life at the moment?
It’s quite dormant, almost absent. I have no Czech friends of my own generation, 
and the relatives I talk to most — my parents in Canada — have tended to speak the 
Czenglish hybrid that we lapsed into pretty soon after arriving in Canada in 1981. 
But recently the Czech quotient has been increasing, because my father’s diagno-
sis of Alzheimer’s has made him less able to speak English. There’s some sad irony in 
this because he was always the enforcer of English in our family, in public places — 
“Speak my language!” he’d say, if one of us spoke Czech within earshot of Canadians. 
He said it was the height of rudeness to exclude people that way. (How much shame 
or discomfort he felt about sounding different, being different, is probably too big 
a subject for me to discuss here. When people asked where he was from, he’d name 
the small town we lived in, in Southern Ontario. If they then remarked on his accent 
and used the word “originally,” he’d turn the tables and make them guess.) 

But Czech has always persisted in my mind as a kind of underground stream, so 
maybe I was wrong to say it has no role in my life. It’s often popping up when I’m 
thinking in English, with the reminder that a certain Czech word or phrase is far 
intenser, more fused with what it signifies. But my Czech is rusty, my vocabulary 
largely limited to “kitchen Czech,” and I’d need to live there again for a bit to feel con-
fident speaking as an adult about more abstract ideas. In that sense the Czech that’s 
printed on my brain, from early childhood, is a reminder of what language cannot 
do, of how far it falls short. I think this is one reason I write poems; poetry involves 
applying pressure to language until its otherness, its foreignness, becomes palpable.

Do you recollect much about growing up in Ostrava? Or about your time in 
Austria?
I do, thanks to the absolute way we left Ostrava in 1980 and then left Weyer, the Aus-
trian village we’d settled in, almost a year later. In Speak, Memory, Vladimir Nabokov 
writes about how leaving Russia cauterized his memories, or that’s one way to read 
this great sentence: “The break in my own destiny affords me in retrospect a synco-
pal kick that I would not have missed for worlds.” Everything I remember is very cen-
tered on my family: our apartment in central Ostrava, the bedroom I shared with my 
brother, the park next door with its massive, actual warplane aslant a huge concrete 
cube, which the bigger kids were always climbing; Teta Vanda, my beloved nanny, 
and my nursery school; our small cottage in Ostravice and the meadows around it; 
constant ear infections and the very early ear piercing imposed on all Czech girls; my 
dad teaching me to ski on intensely cold trips to the Krkonoše, the Beskydy, and the 
Tatra mountains from when I was two or three. 

I still remember flashes of our drive from Yugoslavia to Austria, when in effect 
we fled home in 1980: we were in a line of cars inching toward the border and sud-
denly my dad (aware that he and my mom could be arrested if  the guard uphead 
decided to enforce the letter of the law) handed a roll of bills to my brother in the 
back seat, and told him to put it in his shoe. I was five and remember thinking, 
oh, that’s not good. But the guard let us through. My dad pulled the car over some 
distance past the border and invited my brother to get out and “take his first pee in 
freedom,” which the two of them did; how my mother and I metabolized this mo-
ment I do not recall. 
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The next year in Austria was (in hindsight) a sunny round of learning German, 
tromping up and down steep hillsides with my brother, attending a kindergarten 
where it was another girl (not me) who was incessantly teased (“Eveline, Waschmas-
chine!”), and playing with my first “boyfriend,” whose mother was an old Czech 
friend of my parents’, so he also spoke Czech. Our plan was to get married, buy a Lin-
coln Continental (red), and he’d work as a dentist and I’d work as a a nun. I guess 
Upper Austria did get to me.

You mentioned in email that you’ve recently used some Czech words and 
phrases in a poem, and that this is part of a general shift in your attitude to the 
language that’s happening at the moment. Could you talk about this? 
I recall when the 2007 edition of Ivan Blatný’s poems came out, including some won-
derfully musical, amazingly inventive (in the best way) translations of yours.2 I was 
also intrigued by Blatný’s later poems written in England, which sprinkle Czech 
words through the English verses (or maybe the other way around), and I thought: 
this does not work, though it’s a fun experiment. Those poems tended to confirm how 
I’ve always felt about these two languages: they don’t speak to each other, they’re in-
compatible. In my own writing, sticking Czech words into English poems has seemed 
a bit tacky or cheap; I did it with Czech surnames in “A Package Tour,” a poem in my 
first book, where I named a few of my great-great-great-grandmothers. But that was 
a way of showing how unspeakable Czech is, to me, in an English context.

What has changed lately is my dad’s use of Czech; he was diagnosed with Al-
zheimer’s in 2020, and this person who in the 1980s had transformed himself into 
a very fluent, snazzy speaker of English (he was often rolling out newly acquired idi-
oms, and he and I often spoke together only in English) slowly contracted to halting 
and incoherent Czech. And now the Czech language seems islanded in him, barely 
able to cross the divide between him and the outside world. So in a poem this year 
I found myself quoting a few of the things he’d recently said. They have a terrible 
charge, as if a weight were being put on the words that they couldn’t possibly carry 
across. And it felt thematically right to include words that are in a sense mute in the 
English context — they are only sounds, they give the poem’s English lines an object 
to respond to, like a landscape or a painting. And later I found myself writing one 
entire (extremely short!) poem in Czech, because it seemed necessary to this new 
collection to go all the way (at least once, briefly) into that zone of difference. Once 
I had that poem on the page it also seemed quite funny to me, imposing this illegible 
object on the unsuspecting reader of English, a kind of slapstick gesture, so I suspect 
it will stay.

You’ve recently translated a poem from Czech for the first time. Can you tell us 
about the process?
Yes, I’m almost embarrassed to admit that I’d never tried this before. But a slightly 
random concatenation of things led me to Jan Skácel, a bunch of whose books I or-
dered and started rifling through earlier this year. My experience of reading these 

2	 Blatný, Ivan. The Drug of Art: Selected Poems. Ed. Veronika Tuckerová. New York: Ugly Duck-
ling Presse, 2007.
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poems in Czech is more interesting to me than my translations, because the transla-
tions inevitably feel like failures. Somewhere in his interview with The Paris Review, 
Joseph Brodsky says a few wonderfully contradictory things that I think are all true: 
most English translations fail because the translator isn’t a good enough writer in 
English; and most great poems need some lines that are not as good as the rest.3 So 
a translator, ideally, must be as gifted as the original writer, and be equally free of 
vanity — must be willing to reproduce the bad lines as well as the great, to repeat the 
words that the writer repeated, to use ordinary, functional phrases where she might 
be tempted to elevate the tone, and so on. 

Absorbing Skácel’s poems was quite overwhelming: it reminded me of the Czech 
meanings, qualities, associations, textures that cannot be reproduced in English, no 
matter the translator’s skill. In a world of increasingly global literature, it’s transgres-
sive to suggest that translation is an exercise in failure, but the idea that you might 
take a Rodin cast in bronze and reproduce it using paper and still call it a Rodin, or 
take a sculpture made of car parts and reproduce it in ice — this idea would be ridicu-
lous in the other arts, or it would rightly be seen as a deliberate form of subversion, 
and maybe a helpful, revealing one, but nobody would see it as a mimetic activity of 
great seriousness that promises the reliable conveyance of meanings from the one 
substance into the other. I know I’m overstating it — we need people to translate 
Kafka! Maybe this is all said to distract from my having lost German and then never 
worked to reacquire it.

You once described yourself in conversation as a stealth Canadian poet in the 
US. How does that work? Is there a further iteration whereby you’re a stealth 
Czech poet?
I’m reminded that it’s always prudent to avoid conversation! Where my national-
ity as a poet lies I don’t know — probably somewhere in the mid-Atlantic. By the 
time I finished university in Toronto, I cathected toward a bunch of non-Canadian 
writers (mostly English, Irish, American, and…Kafka) so I guess I felt that leaving 
Canada, when I was trying to begin as a writer, was a way of moving toward the 
voices that spoke to me most. Amy Clampitt in her Paris Review interview says of 
growing up in the Midwest, “everything was derived from somewhere else.”4 Yet 
I “identify” as a Canadian person, among other things, though I became a US citi-
zen eight years ago. 

And I can hardly claim to be a Czech poet of any kind, although… Wherever I am 
on any given day, I feel slightly outside of things, a little different, with a secret his-
tory and an essential claim to being…something else. From Europe, but from a part 
of Europe that’s on the periphery, or that was forced to the edge of that project long 
ago. My first love as a teenage reader was Kafka, and it was many years after I first 

3	 Brodsky, Joseph. “The Art of Poetry No. 28.” Interviewed by Sven Birkerts. Paris Review, 
83, Spring, 1982, https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/3184/the-art-of-poetry-no-
28-joseph-brodsky.

4	 Clampitt, Amy. “The Art of Poetry No. 45.” Interviewed by Robert E. Hosner. Paris Review, 
126, Spring, 1993, https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1961/the-art-of-poetry-no-
45-amy-clampitt. 
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read him that I learned — from his letters to Milena Jesenská, I think — that he was 
fluent in Czech. And that shocked me; the idea that he, whom I’d adored from the age 
of fourteen (if only in translation, ha!), had access to the same well of words that sits 
in my most private self — it didn’t seem real. In some sense I operate on the under-
standing that no shared language is available between my inner self and the outside 
world — and this may be the way in which I’m a Czech poet.

Does any of this play out at the level of your kind of English? In a review Steph-
anie Burt referred to your language as “American English”. How do you think 
about the particular type of English you use? Does it have a provenance? Ameri-
can, Canadian, exophonic Czech?
I think Stephanie was right, it’s “American English.” I’m not sure it’s possible to grow 
up in Southern Ontario, an hour from the Niagara Falls border, with US movies and 
TV shows forming a constant cultural wallpaper, and claim to speak some unique ver-
sion of Canadian English. But as a teenager what I read most ardently was probably 
the nineteenth-century English novelists — Charlotte Brontë, Jane Austen, Charles 
Dickens, plus Virginia Woolf — and in university I got into Nabokov, Jonathan Swift, 
Laurence Sterne, Chaucer, George Eliot, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Salman Rush-
die, Martin Amis, the eighteenth-century satirists and the Romantic poets, plus 
T. S. Eliot, the originator of some of this cross-Atlantic confusion. I suppose Ameri-
can voices crept in only after all those other names; soon after graduating I fell hard 
for Moby-Dick and Toni Morrison’s Jazz, among other things. 

I was also reading The New Yorker in a fairly obsessive, almost Talmudic way start-
ing in high school, and ultimately writers like Janet Malcolm and Anthony Lane and 
Paul Muldoon became a kind of signal light to me — it didn’t really matter where you 
came from, what mattered was being part of this vast, pointed conversation. When 
I got to New York, on some level I was completing my dad’s errand of moving us all 
to the West. If you arrived from what was then “Eastern Europe” and you grew up in 
Canada, it might appear that the distinction between Canada and the United States 
was severely exaggerated by the locals. Of course, after twenty years of living in the 
US, I know better. There is, alas, a difference!

That “vast, pointed conversation” is a very evocative phrase. And it’s interest-
ing that none of the three New Yorker writers you mention were born in the US. 
Could you say more about this conversation?
At their best the writers and editors based here are hugely curious, omnivorous, opin-
ionated. I don’t know where I’d be as a poet if it weren’t for the first decade of hazing 
that I enjoyed in and around Bob Silvers’s office at The New York Review of Books — it 
carved out for me an almost classical sense of language, of the scope of what a writer 
can say, of what wit and seriousness sound like. Of course a hefty proportion of the 
NYC conversation, in print or online, depends on scholars, critics, novelists, poets, 
translators who live just about anywhere, in college towns, in other countries, in up-
state New York, in their second homes in the Berkshires—so the city has become 
a metonym, though some of us still live in it. 

And New York City is for fast talkers, extroverts, networkers. I would have said 
“hustlers,” but that word suggests a bygone era; there are too many hedge fund guys 
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and scions of the very rich here now. The artists who bought their Soho lofts for very 
little in the 1960s are dying off and their children are selling them for millions. This 
is not news, of course, but it’s a difficult place for artists to get by in. I guess I am say-
ing that (twenty-one years into my residence) I like to talk to one person at a time, 
slowly; to me the city’s conversation is best distilled to the handful of writers I have 
lunch with a handful of times a year. And to the streams of emails I exchange with 
certain people who may live nearby but whom I don’t see all that often because the 
city actually functions as a friend suppressant; it’s possible to live three miles from 
a close friend and see them twice a year because they’re busy, you’re busy, and the 
subway system is decomposing. 

You once mentioned your acquaintance with Janet Malcolm. Could you com-
ment a little more about that? And perhaps more generally about your Czech 
identity in the anglophone literary environment of North America?
I met her when I started working at The New York Review of Books. Quite early on we 
discussed her own Czech background, and she told me her given name had originally 
been Jana; after that her emails to me were always addressed “Dear Jana,” and signed 
“Jana,” so I would address her as “Dear Jana,”…all of which was seriously delightful. 
From time to time she asked me to translate letters she’d received from her relatives 
in the Czech Republic, which was a fascinating window onto a very intelligent clan 
that (like most Czech families, I think) experienced the twentieth century as a long 
series of losses. 

But Janet Malcolm is a good illustration of how a “Czech identity” sort of vanishes 
in the anglophone literary environment; serious readers have opinions on Hašek and 
Hrabal and Kundera and maybe Holub…a tím to hasne. Meaning, and that’s about it, 
though as you know, the literal translation is more like “and so it [the light] goes 
out.” One of those phrases that seems better in Czech. Unlike French or German or 
Spanish or Italian literature, Czech has had relatively little impact on English novels 
and poetry, so to have this spare language in one’s back pocket at literary parties in 
New York…is not quite like having a native understanding of Proust or Cervantes. 
(Of course readers of Czech literature might disagree; I say this as a person who 
was raised in a very assimilationist family, where Czech literature was occasionally 
quoted with a wink but never presented as something worth studying.) I think this 
sense of irrelevance is one reason I’m grateful for the Czech area in my brain; it can’t 
be traded on, it’s almost anti-transactional, and in New York that’s a rare commodity.

When Viet Thanh Nguyen is published in Vietnamese translation, his name 
is given in the anglophone order without diacritics. I’m told in Vietnamese it 
should look like this: Nguyễn Thanh Việt. I hope that it won’t be long before 
a selection of your work appears in Czech. How might your name appear on the 
cover: as Jana Prikryl, as it does in your anglophone publications, or as your 
first, Czech name: Jana Přikrylová? Is it important to you? What’s in a name?
Oh, that hadn’t occurred to me, but I suppose I’d remain Jana Prikryl. In the summer 
of 1989, a few months before the Velvet Revolution, I returned to Czechoslovakia for 
the first time since we’d fled. I was fourteen, and I remember walking along a Prague 
street with a relative and noticing a celebrity magazine on a newsstand with “Julia 
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Robertsová” spelled out on the cover. I was (silently, secretly) outraged that her name 
was changed — I might say manhandled. Some essential difference between where 
I was born and where I was growing up seemed exposed in that one flash of caption.

Then again when I was six, soon after we arrived in Canada, my dad asked if I’d 
like to change my name to “Jane,” the English version of “Jana.” And I was absolutely 
baffled by this. “Jana” was part of me, like my skin or my bones; changing it seemed 
not just unlawful but actually not possible. My brother, Voyta, who was then thirteen, 
turned the j in his name to a y, because being constantly called “Vodgta” was annoy-
ing. I somehow felt that having to correct everyone who called me “Djana” (which was 
everyone) was just the cost of doing business, as me. So I guess I am saying, I’d never 
change “Jana,” the very Czech part of my name, but I’d never change “Prikryl” either, 
the slightly Englished part — my mom changed that for me in Austria when I was 
five, for our UN passports, I had no opinion about it, and ever since it has seemed 
natural and even preferable to have the exact same surname as the other members of 
my family, male or female. Much as Julia Roberts has. 

What was it like reading your poems translated into Czech?
It was amazing, it was unsettling — my favorite spots tended to be where the transla-
tor Tomáš Gabriel was perhaps trying not to make a great effort, going for plain, de-
motic diction, as when the quote “Don’t worry, don’t worry” from the poem “Ontario 
Gothic” becomes “Neboj, neboj.” Then for a moment it almost seemed like the Czech 
words were closer to my original thought than the English — and to me that’s a real 
“the room has suddenly turned upside down” moment. It was also just fascinating to 
see how some of my syntactical choices played out in Czech; sometimes I want sen-
tences to run on and twist into new thoughts or self-contradictions, and in English 
I’m aware of precisely what’s happening in those spots, how they function as built 
units; in Czech the structural logic and the movement of thought are much more ob-
scure to me, so it almost feels as if I’m reading someone else’s poem. And then there’s 
some anxiety that I do have to get a handle on it, make sure it’s what I would say in 
Czech, which may not be the point of this whole exercise.

I was strangely scared of looking at the translations. It simply took me ages to 
open the document. In part this was owing to my constant unfortunate lack of time — 
between work and parenting I have very few minutes per day to do whatever I want 
with — but that’s not a real reason. It was only when you asked me about this last 
week that I finally forced myself to reopen the doc and not blink from its pages. 

Several of the poems in your collection No Matter are entitled “Anonymous”; 
several others again are entitled “Stoic,” which both gesture to the erasure 
or demotion of the personal. There are elements of autobiography in the po-
ems of No Matter, especially relating to your Czech background and move from 
Czechoslovakia. Some readers might miss these and still get much from the po-
ems. Could you talk about the role of autobiography in your work?
It’s probably the motor driving all of it, because poems are made of feelings and our real 
feelings are always personal. But no, poems are made of language, and I have strong 
feelings quite often about ideas or visions or imaginary friends. I have trouble ac-
cepting that (modern) poetry is at bottom a documentary form, and some of my work 
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comes from this discomfort. Poems should be as inventive or intellectual as fiction, if 
not more so. (Not that fiction isn’t often — or most of the time? — autobiographical, 
but it’s expected to entertain, and this changes the way its autobiographical data are 
presented.) I’m sure that Shakespeare wrote his sonnets in the heat of personal expe-
rience, but they are so accomplished that to me they almost counterproductively raise 
the question of whether he “made them up.” And to me that’s an interesting problem.

I guess the lyric poem needs to convince you that on some level it happened to 
someone — this sense of, or illusion of, authenticity is part of poetry’s own entertain-
ment factor. (The most voyeuristic form!) A feeling of intimacy needs to drop down 
around you and the voice on the page, and that feeling may be most easily generated 
by “saying what happened,” by another person’s life story. But in how many ways 
could that feeling be conjured? Is “what happened” really the crux of what happened; 
are you sure you know what happened?? Some of my most intimate and personal 
poems — in Midwood, or “Thirty Thousand Islands” in The After Party, which is a kind 
of elegy for my brother — involve turning away from the linear, narrative, basically 
informative approaches of direct autobiography. I think when I’m writing as well as 
I’m able, I don’t know what I’m doing (why I’m using a certain form or perspective or 
attitude) or where it will go. I’m trying to allow an instinctive response to the words 
I’m hearing, and this instinct, or this way of listening, is much more intelligent than 
I am. I’d be a fool to tell it what happened!

You’re something of an undercover sonneteer. The form occurs frequently in 
your work, especially No Matter. What’s the attraction of the form? More gen-
erally, how do you think about form?
I find sonnets congenial — they’re friendly to the very reticent. Only fourteen lines 
will be required of you, and on the other hand you’re forced to say more, to think 
harder, when otherwise you might be tempted to stop sooner. It’s also encourag-
ing to feel you’re in conversation with centuries of sonneteers. As a woman I do feel 
some illicit little thrill at talking back at all those centuries of objectifying men. And 
I’ve enjoyed tinkering with different stanza structures; you can do various things 
with the number fourteen. To me this is a form of play — poetic form is play, not 
restriction — and writing poems should be playful. I want to be tinkering, mess-
ing around, being irresponsible when I’m writing, and one of the ways I do that is 
by thinking about the shapes my words make on the page. It sounds like a paradox: 
“I wanted to mess around so I ended up writing a sonnet.” But it’s really very natu-
ral, like a plant growing. These days many poets are thinking through formal struc-
tures — Terrance Hayes, Shane McCrae, Ange Mlinko — without its seeming espe-
cially newsworthy. 

