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THE LANGUAGE OF REMINISCENCE: MILADA SOUČKOVÁ  
BETWEEN CZECH AND ENGLISH
Milada Součková published scholarly texts in English, and, as her manuscripts show, she also used 
English in her imaginative writing, often for meta-poetically commenting on her own work, for ex-
ample in Josefina Rykrová’s Notebooks. However, Součková’s artistic self-awareness was significantly 
tied to the Czech language. This article argues that Czech is the language of memory and recollection 
in Součková’s work and consistently present in her poetry through the words of childhood. Thus, 
Czech serves in her work as the language of the past, employed to express nostalgia and the imagi-
nary, while English is used to convey the present reality. Součková’s bilingual literary practice re-
veals the complexity of linguistic displacement, in which Czech anchors memory and identity, while 
English becomes a medium of reflection from a distance. 
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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.
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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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