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ABSTRACT (English) 

The doctoral dissertation is a thesis-by-practice, offering an English translation of nine short stories 

from Jan Čep’s 1931 Czech anthology Zeměžluč – itself comprised of the collections Zeměžluč 

(1931), Vigilie (1928), and Dvojí domov (1926) – and a commentary. The commentary details the 

strategies utilized to translate the stories into English, while also examining literary themes of 

Zeměžluč.  

An introduction explains the reason for translating Zeměžluč into English, as well as the 

reasoning behind the structure and methodology of the dissertation.  

Part One provides a brief biography of Jan Čep for a non-Czech audience. 

Part Two of the dissertation presents the English translation of nine stories: “Domek,” “Bouře,” 

“Dvojí domov,” “Kozlovice,” “Peněženka,” “Zbloudilý,” “Hoře z lásky,” “Můra,” and “Cesta na 

jitřní.” 

Part Three of the dissertation offers the commentary, which contains four chapters. Its first 

chapter investigates the metaphysical geography of Zeměžluč; the second chapter tracks the rapidly 

shifting verbal tenses in Čep’s stories and explains why they have been altered in the English 

translation. The third chapter sets out the problems Czech names and realia pose for translating 

stories from Zeměžluč into English. The fourth chapter examines Walter Benjamin’s concept of 

translatability to see whether or not the theory can be put into practice. 

Keywords: Jan Čep, Czech literature, Czech fiction, Short stories, Translation, Translation studies, 

Translation theory, Narrative tenses 



6 

ABSTRAKT (Czech) 

Disertační práce je povýtce prakticky zaměřená: nabízí anglický překlad devíti povídek z výboru 

Jana Čepa Zeměžluč – který byl česky poprvé vydán roku 1931 a sestává z povídkových sbírek 

Zeměžluč (1931), Vigilie (1928) a Dvojí domov (1926) – a překladatelský komentář. Ten jednak 

detailně popisuje strategie použité při překladu povídek do angličtiny a jednak analyzuje literární 

témata daného výboru.  

Úvod práce pojednává o důvodech překladu Zeměžluči do angličtiny a zdůvodňuje strukturu a 

metodologii disertace. 

První část disertační práce obsahuje stručný životopis Jana Čepa, určený především 

zahraničnímu publiku, jež s dílem tohoto velkého českého autora v podstatě není obeznámeno. 

Druhá část nabízí anglický překlad devíti povídek: „Domek“, „Bouře“, „Dvojí domov“, 

„Kozlovice“, „Peněženka“, „Zbloudilý“, „Hoře z lásky“, ‚Můra‘ a „Cesta na jitřní“. 

Obsáhlý komentář ve třetí části práce je pak rozdělen do čtyř kapitol. První zkoumá 

metafyzickou geografii Zeměžluči; druhá kapitola se věnuje problematice slovesných časů a 

časové souslednosti a vysvětluje, proč v anglickém překladu často dochází ke gramatickým 

posunům; Třetí se snaží postihnout problémy s českými jmény a reáliemi, které vyvstávají při 

anglickém překladu Čepových povídek. Čtvrtá kapitola pak zkoumá koncept přeložitelnosti 

Waltera Benjamina a zamýšlí se nad tím, zda lze Benjaminovu teorii uvést do praxe. 

Klíčová slova: Jan Čep, česká literatura, povídky, překlad, překladatelská studia, teorie překladu, 
vyprávěcí časy 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

There is a natural question that arises from the mere existence of this dissertation, as it is a thesis-

by-practice, offering Common Rue, an English translation of nine short stories from Jan Čep’s 

1931 Czech anthology Zeměžluč – itself comprised of the collections Zeměžluč (1931), Vigilie 

(1928), and Dvojí domov (1926) – and a critical commentary. The question: why Jan Čep? 

 Well, as Martin Podivínský writes in his 1996-article, “Vzájemná korespondence F. X. 

Šaldy a Jana Čepa,” in the inter-war period, notable literary critics such as Arné Novák, Pavel 

Fraenkl, and Bedřich Fučík felt that the two best Czech writers at the time were Vladislav Vančura 

and Jan Čep. Čep even dedicated his story “Cesta na jitřní” to Bedřich Fučík. In turn, Fučík would 

go on to say that his mentor – perhaps the most esteemed Czech literary critic of all – F. X. Šalda 

“miloval [Čepa] tichou, zdrženlivou láskou.” Podivínský also concludes that “Dílo Jana Čepa 

patří k zatím stále nedoceněným vrcholům meziválečé české literatury.”1  

While it is true that Jan Čep is still less-known than his fellow writer Vladislav Vančura, 

Jan Čep may have become more popular since Podivínský wrote that he was underappreciated. 

Since the Velvet Revolution, over sixty books by or on Jan Čep have been published in Czech. 

Often with strong editorial and translation work from Jan Zatloukal et al., Brno’s Centrum pro 

studium demokracie a kultury has almost created a cottage industry publishing non-fiction works 

of Jan Čep with stunning frequency: Milý Vladimíre… Milý Maestro…: Vzájemná korespondence 

Jana Čepa a Vladimíra Pešky, 1951–1966 (2009); Kniha týdne (2015); Meditace, (2019); Jan Čep 

 
1 Martin Podivínský, “Vzájemná Korespondence F. X. Šaldy a Jana Čepa.” Česká Literatura 44, no. 6 (1996): 607. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42686356. 
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– Henri Pourrat: Vzájemná korespondence (2021); V setmělém horizontu: Deník, zápisníky a 

pracovní texty z let 1929–1943 (2022); Úvahy emigranta: Francouzské články a rukopisy z let 

1948–1960 (2024). 

Czech research into Jan Čep has yielded an impressive amount of work, as well. The last 

thirteen years have witnessed the publications of Jaroslav Med’s Básník jitřního zraku: Jan Čep 

(2012), Tomáš Kubíček’s Dvojí domov Jana Čepa (2014), Karel Komárek’s Čep, Durych, a 

několik příbuzných (2014), and Richard Změlík’s Slovník Jana Čepa: Kvantitativně-korpusová 

analýza a literární věda (2015), while the 2000s saw the publication of Michal Bauer’s Jan Čep 

ve vzpomiínkách své rodiny (2007). The nineties yielded Mojmír Trávníček’s book Pouť a 

vyhnanství: Život a dílo Jana Čepa (1996), as well as an issue of Česká literatura (Vol. 46, No. 6; 

1998) devoted to the author. Česká literatura has featured articles on Čep consistently since the 90s. 

Interest in Jan Čep has also arisen in France, which is natural since the author emigrated to the 

country and spent the remainder of his life there (along with three years spent in West Germany); 

however, as his literary career never took off in France, the interest seems to have been fostered 

primarily by the publication of Jan Zatloukal’s book L'exil de Jan Čep, in 2014 with a preface by 

Xavier Galmiche of the Sorbonne. 

In German, Urs Heftrich of the University of Heidelberg edited Der Mensch auf der 

Landstraße (2003), a collection of Čep’s short stories translated by Bettina Kaibach and Hana and 

Peter Demetz. (In 1962, Čep stories translated by Hana and Peter Demetz were published in 

Austria under the title Zeit und Wiederkehr. Bilder aus Bohmen und Mahren.) 

In English, however, the work of Jan Čep is virtually unknown. When I discussed the 

author with professors of Czech from Indiana University and Harvard, as well as two of the top 

translators of Czech into English, his name drew a blank. Other than “The Lost,” a translation of 

his story “Zbloudilý” that my wife and I wrote for the translation journal Asymptote, the only 
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scholarly mention of Jan Čep that I could track down in English since the end of the Cold War was 

a passing reference in Josef Škvorecký’s 1990 article “Bohemia of the Soul.” 

This wasn’t always the case, however. In the late 1930s, the journal Books Abroad, 

published by the University of Oklahoma, mentions Jan Čep numerous times, both highlighting 

his literary prizes in Czechsolovakia and refers to him “moving the Czech Catholic novel to the 

countryside” (“The Novel in Czechoslovakia,” 1937). In his 1939 article in the Slavic and Eastern 

European Review, “Twenty Years of Czech Literature (1918-1938),” René Wellek praised Čep as 

one of the most promising Czech writers, particularly championing his short stories. Later, there 

was a flurry of interest in Čep generated by Peter Demetz’s chapter “The Art of Jan Čep,” in the 

1964 book The Czechoslovak Contribution to World Culture. In their reviews of the 600-page 

book, Demetz’s article was singled out and lauded by both George Gibian in the Slavic Review 

and by Paul Trensky in the Slavic and East European Journal. 

More than half a century later, Rajendra Chitnis of Oxford University is currently writing 

a book he intends to publish with Karolinum Press on the countryside in Czech literature, which 

will feature Jan Čep. With one of the higher profile English Bohemists set to publish a book that 

includes Jan Čep, a translation of Čep’s stories could allow literary scholars without a reading 

knowledge of Czech (or French or German) to engage with this notable Czech writer. 

This, along with encouragement from translator and editor Petr Onufer (himself 

encouraged by Terezie Pokorná, editor-in-chief of Revolver Revue and granddaughter of Bedřich 

Fučík), led Martin Janeček of Karolinum Press to contract me to translate a book of Jan Čep’s for 

his Modern Czech Classics series. Together we decided I should translate all of the stories from 

the anthology Zeměžluč, which includes the collections Zeměžluč (1931), Vigilie (1928), and Dvojí 
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domov (1926).2 Forthcoming in Spring 2026, the artist Jiří Grus has supplied illustrations and cover 

art, while Rajendra Chitnis has agreed to write the afterword. 

 

Potential Audience 

 

Karolinum Press crosses its fingers and holds its collective thumb for its translated fiction to reach 

one or more of four potential audiences.3  

The first audience is made up of university libraries. The University of Chicago Press 

handles distribution for the Modern Czech Classics series outside the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia, and their sales representatives enthusiastically pitch the books to libraries and university 

book stores.4 

The second audience are scholars and students of Czech literature. The hope is that the 

book will be included in the syllabus of a Czech literature class, leading to dependable repeat 

orders for a number of years. Because there are few Czech literature classes in Anglophone 

universities, it is unlikely the number of books sold would amount to more than a few hundred. (If 

every university in the United States with a strong Czech program ordered fifteen books for a 

seminar, Karolinum would sell 260 books.)5 The best way to reach a broader audience of students 

 
2 The nine translations I am most pleased with have been included in this dissertation. 
3 After being contacted to translate Čep for the Modern Czech Classics series, I later went to work at Karolinum 
Press as an acquisitions editor. Martin Janeček is the series editor, but I was fortunate enough to work closely with 
him on a number of titles in the series (as well as its sister series: Modern Slovak Classics). Insights into sales, 
marketing, and audiences come from my work there. 
4 Sadly, academic bookstores have become a more difficult market. According to University of Chicago Press Sales 
Representatives, in 2023 the campus bookstore at the University of California – San Diego removed all of its 
physical books to concentrate on selling more profitable sweatshirts and other clothing with UCSD logos. 
5 The website czechshoolsamerica.org lists two additional school with Czech programs, but Czech is only offered 
through language centers there. The American universities that regularly offer Czech and Czech literature classes 
are: Brown University, Columbia University in the City of New York, Harvard University, Indiana University, 
University of California at Berkeley, UCLA, University of Chicago, University of Illinois at Urbana – Champaign, 
University of Michigan, University of Nebraska, Universtiy of North Carolina – Chapel Hill, The University of 
Texas at Austin, and Yale University. 
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is for the book to be added to the syllabus of a literature course that does not focus on Czech 

literature. This happens on occasion. In 2014–2016, the University of Bristol ran a MOOC 

(massive open online course), FutureLearn: Cultural Studies and Modern Languages, four times. 

As Eva Kandler’s English translation of Ladislav Fuks’ The Cremator appeared on the syllabus 

and sales rose dramatically, Karolinum reissued the book.6 

The third audience are customers in the Czech Republic. Roughly half of all sales of 

Modern Czech Classics books occur in bookshops in the Czech Republic. This is one of the reasons 

for the bright covers by Jiří Grus – they are visible and attractive to customers at a distance of six 

feet.7 (The other reason is that his artwork is excellent and an impressive form of literary criticism 

in itself.) 