To put it another way, writing these responses to your questions has been fairly 
excruciating. I reach again for Kafka; his story “On the Tram” underpins a lot of how 
I feel about being human and having the potential to impose on other people’s time: 

I have not even any defense to offer for standing on this platform, holding on to 
this strap, letting myself be carried along by this tram, nor for the people who 
give way to the tram or walk quietly along or stand gazing into shop windows. 
Nobody asks me to put up a defense, indeed, but that is irrelevant.
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A poem always involves formal choices — even if they amount to an O’Hara-esque 
performance of nonchalance, banter, inner monologue — and to me the making of 
these choices somehow alleviates my guilt for taking up space on the tram. The for-
mal maneuvers of a poem give me permission to be here — on the page, but maybe as 
a person as well. That’s pretty funny: I feel morally justified by my enjambments! But 
there it is. I would rather be answering your question with a poem.
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� — Milada Součková: Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks

INTRODUCTION

World War II affected Milada Součková directly and personally: in reaction to the 
occupation of Czechoslovakia, her husband, the avantgarde artist Zdenek Rykr, 
committed suicide in January 1940. Artistically, however, the Protectorate years 
(1939–1945) were her most successful and prolific period, a time when she earned 
the respect of readers and critics. Součková was one of the stars of the prestigious 
Melantrich publishing house. In 1941, as part of a poetry competition, the Melant-
rich committee recommended publication of her collection Žlutý soumrak (Yellow 
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Twilight), and in December of the same year, Součková received a contract for an-
other book, a collection of short stories entitled Škola povídek (School of Short Sto-
ries). This book won the publisher’s prize for best short story collection, and a few 
months later, Melantrich offered her a contract for a longer novella. Most likely this 
was Bel canto, for which Součková received a prize of 10,000 Czech crowns in Melant-
rich’s major novel competition. 

Without giving up her writing, Součková took a position abroad, working from 
1946 as cultural attaché of the Czechoslovak Consulate in New York. In April 1948, 
she publicly spoke out against the Communist coup and resigned from the diplomatic 
corps. Condemned for this by her Prague friends, her position abroad turned into 
exile, while her books, paintings, and manuscripts remained in Prague. 

Even in American exile, Součková remained convinced of the uniqueness of her 
work and wanted to continue publishing in the United States. When Ladislav Rad-
imský informed her in a letter from March 1952 that her submission had not been 
selected for the first issue of the new monthly émigré magazine Stopa. Revue for Lit-
erature, Art, and Science, Součková responded sternly:

When I am ignored in exile by politicians and cultural workers on the radio, 
etc., I have to keep quiet, but to voluntarily retreat to the second garrison as 
a writer, that would be difficult for me […]. I can well distinguish between 
the subjective self-confidence of a writer and his objective course. And it is 
also on the basis of such an objective course (such as the number of published 
works, reviews in journals, etc.) that one can say who is, in effect, in exile here. 
Hostovský, Němeček, and who else of the legitimate writers? And even if there 
were more, I would argue that my work in literature deserves a place in the 
first issue of Czech cultural emigration.1

In her 1936 essay “An American and France,” Gertrude Stein, who had lived in France 
since 1903, declared, “America is my country and Paris is my home.”2 For Součková, in 
a sense, the opposite was true: although she spent most of her adult life in the United 
States, she would probably have called Prague her home. At least this is suggested by 
her correspondence and poetry written in exile, a recurring theme of which is rem-
iniscence of her Czech childhood and adolescence. Součková’s search for memory, 
however, is not simply autobiographical in motivation; it is related to how she con-
structed her work as a modernist archive, finding ways to preserve a vanishing world, 
as well as the self in word and speech. Součková’s exilic writing engaged deeply with 
the past. Her multilingualism created a tension between her exile experience as both 
a form of displacement and a process of establishing new roots. While Czech always 
served as a language of memory, Součková’s knowledge of English enriched her mod-
ernist writing strategies and developed the dialogue between familiar and foreign. 

When Součková left for New York in 1946, she was a published and award-winning 
Czech modernist author, but her residence in an anglophone environment prevented 

1	 Součková 2018, pp. 180–181, my translation. Unless otherwise indicated, all subsequent 
translations are my own.

2	 Stein 1970, p. 62.
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her from reaching an extensive Czech readership. From her correspondence, we see 
that she did not want to write a novel in English (she felt she could not), and a novel in 
Czech had no chance of publication in Czechoslovakia after she publicly denounced 
the Communist coup in 1948. Instead, she found a place in academia: thanks to the 
recommendation of Roman Jakobson, she worked first as a lecturer in the Slavic De-
partment at Harvard University, then as a visiting professor at the University of Chi-
cago (1962–1972), the University of California at Berkeley (1972–1974), and in the 1970s 
she headed the Slavic Department of the Widener Library at Harvard University. In 
1959 she received a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship. 

Součková published literary-historical studies in English in which she examined 
foreign influences on Czech literature, such as A Literature in Crisis: Czech Literature 
1938–1950 (1954), followed by a work dealing with Czech Romanticism (The Czech Ro-
mantics, 1958) and Czech Baroque (Baroque in Bohemia, 1980), a monograph on Jaroslav 
Vrchlický (The Parnassian Jaroslav Vrchlický, 1964), and the relationship between Rus-
sian and Czech literature in Literary Satellite: Czechoslovak-Russian Literary Relations 
(1970). She also published a number of articles and reviews, mostly devoted to the 
relationship between the Czech, Russian, and European traditions. 

Throughout her life she also wrote poetry, in which she constantly returned to the 
theme of memory and its representation, whether from the perspective of subjective 
experience or the perspective of literary tradition and exile. The collections Gradus 
ad Parnassum (1957), Pastorální suita (1962, Pastoral Suite), Alla Romana (1966), Případ 
poesie (1971, The Case of Poetry), and Sešity Josefíny Rykrové (1981, Josefina Rykrová’s 
Notebooks) are preoccupied with memory, inherently linked to her mother tongue. 
As the analysis below will show, Součková’s experimental prose and poetry recon-
struct fragmented memories in Czech, exploring the nuances of remembrance and 
historical consciousness, as illustrated mainly in her novel Neznámý člověk (finished 
in 1943, Unknown Man), where personal and national histories intertwine and the 
language of Součková’s childhood serves as a medium for the dynamic reinterpreta-
tion of memory.

Acquiring another language might be seen as a multiplication of the personality. 
For example, the writer Věra Linhartová describes her experience of exile and the 
impact of a second language in the following way: “The moment one uses a language 
other than one’s first […], language no longer appears as the only, irreplaceable one, 
no longer has the magic of the direct relationship between the word and the being it 
signifies.”3 However, in Součková’s work the mother tongue is irreplaceable — the au-
thor’s connection to literature and language is rooted in the potency of Czech words. 
Sylvie Richterová, in her essay, “Polyglotism in Czech,” distinguishes several types of 
writers by the manner in which they deal with a new (foreign) language and proposes 
three basic categories: 

1.	 conscious choice of such means that can be transferred from one language envi-
ronment to another without major losses (Milan Kundera) 

2.	 transition to the language of the new environment (Věra Linhartová, Milan Kun-
dera)

3	 Cited from Richterová 2015, p. 529.
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3.	 the change in the language system becomes the subject of artistic investigation 
(Josef Škvorecký).4 

Součková’s experience of exile offers yet another possibility: the refusal of the new 
language as the language of writing. Součková herself refers to her inability to ac-
cept English as a creative language in a letter to Jindřich Chalupecký: “If I could write 
as well in English as in Czech, I would have made a career here. But I can’t, and hic 
Rhodus hic salta, there’s nothing to be done.”5 Although this lament must be under-
stood against the background of the events of 1948, when she found herself in exile 
and unable to return home, it also applies to some extent to the next decade of her 
stay in the United States.

Here Součková entered linguistic solitude. She continued to write professional texts 
in English but never used the language for literary works. It cannot be claimed, how-
ever, that she did not use English in her creative writing after 1945; although it is not 
her primary artistic language, it permeates her creative writing. While she remained 
deeply rooted in the Czech literary tradition, her exposure to Anglo-American modern-
ism, as well as her academic work in English on Czech literature, shaped her writing. 
Thus, in the broader Czech anglophone context, she occupied a unique position. In her 
literary works, English serves as a second language that enhances and reflects the pres-
ent moment, distinct, however, from the language of art and the language of the past. 

“NOW I’M HAPPY. I’M SERIOUS”: OVERHEARD IN ENGLISH 

Součková was linguistically well-equipped for her job as cultural attaché in New 
York. As a graduate of the prestigious Minerva High School in Prague, she was pro-
ficient in Latin, Greek, French, German, and English. Immediately after arriving in 
New York, she began translating short stories written by anglophone authors for the 
Czech magazine Listy (Letters), which had been revived after the war. A letter from 
the summer of 1946, addressed to Chalupecký, refers to how much she was learning 
about American literature and the necessity of conveying this to Czech readers:

I’ll have the translations ready for you by the 31st. And it’s gonna be something 
sensational. I’ve translated the two prefaces to the stories, “The Brave Young 
Man on the Flying Trapeze” and “Aspirin is a Member of the N.R.A.” Those 
prefaces are actually a program and great things in themselves. Reading them 
again, years later, I appreciate the stuff even more than I did then; namely, 
I felt it more instinctively then, but I understand it clearly now. The translation 
will be good, for the sake of certainty I have had it proofread, so it will be fault-
less. In short, you would have something for your magazine that you could be 
proud of. It would definitely be a “feat,” in the flood of mediocrity and dubious 
values in which we are still wading.6

4	 Richterová 2015, p. 530.
5	 Součková 2018, p. 58. 
6	 Součková 2018, p. 29, my translation.
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Translations of prose by authors around The Booster/Delta circle appeared later, in 
the second issue of the Listy in 1947.7 Součková later translated William Saroyan’s 
short story, “Aspirin is a Member of the N. R. A.,” as well as his “Preface,” and “Pref-
ace to the Second Edition,” which were published together by the prestigious Ran-
dom House in 1934. 

Influenced by American literature, she worked on her own stories, later referred 
to as American short stories, sending Chalupecký the whole section labeled as “Tři 
americké povídky” (Three American Stories) (consisting of “Zvukový záznam” [The 
Sound Recording], “Mrs. Gobseck,” and “Domov smrti” [The Home of Death]) for the 
third issue of Listy (1947). This was to be her last publication in Czechoslovakia dur-
ing her lifetime. The English language is a natural part of these stories with Ameri-
can characters and male first-person narrators. Součková’s short story “Zvukový zá-
znam,” about a record-store worker who telephones his lover late at night, contains 
extensive passages in English: “Yes, I got your message. I’m drunk, darling. I’m with 
a man, don’t you believe me? It happened that I’m out of work. I don’t care what hap-
pens tomorrow. Now I’m happy. I’m serious. I love you. I’ll call you tomorrow.”8 

Součková’s use of English in these stories reveals her relationship to cultural iden-
tity through language. When incorporating multilingual citations, she aligns her-
self with modernism. However, these short stories from the late 1940s mark a shift: 
now English is an integral feature of the narrative. This transition reflects her connec-
tion to anglophone writing and American environments. At the same time, it creates 
tension between her new country and her past. Součková acknowledged this in her let-
ters to Chalupecký, expressing concerns that extensive English passages might alienate 
Czech readers or be perceived as pretentious or snobbish. Součková urged Chalupecký 
to have them translated into Czech before publication, which reveals her uncertainty 
about how she might present her evolving linguistic identity to her home audience. It 
also represents one of the crucial themes of her own work: while in exile, the presence 
of English in her writing served as a manifestation of her expanding literary world, 
as well as of her doubts about her position between two different cultural spheres 
(Czechoslovakia and the U.S.). Perhaps that is why she returned to the American sto-
ries twice in her correspondence, first in 1968, after more than twenty years in the U.S.: 
“Dear friend: Those ‘American stories’ — that’s the past. I am somewhere else now. […] 
back then I saw it immediately, inside-out, and now I’m part of it, and it’s the other way 
around.9 She mentioned the American stories a second time a few years before her 
death in March 1979: “The American stories aren’t bad, I just resented the first-person 
masculine, it’s such a literary cliché, I’m too sensitive to it.”10 Yet the different ways 
that Czech and English mark grammatical gender were important Součková. Czech 
words for professions typically have two variants to distinguish between masculine 

7	 Previously, two samples of Milada Součková’s prose had been published (in French and 
English) in the modernist magazine The Booster, which was published in Paris between 
1937 and 1939. The core editorial team of the magazine, later renamed Delta, consisted of 
Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell, William Saroyan, Alfred Perlès, Anaïs Nin, and others.

8	 Součková 2003, p. 198.
9	 Součková 2018, p. 67.
10	 Součková 2008, p. 138.
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and feminine gender. English, in contrast, does not usually have gendered grammati-
cal endings. Such a structural linguistic difference is reflected in the cultural aware-
ness of the different views of poet (básník) and a female poet (básnířka). In the Czech 
context, the male variant was always reserved for the most prestigious poets, and the 
female variant was thus associated with second-rate (female) poets. Součková repeat-
edly expressed her concern that posterity would consider her a mere woman writer, 
and this is why she consistently referred to herself as a poet in the masculine form.

Součková’s American Short Stories was one of the few prose works that she pub-
lished in Czech during her exile, and thus exceptional. A typescript collection of 
short stories, likely written in the 1970s, was found in her estate but never published 
during her lifetime. In contrast to her pre-1948 work, where prose played a signifi-
cant role, her exile years saw a decisive turn toward poetry. Her first publication 
after 1948 was a contribution to the poetry anthology Neviditelný domov (Invisible 
Home). It confirmed her status as an exile author and signaled her integration into 
the Czech-language exile publishing network. The anthology brought together Czech 
poets across several continents, while also asserting linguistic continuity and indeed 
community: Czech served as both a medium of expression and a marker of belonging.

While the anthology’s unifying thread was language, Součková’s poem dwells 
rather on space, by disrupting conventional spatial divisions, collapsing European 
cultural landmarks, figures of grand historical narratives, and personal childhood 
memories into a singular, immediate present. This interplay of spatial and temporal 
layers reflects a broader theme in her exile writing: her multilingual environment 
and engagement with English shaped her literary consciousness, but Czech remained 
the privileged language of poetic recollection. Her exile poetry, then, does not merely 
confirm a retreat into her mother tongue but demonstrates how her literary multilin-
gualism was refracted through her poetic reinvention of place and memory.

Součková contributed two poems to Neviditelný život: “Zrání” (Maturing) and “Na 
troskách básnictví” (In the Ruins of Poetry). The leitmotif of these short poems is 
memory, represented visually; the author does not explore the word memory, but its 
images and forms, such as pictures and photographs. In these two poems , Součková 
returns to her childhood in Bohemia through repeated references to Czech places. At 
the same time, the poem “Zrání” contains several English words and phrases:

557, pět a sedm, fifty seven, sloky opakují
Times, čas, Čas, až zmizí v podzemí
pro lidi, bez lidí, jež žmoulajíoříšky, gumu, cukrovinky, ženy
this room is closed.11

557, five and seven, fifty seven, stanzas repeat
times, time, Time, till it vanishes underground
for people, without people, who munch
nuts, gum, candy, women
this room is closed.12

11	 Demetz 1954, p. 98.
12	 Translated by Justin Quinn.
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Here, English conveys an overheard phrase in the present. “Fifty seven” could refer 
to Fifty-Seventh Street in New York; the reference to time with a capital letter might 
be explained by a reference to The New York Times or Time magazine. However, these 
English words often intersect with the past and are closely tied to Součková’s autobi-
ography. The poem continues:

this room is closed/
v tu dobu zavřeno je tajemství/
plodící hrůzy, vraždy, zločiny.13

this room is closed/
at this time closed also the mysteries
begetting horrors, murders, crimes.14

In the second poem, “Na troskách básnictví,” the speaker finds herself in a new coun-
try, returning in her sleep to Europe, which is described literally as a continent that 
never returns from vacation, an abandoned house left with only furnishings covered 
in faded memories. The poem is informed by a longing, or more precisely a nostalgia, 
caused by the impossibility of returning both to one’s own past and also to the past of 
Europe with its history. America is present in the poems as a space of difference, of 
foreignness, and this at a time when the author still thought it possible to return to 
Czechoslovakia, as she writes to Chalupecký in Fall 1946:

I’m writing to you from Babylon. It’s all very interesting and informative. I am 
glad I had the experience and you were right, perhaps it is just as well that 
I did and do it “reluctantly.” I started writing about America right from the 
beginning, but not quite the way it is written about. There’s a poem in there too 
called “In the Ruins of Poetry” that I think you’d like.15

Součková’s early exile poetry is preoccupied with how language itself structures rec-
ollection. While her engagement with English shaped her daily life and intellectual 
environment, Czech remained the privileged tool of memory. Here, Czech does not 
simply function as a marker of exile identity but as an active force in reconstructing 
lost time and space: English may have constituted Součková’s external reality, but the 
Czech language structured her remembrance. 

ENGLISH AS A LANGUAGE OF INTERPRETATION

Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks, which Součková wrote and published in the United 
States, can be characterized as a collection of poems, prose poems, and memoirs de-
fined by memory and recollection. It is a collection of returns — to childhood, to her 

13	 Demetz 1954, p. 99.
14	 Translated by Justin Quinn.
15	 Součková 2008, p. 32.
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home in Prague, and to the cities which Součková, appearing in the text as the narra-
tor, Josefína Rykrová, has visited.

Součková uses English even more prominently than before in this text, in the form 
of inserts, commentaries, and dictionary entries referring to places and concepts that 
cannot be translated exactly into English, or whose Czech equivalent does not fit ton-
ally. Poetry and verse, as Součková’s favored tools for exploring the past and reminis-
cences, are accompanied in this collection by English commentaries written in prose. 

The poems of Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks were probably written from the early 
1970s until the author’s death in 1983. English is used here as the language of the au-
thor’s everyday life, but her relationship to the past is presented exclusively in Czech 
in the poems, which can be seen as traces of memory within the work as a whole. 
The author returns to details that she forgets (or has nearly forgotten), which are 
both revived (re-experienced) and recorded in writing (saved from oblivion) by the 
poetic process. The commentaries in English take the form of explanatory notes. 
Without knowledge of Czech or, more broadly, Central European history and the 
biography of the author, these verses would be very difficult to understand, as they 
contain repeated references to Součková’s deceased husband Zdenek Rykr, to Czech 
literature, including older literature and the Czech National Revival, and to details 
of the author’s childhood (the interior of the house at 331, Prague II, to which the 
author will never return and where “pictures move from the salon to museums out 
of intimacy,” p. 40). 

The section following some of the lyric poems is in English prose and is referred 
to variously as Recitativo, Comments, Quotation, Marginal, Statistics, or Footnote. 
There are occasional insertions in French, German, Italian, Latin, or Czech, as well. 
The English sections do not interpret the poems; rather they can be read as glossary 
entries or encyclopedic notes about cultural phenomena that potentially help the 
reader understand the poems. Paradoxically, these commentaries are often com-
mentaries on the past, reflected in the frequent use of the past tense. The author’s 
rejection of a new creative language here has a specific poetic quality, a meta-poetic 
statement, as Josef Hrdlička observes.16 On the significance of memory and the word 
in Součková’s work, Hrdlička writes: 

In Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks, thanks to the commentary component, this op-
position is actualized in the past-present pair much more clearly than in the 
older exile poetry. Everything that the speaker of the poem experiences in ex-
ile in the present tense also revives the nostalgic connection of the self to the 
past.17 

This is also emphasized by the creation of the alter ego of Josefína Rykrová. Rykrová 
was the official surname on Součková’s personal documents after her marriage to 
Zdenek Rykr in 1930, and Josefína is the author’s baptismal name. By creating a com-
pound of these two names, Součková balances between the Czech past and the pres-
ent of exile in an original way. The old world of Prague and Czechoslovakia has dis-

16	 Hrdlička 2012, p. 68.
17	 Ibid., p. 69.
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appeared and would have been impossible to find even if the author had been able to 
return. Thus she exists in the past of this place only in memories, to which the key is 
the poetic word, expressed in her mother tongue.

