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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.
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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. 
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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.
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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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