The fourth audience are approached in a Hail Mary–fashion, or more accurately a Hail 

Helen. In the March 13th, 2014 issue of The New York Times, stylish English author Helen Oyeyemi 

appeared in the newspaper’s By the Book feature. She was asked about the last great book she had 

read, and answered: 

Susan Reynolds’s translation of “Kytice” (“Bouquet”), Karel Erben’s classic cycle of Czech 

folk tales in verse. I don’t really know how to describe these stories, except that most of them 

are profoundly strange, with outcomes that you shrink from rather than anticipate, and so 

you simply pause from time to time to make peace with your goose bumps. The very 

particular rhythm of the verse contributes to its effect, which makes the translation all the 

more impressive.8 

 
6 See Rajendra Chitnis, “University Award for Education in Arts 2015,” University of Bristol, https://research-
information.bris.ac.uk/en/prizes/university-award-for-education-in-arts-2015 
7 The rule of thumb for book covers is they have to be appealing both from a distance of six feet (from a bookcase 
for people shopping in a bookstore) and six inches (from a computer screen for those shopping online). 
8 Helen Oyeyemi, “By the Book,” New York Times, March 13, 2014. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/16/books/review/helen-oyeyemi-by-the-book.html 
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Also impressive were the sales her comments drove. Jantar, the London-based independent press 

had been struggling until Ms. Helen Oyeyemi’s mention of the book.9 It is now Jantar’s bestselling 

title and the third edition will be published soon. 

 For Common Rue, Karolinum Press and I will approach interesting authors for blurbs, but 

the truth is that this collection of early twentieth-century stories about wanderers who are lost 

either geographically or spiritually (and often both) is unlikely to become a hit in the way that 

Susan Reynolds’ translation of Kytice has.10 An ideal situation would be if Common Rue were used 

in a broader literature course. To do this, in the advanced information sheets for marketing the 

book and for meetings between Karolinum Press and the sales representatives at University of 

Chicago press, I hope to draw attention to the stylistic and thematic connections between Jan Čep 

and one of America’s greatest authors: William Faulkner. 

 Čep and Faulkner were contemporaries, publishing their first major works, Dvojí domov 

and Soldier’s Pay, in the same year (1926). Zeměžluč and As I Lay Dying, which both employ 

drastically shifting narrative tenses would be published within a year of each other (1931 and 1930, 

respectively). They are also modernists who focus on a major, but marginalized, region of their 

countries – Moravia and the American South – while creating fictional counties (Čep’s Přísenice 

and Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha) that, if they are not exact replicas of Myslechovice and Lafayette, 

were certainly inspired by their hometowns. 

 This, however, is still quite ambitious. A much more reasonable goal is to hope that 

Rajendra Chitnis who is writing a book on Czech interwar fiction’s treatment of the countryside 

will include it in the syllabus for one of his seminars or that a handful of scholars interested in 

 
9 This was related to me by Mike Tate, the owner of Jantar, in 2019. 
10 It is worth noting that while Oyeyemi’s praise for Susan Reynolds’ translation of Kytice drove sales up 
dramatically, the quality of Reynolds’ translation led to Oyeyemi’s praise; Reynolds’ is an excellent translator. 



14 
 

early twentieth-century fiction and university students curious about Czech fiction will read 

Common Rue. 

 

Structure 

 

Because the core of this dissertation will provide the material for the Modern Czech Classics 

edition of Common Rue, the English translation of Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč, I have chosen to structure 

the bulk of the thesis to match the format used most often by Karolinum Press’ Modern Czech and 

Slovak Classics series. 

Usually, the books consist of a short biography of the author for a foreign audience who 

have not studied the authors in school. The translation of the literary work, which makes up the 

bulk of the book, follows. Lest readers be swayed by a certain analytical interpretation of the work 

before they have read it, the Modern Czech Classics series eschews forewords in favor of scholarly 

afterwords. The final critical component is an optional essay by the translator.11 

Thus, including this introduction, the structure of the dissertation will be: 

Introduction 

Potential Audience 

Structure 

 

Part 1. Brief Biography of Jan Čep 

 

 
11 See: Jaroslav Kvapil, Rusalka, trans. Patrick Corness (Prague: Karolinum, 2020); Ján Johanides,  
But Crime Does Punish, trans. Julia and Peter Sherwood (Prague: Karolinum, 2022);  Libuše Moníková, 
Transfigured Night, trans. Anne Posten (Prague: Karolinum, 2023). 
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Part 2. Common Rue: Translated Stories from Zeměžluč 

2.1 House   [“Domek”] 

2.2 Storm   [“Bouře”] 

2.3 Two Homes  [“Dvojí domov”] 

2.4 Kozlovice 

2.5 Wallet   [“Peněženka”] 

2.6 Lost  [“Zbloudilý”] 

2.7 Burning Up  [“Hoře z lásky”] 

2.8 Moth  [“Můra”] 

2.9 Path to Morning  [“Cesta na jitřní”] 

 

Part 3. Commentary 

3.1 Getting Lost: The Metaphysical Cartography of Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč 

3.2 Chronic Tension: Shifting Čep’s Narrative Tenses to Translate Zeměžluč 

3.3 Koláče and Kleofáš: Translating Czech Realia in Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč 

3.4 Translating Translatability: Considering Walter Benjamin while Translating 

Jan Čep 

 

Appendixes 

Bibliography 

 

For the third section of the dissertation, the commentary, I placed “Getting Lost: The Metaphysical 

Cartography of Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč” first, since it analyzes the significance of Čep’s literary 
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techniques more than it concentrates on translation techniques. As such, it corresponds closer to 

the critical afterwords that appear in books from the Modern Czech Classics series. Each of the 

next three chapters, “Chronic Tension: Shifting Čep’s Narrative Tenses to Translate Zeměžluč,” 

“Koláče and Kleofáš: Translating Czech Realia in Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč,” and “Translating 

Translatability: Considering Walter Benjamin while Translating Jan Čep,” with some slight 

adjustments, could be used for the translator’s note that closes a Modern Czech or Slovak Classic. 

 To enable the various chapters to be used more easily within a Modern Czech Classic book 

or to be submitted as articles to English journals or chapters of English anthologies, I have followed 

the tradition of Anglophone dissertation-writing that minimizes subheadings and subchapters. 
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PART 1 ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

Jan Čep (1902–1974) was a Czech writer and translator. Born in the Moravian town of 

Myslechovice (then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire), he moved to Prague to study Czech, 

English, and French. After leaving university, he joined Josef Florian’s radical Catholic 

community in Stará Říše from 1926 to 1927, working and translating for Florian’s publishing 

house. He returned to Prague and its outskirts to work in publishing, and he was close to many of 

the leading Czech interwar writers. World War Two and the Nazi occupation of Czechoslovakia 

drove him back to Myslechovice; the Communist Coup of 1948 drove him out of Czechoslovakia. 

Although he worked for Radio Free Europe in Munich from 1951 to 1954, he spent most of the 

rest of his life in France – his second home. 

The author of one novel and a prolific translator – he translated authors such as George 

Bernard Shaw, Honoré de Balzac, Joseph Conrad, and Gustave Flaubert into Czech, and writers 

like Egon Hostovský into French – Čep is now best known for his essays and short stories. Because 

of the prevalence of rural settings in his stories, Čep has often been categorized as a Catholic or 

ruralist writer – but he himself would have disagreed, as he argued that writers with similar styles 

and outlooks had more in common with each other than writers from similar backgrounds and 

religions. Peter Demetz writes, “Čep seizes upon the epic world of naturalism to demonstrate its 

glory as well as its deficiencies; the world as he creates it . . .  is nothing if not a promise of 

eternity”; however, due to his interest in the human soul and his experimental approach to 

narration, Čep should actually be viewed as one of the great spiritual modernists. 

Common Rue is Čep’s first collection to appear in English.  
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PART 2  COMMON RUE 

 

2.1 House 

 

It was buchty for lunch today, rolls as sweet as honey. When Miss opened the window to the 

garden, the scent of lilac flooded into the classroom. It was a joyous day. The little children sang 

“May, May, the woods are bright as day” and “the raven returns with the setting sun, now our song 

is sung”; their book bags bumped against their backs, and the path before them ran radiant between 

the dandelions and the shade of young rye, from the school to the cross and the threshing floors of 

Mysletice. 

 

When Jeník and Anička get home, the cattle shed is wide-open and the hens pick through the 

trough. It is the time of day to work in the field and only the old man remains behind in the garden 

tying up a bundle of sticks. The children don’t go to see him: rebukes collect crankily in the 

wrinkles around his mouth as he sits behind the chopping block, his hatchet sounding a stubborn 

crack, crack to spite the starlings as they imitate all the voices of the world in front of the birdhouse 

in the pear tree. 

Their schoolbags fly to the corner among the old rags and Jeník, discovering cakes in the 

cupboard, shouts: “They left snacks for us!” He grabs a big one, leaving the smaller for Anička, 

then rushes out of the kitchen that nobody even had time to sweep—Anička, don’t you know that 

is your job? But Anička doesn’t care and runs after Jeník. 
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Frantík, the cobbler’s boy, has already been gathering boards in the yard (he must have 

clambered over the wall again, how else could he have gotten here so fast) and Božena, the Tichýs’ 

girl, rinses out a green bottle she pulled from the mud by the well. 

“Come on, come on,” Frantík shouts, “we’re going to play house!” 

Stones and blocks of woods will become pillars, and there are all sorts of planks under the 

toolshed that can be used for a table and benches—just wipe them with a wet cloth and blow the 

earwigs and centipedes out of the cracks. The girls look for ribbons and Frantík yells at them to 

hold the parade until the walls are done. Jeník gets lost in his thoughts, as usual, and God knows 

how beautiful he wants everything, but whatever he builds falls down in a second, so of course 

Frantík is the one who has to build it all. 

Before it’s finished, everyone has worked up a sweat and gotten into a hundred arguments, 

at least. At one point Frantík flung a piece of wood to the ground and shouted, “Cripes, maybe I’ll 

just go home”; then the others submitted to his dominance. 

When the little house is built, it has only two walls: one provided by the fence and the other 

is actually the wall of the neighbor’s cattle shed. Two are enough: a great pile of dirt encloses this 

little world from the creeping expanse of the yard. The ceiling comes from two large elderberry 

bushes on each side, bowing before the inhabitants, casting a fragrant web of shade and sun onto 

the table and benches. 

Jeník climbs up to a fork in the tree and props his chin up with his knees. Frantík yells—

what is he thinking, won’t he work anymore? But his friend looks at him perplexed. Frantík gets 

upset, calls the girls to the dirt pile and shows them how to make flour. “Maybe you want to eat 

some,” he threatens Jeník, but when he sees that it is hopeless, he starts to carve a strange 

instrument that he never finishes. 
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In the meantime, Jeník, transformed, walks among blades of grass growing strips between 

the benches and table; a bare pathway enters, like into a courtyard and beckons warmly, just like 

roads always do, only nobody can walk this one—this place has become a world unto itself. Soft-

leaved twigs touch the earth as the green silence relaxes its wings like a dreaming bird. But 

suddenly the silence groans, God knows why. Just when Jeník thinks how nice it would be to stay 

here and not go anywhere, wistfulness settles onto the leaves and the tiny house yawns. 

Something tightens inside of Jeník and his eyes nearly well up. But they mustn’t, for there 

is a world outside that he must see, must know. He is about to push the branches aside and step on 

the soil, but once more he looks at their little house, the grassy strips and the bug-path upon which 

he cannot walk—this tiny world must remain abandoned and futilely beautiful, no one shall know 

of it… 

Anička and Božka sit on the ground, baking kolache. Frantík lies on his belly nearby, 

blowing into some kind of hole. “What have you got there?” Jeník asks. “Just what you see—a 

millstone,” Frantík snaps at Jeník, then pays him no mind. 

Jeník turns to the girls, but before he can open his mouth, they both scream that he'd 

trampled what they had baked. So he walks behind the pear tree and looks to the sky: azure 

saturated with a sweet glare; the leaves of the trees embrace the blissful glow. The boy’s eyes lift 

higher and higher: “God, how is it possible to go on and on and never reach the end? No end. How 

terrible!” 

And then something scares him: an end is also impossible! If there were a wall at the end 

of the world, it could be ploughed through and again there would be a hole… 

Everything goes black. When Jeník comes to, he sees Frantík, Božka and his sister Anička. 