In a letter to Chalupecký from October 1972, Součková describes the transitions 
between English and Czech as a logical consequence of her work:

I am sending the latest samples, but incomplete because each poem has to have 
a counterpart — don’t be surprised — in English and in prose, which does not 
explain but complements. It’s supposed to be called Antonia Towle’s own biog-
raphy; it’s more striking in English: The Autobiography of Antonia Towle. The 
strict autobiographical element will be “revealed,” strict but unconventional as 
a message, not, e.g., I remember my grandfather or grandmother, etc. Perhaps 
I don’t even need to say that. […] The double text, verse, and prose, Czech and 
English, is no extravagance as almost every critic would say, but it came out 
“logically” that way.18

The original plan for “The Autobiography of Antonia Towle,” apparently influenced 
by Gertrude Stein’s The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, was eventually realized in 
two, albeit inherently linked, projects: Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks which can be read 
partly as the author’s autobiography in poetry, and an unfinished manuscript found 
in the author’s estate and entitled “Josefina Rykrová’s Own Biography.” The latter con-
tains a short record of the author’s earliest memories, written as a purely modernist 
exploration of the labyrinth of memory. 

CZECH AS THE LANGUAGE OF MEMORY

In the above-mentioned unfinished manuscript, Součková writes, “first memories 
are not memories, but signals in the labyrinth of memory.”19 As in Josefina Rykrová’s 
Notebooks, the author depicts her alter ego Josefina Rykrová, who can, it seems, re-
turn home whenever she pleases.20 The word “labyrinth” occurs thirteen times in the 
fragment, and it affects both the confusion of recollection and its riskiness. In “Jose-
fina Rykrová’s Own Biography,” the moment of remembering is deliberately alien-
ated as one’s own memory often contains a whiff of someone else’s memory. The at-
tempt to fix memory by taking photographs reveals again the failure of memory: we 
are shown a slice of someone else’s memory.

By representing remembrance as a labyrinth, Součková highlights the non-linear 
character of memory; in her work, memory wanders in different directions. In “Jo-
sefina Rykrová’s Own Biography”, the narrator returns to a world that has long since 

18	 Součková 2008, p. 111.
19	 Součková 2009, p. 298.
20	 The motif of the labyrinth also has the function of a reference to the author’s novel Amor 

a Psyché. In the frontispiece by the author’s husband Zdenek Rykr, the optics of the laby
rinth are doubled: the labyrinthine drawing of the mythical Minotaur also includes Anto-
nio Canova’s sculpture Cupid and Psyche.
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disappeared, both as a result of war or exile and in the normal way things, as the 
Prague of her childhood at the turn of the century disappears. She explores the earli-
est possible memories, for only the “first” memory before the age of seven is the origi-
nal one, as she claims. She refers to the method of illumination: “The doctor touches 
my body, an idea illuminated by light, revealing a piece of the mystery of the architect 
of the labyrinth.”21 The architect of the labyrinth is not only the architect of the scene 
of remembering — memories before the age of seven also need witnesses, corrobora-
tors, as it were, who bolster children’s first memories with their own memories. The 
writing is erased, and the doctor serves as a witness to the mother’s story — the role 
of the witness is vital to the initial, original memory. The lamp on the table illumi-
nates the captured memory, which contrasts with the image of the “dark labyrinth 
of memory.” The figure of “the doctor as a real witness to the mother’s story” is an 
affirmation of the real existence of the memory, a testimony to its story. Memories 
are part of a personal and supra-personal archive in this context, and it is neces-
sary to ask: What actually constitutes our memory? And when is it born? “‘The first 
memory,’ that is how it always begins,” writes Součková, and her work is not a mere 
recollection of the past, a subjective search for the first moments and forms of hu-
man memory; rather, lived reality is repeatedly placed in relation to the mythologi-
cal past.22 Thus, in her writing, memory comes forth as cyclical, multilayered, and in 
perpetual mediation with language (both Czech and English); and each of these lan-
guages has a distinct imaginative function. However, as memory is rearticulated and 
remediated in the present, English also functions in part as an indirect language of 
memory, if only through the present contextualization or commentary on memory. 
Hence, Součková’s bilingualism is not simply a movement from one to the other, but 
rather a framework through which memory is expressed in her literature. In her 
poetry, Czech is the prevailing language of memory, connecting her with her literary 
past, while English appears in her prose mainly as the language of immediacy and 
sometimes of strangeness. 

Součková’s debut, První písmena, was an original modernist record of the move-
ments of memory, which, even in their fragmentary nature, establish a certain cy-
clicality: Součková traces the birth, the imaginary zero point of human memory, to 
the self ’s death and rebirth through modern art. This return to the origins of the 
modernist epoch and the human being (the time of childhood) is somewhat nostalgic 
(and we might remember that the original meaning of “nostalgia” was the longing to 
return home). Součková notes the mixing of her own memories with those of others 
and asks: Who is responsible for our memories? The phenomenon of memory, as the 
author works with it, always unfolds again from its degree zero. 

The theme of memory and remembering is prevalent in Josefina Rykrová’s Note-
books, as well. The poem “Český kinematograf ” (Czech Cinematographer), included 
in the section entitled “Pragensia,” which has no English notes or comments, is only 
ostensibly devoted to film aesthetics; its theme is memory, both Součková’s own and 
that of others, and also her preferred tools for preserving memory, namely words. 
The author repeatedly attributes knowledge of the world to the power of words, es-

21	 Součková 2023, p. 342
22	 Součková 2009, p. 295.
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pecially poetic words, which have the ability to reveal. In the poem “Epické variace” 
(Epic Variations) she literally associates this ability with poetry: “I do not write prose 
or memories / only poetry and even more in detail.”23 In “Český kinematograf,” the 
power of words to “project,” i.e., to reveal and show things, shifts the poem, which 
nostalgically evokes pre-war cinema, towards meta-poetic reflection.24

today we have the thousandth
someone else’s memory
Ponrepo, Chaplin, Portenky 
words let you make out things
although you’ve never seen them —
varicolored fountains,
the mayor of the Royal Town of Prague,
projected by these words
onto a screen of (someone else’s) memory […].25

Like cinema and photography, words can record and archive reality, preserving sto-
ries of phenomena long vanished, and Součková explores words as the fundamen-
tal image of human life. She repeatedly writes about the sound, tone, and melody of 
words, which emerge from the individual history of the characters and relate most 
often to the native land and the intimacy of childhood (often inspired by the author’s 
autobiography). For example, she writes, “In his play on words, ancient days live on, 
long-gone rainy days after sultry heat, when the roads were soggy and wet grain 
whipped a man’s hand.”26 However, just as words shape the historical image of an 
epoch, they also reach into a suprapersonal sphere of meaning; together with the in-
dividual archive, they thus create a kind of general, collective archive of the words of 
one’s native land, of one’s childhood. The individual’s words create and even transmit 
history, but their own voice is forgotten; more precisely, words co-create and animate 
historical events, but they do not usually allow the individual describing the event to 
penetrate history. To penetrate history therefore means not merely documenting or 
representing events in language, but also to leave a lasting mark on collective mem-
ory. Součková notes that through this process, most traces of the individual original 
speaker fade.

The effort to connect personal and suprapersonal memory, i.e., the memory of the 
individual and the world, is characteristic of her work before she left for America, 
and it persists in her exile work. She continues to ask how she can capture the world’s 
past and her own. One of the English commentaries from Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks, 
a note on the poem “Italienische Reise,” succinctly addresses this theme: “We possess 
only a commentary on the past; perhaps, we like the commentary better than we 
would like the full text.”27 

23	 Součková 2009, p. 234. 
24	 For more on this poem cf. Hrdlička 2012, pp. 73–75.
25	 Součková 2009, pp. 135–136, translated by Justin Quinn. 
26	 Součková 2005, p. 19. 
27	 Součková 2009, p. 14.

OPEN
ACCESS



68� SVĚT LITERATURY / WORLD OF LITERATURE

Individual memory can be seen as an archive of personal experience, within 
which words are linked to the intimacy of a unique existence. However, Součková 
actively works with the relationship between other people’s memories and one’s own: 
“to others’ past / they joined their own”28 Memories belonging to others do not stand 
in opposition to our own; rather, the line between them is thin and often perme-
able, as what was originally another person’s memory can often become one’s own 
memory. Součková repeatedly explores situations where our own recollections and 
memories are determined by someone else: narratives of parents or witnesses, pho-
tographs, etc. These memories, which to some extent are deceptive, form an archive 
that then becomes part of our own remembering. This is expressed in the commen-
tary on the theme of memory and photography from the poem “U fotografa”: “We are 
familiar with a certain cliché found in every autobiography and biography: photo-
graphs of grandparents, of parents, of the child, and of the adolescent. It is always 
the same mute story.”

Součková’s writing is firmly rooted in the Czech cultural context. As an exile 
writer, her relationship to her mother tongue and Czech literary history became in-
creasingly important as they were fundamental components of her identity. She used 
Czech as a tool to reconstruct interrupted memories, to evoke them as a part of the 
collective consciousness. However, she explores memory not as a fixed category but 
as a part of human identity that is constantly renewed through linguistic articula-
tion. For her, memory is inherently linguistic, and her daily engagement with English 
shaped other experiences and memories that are strictly related to her exile experi-
ence. English was the language of lectures, notes, and texts on literature, and hardly 
ever appears in reminiscences of her childhood. 

MOTHER TONGUE AS SANCTUARY

Between 1938 and 1939, Milada Součková wrote three texts in different genres. The 
poem Kaladý aneb útočiště řeči (Kaladý or the Sanctuary of Language) was published 
with drawings by Zdenek Rykr in an edition of fifty numbered copies; he also de-
signed the book. This was followed by the literary diary Svědectví (Testimony), which 
was written from spring to autumn 1939 (published posthumously in 1998), and Mlu-
vící pásmo (Talking Zone), also published as a private edition at the end of 1939. The 
theme of patriotism links these three texts.

Mluvící pásmo is a polyphony that incorporates foreign languages. Its use of words 
and entire verses in German, Latin, French, and English is consciously modernist, as 
well as in its treatment of the themes of tradition, myth, and the past. English is most 
prominent in what might be called the American canto about the World’s Fair (which 
begins “Podzemní dráhy, železnice…”), and its use contrasts with the later artistic use 
of English during the author’s time in exile. The English of advertisements, magazine 

28	 In the context of Milada Součková’s poetry in exile, specifically in Josefina Rykrová’s Note-
books, Hrdlička points to the depiction of memory that has the nature of an ordered world, 
which is logical and in which everything has its meaning. It is not subject to chronology, 
but rather a record of recurring situations (cf. Hrdlička 2012).
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headlines, and radio is again “overheard” to some extent in Mluvící pásmo, but it is 
a language that represents, for the author in 1939, distant lands, different literature, 
foreignness, and strangeness: 

Glamour Glows, Beauty Beams for the Girl who travels with Woodbury Creams.
My lover,
mother of the child born in 1940.
Glamour Glows, Beauty Beams for the Girl who travels with Woodbury Creams.
Looks like a nymph, does she have a nice voice?
Have you tried a Lucky lately?29

The opening canto of Mluvící pásmo, stylized in the space of a square in the middle 
of the city, announces the arrival of young heroes who mock the monuments of the 
past. The avantgarde props, such as the fairground, the hawkers, and the swings are 
a real part of the city, and the theme of the new world is freed from the proletarian 
necessity to build, or rebuild, this world. The new world is repeatedly situated by the 
speaker beyond the horizon, unattainable from the present of 1939. The speaker of 
Mluvící pásmo is not only a commentator on events, but also a participant in them. He 
appears in the forms of a day and nightwalker, a witness, and a guide through the ru-
ins of a vanishing world.

Mluvící pásmo was written in the autumn of 1939, at the beginning of World War II, 
at a moment of danger when the first arrests and executions were occurring. Signifi-
cant space in the poem is devoted to the word. 

O words creating the world of our sphere, come to me!
Create a new faith, new symbols, o words, create a new world!
o word, create new laws,
o word, create new philosophers,
o word, create new cities,
o word, create a new truth,
o word, create new people!30

Trust in the word goes hand in hand with the fear of its destruction, ridicule, and dis-
paragement, and although fear for the written and spoken word grows stronger at the 
end of the poem (“A thousand verses are burned. The waves of radio, of television are 
broken”31), in both the poem Kaladý and the speech in Mluvící pásmo, it is the word that 
can prevent decay and extinction: “Be brave! Words will help us out of trouble. Come 
quick, my words!”32 In this particular text, written before her exile, it is significant 
that she invokes the words of her mother tongue — Czech. In Svědectví, Součková still 
believes that freedom can flourish once again in Europe, bringing forth new people  
 

29	 Součková 1998, p. 208, translated by Alex Zucker.
30	 Ibid., p. 195, translated by Alex Zucker.
31	 Ibid., p. 199, translated by Alex Zucker.
32	 Ibid., p. 194, translated by Alex Zucker.
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and new homes, but in Mluvící pásmo the continent is “barren.” Now only words are 
fertile: “Create a new faith, new symbols / O word, create a new world!”

Mluvící pásmo asks the word to come to the rescue; Kaladý asserts the integral, 
even bodily, connection, between the Czech language itself and its speakers. Kaladý 
(as the locals called the village Koloděje near Bechyně) is an elegy for, and addressed 
to, the contested and threatened mother tongue, in which words are urged to take ref-
uge in the name of the village. Here, words are free to “breathe, die, give birth”33 and 
can save themselves from extinction: “Even before they speak you, tears will stream 
from their eyes. You grip both the heart and the mouth. You are so sweet and harsh, 
you words of my mother tongue.”34 In Mluvící pásmo, this patriotic optic lends itself 
to a more complex notion of the word that was at the beginning of everything. Al-
though the words function as a reference to the tradition of the Greek philosophers 
(the word is confused with the concept of logos), the committed tone of the entire 
work emphasizes only two words with capital initial letters that the speaker of the 
poem associates with trust: Peace and Nations. 

A few years before her death, Součková summarized her experience of writing in 
English to her friend Karel Milota: 

Except for a few things, I have not written any prose in the time I have lived 
here. I have written a paper in English on literary history and I have also be-
gun to write poetry. Only a few people here know what I am and they say I am 
a poet. But no one has read anything because they don’t know Czech.35

Themes such as memory, recollection, and the power of words were difficult for 
Součková to convey in a foreign language, and thus, she did not view English as an 
artistic medium. What does that tell us about her poetic imagination and the way that 
it works across the Czech anglophone spectrum? We may answer this by considering 
her view of language: for Součková it was never just a means of expression but a liv-
ing system containing living memories. Her use of English was more contextual, of-
ten linked to scholarly writing, while her poetic imagination was, up until her death, 
shaped by a deep attachment to Czech as a language of memory and personal iden-
tity. Her bilingual writing practice thus illustrates a dynamic tension between her 
personal experience of the past and expression of her present.
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33	 Ibid., p. 13.
34	 Ibid., p. 15, translated by Justin Quinn.
35	 Součková 2018, p. 515. Once again we see that Součková refers here to herself in the mas-

culine form, as a male poet — básník. 
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This article examines two cases of Czech anglophone literature by mid-twentieth-century poets: 
Jan Zábrana and Milada Součková. The English language as well as anglophone poetry was inte-
gral to Zábrana’s poetic imagination, adding an important extra dimension to his writing in Czech. 
Součková goes further, incorporating more anglophone elements in her oeuvre. Her choice of lan-
guage, and the resultant form of the poem, is a consequence of her mobility, i.e., the particular jour-
ney she made from Prague to Boston. The article approaches uncertainty about matrix and embed-
ded languages in Součková’s work, not as an anomaly to be solved, but an opportunity to open up 
literatures labeled by nation, belonging to one place or community. This article argues that Zábrana’s 
and Součková’s work disturbs the conventional division between Czech and anglophone literary can-
ons, thus prompting us to reconsider long established canonical and linguistic divisions.
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1

Where does one literature end and another begin? Language provides a  good 
marker — if a literary work is in English then it belongs to anglophone literature, 
and so on for all the other languages.1 This dovetails with the idea of a community 
living in a particular place and speaking a particular language, which makes up the 
nation. Indeed, in research and pedagogy, literatures are usually apportioned nation-
ally. Thus, both curricula and publication series fit works into national groups. Many 
of these have been augmented in recent decades by postcolonial and globalization 
studies, and yet they usually retain the nation as the central structural principle. 

1	 I am grateful to Julie Hansen, Josef Hrdlička, and Václav Kyllar for their comments on ear-
lier versions of this article.
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Linguists have begun to question the idea of  discrete languages, however. 
J. K. Chambers and Peter Trudgill remark that the idea of language is “from a lin-
guistic point of view a relatively nontechnical term,” meaning that languages are 
not as separate and distinct as a lay person might imagine.2 We cleave to the concept 
of languages “for reasons that are as much political, geographical, historical, socio-
logical and cultural as linguistic.”3 Chambers and Trudgill favor the idea of dialect 
continuums stretching across different communities that can be defined either in 
geographic and social terms. Here they explain the idea of geographical dialect con-
tinuum:

If we travel from village to village, in a particular direction, we notice linguis-
tic differences which distinguish one village from another. Sometimes these 
differences will be larger, sometimes smaller, but they will be cumulative. The 
further we get from our starting point, the larger the differences will become. 
The effect of this may therefore be, if the distance involved is large enough, 
that (if we arrange villages along our route in geographical order) while speak-
ers from village A understand people from village B very well and those from 
village F quite well, they may understand village M speech only with consider-
able difficulty, and that of village Z not at all.4

We might also consider the creole continuum in many Caribbean areas. Nigeria is an-
other interesting case: between its standard form of English and the plethora of other 
languages such as Igbo, Yoruba, Ijo, and Hausa, there are many intermediary stages, 
most widespread of which is West African Pidgin, which is now being learned as a na-
tive language by new generations (thus it is no longer a pidgin). 

A further factor is mobility. The dialect continuum assumes that communities of 
speakers (say, in Chambers and Trudgill’s villages above) are relatively static. But 
what if speakers are on the move? The question has taken on particular urgency in 
recent decades. Suresh Canagarajah remarks that “mobility disturbs many of the as-
sumptions behind the Herderian triad” of language, community, and territory:

As people move across borders, they are taking their languages with them and 
also appropriating new semiotic resources for their identities and communica-
tion. With such changes, we must also go beyond considering each person as 
an owner of a single language. It is possible for speakers to claim intimate and 
proficient relationship with multiple languages simultaneously.5 

Dialect continuums and mobility have consequences for the idea of national litera-
tures. It may be more helpful to think of a spectrum in literature stretched between 
what we have previously thought of as different languages. In this article, I will look 
at how two writers, whose work spans seventy years, move from a distinctly defined 

2	 Chambers and Trudgill 2004, p. 5.
3	 Ibid., p. 4.
4	 Ibid., p. 5.
5	 Canagarajah 2017, p. 6. See also Blommaert 2010, p. 5.
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literary culture to anglophone literature. In the first, there are only trace elements 
of English in a predominantly non-anglophone-language text; in the other, there is 
a zone of provocative and fertile ambivalence. These writers thrive on the linguistic 
border between Czech and English; the vagueness and uncertainty of their linguis-
tic and cultural allegiances do not limit their imaginations, but rather drive them 
forward. An examination of their work has consequences not only for how we view 
twentieth century Czech literature, but also for how we understand the present mo-
ment with exophonic writers such as Iryna Zahladko, Zofia Bałdyga, Olga Słowik, and 
Sufian Massalema writing in Czech.

The idea still persists that one can only write, or writes best, in one’s mother 
tongue, and the resulting literature is still framed by the nation. This idea goes back 
to the eighteenth-century German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder. As Yasemin 
Yildiz has remarked, Herder “celebrated the distinctness of each language, which 
he saw as emanating from the genius of a particular nation (Volk).”6 Yildiz argues 
that this Herderian idea of language and literature “cannot abide […] the notion of 
blurred boundaries, crossed loyalties, and unrooted languages.”7 Such a blurring of 
boundaries, a crossing of loyalties, and uprooting of languages is precisely what we 
find in the work of Jan Zábrana and especially Milada Součková.

Czech linguaculture furnishes us with a good instance of the Herderian bundle 
of community, language, and place. In the nineteenth century, there was a strong 
cultural nationalist movement in the lands of Bohemia, Moravia, and part of Silesia 
(which now make up the Czech Republic). The community was formulated as a na-
tion in opposition to the multicultural formation of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
to which it belonged until 1918, when Czechoslovakia was founded. The Czech lan-
guage, which had languished for centuries in the shadow of the imperial language of 
German, was recuperated and accorded prestige, undergoing a national revival from 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. It became the language of literature, al-
though occasionally written by authors who were more comfortable in German. One 
of the major efforts of codification was Josef Jungmann’s Czech-German dictionary in 
five volumes (1835–1839); if any message of cultural power underlay this, it was that 
the Czech language was equal to any task that German was. Czech is now spoken by 
over 90% of the population, and the linguaculture is more or less coterminous with 
the geographic territory of the nation. Such a clearly defined nexus of territory and 
language will thus provide one end of a spectrum that stretches to the amorphous, 
vague, and extensive regions of anglophone literature. 

The English language was integral to the literary imagination of several mid-
twentieth-century Czech writers, and here we’ll consider two of them. The first is 
Jan Zábrana (1931–1984), a friend of Josef Škvorecký, who in his lifetime was known 
mainly for his translations of English and Russian literature (among others, he trans-
lated Allen Ginsberg, Sylvia Plath, Wallace Stevens, Osip Mandelstam, Sergei Yes-
enin, and Ivan Bunin). Unlike Škvorecký, who emigrated to Canada after the Warsaw 
Pact invasion of 1968, Zábrana remained in Czechoslovakia, and he wrote extensive 
diaries which reflected on life under the Communist regime. These were published 

6	 Yildiz 2012, p. 7.
7	 Ibid., p. 8.
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posthumously, after the Velvet Revolution of 1989, and extended his reputation from 
translator to expert witness of the compromises made by his generation. He was also 
a poet, who published three collections in the 1960s; these poems were also repub-
lished after 1989. The opening sentence of the book that we’ll consider is not in Czech, 
as one might expect, but in English.

2

A Czech book of sonnets lies before us. It opens with two epigraphs, the first of which 
is in English, from a poem by C. Day Lewis:

Move then with new desires,
For where we used to build and love
Is no man’s land, and only ghosts can live
Between two fires.8

The second epigraph, by Vítěslav Nezval, is in Czech (“Básnictví bez veteše je nuda” — 
poetry without junk is a bore). Epigraphs from foreign languages have a long tradi-
tion in Czech poetry, going back at least to the late nineteenth century, and they serve 
several semiotic functions. First, they can display the education of the writer. Second, 
they express an engagement with another linguaculture. For instance, if the language 
is European, then the curious reader will be tempted to scan the lines to see if any-
thing can be unpuzzled; perhaps some words are recognizable from other languages 
they know. If you have some German, you might make more sense of a text in Dutch 
or Swedish. Third, the poet’s gesture toward another linguaculture might indicate an 
intercultural theme, or conversely the desire to emphasize a transnational common-
ality. Fourth, in a politically repressive context, information might be included in the 
foreign text that cannot be expressed in the author’s first language. Such epigraphs 
may indicate a functional lack in the main language: the poet needs these foreign 
words because their own language is insufficient in some respects. 

The book in question is Zábrana’s The Lesser Histories (1968).9 The phrases “new 
desires” and “between two fires” on a page that has two languages strongly suggests 
the ways that new desires can develop in new languages, in this case between English 
and Czech (other fires emerge in the book itself). He began writing the poems of The 
Lesser Histories in the 1950s, and added a further section after the first edition was 
published in 1968 (the expanded edition was published posthumously in 1993). 

The collection is unusual within Zábrana’s output, as his two other collections 
were mainly written in free verse. The sonnet is a difficult form to write in, a little 
more difficult in Zábrana’s version because most of his lines have only four feet (the 
fewer feet in a line, the harder it is to rhyme). Poetry written in rhyme and meter is 
hardwired into a language to a greater degree than free verse, no matter how elliptic 

8	 Zábrana 1993, p. 115.
9	 This was published as Stránky z deníku, which might be translated as “Pages from a Diary.” 

The English translation was published in 2022; see Zábrana 2022.
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or abstruse it is, and it is consequently more difficult to translate. Thus the two twen-
tieth-century anglophone poets who have arguably been most influential in other 
languages are the unlikely duo of T. S. Eliot and Allen Ginsberg — not W. B. Yeats, not 
Robert Frost.10 Here I must mark my other role with regard to Zábrana’s poems: the 
translations that follow are mine, and my translations attempt to replicate the son-
net form in English. This means that on occasion I take lexical liberties for the sake of 
rhyme, and I note these in the discussions that follow. Some readers may think that 
more “literal” translations would be appropriate, feeling that the lines’ denotation is 
of greater importance than the poetic form. Some might view rhyme as a superficial 
device, laid on top of thought, like a layer of icing on a cake. Yet when asked where he 
got his ideas, W. B. Yeats replied: “Looking for the next rhyme.”11

Paradoxically, even as Zábrana anchors his poems securely in his native Czech 
language (through his use of the sonnet), he makes them more permeable to other 
languages. He does this on two levels. First, through his use of epigraphs, allusions, 
and the incorporation of short passages of other poems into his work. He reflected 
upon this in a diary entry of 1980:

The citations — other people’s formulations, used or abused — entered into 
the poems themselves, without forethought, simply with the same degree of 
insistence they had in my own consciousness. If everyday things are pres-
ent for you, if they are the subject of your work with words — and for me 
they always are and will be; a professional translator would have to be a dead 
stump overgrown with moss for them not to be — then words will eventually 
change into a part of your reality. They’ll be just as real as a light switch on the 
wall, a rainy day outside the window, the carpet beneath your feet. […] Such 
words, such combinations or chains of words, will then shine anew — they 
are now “dressed up,” stepping into “society” in a jester’s costume or in a tux-
edo, in overalls or a bathing suit; they smell of perfume, or of the shit they 
just stepped in. Such words carry two or three times the weight — they drag 
along a baggage of emotion, something that words don’t have when they’re 
taken from linear reality… Such verses then become a collection of golden and 
rainbow-colored flies in amber.12

The first poem in The Lesser Histories, “Summer 1944,” shows how Zábrana works 
with quotations. First, he sketches a quick landscape with horseraces, and the dis-
tant scent of a knacker’s yard. There are reports of the progress of World War II, from 
the distant battleground of Omaha Beach in Normandy:

Z řeznictví „Omaha“ se k autu
vracel houf SS-Argonautů: 
„Sterbe wohl, sterbe… Erika…“13

10	 Quinn 2015, pp. 26–29.
11	 Qtd in Longley 2003, p. 65.
12	 Zábrana 2001, p. 740. Translation by Jonathan Bolton. Qtd in Zábrana 2022, pp. 107–108.
13	 Zábrana 1993, p. 119. 
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From the butcher shop of Omaha,
the SS Argonauts withdraw.
Sterbe, Erika… sterbe wohl…14

Hitler’s troops used to sing a song entitled “Lebe wohl, Erika” (Farewell, Erika, 
which literally means “live well”), but in retreat from the Normandy landings, Zá-
brana changes this to “Sterbe wohl, Erika” (die well, Erika). He rhymes the name 
“Erika” with a Czech word in the final line and winsomely finds a chime with two 
Greek words long domesticated in Czech (as they are in English — autos and Ar-
gonauts — though speakers of both languages have perhaps forgotten their Greek 
roots): autu/argonautů, though I was unable to accommodate this in the English 
translation.

In the next stanza, as though finding analogies for troop movements in his imme-
diate surroundings, he moves from the Allies and Germans in the northwest to the 
approach of Russian soldiers from the east:

A senná rýma na plovárně
nad azbukou… A posté, marně: 
co se jak rusky neříká…15

The baths. Hay fever. Cyrillics stain
the surface… Now, once more, in vain:
not thus in Russian, not at all.16

Here the Russian typeface is written on the rippling waters of the baths where he 
sits learning the language and also marking differences between Russian and Czech. 
In a poem like this, one sees how foreign linguacultures undulate through a Czech 
imaginary, with Zábrana picking up their different wavelengths. The lyric situation 
of the poem itself embodies the very contact zone between languages that I discussed 
above — here Czech, German, and Russian; but as the troop movements indicate, and 
as Zábrana’s life would show, English was on the way.

The title of  the third poem in the book is in English (“Splendid Isolation De-
stroyed”), and later poems draw on William Carlos Williams and William Shake-
speare. The poem “Thirty” perhaps best illustrates the permeable line between 
translation and original work, English and Czech, in Zábrana’s imagination. The 
epigraph, from Dylan Thomas’s poem, “Should Lanterns Shine,” is given in the 
original English. Thomas’s poem meditates on love and the aging body, with more 
emphasis on female physical decrepitude. In this case, I will delay providing the 
English translation, so the reader can dwell on the graphic aspects of two languages 
occupying the same page:

14	 Zábrana 2022, p. 11.
15	 Zábrana 1993, p. 119. 
16	 Zábrana 2022, p. 11.
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	 The ball I threw while playing in the park
	 Has not yet touched the ground…
	 — Dylan Thomas

Už nikdy nebudem tak šťastní…
No jo Tak dobře Co má bejt
Co bude z naších starých básní?
Bude z nich do jitrnic prejt

Co bude se starými dluhy?
Přijdou si pro ně? Oželí je?
Budou z nich popěvky a stuhy
Traumata jedné Ofélie

Nebo už budem navždy němí
mít škrkavku nad hrncem škvarků
a rozpíchaní injekcemi

budem se těšit z drobných dárků?
…Míč dětství, vyhozený v parku,
ne, ten míč dosud nedopadl k zemi…17

With its drizzle of diacritics, consonant clusters, and its Slavic roots, Czech can seem 
impenetrable and forbidding to the anglophone eye. All the more intriguing, then, is 
the English epigraph: Zábrana has taken two lines from a popular anglophone poet 
of the era and embedded them in a Czech linguacultural environment. Is he mocking 
the lines, or Thomas himself? Is he riffing off them? At first glance there is a surreal 
disjunction between epigraph and text. What on earth does Thomas mean for such 
a poet? Does Zábrana read him the same way we might?

Now, we flip this around to a Czech reader who does not know English. This reader 
may not realize that the last two lines of the poem are in fact a translation of the epi-
graph: the poem completes a circle in its movement from English to Czech. The best 
reader of this poem, then, is an English-speaking Czechophone (like Zábrana) who 
occupies the contact zone between linguacultures. 

Zábrana situates two speakers in the contact zone between the two languages. 
They are perhaps a married couple considering the bleak prospect of old age, which 
contrasts with the creative élan and intense affections of earlier years. Here is the 
poem in English translation:

We’ll never be as happy as those times…
Yes and? Who cares they won’t repeat?
What’s to be done with our old rhymes?
We’ll grind them into sausage meat.

17	 Zábrana 1993, p. 169.
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What’s to be done with our old debts?
They’ll turn into fa-la-la-la.
Will they come for them? Drop their threats?
They’ll cry like some Ophelia.

Or will we sit there always, no sound
but clinking cups, hiccups, a belch or bark,
new needles sunk into old wounds,

content on days that small gifts mark?
…The ball thrown high while playing in the park
Has not yet touched the ground…18

In the tenth line, the perhaps mellifluous poems and passions of youth are replaced 
by the harsh noises of everyday life: “clinking cups, hiccups, a belch or bark” (in 
Czech, this is conveyed by the intense internal rhyme of “mít škrkavku nad hrn-
cem škvarků”). Yet, in the final lines — the lines translated from Thomas — a note 
of lyric soaring is introduced, now given a different emphasis from the original 
English poem, which is a florid and sibylline improvisation on the theme of youth. 
Zábrana, in contrast, unambiguously fast-forwards that youth five decades or so 
further.19

It is hard to say why Zábrana reaches for an English text to strike this lyric note 
in such an otherwise desolate poem; after all, Czech poetry has many lyric modes. 
His involvement with English was almost completely through the written word, and 
because he had few opportunities to converse in the language, his spoken English 
was poor.20 But he does need it, just as he needed to engage with anglophone poets 
such as Ginsberg, Plath, and Stevens, whom he translated into Czech, among others. 
As the above-quoted passage from the diary attests, his citations of other authors 
were the furnishings of his imagination, for him “just as real as a light switch on the 
wall, a rainy day outside the window, the carpet beneath your feet.” The movement 
between languages was integral to Zábrana’s poetic imagination: often his finest work 
occurs at the very moment that he allows other, foreign voices to inflect his lines. 
Claudio Guillén has remarked how a writer’s dialog with a second language can be-
come integral to their imaginative life: 

The second idiom, not mastered by the poet to the same degree as his own, but 
with which he holds a dialogue that finally became part of the growth of his 
spirit, does not imply the same degree of externality or of separation charac-
teristic of the history and atmosphere of modern nation states.21 

18	 English translation in Zábrana 2022, p. 61.
19	 Zábrana also shifts the Thomas’s straightforward “ball” to the “ball of childhood,” arguably 

a weakening of the image.
20	 Goodman 2023, p. 153.
21	 Guillén 1993, p. 260.
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How might we describe Zábrana’s engagement with English? It is not as immersive 
as, say, the novelist Edith Templeton’s, who grew up speaking Czech and German in 
Czechoslovakia, and switched to English for her novels, which she wrote while living 
in Britain.22 But neither is this negligible code-switching. It supplements a lack in the 
Czech literary and linguistic imaginary, one that is perhaps satisfied in this case by 
incorporating anglophone elements into the poems.

Now we turn to a writer whose engagement with English went further than Zá-
brana’s (though still not as a far as Templeton’s). In such ambivalent zones of contact 
between languages and literature, we find texts that challenge most strongly our divi-
sions between one language and another.

3

Many languages flow through the work of Milada Součková. Born in 1899 into the 
family of a wealthy Prague property developer, she attended the progressive Minerva 
school, one of the first of its kind in Bohemia to offer girls an advanced education, 
as well as to encourage equal rights for women. Both the apartments of bourgeois 
Prague and the Bohemian rural landscape would play an important imaginative role 
in the poetry she wrote while in exile. At school, she learned French, English, and 
Latin; and because Prague was a bilingual city at that point, she picked up German as 
well as her native Czech. She later learned Italian. But it is between English and Czech 
that her work commutes, as she discovered unique formal devices to dramatize the 
interzone between her first home of Bohemia and adopted home of the United States, 
where she lived from 1946 to her death in 1983.

Součková wrote a doctoral thesis in natural sciences, entitled On the Spiritual Life 
of Plants, and graduated from Charles University, Prague, in 1923. She was associ-
ated with the Prague Linguistic Circle, and her debut with an experimental modern-
ist prose work, První písmena (First Letters, 1934), was praised by Roman Jakobson, 
at that time a professor at Masaryk University in Brno. During World War II, she 
was involved in the anti-Nazi resistance, and in September 1946 she traveled to the 
US to take up a post as cultural attaché of the Czechoslovak Consulate in New York 
City. Součková resigned, however, in 1948, after Czechoslovak Communists staged 
a putsch. She would never return to her homeland.

In the United States, she pursued a career in academia, where she worked vari-
ously as a lecturer and librarian at Harvard University, University of Chicago, and 
University of California, Berkeley. For the remainder of her life, she wrote mainly 
poetry, publishing in Czech exile presses and journals, foremost among them Sixty-
Eight Publishers, which was run by expatriates Zdena Salivarová and Josef Škvorecký. 
Her work frequently mixes Czech with German, Italian, and above all English. To 
this extent, she resembles the Czech exile poet Ivan Blatný, whose work, line by line, 
switched back and forth between Czech and English. For both writers, Czech was in-
sufficient to represent the complexity of their exilic experience. Surrounded in their 

22	 See Ladislav Nagy, “Edith Templeton’s Prague: Provinciality, Not Magic,” in this special 
issue.
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daily lives by English, yet most at home in the Czech poetic tradition, they evolved 
linguistically hybrid imaginations that pushed them to discover new lyric models, 
more radical than the translingual experiments of Anglo-American modernism.23 

Jakobson’s admiration of Součková helped her not only at the outset of her career, 
but also in the subsequent decades, when both found themselves in the United States. 
Already an eminent figure, he assisted her in the search for funding for exile publi-
cations of her work, and also in securing academic positions, above all at Harvard 
University, where Součková worked for most of the remainder of her life as librarian 
and researcher in Slavic Studies. As her letters attest, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
became her home away from home.24

It is routine to think of the modernist period as one of rupture, both stylistic and 
thematic. Peter Gay figures it as a kind of heresy against earlier arrangements of 
culture and society.25 Součková embraced the avantgarde in the 1920s and 1930s, and 
she associated with Group 42, a circle of artists and writers who wished to transform 
Czech culture. Součková experienced this heretical excitement also, and we observe 
a hunger for innovation in these lines from Hlava umělce: studie k větší práci (Head of 
the Artist: Notes Toward a Larger Work, 1946), which is a mixture of autobiography 
and aesthetic theory:

If a scientific thought, carried over into the life of society, can change large 
swathes of  the economy, technology, power relations, then art, too, can 
change large swathes of humanity and from there penetrate back into their 
acts and life.

In this I see the calling of today’s writer. In the creation of a contempo-
rary style. Not in the writing of poems, novels, dramas, however. At first, in-
deed, it will appear to be in that kind of form. But I expect from the artist not 
“a novel,” “a poem,” or “a drama,” but a work that will be the expression of 
our time, which will be recognized as such by contemporaries or by the next 
generations.26

The same excitement coursed through Futurism, Constructivism, and Vorticism, and 
also in Communism’s desire for a Gesamtkunstwerk. But while Czechoslovak Commu-
nists and others eventually fell back on older forms (folk poetry, the realist novel of 
the previous century, among others) to accommodate the new realities they wished 
to create, Součková insists again, a few pages on, that the age requires new forms.27 

Součková was not motivated by the same disdain as, say, Ezra Pound’s for the Vic-
torian generation immediately before him. Even as she searched for new forms, she 
forged ever stronger links with nineteenth-century writers of the Czech National Re-
vival. Not only did she write studies of their works, introducing them to an anglophone 

23	 For an excellent contextual comparison of Součková’s work with T.S. Eliot’s, see Říhová 
2017.

24	 Most of these details are taken from Suda 2018, pp. 9–18.
25	 Gay 2007.
26	 Součková 2002, p. 43, my translation.
27	 Ibid., p. 46.
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audience, but references to their persons and allusions to their literary texts marble 
her poetry.28 Many, though not all, of these poems by earlier writers now read like fey 
stylizations of rural life, as natural forces and processes that European romanticism 
had represented as gigantic and fearsome were rendered as ornaments on Bieder-
meier porcelain. But this was not wholly a reduction. By representing the countryside 
in their works, these writers harnessed Romanticism for a nationalist aesthetic ideol-
ogy that demanded independence from the Habsburg Empire. Although a seeming 
infantilization and prettification, their representations of village life or sweet flowers 
in deep forests had other innovatory functions that were not immediately obvious 
from close readings of the text. Součková retools this nationalist landscape for mod-
ernist models of literary representation. And after 1948, such imagery serves a further 
purpose: it asserts longer continuities and traditions in opposition to the historical 
rupture of the Cold War, which left her in exile. Throughout her oeuvre she continues 
to lay imaginative claim to the landscapes of Milevsko and Bechyně, although she has 
long lost the travel documents that would allow her to visit them.

As with Zábrana, we learn much from merely observing the untranslated text of 
a Součková poem, which I include in its entirety below. First, its graphic layout re-
flects its bilingual nature; and second, we see that Czech and English are not the only 
languages involved (some lines are in Latin). “Jmeniny” (Namedays) from Šesity Jose-
fíny Rykrové (Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks), was probably written in the mid-1970s, 
and first published in 1981. These workbooks are a series of seven collections written 
over the period 1974 to 1983. There is a slim column of mainly Czech text, which is 
immediately recognizable as poetry. The lines are unrhymed. This stands on a plinth 
of English prose:

JMENINY

Navštívení.
Tak časně? před snídaní?
sotva se rozední?
nechodí návštěvy.
Bábovka, ubrus kávový
cukřenka, koflík sváteční
sotva se v zimě rozední
obláček, oblak zlacený
na míšni sváteční
snad modrý vzor cibulky
snad jen z kameniny
zhruba vypálený
na Kampě z trhu, levný.
světívali jmeniny
O felix patrona

28	 She was the author of The Czech Romantics (1959) and The Parnassian Jaroslav Vrchlický 
(1964); she also wrote about other periods in Czech cultural history, for example, in A Lit-
erature in Crisis: Czech Literature 1938–1950 (1954) and Baroque in Bohemia (1980).
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jméno pozdraveno
časně, jen se rozední
stůl k svátku prostřený,
kdys dávno rozhodnuto
křtitelnicí vysloveno
v dojetí, s úsměvy
v tichu navštívení.
Duae verae sunt olivae
matka, dcera
tu mater et regina,
strýc prý byl ubohý
na jmeniny zapomněli —
Si narratur femina.