He wants to go to Frantík, but right away he realizes that Frantík doesn’t know that there can be 
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no end, that a wall can be ploughed through and something must lie beyond. Božka doesn’t know 

anything either. And Anička? Jeník freezes. Anička knows! She stares at him wide-eyed with 

anxiety, her dirty little hands swinging helplessly. How do Jeník and Anička know what other boys 

and girls do not? 

A horrible sadness befalls Jeník. He runs behind the yard—the old man can surely explain, 

the old man knows everything and fears nothing. But when he reaches the chopping block, the old 

man is gone, but the hatchet clings stubbornly to it, its iron blade facing Jeník. Jeník leaves the 

threshing floor, sits down on the grass and smooths it out with the back of his hand. The softness 

of the grass penetrates the depths of his soul. A long green field spreads before him, and shivering 

with secret bliss, it bows to the sky. Jeník lays his head in the grass and, with an unspeakable 

wistfulness, he bursts into tears. 

 

Later on after dinner, mom went to the orchard for the blankets. “They’ll smell wonderful!” she 

told Jeník, who had gone with her. 

As they stepped upon the wet grass, enchanted, they inhaled the beauty of the evening. The 

splendid crown of the old pear tree glowed bright as it miraculously blossomed to the very last 

branch. 

“Mom, look how the trees lean towards each other,” Jeník whispered. “How quiet they 

are.” 

“Let’s sit for a moment,” she said, placing her son’s head in her lap. 

“Mom, how can we hear the rustling even in this silence?” Jeník asked. When his mother 

kept quiet, he grasped her neck and started to tell her about the little house, how it had to stay 

abandoned. 
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Startled, his mother gazed into Jeník’s frantic eyes and he blurted out: “Mom, are the stars 

far away?” 

His mother’s infinitely kind hand stroked his hair with unspeakable tenderness: “Jeníček, 

you must believe that we are not alone. Nothing is futile. One day, perhaps, we will understand it 

all.” 

Then her hands dropped into her lap and her whole being erupted into prayer, begging God 

to not abandon her child when he is no longer soothed by her example, her trust. 

 

 

 

  



23 
 

 

 

2.2 Storm 

 

Scarcely had the road rounded the corner, when behind the roofs rose the sky, suffocating all hope 

with its dark threat. The road cowered in fear, the cows hung their heads to the ground, and the 

cart stopped its clacking. Father pulled down his straw hat, brim-bent from the wind, and raised 

the whip high as the veins bulged out from his bare arms. Yet the whistle of the whip went silent 

and a crack thundered forth, tearing heaven above. Jeník grabbed his mother’s hand but he let go 

immediately and went even paler, for he spied fright in his mother’s eyes. You must fear for 

yourself—no one can save anyone else. His father didn’t even look back at him, he just tugged the 

reins and the shirt on his back swelled with wind. His mother’s eyes landed upon him finally, but 

they intended to teach him devotion: “The Lord knows of us.” But Jeník was afraid and wanted 

assurance that he wouldn’t be killed. 

The hamlet knelt back beneath the trees and the cart was already in the middle of the fields, 

the landscape hugged the ground like a partridge, women ran barefoot with their heads down, men 

shouldered their scythes, two long rows of unshocked sheaves lay end to end like slaughtered 

troops, and grain piles were hurriedly loaded, hunching their spines before the ire of heaven that 

kept opening and opening. Only the wooden cross stands quietly at the crossroads, stretching its 

shoulders to the cloudy horror. 

Soon enough it will remain here alone, and lightning might snatch half of its body, but 

again it will stand, like the silent Martyr, like God abandoned by his people, a frightful symbol 

that blasphemers would only dare touch when they’re drunk. 
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Now, humiliated from fear, they stamp the dust with the prints of their laughable 

wretchedness, longing to reach the village, and the nearer they draw, the better they feel. Jeník 

watches them, envies them: a moment ago the Skládals were by the road, and now they are turning 

towards the open threshing floors . The wind grabs the women’s skirts, baring their knees; now 

they can’t be seen, perhaps they have opened the barn door and now they have a roof over their 

heads and above that roof the crown of a giant apple tree. They have dry ground beneath their feet; 

they look at the heavy clouds and think: “How lucky we are to be home.” And swallows silently 

chirp, barely peeking out from the nest. 

Jeník thinks to himself: “Oh to sit by the window and watch the hens as they run under the 

shed!” He pauses, however; his father stands upright above the hayrack and with each lightning 

flash his mother makes the sign of the cross. From below, Jeník sees his father’s body against the 

black sky, he doesn’t even wear a coat; his mother moves her lips quietly, and the cows swing their 

heads and with each thunderclap they squint their eyes. 

“To sit by the window nice and dry,” flashes through Jeník’s mind, but right then he looks 

at his father and mother, and he cannot swallow, something heavy has grown inside of him, an 

obstruction that cannot be removed… 

The cart hops a curb and drives onto the field. Jeník takes the whip and walks towards the 

cows so they won’t scare. Mother is already passing up the sheaves. Jeník pets piebald Stračena’s 

forehead and he prays from fear: “Angel of God, my guardian,” and then says, “Dear God, please 

let us load at least seven shocks.” He’s terrified, forgetting to breathe, but he wouldn’t want to be 

at home now, not without his mother and father; it wouldn’t help to be the only one safe… 

Two shocks are already on the cart and only a few sheaves remain of the third. Jeník 

clutches his fists impatiently when a sheaf takes too long, and now, look, one of the bindings breaks 



25 
 

loose; and again a sheaf is too heavy for his mother and falls back on her; the cartload gets stacked 

higher and higher—only two shocks more and they will be done! 

Father stands on top, his head bare, blood running down his arm. Poor mother tightens her 

blue skirt and is unable to reach up; the grain and bristles fall into her eyes, her mouth, down the 

back of her blouse; sweat drips down her face and she has no time to wipe it. A black abyss looms 

overhead, resounding with leg-buckling booms. Dear God, just one more shock! 

Jeník takes Stračena by her muzzle and leads her to the final shock; the grass between the 

stubble-fields trembles in the black wind—black for everything is black, the ground, the sky… 

Jeník looks up, his father’s white face remains nailed to the clouds as a terrifying and brilliant 

abyss opens behind him; the cows, knocked down by a terrible blow, fall to their knees; father 

tumbles to the ground, while mother, pale as death, grabs onto a stanchion. Jeník cries and clasps 

his hands together, but he cannot remember a single prayer. 

There is a deep rumbling in the clouds and rain begins to fall; with unsteady steps father 

goes to the cows to help them up, mother wipes away Jeník’s tears and pats his hair, unable to 

express a word. The cartload wobbles and the last shock remains on the field as heaven hurtles to 

earth in a torrent of rain. 

“Step on the wheel!” father screams, but the boom of thunder swallows his words and the 

cart slips down the wet hillside; for an instant, the wheel stands still in the air and only by a miracle 

does the cart not tip. But they take this miracle as a matter of course—they are as resolved for 

death as they are for life. 

Hunched over, father goes to the front wheel; his skin shining through his shirt and water 

splashing out of his boots, but he notices nothing, he has completely transformed under the 
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pressure of gathering the entirety of the toppled load, and he can no longer be startled, not even by 

a thunderbolt that would put an end to everything. 

Mother pulls Jeník away from the cart since the danger is greater there; only father must 

go that way, no one can go there in his stead, come what may… 

Suddenly, Jeník has the taste of soil in his mouth and almost chokes on the sweet humility 

that both presses him to the drenched ground and unburdens him. He looks for his father but all he 

can see is a hunched back, and suddenly bang! Both cows drop to their knees; father returns to the 

ridge and looks back at mother and Jeník, exhaustion in his eyes. Rain stands like a wall between 

them and the village: Oh Lord, are we meant to perish here? But lo and behold, it is the patient 

eyes of the cows that open first and the animals strain against the yoke unbidden; the humans 

simply trudge behind in the gloom.  

A cross emerges from the darkness, its shoulders spread. All three of them pray aloud as 

they pass by. 

 

The way from the cross to the farmhouses led through a netherworld, and when the first hedge 

appeared, their joy was unexpected and beautiful like an undeserved reward. “Are we really alive?” 

they asked. The mud was so warm between their toes, the linden-trees gave off a pleasant scent, 

and the rain died down. Father turned back at last and smiled, his face paler than Jeník had ever 

seen before. Mother didn’t dare smile yet; it seemed like blasphemy to her. 

Then they looked at each other and at the soaked cartload. “I said we shouldn’t go,” mother 

said, but then even she laughed since no one got hurt. Jeník approached Stračena, but his hand, 

outstretched to pet her, froze when he saw tears running from her eyes. He never knew that cows 

cried too. 
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2.3 Two Homes 

 

When they had come to the edge of the forest and the road descended beneath Rampach and ran 

soundly through the broad plain, doe-eyed Srna looked back and released a long bellow. Roubal 

the cotter pulled at her halter, and his wife pet the cow’s rump to calm her: “Come now, you’ll get 

used to living here with us.” 

Roubal’s wife sadly knew what would become of this carefree creature that up to now had 

only grazed in the mountains—Mrs. Roubal had spent her youth cutting grass in the mountains 

before she was married—so she would have preferred to urge the cow on with caresses and her 

humble example, but finally her husband screamed and whipped Srna with a broken-off switch 

until a long welt rose against her skin. The cow bolted forward and as it trotted down to the village 

on tired hooves, Mrs. Roubal’s soul went out to her fellow martyr. 

At the threshold of the barn Roubal the cotter made the sign of the cross with his switch 

and pulled the new cow into the warm darkness. The two wide nostrils of Stračena snorted out to 

welcome her companion. Srna hesitated at first, but at the sound of the harsh voice, she dashed 

headlong into the unfamiliar hole. The door closed behind her like water above a drowned man—  

“She won’t drink,” Roubal’s wife told her husband before dinner, but he didn’t even 

remove the pipe from his mouth. 

Roubal’s wife huddled over the soup, and the scent of the steaming potatoes reminded her, 

sentimentally, of the fires in her own mountains, where the path seemed to ascend to heaven above, 

and the last time the smell of thyme mixed with the evening chimney-smoke from the houses 
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below. Today she had had to travel through familiar paths again, and once more smoke rose from 

the fires, but her husband was in a hurry and would not let her stop; it was only from afar that she 

could glimpse the steep roof under which strangers now lived. 

Roubal’s wife ate soup for a long time and wistfulness gripped her just like the first night 

the house was empty of her husband and she so wanted to return to her mountains. 

As soon as her husband went out to the yard to examine the sky and bolt the gate, Roubal’s 

wife sat down on the threshold by the furnace; her head, untouched for so long, trembled against 

her poor knees. The tick of the clock and the sighs of her sleeping children punctuated her sobbing. 

But lo, steps sounded on the porch and Roubal’s wife bent over the basin and got to washing 

dishes. 

The cotter entered, took off his shoes (soil fell from the folds of his rolled up pants) and 

said carelessly: “Srna is down already. Tomorrow I’ll hitch her up.” 

The night mercifully salved the freshly opened scars, and when the first cart passed through 

the still blue village square, Roubal’s wife rose from bed, grabbed a poker and started the fire. The 

walls in the yard didn’t yet have the indifferent appearance they took on during the day, and when 

she opened the barn, both cows turned their heads toward the door, welcoming her together. 

“Well, have you shared secrets yet?” Roubal’s wife asked, smiling sadly. The cows 

stretched their tongues out, but she didn’t let them lick her. She piled their trough high with clover, 

sat down on a stool and the bright streams of milk echoed out into the bluish dawn. 

In the meantime, Roubal got up, walked around the yard, greased the cart, readied the gates 

and repaired the yoke for the new ox. In the kitchen, flame licked the floor, steam hissed on the 

griddle, and the children began to wake at the familiar sound of a coffee mill. The voices were 

growing and the light as well; windows clattered at the heavy rumble of farm carts and the night 
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clouds drifting to the mountains stopped in the center of the sky, leaving only half the face of the 

moon—ashamed of its poor showing compared to the splendor to the east. 

And Roubal is already leading the cows out of the barn (they drag clods of wet manure 

behind them over the threshold), and while Roubal’s wife hitches up Stračena on the left side, her 

husband occupies himself for a while with the tall, slim mountain animal, looking with delight at 

her cocked head and little horns. Finally, everything done, Roubal tells his wife more festively 

than usual: “Open the gate!” 

With the tip of his switch he draws a cross before the front legs of the cows, drives them 

on and heads to the village square. With compassionate eyes, the woman follows the careful beauty 

from the mountains. 

“It’s going to be hard for you to get used to Roubal’s yoke,” thinks Roubal’s wife, then 

quietly adds: “But you have to—I did too.” 

Time passed and doe-eyed Srna adapted. At first the grass would lure her away, but the 

sting of a whip was all she needed to obediently return to the narrow road running through the 

broad fields. Mountain paths are different, with all the dew and the streams to be crossed barefoot; 

hips are narrower and hills can be run down, danced down, heedless of time—it’s beautiful. But 

roads on the plain are laid out geometrically according to the fields and it’s necessary to follow 

where they lead: a cow can’t wander wherever she wants. A village cow cannot escape the yoke 

(their hips raw from the harness straps) and from morning to noon to dusk it pulls the plow, its 

route determined by the number of furrows. By the time the bell sounds, the field is full of cloven 

prints. In autumn those hoof prints are where quail will sleep their frightened sleep. 
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However, before she tamed completely and began to hunch low with worry, coming to resemble 

the countryside herself, she dared one last time to dance a cruel dance upon the ploughed field. 

People near and far stopped their work, and those, who were closer and had the courage, called to 

Roubal: “Settle down, man, or you’ll kill that ox of yours!” 

But the cotter was beside himself, all pale, eyes bulging, as he beat the cow with an broken-

off switch, and when only a splinter remained in his hands, he grabbed a hoe, and beat the cow 

with the handle until the animal finally stopped resisting. 

Roubal’s wife stood nearby, her hands clasped, and she didn’t dare make a sound. She 

knew that just like from a thunderbolt or a flood, there was no refuge from her husband’s rage. 

From that moment on, the “mountain girl,” pulling the yoke for dear life was like a little 

lambkin. The splendor faded from her. Her head hung low like the cows of other cotters, and when 

they would take her out in the morning it never crossed her mind to trot. Time passed and her 

appearance adapted to the countryside and Roubal’s cottage, and everyone who saw her instantly 

knew: “She must be one of Roubal’s.” 

They both grew old, the cotter’s cow and the cotter’s wife, their beauty fading; if anyone 

ever heard them call the cow “doe-eyed Srna,” he would be struck with the thought that there was 

nothing deer-like about her… 

 

Then one night, with that strange loneliness of autumn, when leaves fall, Roubal’s wife awoke 

terrified, trying in vain to grasp the threads of a happy dream that transformed her back into a 

young girl scything grass in the woods above her childhood home. But the devil of our childish 

faith, who appears on moonlit nights to plow a team of the damned, sliced through her blissful 

dream with the terrible lash of his whip, and Roubal’s wife, crossed her timelines and couldn’t tell 
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whether she’d awoken in this world or the other; she sat for a moment and stared into a night 

marred by the moon. Little by little her senses sharpened until things became familiar, but then she 

grasped something terrifying: there are two worlds. And then it hit—a pain too ordinary. 

Roubal’s wife threw on a skirt and sulked out into the yard. Roubal, barefoot and in his 

underclothes, stood in the middle of the orchard, swinging his whip. Srna, with her tail raised, ran 

from the well to the backyard, the broken chain hanging from her neck, the night suffocatingly 

quiet.  

 It took a long time before they could trap the cow inside and tie her to the trough; the moon 

shone long, and the runaway ox darted through the trees clanging her chain and causing fright. The 

two comical figures in nightdress trembled as the cow, which was fed and milked three times a 

day, shot fire from her eyes and she didn’t heed their voices. Finally, she lowered her head and 

walked to the stable quietly, by herself. This time Roubal didn’t dare to strike her. 

The moon shone like daylight. Roubal’s wife couldn’t fall asleep; she saw the cottage in 

the mountains below the woods, a lump of thatch sticking out of the roof and casting a momentary 

shadow upon the moon. But something had left forever, mother and father are dead, what is real 

is somewhere else… 

 In the morning the sun was peaceful and the events of the night were like a dream. Srna 

went calmly to cart, plodding down the road through the far-spreading fields. 

Roubal’s wife, however, roamed about the house like she’d lost her soul, pausing now and 

again and holding her greying head in her scarred hands. The dream of her first home, awakened 

unexpectedly, left a sadness gaping in her until she died. 
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2.4 Kozlovice 

 

The farmhouses circled a Romanesque chapel with a baroque cross, and wise people said that 

important things were happening in the world and everything would change now, because things 

couldn’t go on like they did in the old days.  

“Indeed,” the farmers and cotters agreed as they locked their gates and checked their barns 

before going to bed. 

Cracked palms hurt, yet tomorrow the field must still be plowed from road to ravine, the 

clods crushed, and in bed you can feel your soul rusting with anxiety. 

But this morning a broom sprouts from the fence wall behind the Spurný’s garden, in the 

pond on the square frogs drop gleaming green gems into dreams, and a whole world of scents 

pours through an open window, wanting God-knows-what from you. 

“We need at least ten musicians, but let’s talk to the Savinskýs—ours are getting a bit too 

full of themselves!”  

Bedřich Spurný, who delivered this speech, hitches up his trousers, ready to fight if he 

doesn’t get his way. 

Franta, Hynek and the other Franta leave; staid and frugal, they read tracts on soil 

amelioration and papal crimes (lent to them by the veterinarian, Kolář) and they are too ashamed 

to deal with such nonsense. 

“But just you wait, they’ll be more than happy to come and dance,” Bedřich spits after 

them:” Those still sitting on the roller under the pear tree are loyal through and through. 
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The gates of the three most beautiful farms slam behind “the smart crowd”; Bedřich, 

however, misses his old man coming back from the pub and has to climb over the dwarf wall to 

sleep next to the horses, beside the groom. 

The dance is in a week. 

The afternoon is no great affair, the ballroom is half-empty and Bedřich solemnly leads the 

first waltz. “The “smart crowd” have taken their books to the forest; the wealthier girls will barely 

peek through the window; the farmers disappear behind the farm houses, pretending they notice 

nothing. 

Only the poor don’t make a fuss; they live it up to their last penny and get drunk right away 

since they cannot prolong the pleasure. Bedřich Spurný’s family has land, but he gambles and 

won’t get any of it, so he’s together with the rabble… 

Meanwhile, Julka Hudcová has been sitting under an oak tree by the edge of the forest to 

make sure she doesn’t miss the train. Kolář, who first kindled her lustful and languorous beauty, 

is on his way; but today, in the darkness of her eyes, in the parting of her full lips, in her carelessly 

buttoned blouse, who cannot see the sorrow of a tattered rose?  Kolář was the first, but not the last. 

She’s damaged goods to the farmers’ sons, and Kolář steers clear of her.  

Julka, once precious, waits alone under Lidka’s window. Even on Sundays Lidka must 

wash the dishes and char away in the barn; she has all kinds of trouble that Julka doesn’t 

understand, and she pays bitterly for dreaming beyond her world. 

The two girls sit under the oak tree, the hamlet broken into gardens down below, and music 

reaches them, sadness touches them. They have already argued three times today and they sit silent. 

But look! The train makes its way across the field like a mole scampering through a ditch and 

Julka has to go—farewell until the dance! 
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Kolář carries his suitcase past the farm houses, but Julka waits by the cross, her hair loose, 

falling down her back, and Kolář can’t break away. He promises to come to the pub that night.   

Evening arrives, Lidka, in secret and in fear, irons the laces of her slip. She’s embarrassed 

even in front of her mother and, God, what if her father suddenly entered? A snide word from him 

would leave a stain in the white fabric that she could never wash out. 

How much trouble the slip has already cost her! Among the cold bricks of the hallway she 

would embroider it in smoky lamplight, while others were long asleep. How she worried about 

running out of silk and money for another. And what good is it all for? In the morning the slip will 

be trampled, the laces ripped out, and she’ll be sadder than usual. And still, staying home is 

impossible. She would suffocate. Today she shall dance, and in a few hours yesterday will begin 

again—the mud, the manure… 

Lidka’s tears sizzle under the iron, but somebody approaches; the girl snatches up the 

undergarment and runs with it to the closet. 

Kozlovice is a hamlet the world doesn’t know about; farmers mind their fields and their 

beer; their heads bald while their stomachs swell; the sons grow up obedient and secretly sinful, 

holding the cotters and laborers in disdain, like vermin. 

The pub stands in the dark and to get to the dance hall you have to cross the yard, but you 

have to be careful since it’s narrow and the manure pile is right in front of the door. 

The dance hall is a tumbler you filled with Maybugs and shook. It teems and buzzes and 

swarms! But everyone finds his way—farmers in the front at the tables, the others on the benches 

by the walls, and the poor, the drunks and the bums at the back by the tap-room. High up on the 

stage sit the musicians; bespectacled Uncle Hříbek plays the first fiddle and Kohout the cocky prep 
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student stretches out in the back with his clarinet. He’s languid and sarcastic, and he doesn’t dance 

much, irritating the girls for acting so superior. 

Almost everyone is a local, Kozlovice is alone, staring into its own eyes. All those biddies 

in the corner chatter merrily and good old Mrs. Hudcová listens to them praise her Julka, still 

unaware of her tarnished glory. Toothless Myšková smirks at the Potockýs’ daughter—they say 

Lidka over there always has to be different than the rest, she has enough of that weird philosophy, 

but never any money… 

Myšková’s giant son, Franta, dances around with tiny Rézinka Němečková bringing a 

smile to his mother’s jowls. Lojza Bendů stands coatless by the tap-room, drinking beer from a 

glass boot. When the musicians finish the song, he totters to the middle, and spins the shoe, soaking 

everyone. 

“Vermin!” Franta, Hynek and the other Franta sneer from a table upstairs. Bedřich was 

right when he predicted they would come. The music strikes up again and now Franta is actually 

dancing; he makes a scornful face and shakes his legs comically.  

“He should get married,” says toothless Myšková. 

Bedřich has already had too much to drink and sits quietly by the door. Soon he’ll grow 

sad and request a solo before all the offended eyes. 

Julka gazes pointlessly at the door. Kolář has lied to her. She plays with crumpled violets, 

speaking to no one. Her mother looks at her uneasily, but Julka pretends she doesn’t notice. 

Lidka is having a good time; she dances from one person’s arms to the next, never stopping 

to rest—at least now she can let her mind be a blank. The rhythm of the music puts her into a 

trance, but it isn’t erotic. It’s unpleasant when someone presses against her. Sometimes she’s 

alarmed herself: “God, why am I not like everyone else?” 
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All the boys are nice but indifferent to her—she’s twenty-one years old. She’s Julka’s 

confidant and doesn’t like to think about what she once heard: confessors learn of love but never 

find it. 

Lidka drives the thoughts away and increases her tempo. Next to her she notices Běta 

Hanzlíčková, her body barely contained by her stained white clothes, lustfully leeching onto a 

bow-legged groom with a hat on his head. 

“She is already going to dances?” Lidka is astonished, but then she reckons Bětka’s age 

and is surprised that she herself is twenty-one years old. Her ripped shoes flash past, the ones she 

still recently wore to school, the shoes of the stupid girl with hunger in her eyes and lice in her 

hair.  

The fast polka makes her nauseous and she asks her dance-partner to sit down with her. 

Comments come right and left. She doesn’t understand and cannot answer since they wouldn’t 

understand. Solitude surrounds her like an icy wall and the fan spinning beneath the ceiling inhales 

the anxious and resisting dance-hall. 

“Made her sick”—it is the voice of Mrs. Škrábková.  

Lidka gets up amazed, looking around with her bright eyes. 

“But I’m not sick!” she protests firmly and goes to sit down by the window. Next to her 

she sees Julka losing hope. 

“Why aren’t you dancing?” 

“Men are such snakes!” Julka sighs and Lidka suddenly wants to laugh. 

“You’ll marry me, won’t you?” she asks Hynek Navrátil, the son of a wealthy farmer, who 

stands before her, mouth agape. With a burst of laughter Lidka storms back onto the dancefloor. 
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 Kohout, the student, stands by the balustrade, blowing on his clarinet, looking derisively 

at the dancefloor, as if he were playing at the circus for dancing animals. 