Recitativo
The name of Josephine’s mother was Mary. She never mentioned the name 
of her uncle, who seems to have been a gentle, feeble-minded man. Perhaps 
Rozárka inherited St. Vitus’ dance from him.

The grandmother of Josephine used to chew a coffee-bean and her grand-
daughter loved to watch the coffee-grinder, to look at the beans disappearing 
from the shining copper cup inside the wooden-boss [sic; recte box] and the 
emergence of the ground coffee in the little drawer with the copper knob — 
a real Dalí drawer. While shopping with her mother she visited Kulík in Platýz. 
After a few stone steps one entered a vaulted room with a battery of tall copper 
containers. When the customer asked for a certain brand of coffee, the clerk 
would loose a rivulet of coffee-beans from one of them. The most luxurious 
kind was Mocha: an exotic word, an exotic place with exotic people and plants 
like coffee. Gentlemen sipped mocha and smoked cigars called portorico. The 
cashier gave Josephine a couple of fairy tales with crudely colored illustra-
tions. In comparison with the story of Mocha, their tale was the usual: kings, 
princes, witches.

It all happened at the time when John S. Trowbridge & Co. had a big orna-
mental wrought-iron coffee-grinder at 6 Faneuil Hall Sq. in Boston. Josephine 
was to learn this much later. As well as about the existence of Federación 
National de cafeteros de Columbia. Still, the coffee-bean remained a mystery.29 

We can guess that Josephine is the Josefína of the book’s title (she is a kind of version 
of Součková herself; Josef Hrdlička calls Josefína Rykrová a logonym of Součková, 
which is a kind of alter ego that exists only verbally in poems and memories).30 The 
first paragraph seems to gloss the preceding lines with family background. While the 
monolingual anglophone may be relieved to encounter nearly a page in English, with 
some international frames of reference (Salvador Dalí, mocha coffee, and, later, some 
Boston realia), they may be pulled up short by the references to Platýz (a small court-

29	 Součková 2009, pp. 23–24.
30	 Hrdlička 2017, p. 112.
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yard arcade in Prague, which still exists) and to Kulík (a coffee emporium, which no 
longer exists, although there are still two coffee shops in Platýz). Of course, from the 
context we gather what kind of establishment Kulík runs, but the tone suggests that 
we should know it already, which most people, even old Praguers, do not. The last 
paragraph establishes a simultaneity between Prague and Boston, but little in the 
poem, or even the first workbook, from which this is taken, can explain why Boston 
and not London, Vienna, or Stockholm. The only thing that can explain this is the fact 
that Josefína’s alter ego, i.e., Milada Součková herself, lives there. Only biographical 
knowledge holds these together, as Součková links her childhood history in Prague to 
the history of her adopted city in the United States.

Having examined the poem visually, with its Czech and English parts, let us turn 
to the translation of the first part: 

NAMEDAYS

Visitation.
So early? before breakfast?
day hardly broken?
and visitors arrived?
Marble cake, coffee tablecloth,
sugar bowl, good teacups,
day hardly broken, winter,
cloudlets, gilded clouds
the Meissen taken out
blue scallioned patterns, no?
and only crockery, no?
fired roughly
from Kampa market, cheap.
they honored all name days
O felix patrona
thy name be hailed
early, just at daybreak,
feast-day table laid,
decided long ago
thy name be spoken
through font baptismal
with feeling, oh with smiles
in visitation’s silence
Duae verae sunt olivae
mother, daughter
tu mater et regina,
the uncle pitiful, they said,
forgot the name days —
Si narratur femina.31

31	 Translation mine.
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Name days are still celebrated in the Czech Republic, often with a gift of flowers and 
an expression of good wishes; in earlier times, one might have friends or family over 
for cakes and coffee. Name days serve as ritual link to a saint’s name. Součková’s fell in 
winter (earlier it was December 29, now it is February 8), and it memorializes Mlada 
Přemyslovna (930/935–994 CE), who was beatified but not canonized. The clipped, 
telegraphic nature of the lines facilitates a wonderful ambiguity about who exactly is 
visiting, or making a visitation. The tenth-century Benedictine abbess herself seems 
to be hovering nearby, although it could just be a more mundane early visitor. As 
a lifelong Roman Catholic, Součková would have been on the qui vive for such pres-
ences.

Other aspects of the poem are worthy of comment. For instance, it switches reg-
isters between Latin, gossipy tones, and more elevated ecclesiastical formulations. 
It also quickly sketches a distaff family history, and places this under the aegis of 
a Church Matriarch. The patterns on the Meissen delph — clouds and scallions — 
blur with their real referents, to the degree that Součková wonders to herself which 
is which: those clouds and cloudlets may be floating past the windows of the apart-
ment or only depicted on the crockery. We find a similar ambiguity in many of the 
workbook poems. Also of note is the careful mapping of exotic elements in the Prague 
scene, which cumulatively in the Šesity Josefíny Rykrové creates a sense of the city as 
shot through with elsewheres, in a similar manner to Walter Benjamin’s meditations 
on Berlin and Paris. 

But the question that interests us most here is: what is the poem? Is it just the 
slim column of verse, or does it include the Recitativo prose? When I’ve taught this 
poem, students have tended to refer to the Czech text as the “poem” and the English 
part as “commentary.” In the United States, Součková’s academic work in part in-
volved glossing and explaining Czech literature for anglophone students; is she gloss-
ing her own poem here? Not all of the poems in the Šesity Josefíny Rykrové have such 
commentaries; and not all the commentaries are in English. Some move in and out 
of Součková’s other languages, but, as Hrdlička observes, Czech is mainly reserved 
for the ostensibly lyric component.32 He also remarks that “the commentaries some-
times explain, but also other times confuse. Their purpose is not to provide a ‘real’ 
context or factual explanation; often they indicate a fictive framework or serve as an 
associative continuation of the poem in a different form.”33 Arguably, the recitativo, 
rather than broadening the poem’s audience, narrows it: the non-anglophone Czech 
reader will doubtless be frustrated by a long commentary in English; while the an-
glophone reader without Czech may wonder why Součková does not simply translate 
the “poem,” i.e., the Czech part. Perhaps the poem includes both Czech and English 
parts? These questions are part of the imaginative work of the poem. As we ponder 
the questions, we find ourselves, again, between two literary canons. 

For all her allegiance to the Czech literary tradition (in her professional life and in 
her poetry), Součková produced texts that radically break with its monolingualism. 
Jahan Ramazani has remarked that:

32	 Ibid., p. 125.
33	 Ibid., p. 119.
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code-switching in poetry often points in two opposite directions at once: by 
virtue of breaking with monologic literariness, it heightens poetry’s speech-
effect, its seeming orality; and yet by virtue of its pattern-rich code-switching, 
it also signals poetry’s literariness, its bending back of reference onto itself, 
its insistence on the verbal materiality and sonic textures that resonate even 
across languages.34 

So when Součková switches to English in “Jmeniny,” she ostensibly breaks with the 
Czech-language lyric; it is as though she says that this mode is not enough to con-
tain her experience. It is a reflection both on the Czech lyric and on the Czech lan-
guage. Součková’s maneuver is different from the plurilingual works of Anglo-Amer-
ican modernism, such as T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) and Ezra Pound’s Cantos 
(1915–1959). In both, foreign languages play an integral role, but English is always the 
matrix language in which particles of Sanskrit, Chinese, or French are embedded. In 
Součková’s “Jmeniny,” however, it is difficult to say which is the matrix language. Per-
haps there isn’t one. Moreover, as Ramazani nudges us to see, the recitativo’s code-
switch is also the eruption of orality into the hushed, vatic space of lyric. This is all 
the more striking because we know that she uses English as an exophonic speaker. 
Even though her grasp of English is weaker than of Czech, she still uses it, even as she 
keeps it out of the lyric space. It reveals the Czech lyric mode as insufficient, as lack-
ing, as needing a supplement. 

We might also ask what her choice of English means. Alice Loda and Antonio 
Viselli remark that:

For poets, choosing to write translingually has many implications. Among 
other things, it means immersion in and dialogue with other — sometimes 
distant — traditions, opening unprecedented spaces of rhythmical and lexical 
encounters, and — in the majority of cases — asserting nonmonocultural and 
nonmonolingual views of the world.35

Certainly, Součková opens up an unprecedented space in the Czech lyric when she 
brings in her Boston realia. Also, English has a possible political valency, as it is 
the language of Czechoslovakia’s enemy in the Cold War. Yet, it also seems to be an 
aleatory choice: if, say, Součková had ended up in Italy, she would, we feel, have 
written these recitativos in Italian. Perhaps there is no good poetic reason for the 
language; instead there is a biographical reason: her US experience is required 
in this new lyric mode, as it gives her a vantage point inaccessible in Czech. The 
choice of language, and resultant form of the poem, is a consequence of her mobil-
ity, a consequence of the particular journey she made from Prague to Boston. For 
her, English is a language, in the words of the Italian writer Ornela Vorspi, “with-
out a childhood.”36 Not every poem in the Sešity Josefíny Rykrové concludes with 
a long paragraph in English; sometimes the annotations are quite short, and other 

34	 Ramazani 2020, p. 200.
35	 Canagarajah 2017, p. 19.
36	 Ornela Vorspi, qtd in Loda and Viselli 2022, p. 20.
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times they are in other languages (Latin, Italian, French, and German, though Eng-
lish is most frequent), and sometimes there are none, which may also be of signi- 
ficance.

We might also ask about the intended audience of Součková’s work. She had elitist 
expectations of her readers — they had to be as educated, well-travelled, and mul-
tilingual as she was; and they had to be Czech-speaking. To a lesser degree, Zábrana 
had the same expectations. Few contemporary writers have similar expectations of 
their readers, and moreover, such a position implies that the audience for Czech an-
glophone literature would be too small to be worth the candle. 

In considering the work of these two mid-twentieth-century Czech poets, we 
gain a different viewpoint on writers at the far end of the Czech anglophone spec-
trum — writers such as Mark Slouka, Jana Prikryl, Janet Malcolm, and Edith Tem-
pleton, among others. They can no longer be absorbed into the anglophone tradition 
without more consideration of their Czech hinterland. Součková and Zábrana also 
prompt us to reconsider the linguistic, cultural, and national choices of writers 
who wrote only in Czech. Petr Mareš has explored the representation of foreign 
language in Czech literature. In the case of  Božena Němcová, German — a lan-
guage that had been at home in the Czech lands for many centuries — is figured 
as foreign; whereas, say, Vladimír Holan used foreign language elements in more 
a complex, structural manner.37 In all his chosen cases, however, Czech remains the 
matrix language, and more generally, the nation remains the controlling structure 
of his research. Součková and Zábrana connect with this tradition, but also connect 
it with purely anglophone works, which problematizes the idea of the nation for 
the consideration of literature.

By way of conclusion we might return to the linguist Suresh Canagarajah who 
promotes an approach that “resist[s] the territorialization of labeled languages as 
belonging to one place or community, with static norms and meanings deriving from 
a preconstructed structure.”38 The multilingual echoes that haunt Zábrana’s sonnets, 
like the uncertainty about matrix and embedded languages in Součková’s work, are 
not anomalies to be solved, but opportunities to open up literatures labeled by nation, 
belonging to one place or community. Rather than starting from the idea of Czech 
literature, or American literature, Canagarajah says “we should consider how diverse 
verbal resources (unrestricted by their labels) are taken up by people to establish 
meanings and negotiate relationships.”39 Perhaps it is time to leave canons aside, and 
explore the new paths that are opened by Milada Součková’s work, and the work of 
other translingual writers.

37	 Mareš 2012, p. 15, 43.
38	 Canagarajah 2017, p. 19.
39	 Ibid., p. 19.
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During the Cold War era, Czech writers like Milan Kundera and Václav Havel held 
a  significant place in the Western reception of Central European literature, but 
Czech fiction in English made relatively little impact. Writers from the Slavic-speak-
ing world have often been overlooked in the multicultural mosaic of American lit-
erature, although works like Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955) and Jerzy Kosiński’s 
Being There (1971) offered outsiders’ views of postwar American society that gained 
both critical acclaim and widespread popularity (partly thanks to successful film ver-
sions.) The best-known Czech author in North America, Josef Škvorecký, moved to 
Canada rather than the United States, and continued to write in his native language 
during his exile.1 Other Czech-American émigré authors, whether writing in Czech 
(e.g. Egon Hostovský in the 1950s) or in English (e.g. Jan Novák in the 1980s) received 
a certain amount of critical attention, but did not retain the long-term interest of 
American readers.

With regard to contemporary writing, Bharti Mukherjee has included authors 
from ex-Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union alongside those from the Carib-
bean in what she terms the “literature of new arrival,” asking rhetorically: “what of 

1	 On Škvorecký’s role as a key mediator of American culture (as both author and editor) for 
Czech readers in the 1950s and 1960s, see Goodman 2023.
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the body of contemporary immigrant American literature written by recent arriv-
als like Edwidge Danticat, Junot Díaz, Aleksandar Hemon and Gary Shteyngart, for 
whom English is not the mother tongue, and who have no intention of willfully eras-
ing their premigration linguistic and historical inheritance?”2 These works possess, 
she suggests, an “energy [that] is released in the mangling and macerating of fused 
languages in the reckless violation of outmoded forms, and in characters pinched 
and pulled into supernatural shapes.”3 Arguably the most notable Czech-American 
contribution to this “literature of new arrival” has been Jaroslav Kalfař’s first novel, 
Spaceman of Bohemia (2016). Kalfař, who immigrated from Prague to Florida in 2003 at 
the age of fifteen, explores the twentieth-century Czech experience under Commu-
nism, but unlike Škvorecký he has no personal memory of it. Instead, he reimagines 
the traumas of totalitarianism and exile through the themes of space travel and alien 
lifeforms. 

Kalfař’s decision to write in English is part of a broader trend among migrant 
authors, who have recently received increased attention in theoretical discussions 
of literary translingualism. According to Steven G. Kellman, who coined the term, 
“Translinguals represent an exaggerated instance of what the Russian Formalists 
maintained is the distinctive quality of all imaginative literature: defamiliariza-
tion. More so than in the work of most other writers, language is foregrounded, 
even challenged, in the texts of translinguals.”4 Hemon’s fiction, for example, has 
been compared to Nabokov’s for its ability to portray the most ordinary aspects of 
American society from a “defamiliarized” viewpoint. These are cases of what Rebecca 
Walkowitz has referred to as works that are “born translated” (taken from the con-
cept of “born digital” art): “many novels do not simply appear in translation. They 
have been written for translation from the start.” Such works, “because they value 
the history and future of translation, its conduits as well as its blockages, bring cir-
culation into view.”5 Walkowitz’s term extends Pascale Casanova’s discussion in The 
World Republic of Letters (La république mondiale des lettres, 1999, trans. 2004) which 
suggests that writers from “small languages” become “translated men” (a term de-
rived from Salman Rushdie) because they are forced to choose “between translation 
into a literary language that cuts them off from their compatriots […] and retreat 
into a small language that condemns them to invisibility or else to a purely national 
literary existence.”6 Casanova’s analysis of literary power relations discusses Kafka’s 
relationship to Yiddish (also analyzed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their 
influential Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 1975), and she mentions other Central 
and Eastern European authors (such as Kundera, Nabokov, and Joseph Conrad) whose 
movement between languages “is in no way the consequence of colonial or political 
domination,” but “can be explained only by the weight of the unequal structure of 
the literary world.”7

2	 Mukherjee 2011, p. 681.
3	 Ibid., p. 695.
4	 Kellman 1991, p. 538.
5	 Walkowitz 2015, pp. 3, 31.
6	 Casanova 2004, p. 257.
7	 Ibid., p. 281.
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Kalfař has not reached the level of recognition of such translingual Slavic writers 
as Hemon or Shteyngart, but Spaceman of Bohemia was translated into several foreign 
languages (including Czech) and adapted into a film starring Adam Sandler that was 
released in 2024 on Netflix. His crossing of boundaries between popular and literary 
fiction and his use of both the American and European traditions of speculative fic-
tion can also be seen in his second novel, A Brief History of Living Forever (2023), a cli-
mate fiction dystopia with intertextual allusions to the Czech science fiction pioneer 
Karel Čapek. His decision to write as a “born translated” novelist has clearly helped 
him to negotiate the “unequal structure” of Casanova’s world republic of letters by 
depicting his native country’s recent past (and its possible near future) for a global 
audience. This article examines how in his first novel, Kalfař follows the existing 
traditions of Czech and American literature while forming his own distinct Czech-
American literary voice.

LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY  
IN THE CZECH-AMERICAN LITERARY TRADITION

The origins of Czech-American writing can be traced to the first major wave of im-
migration from the Czech lands in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
Czech-American authors had little impact on modernist American literature, although 
recent research in both English (by Michael R. Page) and Czech (by Jaroslav Olša, Jr.) 
has brought renewed attention to the Czech-American doctor Miloslav Breuer, who 
was a pioneering science-fiction author under the pen name of Miles J. Breuer. As Page 
states in the introduction to the first collected volume of Breuer’s work (republished 
after falling into obscurity for decades), his stories “are full of intriguing ideas and ex-
plore important science fiction themes that have continued to develop in the stories of 
later writers.”8 Breuer’s story “On Board the Martian Liner,” published in March 1931, 
is a murder mystery set aboard an interplanetary space voyage. Despite being a sec-
ond-generation Czech-American who never visited the Czech lands, Breuer was actu-
ally a translingual writer, as Olša has explained: “Notably, despite his literary success 
in the English language, Breuer never turned his back on writing in Czech, leaving be-
hind dozens of Czech-language articles on the subject of medicine as well as a number 
of stories.”9 Kalfař has not acknowledged Breuer’s writing as a direct influence, but his 
use of the science fiction genre follows his Czech-American predecessor’s emphasis on 
exploring social issues, rather than futuristic technology.

After the Communist Party’s rise to power in Czechoslovakia in 1948, some of the 
most distinctively original writers of the interwar period emigrated to the West, 
including Egon Hostovský, Milada Součková, and Zdeněk Nĕmeček, who settled in 
the United States. In his monograph on these three authors, Vladimír Papoušek has 
stated: “The penetration of exile books into the American context can be explained 
not by a more permanently awakened interest in Czech culture, but by a tempo-
rary congruence of themes and goals, a hunger for attractive information, and the 

8	 Page, in Breuer 2008, p. xxiv.
9	 Olša 2023, p. 54.

OPEN
ACCESS



92� SVĚT LITERATURY / WORLD OF LITERATURE

current satisfaction of the tastes of the American audience.”10 Of the three authors 
mentioned above, the only one to find a degree of success with American readers 
was Egon Hostovský, who had several novels translated into English in the 1950s. 
Součková published several works in English on literary history and criticism, but 
her experimental fiction was never translated. Despite Nĕmeček’s extensive contacts 
as a former diplomat and member of the American PEN Club, the English translation 
of his major exile novel, Tvrdá země (Hard Earth), remained unpublished. 

Apart from Hostovský, the postwar Czech émigré writer most accessible for 
American readers was probably Joseph Wechsberg, an interwar journalist who es-
caped Czechoslovakia in 1938 and quickly learned English well enough to publish 
articles in the New Yorker; two of these pieces, about his return to his native Ostrava at 
the end of World War II, were published in book form as Homecoming (1946). Although 
he wrote two political novels in English, The Continental Touch (1948) and The Self-
Betrayed (1955), he was best-known for his nostalgic writings on Central European 
culture and cuisine, such as The Cooking of Vienna’s Empire (1969).