Hudec and Hubáček, the two richest farmers, sit down with their beer by the door, grabbing 

at the skirts of the dancing girls. But the ladies glare at them and they both disappear. “God damn 

this life—always having to think about your reputation and what your son will think,” Hudec 

curses as they head to another pub. 

It is already eleven when Kolář enters. He used to like making a grand entrance in his 

hometown, but now all the girls want to get married and he makes his old friends uncomfortable. 

The mothers are sore at him for playing with their daughters’ heads; the fathers cannot forgive him 

for the way he turned his nose up at farming, and the youth don’t need him anymore since now 

they know just as much about Rome, Jesuits, and Darwin as he does. 

He doesn’t want to hear about Julka, but as soon as he sees her, he’s helpless. 

They dance with their limbs intertwined and their breath fused and the music fades from 

their ears, circles cross, and their eyes mist over… 

But lo the hours drift by and midnight passes before you know it, and it’s already today—

today when Kozlovice will lie dusty and vulnerable by the side of the road, from which they are 

assailed by the strange world from the automobiles flying past; already today the Králíček children 

will sit in the gravel, crying all day for their mom; already today the street organs will whistle into 

the midday silence, and old Škrábková will sweep the horse manure from the village square and 

chase her five hens into the coop! 

Little Josef Němeček, you’ve grown smaller and haven’t even finished laughing; already 

today you must plow the edge of the field where your wheel broke on Saturday, and you, Lidka 

Potocká, you want to dance yourself silly – but it’s all in vain, already today you have to slip off 
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your pumps and step barefoot into the manure. Oh, how heavy the pitchfork will be, and how your 

eyes will burn! 

Kozlovice, already today the inifinite world will spread over you and you will be a single 

tear before it, with goose droppings on the village square and that ridiculous sign by the pub: 

Village, parish, Kozlovice…  

Lojza Benda’s, you are drunk, but that doesn’t give you the right to torment your Žofinka 

so! She was like a flower bud only last year, and look what she has become now! Lojza, you dance 

with a pitcher over your head and a crying woman in your arms, but already today you will trot 

over the field to the brickyard with a bundle under your arm, clenching your teeth, and nobody 

will say: “God bless you!” 

Time flies past midnight; a pink dress is wrinkled in shame. Franta, Hynek, and the other 

Franta leave first, and the belly of old Pačula sways towards his five daughters, who reluctantly 

drag out themselves from window to window. 

Kolář covers Julka in a wrap and with a mysterious gesture responds to Kohout who makes 

the sign of the cross behind him in the doorway. 

Courage falters after the first depart. The corners yawn; the music dozes. 

Nobody would have expected you to raise such a storm, old man Stejskal, you who pinches 

every penny! And still, when Bedřich drowned his sorrow in drink and Lojza told his wife, “Don’t 

cry,” you shouted out in the middle of the dance hall: “It’s not yet time to leave!” 

Alas! How ashamed he gets! The little white-haired man would speak with such a quiet 

voice, always patiently tapping with his hammer from morning till night, and now suddenly he is 

a drunk! 
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He gets frightened, his eyes blur like a dying sparrow’s, his knees buckle, and the beer 

spills on the floor. There’s nothing to do, old man, it’s time to go home. 

Bedřich staggers out of the corner and spreads his arms, but he can’t stop them anymore. 

He grabs the glass boot, swings it, and breaks it to pieces. The musicians lie under the table and a 

torn wreath hangs from the ceiling. 

Kohout, the student, leads the way, going through the hamlet, whistling: “’Til morning, ‘til 

morning …” The band follows him limply, their teeth chattering, passing Brach’s lit windows. 

“They say he’s been dying of consumption for two days already,” says somebody at the back. 

The farmhouses lift up their wings like clucking-hens, welcoming the stragglers beneath 

them. Lidka hesitates by the door, her heart stuck to the threshold like a scraped-off mushroom. 

The village is quiet like a ripped drum; dawn is approaching. 

Finally, she gathers her courage, but the loud bangs of the door still shock her. The floor 

inside is cracked, her bare feet shuffle through the hall, and Lidka squeezes through the door like 

a chick, bowing before the whip of an impatient scolding. 

The cold kitchen greets her indifferently, the tick of the clock pierces her temples, and the 

blanket is not thick enough to suppress her sobs. 

As soon as sleep draws its thin curtain on her memory, the day enters through the windows, 

voices come to life, and mother’s poker prods the guts of the stove. Her eyelids have fused together 

and it’s painful to separate them. Roads, free at night, lie with resignation beneath the wheels of 

the carts; the anxiety becomes merciless. The village takes up its old cross. 

And you, traveler, who wanders the world past low farmhouses, notice the blood drops on 

the pebbles—and don’t laugh when you read the sign: Village, parish, Kozlovice.  
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2.5 Wallet 

 

Yesterday the square by the village church buzzed like an afternoon garden humming with bees. 

But today it’s deaf, and Vojtěch sits out front in the sand. Yesterday’s celebration snuffed out, 

ribbons from the harvest festival lie in the ditch beside the road.  

In the palm of his hand Vojtěch plays with a beautiful yellow wallet, barely brightening 

the glumness of the day. Already the leather seems to have cracked and faded. Why can’t a wallet 

ever stay as new as on the first day? It would have been better had he never gotten it. . . 

He barely finishes the thought when two faint shadows stretch out ahead of him on the 

dusty road. Startled, Vojtěch raises his head; two tramps, one big, one small, stand before him. 

They have long necks and cloth sacks hang from their elbows. 

Vojtěch looks for protection but finds dead silence. The eyes of the taller one resemble 

those of a beast examining its prey before devouring it. 

“Gimme your wallet, I’ll give you mine!” 

Vojtěch’s new wallet lies next to a creature with a frog’s black belly, run over by wagon 

wheels; the frog, dragging its intestines behind, had crawled on, until it was crushed by another 

wagon and trampled with hooves. He presses its belly and a hole gapes wide. 

Vojtěch peers into the eyes of the tramp, wanting to speak up. But the young man snatches 

the last bit of courage away from him and says: “My wallet’s better—now take it!” In the 

simmering voice Vojtěch hears a threat. 

He looks back into the eyes of the dragon, searching for the faintest hint that he’s joking. 

But the tramp grows impatient: “Give it here!” 
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Before Vojtěch can pull himself together, the two shadows start down the road and the two 

sacks disappear around the corner. Something foul and black, similar to the stomach of the 

trampled frog, lies in the little boy’s palm like an unabsolved sin. 

Spit out helpless into the town square, Vojtěch drops the wallet on a pile of gravel. He runs 

away as fast as he can.  He looks back and the wallet glares at him from afar, still visible. Penitent, 

the little boy returns and picks it up. He thinks about the narrow ditch between two low-walls 

where sewer-water flows black over broken bottles and rusty pans, where the belly of a drowned 

kitten floats beneath tall weeds. 

Vojtěch backs up to it and with all his strength he hurls the wallet into the foul muck. He 

turns back to see the wallet impaled on a jutting stalk. He grits his teeth to keep from fainting and 

creeps along the wall, pushing his fingers into the gaps between the stones. He retrieves the wallet. 

He feels like crying and he doesn’t know what to do. He opens the gate and is amazed that 

home is so near—a moment before he had been so alone. . . 

His father fixes a cracked barrel in the courtyard. Vojtěch steels himself. He produces the 

wallet and confesses. Then he waits silently. Instead of being soothed, a word is hurled at him like 

a rock: 

“Jackass!” 

Vojtěch hangs his head and drags his shame into the yard, behind the haystack. With a 

piece of iron he digs out a pocket and buries the burden inside. 

Then he raises himself up, and bleeding inside from unwept tears, he watches the road wind 

like a river, vanishing into places Vojtěch has never been. On the horizon two small figures stagger 

against the orphaned sky, carrying sacks.  
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Vojtěch watches for a long while, and the distant figures stay set, planted beside the road 

like two milestones. 

 

The next morning they were still there, heads hanging over their eternal quest. Time passed and 

the rain drenched them and the sun scorched them, but the figures, eternal pilgrims, never reached 

the end of the long road. And then one day Vojtěch set out after them and caught up to them. Two 

old willow trunks, twisted and grimacing, jutted out over a dried-up pond. 

Vojtěch reached into the guts of the hollow trunk; the palm he withdrew was sad and empty. 
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2.6 Lost 

 

That afternoon the house emptied out, the voices in the neighboring rooms fell silent, the wagon 

of a child stood overturned in the yard, and inside the half-open gate peeked someone’s goat. 

Clouds covered the sky and hills encircled the ravaged and vindictive countryside; the trails led 

nowhere and the steel surface of the pond shimmered with hostility. 

 Petr Cleopas left the house and set out on the first trail he found without meeting a single 

soul. On a marshy meadow with dry grass, stumps of old willows stood over black pools. Grey 

groves, blasted by the breath of age and death, bit maliciously into the barren hillsides. Past the 

pond on the other side, crooked roofs from the village hunched beneath the dismal sky. 

 Petr Cleopas found himself in a grassy trench below an empty stubble field with two 

stunted pine trees. A bit further stood a forest, full of dry needles and fallen cones. The only sounds 

were the rustle of dry grass and the bloodless whisper, like fire consuming paper, inside Petr 

Cleopas. He half-knelt, half-lay on the cold earth; eyes closed, he silently counted the beat of his 

slowing heart. The sense of sheer nothingness and the proximity of death caused a poisonous and 

grotesque sweetness to spring inside him. Damp and cooling colors flowed before his eyes… 

 He awoke with a sudden shiver—as if someone tall and dark, yet invisible, stood behind 

watching over with infinite remorse and love. Petr Cleopas did not dare to look back; instead he 

pressed himself to the ground, longing to have his heart stabbed through. He longed to drain his 

blood drop by drop onto the dust of the miserable trails and the fading flowers shredded by the 
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autumn wind. He wanted to feel the eternal thorn of love, piercing deeper and deeper into his 

breast. 

 It was pitch black by the time he stood up to go on. The wind had died and the air was 

warm and wet. The hills and slopes, so stern and sullen during the day, seemed alive and friendly 

in the dark—like wakeful eyes were watching Petr Cleopas. 

 Wandering through the meadows, Petr came upon an iron cross standing between two trees, 

and the grassy path quickly turned into a narrow trail. He thought he was veering to the left, so he 

trudged across the field to get back on course. I’ll be home in an hour, he thought. The town I’m 

setting out for is just over that hill. He felt wheel-tracks under his feet, and in the middle of a 

ploughed-up field the roof of an old shed emerged from the darkness. A little ways on, a village 

spire jutted into the sky. “I must have gone further than I thought,” Petr Cleopas said to himself as 

he headed along the back fences. Despite being night-blind, he was quite calm. The kind eyes 

followed him, vigilant. Petr reached a road and hopped a still stream in a clay gulch; slipping into 

the woods he thought bordered the village. But the gentle path jack-knifed in the opposite direction 

before plunging into a dark ravine. 

 Petr broke out in a sweat, but decided to head back to the trail. Within several steps he was 

stumbling over clods of overturned earth. The forest came up quick and a strange gurgle disturbed 

the tar-black night. Shivers ran through Petr. He bolted down the hillside but his feet slopped into 

the mud of an unseen swamp. He had to return. As he did, the creek snarled at him from the woods 

like a dog. Petr headed left across the field, leaving the creek growling behind 

 Petr wound around to the left again, presumably, onto his original course. As he walked 

along the broad trail, a sound unusual for that time of day and that time of year startled him: 

someone reaping clover? It was Sunday—Petr had never seen people work the fields on a Sunday 
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here. And where would they find clover this late in the fall? Petr couldn’t breathe and without 

thinking he softened his footsteps. Suddenly he found himself back at the creek, now running silent 

and level through a narrow gulley. Petr took several steps along the creek, and saw a white dress 

in the water. Suppressing the first shudder, Petr thought to himself: “A couple must have had a 

rendezvous.” He took two more steps and laughed: “Keep your wits together—God knows where 

your imagination might lead.” Just then the white dress, with a figure inside, seemed to float to the 

surface. Petr was trying to compose himself, when he realized that the white dress was only the 

water in the creek shining with inexplicable intensity. The natural phenomenon shocked him more 

than if he’d felt the cold fingers of a ghost on his throat. A thick pitch drenched the skies above so 

no star shone through. It was so utterly quiet and the creek glistened with such unexpected silence 

that terror seized Petr. He took off to the right across the field, sensing the devilish laugh of 

immense, unblinking eyes behind him.  