The Czech writers who left after the Warsaw Pact invasion of 1968 enjoyed 
a greater and more lasting level of success, partly because the Prague Spring had 
brought Czechoslovakia to the center of international attention. Paul Wilson’s trans-
lation of Josef Škvorecký’s novel Příběh inženýra lidských duší (1977, The Engineer of 
Human Souls, trans. 1984) won the Canadian Governor General’s Award for English-
language Fiction — the first time this prestigious prize was given to a work not writ-
ten in English. In an essay from the 1980s, Škvorecký was understandably optimistic 
about “the situation of the exiled Czech writer,” which he considered “very good”:

Read the novels of the late Egon Hostovský, many of which are available in 
English translations, or read [Czech-Canadian author] Jan Drábek’s fine fic-
tion written in English, and you will see North America from a new point of 
view… read the marvellous novel Willy’s Dream Kit by Jan Novák of Chicago, 
nominated for the 1986 Pulitzer Prize, and you will see what I mean.11

These novels were published in Czech by the exile press 68 Publishers run by Zdena 
Salivarová together with Škvorecký in Toronto; more importantly, all of them were 
also available in English. 

The most directly translingual of these authors was Novák, who wrote his first 
short-story collection Striptease Chicago (1983) using the “Czechglish” dialect of the 
exile community, and then used English for The Willys Dream Kit, a fictionalized ac-
count of his family’s emigration. Novák has explained that he began the novel in 
Czech: “[I] tried to imagine how that opening sentence would sound in English — 
the inchoate mumbling immediately became a flood of words: the sensation was as 
if I’d been driving with the hand brake on and suddenly released it. The book wrote 

10	 Papoušek 2001, p. 17: “Pronikání exilových knih do amerického kontextu lze tedy vy-
světlovat nikoli trvaleji probuzeným zájmem o českou kulturu, ale dočasnou shodou té-
mat a cílů, hladem po atraktivních informacích, aktuálním vyhovĕním vkusu amerického  
publika.”

11	 Škvorecký 1988, p. 218.
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itself.”12 When the Czech translation of this novel, entitled Miliónový jeep, was pub-
lished, Novák “sat down and read it, and it was my book, my characters, my story, my 
words [… but] had I written it in Czech, it would have been a totally different book 
[…] I saw how arrested my linguistic development in Czech was and how American 
the voice was, and it was a very powerful and odd experience.”13 After 1989, Novák 
returned to the Czech Republic, where he published several other novels (as well as 
a controversial 2020 “novelized biography” of Milan Kundera), but little of his work 
has appeared in English since then. 

Jaroslav Kalfař has explored the issues of language, translation, and identity in 
an essay that reconstructs his development as a writer in a second language. Arriv-
ing in the US with little knowledge of English, he struggled in high school, but after 
reading the Czech and English versions of science fiction writers like Karel Čapek, 
Isaac Asimov, and Ursula K. LeGuin, he started to translate his own Czech stories and 
then began writing directly in English “without thinking twice. It was what I came to 
America to do — upon my arrival, I accepted that a plan as ludicrous as mine required 
sacrifices, and one of them was the choice to forgo the legacy of my ancestors, the 
Czech writers who came before me, and the language in which I’d learned to appre-
hend the world.” His decision to write in English corresponds to Casanova’s descrip-
tion of “translated men”: “I fiercely desired to remain Czech, to write Czech books. 
But I’d found myself in proximity to the global literary culture connected to American 
publishing, a culture whose unifying language was English. I wanted to bring Czech 
books into this world, and to do so, I needed to leave Czech behind.” 14 Thus his choice 
to use his second language was not to repress his Czech cultural background, but (par-
adoxical as it may seem) to preserve it. One of the most striking aspects of Spaceman 
of Bohemia is that although it was written in the United States, its protagonist does not 
come there as an immigrant; in fact, the US is mentioned only in passing. Although the 
main setting is outer space, the plot is focused almost entirely on the Czech Republic. 

METAPHORICAL USES OF DISLOCATION AND MISCOMMUNICATION

Spaceman of Bohemia begins in spring 2018, with the launch of Czech astronaut Jakub 
Procházka on a solo mission aboard the spacecraft JanHus1 (named after the Czech 
theologian burned for heresy in 1415), to gather samples from a cloud of “intergalac-
tic cosmic dust” known as Chopra. When the mission was first announced, the Czech 
media celebrated it as a triumph erasing historical trauma, as declared by a “poet 
drunk on absinthe”:

We look away from our past, in which we were claimed by others, in which our 
language was nearly eradicated, in which Europe covered its eyes and ears as 
its very heart was stolen and brutalized. It is not only our science and technol-
ogy traveling through this vacuum; it is our humanity, in the form of Jakub 

12	 Novák 1995, p. 5. 
13	 Glad 1990, p. 116.
14	 Kalfař 2022. 

OPEN
ACCESS



94� SVĚT LITERATURY / WORLD OF LITERATURE

Procházka, the first spaceman of Bohemia, who will carry the soul of the repub-
lic to the stars.15

These grand words echo the rhetoric of the nineteenth-century National Revival, and 
perhaps also the debate in the 1980s by émigré writers like Kundera over Central Eu-
rope’s loss of cultural identity through foreign occupation.16 

Jakub, a professor in astrophysics at Charles University, is invited to participate in 
the mission by a senator named Tůma who describes it as an assertion of Czech identity 
at the global level: “We pushed against the Austro-Hungarians when they tried to burn 
our books and ban our language. We were an industrial superpower before Hitler took 
us for serfs. We survived Hitler only to welcome the economic and intellectual devasta-
tion by the Soviets. And here we are, breathing, sovereign, rich. […] What is the vision 
for us, what will define us in the future?” Tůma defines Czech ingenuity in comparison 
to the United States, which is now leaving space exploration to other nations: “We won’t 
be following anyone.”17 Jakub symbolizes the post-Communist Czech nation, precisely 
because of his father’s role as a secret police agent in the previous regime: “Jakub Pro-
cházka, the son of a loyal communist, the glowing example of a reformed communist 
[…] I want to put a Czech in Space, Jakub, and that Czech will be you.”18 

Jakub prepares for liftoff by recalling the advice of a professional therapist, which 
reveals that his Czech identity is shaped as much by ordinary snacks as by the na-
tional tradition of scientific discovery:

He had recommended that during my ascent I consume my favorite childhood 
candies (Tatranky, layered wafers dipped in chocolate, which I’d stashed in 
the compartment to my left) and ponder my scientific duties to the world, the 
immense privilege I was honored with, to bring the Czechs their greatest dis-
coveries since Jan Evangelista Purkyně had recognized the individuality of fin-
gerprints, or perhaps since Otto Wichterle had invented the soft contact lens.19

Yet when he takes his first bite of the wafer bar (the brand “Tatranky,” explained for 
the anglophone reader but well-known across the former Czechoslovakia, is one of the 
first Czech terms used in the text), it does not give him the expected reassurance: “Too 
dry, a bit stale, tasting nothing like the childhood peace it was supposed to evoke.”20 As 
this experience suggests, nostalgia can often lead to disappointment.

15	 Kalfař 2017b, p. 7.
16	 For an overview of this debate, see Schöpflin and Wood, 1989; on Kundera and Havel’s po-

lemic over the meaning of 1968 for Czech history, see Sabatos 2008. In Kundera’s first nov-
el in French, Slowness (La lenteur, 1995), a Czech scientist at an international conference 
repeatedly mentions Jan Hus, wrongly assuming that his West European colleagues are 
familiar with him.

17	 Kalfař 2017b, p. 47.
18	 Ibid., p. 49.
19	 Ibid., p. 5.
20	 Ibid., p. 7. Since the in-text description is unnecessary for Czech readers, the translation 

refers only to Jakub’s “zásobu Tatranek” (supply of Tatranky), Kalfař 2017a, p. 11.
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During his flight, Jakub is haunted by his family’s troubled past and by memories 
of his wife Lenka, who has cut off contact with him. He discovers that he is accompa-
nied on his spaceship by an arachnid-like alien form with human-like red lips, which 
he names Hanuš (after the creator of Prague’s astronomical clock) although he is not 
sure if the creature is real, or a product of his imagination.21 Jakub also mentions the 
legend that Master Hanuš had been blinded after completing his masterpiece, and 
had disabled it for a century, adding a level of irony by giving this name to a creature 
whose body is covered with numerous eyes. This comically grotesque alien may be 
seen as a stand-in for the anglophone reader, who is likely unfamiliar with the nar-
rator’s Czech background: “It shuffles through the history of my heredity, the origins 
of my nation, what brought both me and the name Jan Hus to the cosmos. The feeling 
is not entirely unpleasant.”22 While translingual authors, as Mukherjee suggests, cre-
ate “fused languages” and pull their characters into “supernatural shapes,” Kalfař’s 
text alternates imaginative descriptions of space travel with realistic and often tragic 
memories of life in the Czech Republic. 

As Jakub’s space journey continues, he learns that the Western media is following 
his progress, along with reporting on his family background:

The New York Times ran a six-page profile detailing the actions of my father, 
the regime’s hero, the betrayer of the people. It was a fine essay on the history 
of the country (I wondered whether the Times had ever given my country the 
time of day before) combined with irrelevant and condescending comments 
on my life as a rags-to-riches boy from a small country with a big country’s 
moxie.23

While the mission has gained the international attention for the Czechs that Tůma 
was hoping for (even from the Americans), it has not changed their national image in 
the West, which still sees their interplanetary ambition as a laughable delusion and 
the Communist past as an inescapable shadow. Jakub’s own memories of this period 
(brought to the surface through his interaction with Hanuš) illustrate the moral am-
biguities of recent Czech history. While he does not justify his father’s actions in sup-
port of a regime which had imprisoned and tortured many people for their political 
beliefs, he also does not idealize postsocialist Czech society.

After aborting the mission and waiting for his seemingly inevitable death, Jakub 
recalls his first meeting with Lenka on Wenceslas Square, at the heart of Prague’s 
urban landscape:

Where the heart of the Czech resistance launched its assault on the Nazis, 
building barricades […] while Soviet liberator tanks were still a world away. 

21	 Kalfař frequently defamiliarizes the Prague landscape by using Czech terms for famous 
locations, referring to the astronomical clock as “Orloj” (Kalfař 2017b, p. 80) and Charles 
University as “Univerzita Karlova” (Ibid., p. 15), as well as combining the Czech and Eng-
lish names of the Charles Bridge into the translingual “Karlův Bridge” (ibid., p. 161).

22	 Ibid., p. 31.
23	 Ibid., p. 76.
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Where in 1989 women and men shook their keys as the headless-chicken 
corpse of the Soviet-installed government pleaded with Moscow to order their 
tanks to shoot […] Will we ever again march on these bricks in national unity, 
fighting yet another threat to Europe’s beating heart, or will this new Prague 
become an architecturally brilliant strip mall?24

This site of Czech resistance to oppression in 1945 and 1989, now overwhelmed with 
tourists, has little to offer Prague natives but burnt sausages and overpriced alcohol. 
After Jakub buys a vendor’s last sausage and whiskey, he offers to share them with 
the disappointed woman (Lenka) who had been behind him in line, leading to their 
relationship. 

During their first sexual encounter three weeks later, they talk about their fami-
lies, and Jakub mentions his father’s “curse” as a collaborator with the regime. Lenka 
talks about her own traumatic past under socialism, when her father migrated to the 
United States: “A true worker’s paradise, he wrote back, declaring that Detroit would 
become the city of the future, a hub of industry and wealth. Each summer, he was 
supposed to arrive home, smuggle Lenka and her mother through the Berlin Wall, 
and take them to this new world.”25 This promised visit never happened, but was de-
ferred every year, and after the limits on Western travel ended in 1989, Lenka’s father 
wrote even more sporadically, and eventually she discovered a photo of him online 
with his new family. In his ironic reference to Detroit (which became notorious for 
its economic collapse in the 1980s) as “the city of the future,” Kalfař alludes to the 
fact that the seeming victory of global capitalism over Communism created economic 
victims in Western societies just as it left behind large segments of the population in 
the former socialist Bloc.

This is the only direct reference in the novel to the immigrant experience that 
shaped Kalfař’s translingual identity, although his own migration occurred over a de-
cade after the Velvet Revolution. In real life he left his father (with whom he had 
a difficult and even violent relationship) in the Czech Republic and joined his mother 
in the United States. While Cold War exiles found political and economic freedom in 
the West, they sometimes used the enforced separation from their families to start 
new personal lives. Ultimately, Kalfař’s protagonist Jakub finds himself in a similar 
but reverse situation when he leaves Lenka behind for his space mission and she 
decides to start a new life without him, as she had previously managed to do without 
her father. Jakub’s emotional loss caused by his journey into the unknown is a fitting 
metaphor for translingual writers, cut off from their native language and literary 
tradition while making the risky and sometimes unsuccessful attempt to reach some-
thing beyond those limits.

As the JanHus1 enters the Chopra cloud, its particles cause irreparable damage 
to the ship, Hanuš is attacked and devoured by an enemy alien species, and Jakub is 
pulled on board the Russian spaceship NashaSlava1 (whose name “our glory” carries 
clear echoes of Soviet imperialism): “The words rested next to the stripes of white, 
blue, and red painted onto its side. Russia. Hell. The grinning chancre of my history. 

24	 Ibid., pp. 142–43.
25	 Ibid., pp. 150–51.
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Instinctively, I swam forward, attempting to get away.”26 Even in outer space, he is 
forced to engage with the traumatic legacy of the 1968 Warsaw Pact occupation that 
had affected his family: “We do not live outside history. Not ever. And here I was, 
another Procházka forced to capitulate to the occupier.”27 This mission intended to 
show a postsocialist Czech “vision” to the globalized West has been unable to escape 
the same Russian dominance that Kundera had lamented decades earlier, in his essay 
on the tragic destiny of Central Europe’s “small nations.”

As the robotic arm of the NashaSlava 1 grasps Jakub’s ankle and pulls him in, he 
thinks back to an idyllic May afternoon in the forest near Prague with Lenka, when 
they read Karel Hynek Mácha’s “famous Romantic poem about May” to each other:

In shadowy woods the burnished lake
Darkly complained a secret pain,
By circling shores embraced again;
And heaven’s clear sun leaned down to take
A road astray in azure deeps,
Like burning tears the lover weeps.28

At the moment that the Czech spaceman is caught in the Russian spacecraft’s em-
brace, he mentally affirms his national identity through its classic literature, a tradi-
tional form of refuge for small nations in times of oppression. Kalfař here cites Má-
cha’s “Máj” in English, using this depicted moment of disaster and defeat to present 
a canonical Czech author to an anglophone readership.

The use of outer space as a metaphor for the collapse of the socialist world also 
appears in the British novelist Tom McCarthy’s Men in Space (2007), set in early 1990s 
Prague. At a bar, a group of Czechs and expatriates discuss the plight of a Soviet cos-
monaut who “went up as a Soviet, on a routine space mission, and then while he was 
up there the Soviet Union disintegrated. Now, no one wants to bring him down.” As 
one of the Czechs explains, the Russians refuse responsibility, because his mission 
took off from Ukraine, while the Ukrainians reply that it “was a Soviet space project, 
and Soviet means Russian,” while the cosmonaut himself is “from Latvia or somewhere. 
So the Ukrainians and Russians are both turning to the Latvians saying, You can foot 
the bill for all this.” Another one of the Czechs adds sarcastically, “What are they go-
ing to pay with? […] Potatoes?”29 While McCarthy’s Soviet cosmonaut symbolizes the 
unexpected consequences of the end of the Cold War, including the lost dream of 
socialist brotherhood, Kalfař’s Bohemian spaceman represents the unfulfilled hopes 
of postsocialist globalization, particularly for the smaller nations of Central Europe 
who hoped for greater freedom and self-determination.

26	 Ibid., p. 155.
27	 Ibid., p. 156.
28	 Ibid., pp. 159–160. Although this translation is uncredited, it is taken from Edith Parget-

er’s English version (Mácha 1965), reprinted in Bažant et. al. 2010, p. 137.
29	 McCarthy 2007, pp. 42–43.
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THE NOVEL’S AFTERLIFE ACROSS LANGUAGES

Spaceman of Bohemia received positive reviews, some of which placed the novel in 
the Czech context, as Hungarian-British novelist Tibor Fischer did in the Guardian: 
“You only have to read a few lines of Jaroslav’s Kalfař’s debut novel to realise that you 
are undoubtedly in the land of the satirist Jaroslav Hašek and film‑maker Jiří Men-
zel.” Fischer also places Kalfař in the company of such writers as Shteyngart and 
Hemon, but states that Spaceman, rather than reading like a translingual text, “feels 
more like a superbly translated Czech novel. There are nods to Bohumil Hrabal and 
Josef Škvorecký, and the relentlessly inventive style made me think of the zaniness 
of Karel Čapek’s War with the Newts and his classic sci-fi play about Rossum’s Univer-
sal Robots, R.U.R.” Fischer highlights the novel’s Slavic background even when em-
phasizing its science-fiction themes, describing it “as if an episode of Star Trek has 
crashed into Milan Kundera’s The Joke,” and perhaps most notably an allusion to Stan-
islav Lem (and Andrei Tarkovsky) near the end of his review: “It’s Solaris with laughs, 
history lessons and a pig killing.”30 

In an interview with Ian Willoughby for the English-language channel of Radio 
Prague, Kalfař credited most of these influences: “I grew up reading Stanislaw Lem, 
Isaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke — the classics […]. As far as movies, there are a lot of 
classics that I love, like 2001: A Space Odyssey […]. I absolutely love Milan Kundera. He 
was a big influence on me, early on. And Hrabal. Škvorecký. They’re so fantastic at 
combining the philosophical and the humorous and the tragedy, and they’re sort of the 
pillars of Czech literature.”31 After Spaceman in Bohemia was acquired by an American 
publisher and was sent to Czech publishers for their consideration, the “unsettling 
silence” made Kalfař nervous. Echoing the dilemma of “translated men” described by 
Casanova in The World Republic of Letters, Kalfař observes: “Writers from small, ho-
mogenous nations have a terrible choice to make — either they write for the home 
audience, or they write for outsiders […]. My country is especially defensive about its 
image […] and though we’ve made progress as a cosmopolitan EU nation, the suspicion 
toward outsiders remains.” He no longer felt a “clear-cut” division between Czech and 
English: “my life is split between my languages and the flow of one affects the other, as 
grammatical quirks and familiar phrases bleed over,” and caught in a “war” between 
the two languages, he felt unable to overcome these “conflicts of belonging.”32 

After the Czech publisher Plus acquired the rights to the novel, Kalfař faced another 
identity crisis: “I was given the opportunity to translate the novel myself — in fact, it 
seemed to be expected of me. To bring the book into the language of my birth felt like 
the most intimate thing a writer could do. It felt like the book could unite two identi-
ties that had been at war with each other […] And yet, I asked the publisher to handle 
the translation on their own.” Eventually the publisher selected Veronika Volhejnová, 
whose other translations include Frank Herbert’s Dune series.33 Nonetheless, Kalfař 

30	 Fischer 2017. 
31	 Willoughby 2017.
32	 Kalfař 2022.
33	 This choice suggests that the Czech editors may have viewed the novel as a part of the 

American science fiction canon and wanted a translator who was familiar with it. 
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does not rule out the possibility of self-translation for future novels, if he can overcome 
his linguistic insecurity: “At some point, curiosity might prevail over fear.” He suggests 
that translingual writing might eventually lose its exotic status: “in a world as globally 
interconnected as ours, writers writing in languages other than their own will likely 
become a common occurrence unworthy of mention, let alone marketing.”34

As Julie Hansen shows in her study Reading Novels Translingually, “The transla-
tion of translingual texts promises new challenges and opportunities for translation 
studies, contributing to re-evaluations of a traditional binary view of translation as 
movement from a source language to a target language.”35 Kalfař’s choice of title may 
be seen as translingual in two different ways. One lasting legacy of the Cold War 
space race between the United States and the Soviet Union is the existence of two dif-
ferent words for space travelers: “astronaut” in English, and “cosmonaut” in Russian. 
Cathleen Lewis has pointed out that the latter term was popularized by the Soviet 
press following Yuri Gagarin’s first flight into space: while this “was a definite step to 
reinforce the delineation between the Soviet and American programs […] the term 
kosmonavt [cosmonaut] won quick acceptance in the American lexicon to distinguish 
Soviet space travelers.”36 Kalfař’s use of “spaceman” avoids placing his protagonist 
into either category.37 Translations into other languages resolved this issue in various 
ways: for example, the French version is titled Un astronaute en Bohême, while the Ital-
ian translation uses simply Il cosmonauta.38 The term “Bohemia” is also ambiguous in 
English, now used as an adjective for artistic and unconventional individuals (a con-
notation popularized through French literature), rather than its original meaning 
as the toponym for Czechia. These differences are reflected in the title of the Czech 
translation, Kosmonaut z Čech: the use of the Russian word “cosmonaut” rather than 
the American “astronaut,” and the lack in Czech of the historic term “Bohemia” (ex-
cept in forms such as bohemistika for Czech studies.)