 He could neither see nor fathom the end of the field he ran across. He expected the 

labyrinthine darkness above to swallow him like a maelstrom, then something sprang out: a tree 

lining the road. It was so unforeseen, so unexpected. The road seemed like mirage, a fata morgana. 

From the shape of the trees and the twists of the road, he knew this was not the road he’d sought, 

and the mendacity of the entire landscape overwhelmed him. He reeled and inadvertently he 

crossed himself. He stood on that mysterious and slightly luminous road, unsure if he was behind 

the village or hundreds of miles away. He stood, uncertain whether to go up or down. In the sheer 

silence and utter solitude, coming upon another traveler seemed unlikely; the darkness was endless, 

not even a glimmer to hint at a nearby hamlet. 
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 In the depths of the darkness and uncertainty, Petr Cleopas suddenly experienced some 

subtle security, a perfect distraction that tasted of arrogance and curiosity. Straightaway he headed 

down the road, planning to bang on the first cottage door in the first village he found. 

 He hadn’t gone far when suddenly a yellow light flickered at him from a crook in the road. 

He stood still, listening to the unmistakable creaking of wheels. He walked on a bit, and he finally 

spied a horse pulling a rickety wagon; upon it a man sat hunched. Petr greeted the man and said 

the name of the village he sought. The man loosened his blanket and tugged on the reins. He leaned 

out to him, “Přísenice? You’re going the wrong way! You’ve got a long trip ahead of you.” Then 

the old man invited Petr into the back of the cart to sit on a pile of empty sacks; as soon as Petr 

settled in, he realized how badly his legs ached.  

 “Quite a detour,” said the old man shaking his head. “You must have gotten lost.” Petr 

mentioned where he had been walking, and the old man nodded, mumbling to himself: “Yeah, 

they always sneak around here.”  Petr trembled and looked at the pensive old man. “Like that time 

with Francek Lipka,” he began after a while. “He’s getting dressed one morning to go chop wood, 

still dark out, and someone knocks on his window. He opens up and Janek Chalupa’s standing 

there, an axe looped over his shoulder. ‘You comin’ out,’ he says. ‘Hold on, let me just stuff straw 

in my boots,’ Francek answers from inside. And a second later bam! bam! on the window. ‘Hurry 

up!’ Janek calls outside. ‘I’m comin’ already,’ Francek answers back, grabbing his axe and heading 

off into the dark with Janek. They’d gone quite a ways and were at that cross, where the road forks, 

when Janek just vanished. Just like someone blew him off the earth. And just then Francek 

remembered Janek had already been buried half a year. His legs froze with fear; he took off his 

cap and said an Our Father for the souls in purgatory.” 
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 The old man grew silent and bundled himself up in his blanket. The buggy creaked along 

the road, shaking the lantern’s yellow beam. The wind picked up and a cold drop of rain fell onto 

Petr’s face. The carriage crested the hill and windows shone below. “That’s Přísenice,” the old 

man said as they headed down the slope. 

 Petr Cleopas sat in the back on the pile of sacks. He watched the lights before him and 

remembered the dead. “Please, stay true to me,” he quietly cried, and all at once he felt he had 

signed a crucial pact with the countryside. As if she had granted him intimacy and in return he had 

accepted responsibility. 

 “What awaits me behind those windows,” he wondered, looking out into the darkness at 

the village hiding his impending and unknown fate. “Maybe it will begin tonight, as soon as I open 

the door,” he thought, “maybe only those doors lie between me and perdition.” At the church the 

road split into two. The old man stopped. Petr thanked him for the lift, and set off, walking up to 

the village.  

 They never saw each other again. 

  



48 
 

 

 

2.7 Burning Up 

 

She stared for a while at her mud-splattered apron; she understood nothing. She made an 

imperceptible movement, a gesture towards an uncertain step, and then without tears and without 

words she froze in desperation. She surprised herself that she wasn’t screaming, that she wasn’t 

running after the man up the sodden road disappearing into the grey horizon. Just a month ago, 

just last night, she wouldn’t have stood for this. But today she knew it was over. Her cry dried up 

at the source, and her heart and limbs went still as a corpse. 

 Her pain didn’t arise from the sorrow that this man had spurned her; it was not the thought 

of lost love that pricked her heart. She knew it all already, knew that he didn’t love her (this man 

with the faint mustache and swollen white face with its lolling indifferent eyes)—but she had clung 

to him as frantically as a woman drowning, embracing her fantasy, her sin, the last remnants of 

her defiance, her sedition, her willing and dogged humiliation. 

 But now it was all over. Her hands were empty, her mouth tasted the sediment of regret, 

her heart weighted with the sadness of something irretrievable and misspent. “It’s over,” she 

repeated to herself, finding herself facing a blind and emotionless wall and looking back at the 

bridges burning behind her. 

 She stood in the middle of the road and gazed with dull eyes at the puddles rippling in lazy 

circles from the autumn rain. Her scarf slid down, clinging to her forehead and her temples and 
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her hair, already thick with ash-grey streaks. Overnight the surrounding countryside had lost its 

last traces of color; now it was scrubbed and soaked through into a rotten and sepulchral black. 

 The eyes of the abandoned woman reflected the desperate grey of the sky and the gloom 

of utter exhaustion, and all at once something in them changed; her expression came to painful life 

and her mouth twisted. She noticed that at the edge of the road stood a stone cross, the site of 

detestable and incomprehensible suffering. She began to run away, staggering as if she were drunk. 

 It was the pointless flight of an animal, prolonged by the cruel whims of a mysterious 

hunter—the Saint Vitus’ dance of a creature overcome by the horror of an inalterable reality. 

 Today in the wet and thickening twilight, Karolína Vachutková embarked on her final trip 

to her lover, her final pilgrimage; forced by the passion that had come to her so late in life, she 

stumbled blind and crazed along the road that for fifteen years had paved her shame. The aging 

target of all the local laughter and insults, a ghastly mess clutching and embracing the destruction 

that had become an irresistibly sweet poison. 

 “Hey, look. Here she comes!” the workers in the field called, stretching their backs. The 

young men yelled out: “Karolínka, let’s see those knees! Sweet dreams, sweetheart!”  

 She walked with her head down, silent to their jeers, captivated by the sin from which she 

had no desire for release. Day after day she walked through this—always towards evening, always 

through the backroads, hills and stubble fields to avoid human eyes and human speech; the flat 

countryside could not hide her skinny frame dressed in yesterday’s faded fashion. 

 She would walk there in the evening and return in the morning with swollen eyelids and 

pursed lips, shyer yet even more stubborn, sunk one span deeper into the swamp of perdition. For 

fifteen years she made these twilight visits to her lover, with his doughy white body, dusted with 

moldy sensuality. 
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  At first the hypocrites taunted her, later they just laughed, but they always eyed her.  In the 

end Karolína’s daring and ludicrous rendezvous turned banal, and for those working in the field 

her daily quests became a way of telling the time, like the bell from the city’s brickyard or the slow 

rattle of the yellow mail car. The strange love of the aging woman began to mimic the countryside, 

became part of the local fauna. 

 The course of events that would soon follow, however, would again inject life into the 

fading interest of those witnesses who long ago had grown inured to the tragic spectacle. But at 

this moment the unhappy woman is still wandering over the drenched fields, and although it is 

almost night and there is not a soul to see, she searches for the furthest path like she’s avoiding a 

thousand eyes fixed right on her; she returns, but goes forward again, as if today she wanted to 

travel simultaneously along every path that she had tread upon during the fifteen years of 

pilgrimage. She stumbles to her knees, touching the face of the earth, as if she were looking for 

lost coins or counting the footprints the wind and rain had long erased from the hills and paths, 

which somehow came to life before her in this moment of reckoning. And while the sad rain rattles 

in the dry brush and the remains of a forgotten copse, she staggers through the wasteland betrayed, 

like a sick animal that seeks out the farthest corner of the yard, consumed with the humiliation of 

its own death. 

 

 Karolina fled every memory like someone without a single drop of health in her entire 

body; what had previously pleased her now hissed at her like asps hiding wherever she sought 

peace. Reeking of mold, accompanied by the moans and incomprehensible hatred of her mother, 

who in her dress lay dying in the corner on a pile of rags refusing to see the priest until death stayed 

her tongue, Karolina’s youth faded away with that first fissure in her chastity, opened in a drowsy 
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moment with the stable boy; if she did not become a mother then it was only because the old 

woman had beaten her unconscious with a crutch. Afterwards she withered like an unsightly 

blossom; her heart rusted, she wore scarves and long skirts. In church she knelt in the shadow of 

the last pillar; at dances she stood closest to the door, her eyes mournfully and bitterly tracking the 

other girls so pleased with being unblemished—perhaps they carried their sins with a lighter 

conscience. Her downcast eyes and the scarf pasted against her forehead were not signs of 

contrition, however; her rebellious soul still yearned for a taste of the insidious sweetness of sin. 

It tumesced and leavened with an accursed yeast, out of which bloomed a pride and passion whose 

audacity would shock even the boldest. 

 She had been as white as a canvas when Jindřich Frýb, a cigarette in his mouth and a hat 

on his head, took her to the dancehall, and when the music stopped he heard the chattering of her 

teeth. That night he slept with her and in the morning when he hopped the fence of her yard, he 

still felt a chill throughout his body, for he had not expected to awaken a tigress in this woman. He 

was shocked the next evening when he found her in the doorway of his home, but he quickly 

succumbed to the sensual tenderness that she showered upon him. “How can such a plain creature 

be so slick and sticky?” he wondered to himself after her nightly visits, between morning and 

evening when his wits were together and he realized the ridiculousness of the circumstances. Yet 

he could not control himself; her body transmitted a sinful lust to his, so for fifteen years he could 

only flail in her web despite the occasional half-hearted effort to fend her off.  

 Whereas he never fooled himself about the root of his slavery, his mind remained clear 

though it yielded constantly, Karolína surrendered to her passion with both body and mind, and 

she longed for its flame to consume her whole. How sweet damnation would be if they were 

damned together. Drunk with defiance, she took pleasure in perdition. She did not know that evil 
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is finite and the human soul is insatiable. It wasn’t a lack of love from him that drove her suddenly 

to the edge of the abyss. She knew that if she came to him tonight, everything would be as it was 

before. But all at once she felt that she no longer could—something in her was spent. As she stood 

on the sodden road in the hopeless whisper of the rain, she realized that it was all for nothing, that 

she was alone. This was the end. She could live no longer. Just like when someone reaches the end 

of a corridor and faces a stone wall, they cannot go on, there is nothing left. A vision of the cross 

came to her—and she started to run. 

 She could not bear the sight; that passage seemed closed off to her. A strange pleasure 

coursed through her entire body at the thought that she would be damned. At that point she still 

didn’t know there would come a moment when everything would be exhausted and nothing would 

remain—nothing at all. But already then when she knelt in the shade of the farthest pillar with her 

scarf over her eyes—already then she knew that she was hurting someone: the one stretched out 

on the cross. She felt that everything would change suddenly if—if there were some release to 

whatever was stretching like a bow inside of her. But the idea that she was hurting Him stroked 

the joy inside of her. She pressed on the dagger stuck in her heart and her pain transformed into 

frenzied delight; someone’s laugh resounded within the murmur of her blood.  

 And now that path is closed to her and she runs away. She knows she has nowhere to run, 

and she claws her face. She doesn’t know what to do, she isn’t thinking about killing herself; she 

only knows that this is the end, that there is nothing left as horror swallows her. There is nothing, 

only she juts out into the universe—and she knows that she can no longer be, that her life has 

reached its end. Now where is that poisonous delight that drove her to always stab the dagger 

deeper—where is that deceptive voice? Nothing, just silence. The vast emptiness of space. The 

poor thing runs and runs. 
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 Accursed habit drove her to the burlesque’s ultimate irony: Karolína Vachutková hanged 

herself from the pear tree outside Jindřich Frýb’s window. It never occurred to her to take revenge 

on her lover with this piece of theater. She had no control over her last steps; her final moments of 

consciousness were veiled in darkness—no one knows what terror strangled her.  When they cut 

her down, her dress was spattered with mud and her shoes were in tatters. Her face was blue, 

twisted into an inhuman grimace. 