The Czech edition features several examples of what Gérard Genette refers to as 
the “publisher’s peritext […] decided on by the publisher, possibly in consultation 
with the author.”39 Both the back cover of the dust jacket (modeled after the original 
American cover design featuring Hanuš’s large red lips) and the author profile on the 
inner rear flap place it in a translingual context. The caption on the back cover clearly 
positions it in relation to the science fiction genre: “AN INTERGALACTIC ODYSSEY, 

34	 Ibid.
35	 Hansen 2024, p. 63.
36	 Lewis 2023, pp. 26–27.
37	 Although Kalfař does not mention this, both sides of the Cold War “space race” had par-

ticipants of Czech origin. The first non-Soviet cosmonaut was the Czech Vladimír Remek, 
who flew on board the Soyuz 28 mission in March 1978, while the Czech- (and Slovak-) 
American astronaut Eugene Cernan went on three space missions.

38	 The German translation avoids the “astronaut/cosmonaut” distinction with the title Eine 
kurze Geschichte der böhmischen Raumfahrt (A Short History of Bohemian Space Travel), 
which perhaps also served as the inspiration of the Turkish version, Bir Astronotun Sonsuz 
Yolculuğu (The Endless Journey of an Astronaut), which as in Italian, leaves out the space-
man’s nationality. Apparently only the Danish translation Rummand fra Tjekkiet (Spaceman 
from Czechia) uses an exact translation of the word “spaceman.”

39	 Genette 1987, p. 16.
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THANKS TO WHICH A CZECH AUTHOR HAD A BREAKTHROUGH IN AMERICA.”40 
The author profile places Kalfař in the Czech context, yet validates this with an inter-
national source (the review by Tibor Fischer cited above): “The British Guardian has 
written that his novel, with its fresh style, is more reminiscent of a superb transla-
tion from Czech, in which the author subtly nods to Hrabal or Škvorecký and whose 
inventiveness also recalls Karel Čapek.”41 This domesticating gesture is counterbal-
anced by an editorial note after Kalfař’s original acknowledgments: “In accordance 
with the author’s intention, we have left in the text a certain artistic distortion of 
real places and historical events; the Prague of the novel is not a perfect copy of the 
real city, it is primarily a metaphorical place where memories intersect with dreamy 
images, where nostalgia meets desire.”42 This note seems designed to placate the an-
ticipated defensiveness of Czech readers, by justifying any inaccuracies as artistic 
license. Perhaps unintentionally, it reflects Prague’s Kafkaesque image as a symbolic 
and surrealistic cityscape. 

Although Kalfař did not write the script for the film version, he had some involve-
ment, including a discussion with Adam Sandler (who played Jakub Procházka) dur-
ing the production. During filming, they “spoke about the devilish humor and in-
timidating pragmatism that makes Czechs unique. Adam wanted to know what made 
Czech characters different from the ones he’d played before. He was worried about 
the accent, which the director told him he didn’t want him to attempt […] But Adam 
wanted to add a little bit of Czech flair, anyway, and asked me to record his screenplay 
lines in my accent, so that perhaps he could imitate my pronunciation of a word or 
two.” Kalfař’s “translation” of Czech culture in his novel thus took on literal form in 
his advice to the American star of its film adaptation: “To be a true Czech represent-
ing the country in the world, I needn’t be a learned scholar of all things Czech, or 
a translator of my own work. It is sufficient to be the child of svíčková, growing up 
alongside Vltava, to be a Czech who resurrects his accent by reading Hrabal out loud 
before Zooming with Grandma.”43

Although Spaceman of Bohemia does not literally portray the experience of emigra-
tion, Jakub Procházka’s solo mission into space symbolizes Kalfař’s own circulation 
between cultures and languages, “born in translation” yet influenced by the modern 
Czech canon. The novel’s clear allusions to the science fiction genre on both sides of 
the Cold War space race (from Lem and Tarkovsky to Clarke and Stanley Kubrick) take 
it beyond the autobiographical focus of previous Czech émigré writers like Škvorecký 
and Novák. Yet Kalfař’s affectionately ironic representation of Czech national history 
allows him to overcome the choice between invisibility and deracination that Pascale 

40	 “Intergalatická odysea, díky níž český autor prorazil v Americe.”
41	 “V britském Guardianu napsali, že jeho roman svým neotřelým stylem připomíná spíš 

výtečný překlad z čestiny, v nĕmž autor nenápadnĕ pomrkává po Hrabalovi či Škvoreckém 
a svou vynalézavostí připomene i Karla Čapka.”

42	 Kalfař 2017a, p. 317: “V souladu s autorským zámĕrem v textu misty ponecháváme určité 
umĕlecké zkreslení reálných míst a historických události; románová Praha není dokonalou 
kopií skutečného mĕsta, je především obrazným místem, v nĕmž se vzpomínky protínají 
s vysnĕnými představami, kde se nostalgie potkává s touhou.”

43	 Kalfař 2022.
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Casanova sees as inescapable for translingual writers. Thus, to echo one of the iconic 
lines of space-age American popular culture, he “boldly goes” beyond national bound-
aries by aiming at the “final frontier” of the global anglophone readership.
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I

Janet Malcolm’s nonfiction works stand out for their fearless inquisitiveness and im-
maculate style. They consistently focus on several interconnected topics — psycho-
analysis, biography, photography, truth, law, and our ability to tell our side of the 
story. She shared her insight into these topics in long-form journalism for The New 
Yorker, many of which grew into books or collections of essays. In an extended inter-
view with Malcolm for The Paris Review, Katie Roiphe notes that “her writing, which 
is often called journalism, is in fact some other wholly original form of art, some sin-
gular admixture of reporting, biography, literary criticism, psychoanalysis, and the 
nineteenth-century novel — English and Russian both.”1 

The consistency and interconnectedness of her central themes of truth, narra-
tive, and the limits of non-fiction are arguably reasons behind the lasting fascina-
tion Malcolm arouses. Whether she is criticizing photography, dealing with scan-
dals within the psychoanalytical community, or delving into the trade of biography 

1	 Roiphe 2022, p. 43.
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writing, Malcolm never loses track of the central concerns of her unusual, rich, lay-
ered, and heterogeneous oeuvre. The individual themes reflect concerns that, along 
with her formal innovation, elevate her work above most long-form journalism. 
Malcolm can also be read within the broader canon of Czech anglophone literature. 
An analysis of her work in this context can shed light on the relationship between 
issues of identity, genre, and language. To this end, this article will examine the 
dynamics of Malcolm’s relation to the Czech, American, and Jewish aspects of her 
background. Furthermore, it will explore the specific ways in which she deals with 
a variety of cultural heritages, primarily those with more substantial autobiographi-
cal elements. Finally, it will consider the implications of this hybrid background for 
Malcolm’s authorial persona and autobiographical work. 

II

Janet Malcolm was born Jana Klára Wienerová in 1934 in Prague to an assimi-
lated family of Czech Jews. Her career at The New Yorker began in 1963, where she 
first covered women’s interest issues, such as home décor, before she turned to the 
topic of photography.2 Most of Malcolm’s writing on photography from this pe-
riod was later published in her first collection of essays with elements of report-
age, entitled Diana & Nikon: Essays on the Aesthetic of Photography (1980). Malcolm 
soon moved on to reporting, which she approached in the often self-reflective 
style that she later became known for. However, Malcolm’s self-reflective writ-
ings rarely contain autobiographical elements that reveal her stake in the written 
piece. One notable exception, which is also a key text for understanding Malcolm’s 
identity and politics, is the last essay in her second collection, The Purloined Clinic. 
This essay, named “The Window Washer,” is an account of Malcolm’s two visits to 
Prague in 1990, shortly after the Velvet Revolution. Apart from being the sole example 
of travel writing in her oeuvre, it stands out as the most personal of her long-form 
journalistic pieces.3 The text is a collage of two elements: interviews with Daniel Ku-
mermann, then a starting journalist, and Egon Valenta (the alias of an unidentified 
professor at Charles University); and descriptions of Malcolm’s wanderings through 
Prague in search of childhood memories. Her childhood in the city was cut short by 
traumatic and abrupt departure from Czechoslovakia to escape the Holocaust. These 
three focal points set the stage for Malcolm’s exploration of her three varying identi-
ties: Czech, Jewish, and American.

Malcolm opens the essay by introducing Kumermann, who straight away ex-
presses his contempt for Milan Kundera, whose work was one of the primary literary 
sources for many American intellectuals thinking about Czechoslovakia behind the 
Iron Curtain. One of the reasons why Kundera became so well known in the West is 
because he was lionized by Philip Roth, who gave him a central role in a Penguin pa-
perback series Writers from the Other Europe, which was initiated in 1975.4 Roth saw 

2	 Ibid., p. 43.
3	 The text was initially published on November 11, 1990 in The New Yorker.
4	 Goodman 2023, pp. 182 and 189.
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Kundera as primarily an erotic novelist, and he “actually hoped to shield Kundera’s 
text from an overly politicized reading.”5 Many Czech dissident writers objected to 
Kundera’s depictions of erotic encounters and meditations on the nature of art be-
cause they perceived them as an idealized picture of life in Czechoslovakia of that 
period. Kumermann, who, like the protagonist of Kundera’s novel Nesnesitelná lekhost 
bytí (The Unbearable Lightness of Being), was also forced to work as window washer, 
clarifies that: “washing windows is very unpleasant work, and the women you work 
for do not sleep with you.”6 In “The Window Washer,” Malcolm compares Kundera’s 
novelistic representation of totalitarian society with “the novelistic turn that reality 
had unexpectedly taken in late 1989.”7 She describes this turn as occurring at the point

when the grey malaise of police-state existence was overnight transformed 
into feverish joy, and a shiningly good and intelligent man, Václav Havel, with 
a small group of fellow dissidents, rose to the leadership of the nation. Many 
Czech-Americans — I among them — flocked to Prague to participate in this 
heady moment,8 

Malcolm, however, was not just a Czech-American. Later in the essay, she adds that 
her family “fled Czechoslovakia and the Nazis […] in 1939” and further qualifies, “we 
were one of the few Jewish families in Prague who had had the extraordinary good 
fortune to survive intact.”9 

The issue of Malcolm’s identity is further complicated by the assimilated status 
of Malcolm’s parents. She grew up in a Czech-speaking environment to parents who 
saw themselves as Czechs and were active in a Czech community in New York.10 Mal-
colm adds, “Only as an adult did I, again like Kumermann, claim my Jewish identity 
and form my sense of myself as a Jew.”11 This shows that her identity has been fluid 
and developed over the years under changing cultural circumstances. While never 
quite Jewish, American or Czech, Malcolm’s identity oscillated between these points 
of reference. The intricate interaction between these individual group identities can 
be seen when Malcolm’s newly claimed identity made her uneasy about the legacy of 
the Third Czechoslovak Republic:

The Czechs, like the Hungarians, the Poles, the Romanians, the French, the 
Dutch — like everyone but the Danes — had not saved their Jews. Even my joy 
in the velvet revolution had ultimately been tempered by my (spared) Jew’s 
awareness of this fact — by my need to keep the beguiling Czechs at a certain 
distance […]12

5	 Ibid., pp. 198–199.
6	 Malcolm 1992, p. 208.
7	 Ibid., p. 208.
8	 Ibid., p. 208.
9	 Ibid., p. 208.
10	 Ibid., p. 8.
11	 Ibid., p. 238.
12	 Ibid., p. 238.

OPEN
ACCESS



václav kyllar� 105

The Czechs were, in other words, accused of not helping the Jews in Czechoslovakia, 
who became the victims of the Holocaust. The tension between these two identities 
is evident throughout the rest of her essay. For example, the relatives she wished 
to visit in Prague are mentioned as “non-Jewish or sufficiently semi-Jewish,” which 
makes the reader aware of their distinction. Her second-cousin Vladimír Vodička is 
described as a “suave and genial one-quarter-Jewish cousin.”13 In both instances, Mal-
colm specifies the amount of Jewish blood they have, further showing the importance 
of the difference between Czechs and Jews to Malcolm. 

The shock of Malcolm’s abrupt departure from Czechoslovakia also created a gap 
between the two identities. This break is especially marked as Malcolm’s parents 
belonged to a “community of secular, nationalistic, Czech-speaking Jews who lived 
confidently among the Czech goyim and were thoroughly identified with Czech 
culture.”14 As we have shown above, Malcolm started seeing herself as Jewish only 
later in life, which might have, nevertheless, made this aspect of her self-identifica-
tion more critical.

The tension between Malcolm’s Czech and Jewish identities unfolded in the 
melting pot of New York society. While Malcolm grew up assuming an American 
identity, which, in a subtle way, forms the core of her writing persona, her life in 
the United States also allowed her to recuperate and rebuild her Jewish identity. 
However, it would take several decades before she would tackle her Czech identity, 
which even then was viewed through an American prism. In another interview 
Malcolm says: 

[…] what people think of your writing persona is out of your hands. The nar-
rator of my nonfiction pieces is not the same person I am — she is a lot more 
articulate and thinks of much cleverer things to say than I usually do… But she, 
too, is out of my hands — I may have invented her, but she is the person who 
insists on speaking for me.15 

This invented persona is, needless to say, invented in a precise, attentive English, 
a language Malcolm learned only after her arrival in the United States. 

Malcolm began to learn English shortly after moving to New York, where she at-
tended a Brooklyn kindergarten and she initially struggled with the new linguistic 
environment.16 Her parents spoke Czech at home for the sake of her paternal grand-
mother, “who knew almost no English,”17 and Malcolm even attended an after-school 
Czech school in Yorkville where she “did sort of learn to read and write in Czech.”18 
Eventually, she acquired English “as if by magic.” Viewing her language background 
from a formal point of view, we can classify Malcolm as a subsequent bilingual. Her 
languages of exposure were Czech and English, but English slowly took over and rel-

13	 Ibid., pp. 208 and 248.
14	 Ibid., p. 11.
15	 Roiphe 2022, p. 22.
16	 Malcolm 2023, p. 8.
17	 Ibid., p. 8.
18	 Ibid., pp. 23–24.
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egated Czech to the familial space ever since the onset of the exposure, at about five 
years old. While her proficiency in English grew, her proficiency in Czech stayed at 
the level of an elementary school pupil. To clarify her position with regard to her 
languages, her language choice has been dictated more by her skill and the societal 
factors than by purely artistic choice. Her usage of Czech, however, is all the more 
deliberate.

Nonetheless, and returning to Malcolm’s writing, it’s the persona of her writing 
that fashions a precise and elegant style for the sophisticated audience of The New 
Yorker. Since its beginnings in the 1920s, the magazine built an imagined commu-
nity upon the idea of New York as a place that stood for “sophistication, wealth, the 
new.”19 The readership shared a similar cosmopolitan taste, which was, in turn, par-
tially formed by Malcolm, her colleagues, and the editors of the magazine.20 Malcolm, 
with her Czech origins, was an especially fitting addition to the magazine’s staff as 
she represented the writer who came from far away (whether it be Prague, Czecho-
slovakia, or the University of Michigan) to join in this cosmopolitan project. Malcolm 
also describes the difficulties she encountered as a female writer: “Women who came 
of age at the time that I did developed aggressive ways to attract the notice of the 
superior males. The habit of attention getting stays with you.”21 This may be a way of 
seeing Malcolm as someone who fights to find her place in the center.

On one level, her writing persona had little to do with Malcolm’s Czech origins. 
This is clear from a range of passages in her writing, such as the one from the es-
say “The Window Washer” where Malcolm describes the tendency of Czechs, shortly 
after their borders were opened, to ask questions about the West: “Americans don’t 
care very much about dressing, right? When people from here go to the West, they 
take fancy clothes with them. That’s something Americans don’t care about, right?” 
Malcolm comments on these questions posed by Kumermann: “I had learned not to 
try to disabuse Czechs of the fantastic ideas they held about Americans. On my first 
trip, I had spent much time in a fruitless argument with them; now I simply nodded 
when Czechs delivered themselves of their immovable notions about us.”22 It is clear 
that these questions are rather one-sided, if not rhetorical. What seems to motivate 
Kumermann is less the prospect of learning something new about the West, the over 
there, than to disclose how things are done here. Malcolm is an American, and she 
cannot help but be a bit patronizing in her response to this behavior, dealing with 
the difficult, neglected Czechs as with stubborn children. This sentiment is even more 
apparent in the following passage: 

During my first visit to Prague, I spent my days talking with people and my 
evenings at dinners and parties. I say “talking” but in fact, I talked hardly at all; 
I mostly listened to monologues. One might have thought that after the years of 
isolation Czechs would be pressing foreign visitors for information about life 
in the West, but this was not so. Evidently, when people are let out of prison, 

19	 Yagoda 2000, p. 56. 
20	 Ibid., pp. 58–59.
21	 Roiphe 2022, p. 51.
22	 Malcolm 1992, p. 224. 

OPEN
ACCESS



václav kyllar� 107

before they can take in the vast, luminous universe “out there” they must first 
bear witness to the small, dark world they are leaving behind.23 

Malcolm speaks here to the liberal American establishment, which does not question 
her assumption that the Western, liberal, free-market democracy is a vast, luminous 
universe, while the forty years of Communism were just a small, dark world. Even 
the staunchest critics of the Communist regime and members of the Czech dissi-
dent movement would find this judgment of life under Communism harsh. Malcolm’s 
comments on the Czechs in this context, while less straightforwardly damning than 
her accusations of their complicity in the Holocaust, show an ironic recognition of 
her not belonging, at least at that point in time.

Ultimately, Malcolm’s Czech background is connected in her writing to the realm 
of memories, feelings, and images. She speaks Czech with many of the people she 
interviews, but she prefers to switch to English so that its easier for her to make 
notes and record the exchange — Czech remains her mother tongue, but it is not the 
language of her journalistic livelihood. Another instance of the limits she faces can 
be discovered in a Proustian moment, which brings to her mind an old song her par-
ents used to sing: “No one knows what Domažlice is. No one knows what Taus is.”24 
Malcolm explains that this verse is “a relic of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and its 
Germanifying geography.”25 In fact, Taus is a name that has a long history going far 
beyond the reign of Hapsburgs and is most likely associated with the local castle.26 
The references to Germanification of the Austro-Hungarian Empire are, of course, 
correct and might originate from the nationalistic milieu of Malcolm’s family, but her 
knowledge of the Czech context is still limited to what she received during her child-
hood, and it cannot rival her mastery of the American cultural context. 

Approaching Malcolm’s work as a whole, we discern a contrast between her writ-
ing on Czechia and her origins (here exemplified by “The Window Washer”) and the 
kind of writing she is best known for — self-reflexive, collage-like essays that raise 
the ethical issues involved in journalism and biography. The text stands out because 
the normally reticent Malcolm reveals more of herself than in the rest of her jour-
nalism. However, this openness is accompanied by an atypical display of Malcolm’s 
biases, as evident in her above-quoted judgments on the Czechs, making her simply 
one more part of the collage — in this instance, she cannot maintain her distance. Her 
closeness to the subject of her work paradoxically disables her from the self-reflexive 
scrutiny shown in The Journalist and the Murderer or The Silent Woman. She thus moves 
from the position of a subject to that of an object.

“The Window Washer” is not as direct as her other works precisely because Mal-
colm is not a foreign correspondent. She reflects on this in the following passage:

The narratives we call anthropology or travel writing or foreign journalism 
are created out of the tension between two ideas: “They are like us” and “They 

23	 Ibid., p. 246. 
24	 Ibid., p. 238. 
25	 Ibid., p. 238.
26	 Šmilauer 1941, pp. 11–12.

OPEN
ACCESS



108� SVĚT LITERATURY / WORLD OF LITERATURE

are different from us” […] The field worker or travel writer or foreign cor-
respondent, if he is honest with himself, is constantly confronted with the 
abashing incompleteness of his knowledge; even more disconcerting, he may 
suspect that this very incompleteness is what imparts to his narrative its req-
uisite exoticism.27

She is foreign to Czechoslovakia as a New Yorker journalist and an American, but she 
might find Czechoslovakia familiar as a Czech American, or simply a Czech. And as 
we have shown above, her identification with any of these categories is uneasy at 
best. She is neither a foreigner nor a native (a situation many exiles find themselves 
in); thus, her attempt at self-reflection in “The Window Washer” arguably misses the 
mark because it overlooks the complicated and hybrid character of her identification 
with her subject. With it, the ethical issues re-emerge and bring to the fore another 
issue — that of the uneasy relationship between autobiographer and their text.

Malcolm has commented on the challenge of writing about herself: “I cannot 
write about myself as I write about the people I have written about as a journalist. 
They have posed for me, and I have drawn their portraits. No one is dictating for me 
or posing for me now.”28 It is significant that her “Thoughts on Autobiography from 
an Abandoned Autobiography,” a short, four-paragraph long meditation, comes at 
the very end of her third collection of essays, Forty-One False Starts. It is a conclusion 
that may also be seen as the preface to her final book, the posthumously published 
Still Pictures: On Photography and Memory (2023). 

This work is structured into 26 chapters and an afterword, and most of the chap-
ters start with a printed snapshot from Malcolm’s family album, each a photograph 
that prompts a different memory and story that allows Malcolm to interrogate her 
own life. The center of gravity lies in Malcolm’s childhood, and most of the book is 
connected either to her family in Czechoslovakia or to the Czech community in New 
York. Strictly speaking, it is neither an autobiography nor a memoir, as it does not 
attempt to present the entirety of Malcolm’s life; neither does it have a touchstone 
moment that would direct it. Malcolm noted that “The autobiographer works in 
a treacherous terrain. The journalist has a much safer job,”29 and the already men-
tioned allusion to an abandoned autobiography seems to support the notion that 
Malcolm struggled with the task of writing her autobiography for many years and 
overcame the challenges of the genre by bending it and turning it into a characteristic 
collage of essays on photography, memory, family, and the experience of migration. 

Still Pictures is, in many ways, Malcolm’s final and most radical statement on the 
many concerns she engaged with throughout her career. The reasons for its excep-
tional nature rest in its highly personal content and, more importantly, its form. 
While Malcolm dealt with transference and the difficulties of negotiating the jour-
nalist/subject relationship, she never allowed herself the privilege of being the sub-
ject of her writing. By placing herself at the center of her work, Malcolm reversed 
her writing technique, thereby casting her conclusions about the general efforts of 

27	 Malcolm 1992, p. 246. 
28	 Malcolm 2013, p. 297. 
29	 Roiphe 2022, p. 46.
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a writer to uncover the truth about a subject — and the implications of having to con-
vey this truth within a structured narrative — in a new light. The first way in which 
Malcolm overcomes the difficulties of creating a truthful narrative is by expanding 
on the collage-like composition of her work. Towards the end of her life, Malcolm 
made an entry into the art world she so often wrote about through several exhibitions 
of her collages in the Lori Bookstein Fine Art Gallery (now Bookstein Projects) in New 
York, and these collages share some characteristics with Still Pictures in that they 
consist of various scraps, clippings, and photos from her family album, and also often 
feature Czech words that disrupt the surface of the collage and bring a foreign ele-
ment to them. Lee Spiegel, who wrote an essay accompanying a catalogue of the 2002 
exhibition, Five in Collage, offers the following characterization of visual collages:

Collage preserves the primacy of material in the flood of a materialistic epoch’s 
reproductions and fakes. Along with its cousin, montage, it keeps art viable in 
the age of photography and film. And at a time of art’s doubts about itself in the 
face of new experiences that defy the imagination, collage brings experience 
directly into art’s arena.30 

Malcolm’s work as a  journalist taught her to respect the primacy of her material 
(such as notes, interviews, and quotations from primary sources). In Still Pictures, 
her writing comes out of ordinary family snapshots and other found material. The 
Czech words she employs in her textual and visual compositions can be read as a con-
sciously alienating gesture, which symbolically stands in for the experience of ex-
ile. For example, already in the second chapter, Malcolm resorts to the Czech word 
mrzutý, which means “grumpy, sulky” or “morose,” to describe her expression on 
a picture that she connects with their family’s escape from occupied Czechoslova-
kia. Furthermore, she writes that “Mrzutý’s onomatopoetic character expresses 
the out-of-sorts feeling that the definitions only gesture toward,”31 thus highlight-
ing the connection between the Czech word and the traumatic experience of exile. 
While not the focus of our inquiry, we have to point out that an analysis of the in-
terplay between Malcolm’s trauma and her linguistic choices might yield even more 
insight into Malcolm’s work and how trauma manifests itself in autobiographies. 
In this book, she also places constraints on her writing: instead of devising a narra-
tive, she follows the snapshots from her family photo album in a seemingly chrono-
logical manner while furnishing each photo with an account of a particular memory. 
This method is novel and simultaneously consistent with Malcolm’s previous work — 
her advocacy of the family snapshot as a valid form of artistic photography was one 
of her most relevant contributions to photography criticism. 

In the eponymous essay from her collection Diana & Nikon, Malcolm wrote about 
the difficulties brought about by the rise of snapshot photography: “The philistine 
who used to come to the Museum of Modern Art and sneer, “I could do that,” has been 
answered; the philistine who comes to the Light Gallery and calmly observes, “I have 

30	 Lori Bookstein Fine Art 2002, p. 4. 
31	 Malcolm 2023, p. 6.
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done that,” remains an unanswerable, threatening presence.”32 Later, Malcolm con-
cludes, “In the artless relics of picnics past… the avant-garde photographer finds 
ready-made the self-reflexive style that the modernist painter had to invent.” For 
Malcolm, “permitting the camera what no art photographer had ever hitherto let it 
get away with,”33 means showing the world as it is. Malcolm resorts to the snapshots 
from her family album as they are not yet inflected by any authoritative narratives, 
and thus, they allow her to write an autobiography that resists to the usual raison 
d’être of autobiographical writing. These photos, the majority of them showing Mal-
colm’s family and circle of family friends, show how strong the influence of her Czech 
heritage was on Malcolm’s childhood. The raw, physical material of memory that Mal-
colm uses are the frozen images of her migrant childhood and the stories associated 
with them. Malcolm’s final statement on the issue of (auto)biography writing comes 
through these images of Czech migrant life in New York. For example, her artistic 
strategy is most clearly illustrated when she writes about her father: 

My mind is filled with lovely plotless memories of him. The memories with 
a plot are, of course, the ones that commit the original sin of autobiography, 
which gives it its vitality if not its raison d’être. They are memories of conflict, 
resentment, blame, self-justification — and it is wrong, unfair, inexcusable to 
publish them.34 

Malcolm understood the ethical dangers of autobiography. The primary goal of Still 
Pictures can be understood as not to present a complete picture of Janet Malcolm by 
Janet Malcolm, but rather as an effort to write an autobiography that would avoid the 
fate usually understood as belonging to this figure of reading. Paul de Man expressed 
this predicament in the following way: “the restoration of mortality by autobiogra-
phy (the prosopopeia of the voice and the name) deprives and disfigures to the pre-
cise extent that it restores.”35 In other words, autobiography tries to remember and 
preserve the life of the writer, but it always does so only in new and distorting ways. 
Worse yet, this restoration can have pernicious effects on the other people who are 
denied their say and are used for narrative energy.

The pitfalls of writing an autobiography are doubly salient given Malcolm’s am-
bivalence toward her origins, but they allow her to lay claim to an identity untethered 
to any national stereotypes. Still Pictures reveals many of Malcolm’s internal strug-
gles. She perceived her parents as exiles since they only spoke Czech at home, “the 
language fostered the idea of their essential foreignness,”36 but at the same time, she 
grew up at a cynical distance from Czechness: “most of the Czechs in our parents’ 
circle of émigrés[…] possessed the qualities we found typically and odiously Czech, 
chief among them their humour[…] But note this: we did not feel critical of our par-

32	 Malcolm 1980, p. 72.
33	 Ibid., p. 114.
34	 Malcolm 2023, p. 32.
35	 de Man 1984, p. 81.
36	 Malcolm 2023, p. 8. 
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ents. Their Czechness was okay.”37 Malcolm uneasily navigates different worlds, lan-
guages, and identities, which arguably shaped her later life and allowed her to be 
more than one thing — more than a Czech, more than a Jew, more than an American. 

While avoiding some of the ethical pitfalls of autobiographical writing, Malcolm 
also leverages the opportunities arising from life-writing, namely the freedom de-
fined by de Man in the following way: “The interest of autobiography, then, is not 
that it reveals reliable self-knowledge — it does not — but that it demonstrates in 
a striking way the impossibility of closure and of totalization.”38 Malcolm’s fearless-
ness when dealing with questions of form and her consistent effort to account for 
some of the central issues of narrativization help her work transcend any totalizing 
structures and allow them to thrive with many coexisting identities.

III

In order to further contextualize our analysis of Malcolm’s complex relationship with 
life-writing and her authorial persona we might return to her earlier writing. Her 
first two books, Psychoanalysis: The Impossible Profession (1981) and In the Freud Archives 
(1984), were forays into the burgeoning world of psychoanalysis that Malcolm turned 
upside down by her investigation of some of the central paradoxes of the profession 
from the position of an erudite outsider.

The texts are composed like collages, assembling testimonies by the key charac-
ters of the given drama, quotations from relevant literature or secondary sources,  
and Malcolm’s working through the problem at hand. For example, In the Freud Ar-
chives, Malcolm alternates between expositions of Freud’s theory, trial transcripts, and 
summaries of various court cases resulting from the central conflict, and segments 
where her subjects discuss their position, motivations, and actions of others. Malcolm 
contrasts her research with interviews and letters made available to her, which in par-
allel present contrasting points of view, sources of information, and readings. Instead 
of a definitive narrative, Malcolm reads between the lines of the various sources.

The most critical aspect of Malcolm’s early works on psychoanalysis was the in-
corporation of some of its central ideas into her journalism and the self-reflection 
arising from it. Malcolm often highlighted the peculiar relationship of the patient 
with the psychoanalyst, as the patient always hopes the psychoanalyst will be more 
than they are bound to be, a process Freud called transference (Übertragung). Specifi-
cally, she wrote that:

The journalistic encounter seems to have the same regressive effect on a sub-
ject as the psychoanalytic encounter.39 The subject becomes a kind of child of 

37	 Ibid., p. 16.
38	 de Man 1984, p. 71.
39	 We can compare this statement with Freud’s, for whom transference meant that: “The pa-

tient sees in him (the psychoanalyst) the return, the reincarnation, of some important fig-
ure out of his childhood or past, and consequently transfers on to him feelings and reac-
tions which undoubtedly applied to this prototype.” Freud 2003, p. 203.
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the writer, regarding him as a permissive, all-accepting, all-forgiving mother, 
and expecting that the book will be written by her. Of course, the book is writ-
ten by the strict, all-noticing, unforgiving father.40

Malcolm’s realizes that this does not only apply to the situation of a psychoanalyti-
cal session but also often to the relationship between an interviewer and an inter-
viewee, and this complicates her texts and alters how we read them. They effectively 
gain another dimension, which allows for more ambiguity and uncertainty than we 
expect in journalism.

Jeffrey Masson, the central character in Malcolm’s In the Freud Archives, finds him-
self on both sides of the transference dynamic. His rise in the world of Freud’s fol-
lowers was possible thanks to the help of a senior analyst, K. R. Eissler, who saw 
everything he was not in Masson (“He was young and idealistic[…] what a plum, 
I thought.”)41 and admired him for it, suggesting him as the successor of Freud Ar-
chives and putting him in charge of publishing Freud’s unpublished letters to Wil-
helm Fliess. Eissler’s trust was misplaced, however. In the end, Masson could not 
resist losing the grace of the establishment as fast as he had gained it by turning his 
back to the conservative Freudian positions and advocating for a radical rethinking 
of Freud’s early work on the seduction theory. 

Malcolm tells this story with a deep understanding not just of Freud’s thought 
but also of the individuals involved. Moreover, she engages with the content of 
her writing, as introduced in her previous book Psychoanalysis: The Impossible Pro-
fession, by using the asymmetric dynamic of the psychoanalytical encounter (that 
between the patient and the psychoanalyst) to understand the relationship between 
her, the interviewer, and Masson, the subject of her interview. This self-reflective 
dimension became one of the defining traits of her journalistic method. Without 
passing judgment, Malcolm shows rather than tells, which in this case means that 
she lets her subjects speak for themselves; by counterpointing their utterances and 
actions, she highlights some of salient issues of both psychoanalysis and journal-
ism. For instance, Malcolm will first describe Masson and the impression he made, 
then quote what he said during their first meeting, and finally add the context of 
Freud’s writing.

Although Malcolm eventually abandoned psychoanalysis as a subject of her writ-
ing, her sense of imbalance between the writer and the subject carried over to her 
later works. Instead of a psychoanalyst, there was now a journalist or a biographer, 
and instead of the patient was the subject of their respective writing. Furthermore, 
as we have seen in the previous section, Malcolm herself eventually made an effort 
to investigate her own history and turn herself into a subject of investigation. Mal-
colm, as a migrant writer, whose self can never quite be explained within the host 
language and culture, has to reflect on the memories of her early childhood in order 
to make sense of who she is. This is the case for many Czech anglophone writers 
who, when they transition to English, more often resort to the memories of their 
early childhood to make sense of who they are and, in a sense, to translate their for-

40	 Malcolm 1997: The Journalist and the Murder, p. 32.
41	 Ibid.: In the Freud Archives, p. 75.
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mative experience into their newfound language. Milada Součková does so in her 
last great work of poetry Sešity Josefíny Rykrové (Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks), while 
Edith Templeton returns to her childhood in her first three novels. In both cases, their 
experiences undergo not just translation from one language to another, but from one 
culture to another. Moreover, and returning to our first point, Malcolm did not stick 
to Freud’s phraseology. Rather than limiting herself to understanding this imbalance 
as an instance of transference, she allowed herself to conceive of the issue in broader 
contours, embracing the ethical questions that arise when the writer grasps their 
subject’s story and uses it for their own ends. 

The most explicit expression of this problem is voiced in the famous first sen-
tence of Malcolm’s book The Journalist and the Murderer: “Every journalist who is 
not too stupid or full of  himself  to notice what is going on knows that what he 
does is morally indefensible. He is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s 
vanity, ignorance, or loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without 
remorse.”42 This passage also shows writing as an often potentially dangerous activ-
ity, a ruthless hunt for information.43 Likewise, biographers can also face questions 
about the ethical aspects of their work, a problem openly tackled by Malcolm in 
her book The Silent Woman: Sylvia Plath & Ted Hughes, where Malcolm describes the 
biographer as “a professional burglar, breaking into a house, rifling through certain 
drawers that he has good reason to think contain jewellery and money, and trium-
phantly bearing his loot away.”44 We may note that a tendency for stealth is not just 
a trait of  a biographer but of many other writers, perhaps especially those who 
arrive into a language as outsiders. This includes Czech anglophone writers who 
can be understood in similar terms as burglars who rummage through the new-
found language in search of authentic style or medium to express otherwise foreign 
truths. Other Czech anglophone writers, like Součková or Templeton, engage in the 
same dynamic on their own terms. Součková, for example, rummages through the 
modernist tradition spearheaded by T. S. Eliot and her poem Mluvící pásmo (Talking 
Zone) is full of allusions to and borrowings from English modernism, which forms 
a central influence on her work from this period.45 Malcolm performed this rather 
literally when conducting her investigations into various conflicts that captivated 
the American imagination. In all of these cases, Czech anglophone writers engage 
in a transcultural exchange (taking from another culture and returning to it) that 
has implications for their identity and language.

Both The Journalist and the Murderer and The Silent Woman, emphasize the diffi-
culty that a writer faces when trying to produce an unbiased representation of reality 
and, worse yet, an unbiased representation of a conflict and the individual claims 
that each side is making in it. Key pieces of evidence are almost always missing, the 

42	 Ibid.: The Journalist and the Murder, p. 3.
43	 It is interesting that the metaphor of a hunt is used by Malcolm more than once. See her 

interview in the Paris Review where she comments on one of her subjects not accepting to 
do an interview with her: “She was like a wild animal who couldn’t be lured into the have-
a-heart trap.” Roiphe 2022, p. 54.

44	 Malcolm 2020, p. 9.
45	 Říhová 2017, p. 214.
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particular motivations of the bystanders color their testimonies, and our biases also 
limit our capacity to see the whole picture when approaching it. One of Malcolm’s 
signature strategies is to highlight these issues and underline the shaky claims of 
journalism or biography to truth, best illustrated by her admission to being predis-
posed to the side of Ted Hughes in The Silent Woman: “As the reader knows, I, too, have 
taken a side — that of the Hugheses and Anne Stevenson — and I, too, draw on my 
sympathies and antipathies and experiences to support it.”46 This admission is strik-
ing from Malcolm, who is otherwise reticent about such matters, and it stands out as 
an instance of her openly taking sides.

Malcolm’s skeptical comments on the nature of biographer’s work are notewor-
thy inasmuch as they show open distrust of the ethical and epistemological nature 
of biography writing, but generally fit into a long tradition, which saw biographies 
as something different from literary works of fiction, poetry or drama and that 
assigned biographies a position among the lesser “popular, impure, conservative, 
and unexamined product for consumption by the general reader,” which stands 
outside of the study of literature and history.47 This can partly be attributed to the 
difficult definition of biography, but it might also derive from the contractual ba-
sis of (auto-)biographies described by de Man in his essay “Autobiography as De-
Facement”: 

[…] the identity of autobiography is not only representational and cognitive 
but contractual, grounded not in tropes but in speech acts[…] the reader be-
comes the judge, the policing power in charge of verifying the authenticity of 
the signature and the consistency of the signer’s behavior, the extent to which 
he respects or fails to honor the contractual agreement he has signed.48 

Malcolm effectively belies this agreement by acknowledging her bias, but by doing so, 
she also highlights the authenticity of her account. 

The reader who sits in judgment, who is de Man’s focus in the above quotation, is 
directly affected by Malcolm’s rhetorical strategy. Malcolm’s writing gains a wholly 
different quality for its foregrounding of genre’s limitations. The reader no longer 
approaches the work complacently as an accurate account of what happened and an 
unadulterated source of information but rather as one of many possible readings. In 
an interview with Eleanor Wachtel for Writers and Company, Malcolm comments on 
this ambiguity and distinguishes between fiction and nonfiction in a manner that 
reverses the popular conception of the genres: 

There is something more real, so to speak, about War and Peace and Anna 
Karenina […] There’s no doubt about what happens there; there aren’t alternate 
versions. When Tolstoy tells you something happened it really did happen, 
whereas in life it’s much more ambiguous […] you know there is somebody  
 

46	 Malcolm 2020, p. 177. 
47	 Lee 2009, p. 85.
48	 de Man 1984, p. 71.
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else who can say no, it was a different way. In fiction, that’s the paradox, there’s 
only one way, and that’s the way the author wrote it.49 

For Malcolm, nonfiction (journalism or biography) is a truly speculative endeavor, 
unlike fiction, which has a better claim to exist in a closed hermeneutical circle. Such 
a reflexive and speculative approach to these nonfiction genres raise ethical consid-
erations not usually associated with nonfiction: 

The voyeurism and busybodyism that impel writers and readers of biography 
alike are obscured by an apparatus of scholarship designed to give the enter-
prise an appearance of banklike blandness and solidity […] The reader’s amaz-
ing tolerance (which he would extend to no novel written half as badly as most 
biographies) makes sense only when seen as a kind of collusion between him 
and the biographer in an excitingly forbidden undertaking.50

Just as it is vital to understand the inescapable bias of nonfiction, it is equally crucial 
to understand the point of departure of the writer. Malcolm might have openly stated 
that she has taken the side of the Hugheses, but otherwise she guards her personal 
space with great care, and even her writerly persona remains without any explicit 
personal attributes. We are mostly forced to read attentively and look for any indi-
cations of her politics to understand the side that she is taking. This leads us to con-
sider Malcolm not just as an incisive and innovative writer, but also as a writer who 
approached her craft from a position without a clearly delineated national perspec-
tive, which in turn led to her unwillingness to enforce any totalizing reading on her 
subjects. In this and other ways, Malcolm’s writing was profoundly affected by her 
Czech anglophone hybridity.
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