 A crowd of onlookers had already gathered in front of the house when the poor thing’s 

lover appeared in the doorway. He spotted her dead, went pale and covered his face. All day he 

wandered through the fields and when he returned that night, he could neither eat nor sleep. During 

her life, Karolína’s love had become uncomfortable for him, but after her death it lay on him like 

an enormous burden. Who would rid him of her haunting presence? Who could erase the traces of 

her embrace from his body? Jindřich Frýb’s skin began to feel like it was burning with fresh sores. 

His bulging eyes peered into the darkness and he felt that although he had been unfaithful to so 

many alive, to this one dead he would remain faithful forever, even though he didn’t want to. He 

fell into bed fully dressed and drove his nails into his face. 
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2.8 Moth 

 

The path led to the bottom of a barren ravine on the outskirts of the city. In that ill-defined time 

between evening and night, the sky was a vague black, blind and naked. Out from the gorge’s wet 

soil jutted sleek crags. Like a wanderer, Cyril Nedoma set his suitcases on the ground, wiped the 

sweat from his face and swallowed the uncertainty, tasting the insidious silence. 

 He knew he had taken the wrong path, that it would be best to go back. He felt the bitterness 

surge through him. He bent down, and with a groan he lifted the suitcases again and lugged them 

up the increasingly steep path. He pressed his frozen lips together and drove himself faster. He 

raged against the burden, wrestled with it; by the end he nearly ran, as if seeking humiliation. 

Suddenly he stopped, startled by the echoes that shook the darkness, the silence. When he 

recognized the noise as his own footsteps, he sighed, disappointed. Again he hoisted up the 

suitcases and dragged himself slowly on, fighting the fatigue. He felt it growing, and with all his 

might he forced his mind to race so he wouldn’t keel into the slick black muck, fall asleep and hit 

a crag, lay down in the moist midst of the darkness. 

 The slope gradually evened out, leading to a desolate field. But in the center of it a single 

building reached for the abandoned sky. It was black and silent, but across the windows wandered 

cobalt glints, reflections of city lights burning below. The iron gate was ajar, and Cyril, gripping 

the wet handle, looked back at the red sash of fog stretched across the city, its hundred towers 

swallowed by the sodden glow. With his heart in his throat, Cyril turned and stepped onto the 

gravel walkway. 
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 He opened the doors to the building and ascended a stairway bathed in a weak, milky light 

that only made the shadows darker, the grime blacker. The building, however, was not quite as 

empty and dead as it had seemed from outside. Muffled noises filled the building, as if distant 

voices or steps were steadily approaching, growing louder, yet never quite entering the corridor. 

For an instant Cyril thought he could just make out the sound of a piano before it quickly vanished 

into the vague noise that, like the flickering light on the concrete stairs, may actually have been an 

echo. Perhaps from a choir.  

 Cyril stopped at each door and read the names outside, until finally on the fourth floor he 

set his suitcases down, reread the name three times to make sure he had it right, and rang. The bell 

resounded through the emptiness, as if nothing living dwelled behind the doors. Sweat beaded on 

Cyril’s forehead. To keep from reeling, he leaned against the doorframe; he reached out and rang 

again. Nothing. Only Cyril’s heartbeats cleaved the silence. With his icy palm he shielded his eyes 

and peered down at the name on the door: Robert Frýbort. He removed a crumpled piece of paper 

from his pocket that read: Mrs. Frýbortová. “Her husband’s name is still on it,” Cyril muttered to 

himself.  

 Almost automatically, as if in a dream, he raised his hand and rang again. He left his finger 

on the button, amused that the clangor rattled his nerves like an icy shower. Finally, he took his 

finger off the buzzer and listened.  In the depths of the apartment something stirred: a kind of 

creak, a swish of fabric and slippers shuffling across the floor. In the crack of the door two 

frightened eyes appeared, like the eyes of a mouse or a hamster peeking out of its hole to make 

sure no murderer lurks nearby, ready to stomp. Cyril said his name and Amálie Frýbortová opened 

the door. 
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 Amálie Frýbortová was fortyish, short and heavyset. She had small black eyes, a heavy 

brow and a shock of hair. “I was asleep,” she explained foggily. Candle in hand, she led Cyril into 

the room. “Keep this here for now,” she said, setting the candle on the nightstand. “I’ll buy you a 

lantern tomorrow.” Then she clasped her hands and took a long uneasy look at the young man. 

The dank and woolly chamber flickered in the candle’s shimmering flame. “Dear God,” he 

thought, “Dear God.” 

 “I live here alone now,” she said finally. “My husband died.” Her face scrunched up like a 

bawling child’s, and for a while she wrestled against her impulse to cry. But then she looked up at 

Cyril for help, and let out a loud childlike wail, and pressed her fists into her eyes as she shook, 

seizing up from the violent sobs. Cyril watched the woman crying; her stature and rural 

mannerisms reminded him of his grandmother (even though he never knew his grandmother when 

she was forty). He opened his mouth to say something, but instantly he realized there was nothing 

to say. He ran a helpless hand across his face and leaned against the headboard of the bed. 

 

“Why does one person die, and the other stay behind?” the widow cried, wiping away the rush of 

tears with both of her palms. “Why don’t they both die together? We were so in love, we never 

had children, there’s nothing we wouldn’t have done for each other—and then it was over. One 

morning he wasn’t feeling well, and the doctor came and said he had to go to the hospital. He was 

kidding around when they took him off—he was happy, you know—and then the next day when I 

went to see him, he didn’t recognize me. That night they put him in a casket. I thought I’d lose my 

mind. I wanted to stab myself in the heart. They took him away from me, up to Malvazinky, and 

threw muck on top of the poor thing. They had to hold me down so I wouldn’t jump in after him. 

When I got home and it was so empty here, it dawned on me that he would never come back. I 
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collapsed on the floor and slammed my head into the wall so many times that everyone thought 

I’d gone crazy…” 

 The face of the poor woman dropped and a heartrending moan howled from her lungs. 

Without saying a word, Cyril watched the wretched woman curl into herself like a wounded animal 

with no escape, no hope. 

 “At night when I can’t sleep,” the woman said, pressing her hands against her chest, “I 

think about him, the poor thing, how he’s in the dark, underground, in the muck. Getting crushed! 

But then I tell myself that he doesn’t feel anything, he’s just a dead body. I met up with one of his 

friends recently, and he tried to persuade me to do one of those séances where they would call my 

husband. But I don’t think it would do any good. My late husband always said that when 

somebody’s dead, they’re dead. When you cut a chicken’s head off, the blood pours out, and that’s 

that—same for a person. When I still lived at home with my mom in Poboudlice, I went to church 

and believed in pretty much everything. But then my late husband laid it all out so nicely for me, 

how the priests thought it all up to trick poor people. But I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about it, 

Mr. Nedoma, you must know that already.” The unhappy woman turned around and, with a 

heartbreaking attempt at courtesy, smiled at her new tenant.  

 But Cyril stood motionless, still leaning against the headboard, and with a painful smile he 

stared at this bloody knot of human woe and lunacy. He swallowed several hollow gulps, opening 

his mouth to say something, but his voice failed and his eyes wandered across the walls, searching 

desperately for solace. In the light of the candles’ flickering flames, he glimpsed several color 

prints: a rococo count courting a rococo farmwife, The Bartered Bride, an alpine landscape; large 

photographs of Mr. and Mrs. Frýbort hung over the sofa. They both looked young and dashing: 
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she wore a plaited braid, her face nice and round, her eyes trusting; he smoldered, his mustache 

waxed and upturned. 

 Cyril Nedoma imagined this voluptuous village girl, tramping down a dusty path, barefoot 

with a bundle of grass on her back, or in her Sunday best and white stockings, with a prayer book 

in her hands—and how she came to the city for work, and bought a hat, and at a local dance she 

spies Frýbort’s twisted mustache, and feels his voice in her heart and his hand on her waist, and 

how she completely lost herself in him, how she foreswore everything for him, hurling herself 

headlong down wild and unknown paths with him. And now here she stands before Cyril, a 

quivering and pitiful woman, betrayed, abandoned and conned, convulsing with pointless tears as 

she repeatedly compares her husband to a headless chicken.   

 Suddenly she stopped crying, wiped her eyes with her apron, and glanced around the room 

with keen and sober eyes. “I hope you’ll like it here,” she said. “Good night!” 

 Cyril Nedoma stood alone for a while, amidst the scratchy rugs and the walls shuddering 

in the candlelight, his heart constricting with anxiety and his stomach sour. This room ended the 

months of drifting, the nights spent at friends’, the days of uncertainty, the lunches on park benches 

and the aimless walks from morning to night, the exiled and orphaned days that were so hard to 

bid farewell to since they reflected the beauty and purity that he abandoned along with the faintest 

hope of their return. Walking into this room he severed the bonds with his past, surrendering it for 

good. He entered into a pact with his humiliation, and he embraced it. 

 Cyril approached the window and peered at the city unfurling below, its lights quivering 

upon the river that snaked underneath dark arches until it disappeared into the vague outskirts on 

the horizon. How distant the lights were! Cyril felt deflated, deprived of any air, as if he had been 

untethered from the force that binds all the world’s beings together, to God. 
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 The gloom of unspeakable sadness, agony and disgust pierced his soul. He blew out the 

candle and fell face-first into bed. 

 But he was not etherized by the darkness that enveloped him, and he groaned under the 

pressure of an invisible force. Cyril could feel the whole building breathing the sick thoughts of 

its unknown inhabitants, both live and dead, into his soul. He felt the godlessness and curse of 

those walls, within which he never heard the hallowed whisper of prayers. He felt their profane 

obstinacy, their supernatural hate. He pressed his hands against his eyes so he wouldn’t have to 

face the wall where the likenesses of the Frýborts hung. But this was in vain: they were behind his 

eyes. He saw them in the glaucous glints of the city night, he saw their lips contort, he saw the tips 

of Frýbort’s mustache stretching past his eyes and all the way to his forehead, he saw the red 

embers within the smoldering eyes; he heard the laugh of the twisted lips, starting as a slight rasp, 

but growing increasingly lewd and loud, then all at once changing into a heartrending cry, a beastly 

howl. 

 Cyril jumped out of bed and listened to the sobs filtering in from Mrs. Frýbortová’s room, 

weak and desperate yowls tearing the unhappy woman’s heart like a hawk ripping bloody flesh 

with its beak. The house stood quiet and grim, soaked with death, but the inhuman wails echoed 

through his desolation like cries of the damned in a craggy wasteland. 

 Cyril stripped off his clothes and wound the blanket around his head. But he could feel the 

body that lay stretched out in the dark and frozen earth pressing down on him, its eyes oozing, its 

great lips scarlet, its guts seething with slimy white maggots. The tips of the mustache still twisted 

above the face’s sinister laugh, reflecting the reality, and his wife’s desperate howls penetrate the 

layers of soil and dirt, swallowed by the mouth’s horror. 
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 Cyril’s conscious nightmare quickly turned to shallow sleep, and his soul, weakened from 

struggling with his own betrayal, entered a shameful pact with those eyes watching from the wall, 

those insolent and shameless yet humbled and whimpering eyes, whispering: I know you see 

through our lie, but I know you shall succumb, that you shall defile yourself in my bed, that you 

shall embrace your shame and damnation! 

 Alas, the eyes took on a disgustingly tender expression, set no longer in Frýbort’s face, but 

in the shaggy sockets of a specter, a beast. It leaped upon Cyril, staring into his eyes, and the whole 

of the dark and monstrous, clasping and unseen body exhaled its warm and musky scent; he felt it 

all embracing him, permeating him, but he could not move; his limbs stiffened in a deathly swoon 

and his own body became alien. He struggled, resisting up until the very last drop of his will, when 

suddenly he felt something move out from under him and he began to plummet straight into the 

abyss—with his last ounce of strength he twitched and screamed. 

 Pale twilight bathed the room, and traces of furniture emerged from the shadows: the corner 

of a table, a wardrobe’s side and a shelf stacked with old newspapers and brochures, Frýbort’s 

artifacts; in the city below the burning lights faded in the break of day. Rigor mortis and emptiness 

consumed all and the human scream in the middle of the night had vanished as if swallowed by 

the silence of a lifeless planet. Yet on his lips Cyril tasted the saccharine disgust of the grotesque 

dream, and in his heart he felt the shame defeat. He wanted to hide from himself—more than 

anything he wanted to bury himself under every mountain in the world, to suffocate the memory 

of the monster’s disgusting tenderness, to bury the evidence of his momentary weakness. He buried 

his face in the mattress, in the blankets. After shutting out all his thoughts, he finally fell asleep. 

 He woke up to face the insipid winter morning, the dingy and shabby room and the vast 

silence of his shame. He grasped for the shreds of his life, fighting the feeling of disgust and regret 
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that gurgled up into his throat. When Mrs. Frýbortová brought coffee to him, Cyril gazed with 

amazement at the matter-of-factness with which this frail woman began the day. 

 He sat down, swirling a spoon in his coffee as the landlady busied about respectfully. She 

had scarcely left for the kitchen when he ran out to the balcony and poured his breakfast down the 

drainpipe. 

 Then he looked out and saw that his time left would be spent choking down swill. 
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2.9 Path to Morning 

For Bedřich Fučík 

 

The darkness of the night was alive, infused with a strange glow. It was silent, as if after a tremor, 

permeated with the bliss of complicity and lit with the undying embers left by the angel wings of 

our childhood. 

 Invisible trails intersected the countryside, along them moved dark figures, scarcely thicker 

than the surrounding air. They had left their cozy hamlets behind and set out along the paths, frozen 

and phosphorescent in the weak reflection of the stars, on mute journeys to the very center of the 

night. 

 Like a wanderer, Cyril Nedoma walked beside his mother on a path from his childhood, 

along a narrow road between bare trees, which connected Přísenice to the parish church. Creeping 

off into the darkness in both directions was a field coated with a fine layer of snow, a constant in 

the changing seasons, passing from father to son, generation to generation. Silent in the frost and 

the dark, it stretched out black and bare. In the spring the wheat in this spot rippled with a nest of 

larks, and once a little further on in the rye they found a dead drifter (afterwards they buried him 

nameless), and over there (how many years has it been?) labor pains sliced Stázka Roubalová like 

a scythe; they buried both mother and child… The field lay quiet in the darkness, the same today 

as a year ago and another year and a decade and a century. How many times has it been plowed, 

how many footprints have there been, how many tears and how many curses, how many secret 

sins lie entrenched in the soil! What web of intertwined fates holds this land together—how many 
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faces, male and female, young and old, how many hands have kneaded this earth, pressing it to 

their hearts? 

 Cyril Nedoma hears the sound of his steps and the steps of his mother, and in the distance 

(far off? nearby?) the same steps echo, just twenty years younger, the steps of a child and a young 

woman; the sounds are so familiar, so real, while the footfall of today is so improbable, so 

incredible. How did this happen? When did these twenty years rush by, making a man from the 

child and a young woman old? 

 In life there is a distinct border dividing our first taste of maturity from youth: the age of 

anticipation, of endless days, the age of hope and expectation, the ephemeral and reckless age, the 

age when we believe the future holds something definitive, glorious, and beautiful. Despite its 

loneliness, even through its sadness, youth is an age without responsibilities, a life sheltered by the 

past; however, all at once (we never know the precise moment of its arrival) comes the time when 

we realize that we stand face to face with reality, that we must bear the burden of our lives upon 

our own shoulders, that we no longer have anyone to blame, anything to rail against; absolutely 

nothing glorious and beautiful awaits us. What we lost spoiled and rotted—will remain lost, 

spoiled, and rotten. We shall carry our scars to the grave, forever. 

 Their steps echo off the bone-cold road and Cyril Nedoma hears them as if they were the 

steps of someone else. Their rhythm, their fall, is familiar, so familiar—after all they accompanied 

him down this road last year, into the middle of this field. The same bush of dog rose stuck out of 

the ditch right here, on the slope to the right the same strip of forest darkened the stars, and with 

the same shriek a flock of partridges flew out of that trench. Then a clear and certain voice rang 

out beside Cyril, sounding out from his childhood. 
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 Cyril spins around and freezes in shock, only to see an empty space beside him. Puzzled, 

he looks to the other side where his mother walks, and she turns to him. Cyril realizes that she is 

thinking the same thing, that she also hears the steps that walked alongside them last year, which 

now are missing. Even through the dark he sees that her eyes glisten with tears. Again he turns 

away. 

 They came face to face with death last time. They peered into her blank, rolled-back eyes. 

Imprinted in their minds was the tragic movement of her hand, lifting towards her forehead, as if 

to shoo away the darkness that fell between the soul and the things so dear in this world. 

 She created such a void around them. They stood inside it naked, like a bulls-eye. They 

shivered in the eerie breeze, awaiting a new visitation. 

 Cyril steals a glance at the frail figure walking beside him, defined by the tilt of her head, 

an ancient gesture of submission. 

 His mother. The hidden layers of time awake in her, inside her there still lives a little girl, 

skipping around her garden, pulling nettles from the hedges for the baby geese. Does she remember 

another scene, when she saw the color of the sky and the green of the trees and the white of the 

trail? From what distance does she peer into that corner that holds the Eden of her childhood, 

gazing at those two geranium-filled windows and the damp shade beneath the tree by the stream. 

It is perhaps a world similar to his own (after all, this is his mother), only slightly askew, refracting 

the light at a different angle, since every living creature is different, yet grafted to the same 

universal mystery. But a strange half-light shines in this world; it is scarred and torn by blows that 

never pierced Cyril! How can he understand how a virgin’s heart mysteriously changes into a 

woman’s and a mother’s? How can a man fathom her relationship with her children, her own 

body’s creations? How can he understand what a mother feels when she first gazes into those two 
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newly born eyes, the eyes of a new being, the eyes of her child. And what happens in her heart 

when she holds her baby in her arms, and watches the rigid body convulse and die? Who can 

fathom how a mother sees her children, how she views the bloom of their soul? If she recognizes 

whether it fades with grief or sickens with hidden evil? 

 With whom is she walking down this road? Whence did this adult, this man, come to her? 

Through what worlds has he wandered? What lands live in his vision? 

 Her son. What sorts have crossed his path, whose prints remain in his soul? What sorrows 

has he shouldered? 

 Cyril Nedoma feels the tracks of those encounters all over himself, he feels wrapped in the 

external image he presents to people like a series of shells that he is now tearing off. Face-to-face 

with this land he has to have his own likeness, as if before God. Down the road to his parish he 

drags all of his defeats, his betrayals, all of his shame, his bitterness, all of his bruises, all of his 

regret for so many foolish, futile and irrevocable words, all the injustices he suffered, all the 

injustices he committed; he drags this burden down the path to his youth, side by side with his 

mother, the only one in the world who would understand everything—the only one in the world 

who would forgive him everything. But his mouth is shut and nothing in the world is strong enough 

to pry it open. 

 A little ways ahead a light appears on the hill, illuminating the arch of the gate. Cyril 

remembers that “Ave, maris Stella!” is written in gold lettering above the gothic statue of the 

Virgin Mary. He looks around at the landscape that spreads out beneath the hill like a dark lake. 

But the quiet night comes alive, the clattering of steps upon the frozen ground grows louder, and 

on all sides the black outlines around human shapes thicken like they’re rising from the earth. Cyril 

and his mother pass several of these figures and fail to recognize them, dark and silent as they are, 
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wrapped in mysteries known only to God. Who knows? They could be their neighbors, maybe 

strangers from a distant parish—their faces shine with an odd pallor, and a quiet laugh, an 

incomprehensibly ironic laugh, escapes from them, penetrating the veil of mystery… 

 With horror Cyril looks upon the passing faces, and the names of people long dead enter 

his mind, their inimitable gestures, their irrecoverable voices, everything that will never be seen 

again. He thinks the old man with the fur hat and the cane clacking along the street is the lost soul 

Ztratil, who died years before in the poorhouse—at the time Cyril was not even old enough for 

school, but he remembers how people said that his son’s wife starved him. That woman in the 

black scarf around her head, walking so stiff and proud, that’s farmer Nechleba’s daughter, who 

married Šima the day laborer and died in an insane asylum. That square shouldered giant in the 

Hessian boots is Josef Roubal—there were whispers that he had a child with his own daughter, the 

one they found drowned in the lake. 

 The closer they come to the parish church, the more these figures appear, they throng from 

every single side, so close but so distant, so impenetrable. They came from all nine hamlets, until 

the place teemed with these mysterious pilgrims, who adopted the faces of the living, transforming 

their descendants into shadow and illusion. At times it seems to Cyril that the bodies split into 

several different figures before merging back into one. On the hill above the church gates a lamp 

burns above the crèche, and streams of new pilgrims flow along the paths cutting through the field, 

the children of this land that had become the only land, Bethlehem. This path along which Cyril 

walks with his mother, the path of his childhood, is the only path, the path of all souls, the path to 

eternity. This narrow country road lined by low trees and clumps of fading grass, this tranquil path 

imprinted with the tracks from his childhood, all at once rises beyond time and becomes The Path. 
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 Cyril Nedoma no longer hears any steps, he hears only the rush of air sliced by the 

movement of the countless figures flying above the earth, not even touching the ground; when he 

suddenly looks back at his mother, he freezes in shock, for it seems to him that she too has turned 

into one of those mysterious figures, those weightless, shadowless, half-dark, half-transparent 

figures, rustling with soft and ironic laughter. 

 He cries out, but only he hears the scream, and immediately the lunacy ends. 

 “…you remember, it was under the old apple tree that stood in your granddad’s garden,” 

his mother says, explaining something. 

 In the dark, the mother and son look at each other and laugh. “We’ll know it when we wake 

up for good,” Cyril thinks to himself. 

 

Before they knew it, they had reached the gate and entered the church. Everything shone with 

silver frost and the bright healthy faces of the villagers; they betrayed nothing of their recent 

metamorphoses. Cyril, however, remained transfused with the breath of those otherworldly places, 

and when “Christus natus est nobis” rang out from the altar, tears filled his eyes and warmth 

pierced his heart.  
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PART THREE COMMENTARY 

 

3.1 Getting Lost: The Metaphysical Cartography of Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč 

 

In the first paragraph of the first story in Zeměžluč (“Domek”), readers encounter one of the most 

important words in the collection: cesta.12 The word cesta will appear 89 more times in Zeměžluč: 

it is the fifth most fequent noun to appear in the collection, beating out den [day], matka [mother], 

and svět [world]. The only nouns that Čep uses more often are certain parts of the body: oko [eye], 

tvář [face], ruka [hand], and hlava [head]; the only verbs that appear more frequently are být [be], 

mít [have], and jít [go].13  

The word cesta has a broad meaning in Czech, and can often be translated as “journey,” 

“process,” “road,” “route,” “travel,” “trip,” or “way.” For its first appearance in the book, I chose 

“path” because of its stronger spiritual connotations, but when Čep uses the word cesta, he 

seemingly intends every meaning and connotation.14 Overall, however, the best translation of the 

word is probably “journey,” since every story I’ve translated for this collection involves a physical 

one. In “Domek,” Jeník and Anička make their way home from school, taking the road that, in so 

typical a fashion for Čep, leads to the cross and the threshing floors.15 The story “Bouře” centers 

around Jeník’s cart-trip home from the fields through the titular and terrible storm. A cow comes 

 
12 “Děti potom zazpívaly ‘Máj, máj, máj, zelená se háj’ a ‘na noc k lesu letí vrána, písnička je dozpívána’, 
brašničky jim na zádech zahrkaly a cesta od školy úvozem ke kříži a k mysletickým humnám běžela záříc před 
nimi uprostřed pampelišek a stínů mladého žita.” Zeměžluč, Jan Čep. (Prague: Vyšehrad, 1991), 11. 
13 Kvantitativně-korpusová analýza a literární věda: Model a realizace autorského korpusu a slovníku Jana Čepa v 
kontextu zahraniční a české autorské lexikografie, Richard Změlík. (Olomouc: Univerzita Palackého, 2015) 125–7. 
14 Oxford English Dictionary, “path (n.1), sense II.4,” December 2024, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1048396412. 
15 In his book Dvojí domov Jana Čepa, Tomáš Kubíček sees the trip as safe and innocent, but he fails to note 
the connotation of violence – both in the cross as the symbol of crucifixion and the threshing floors, where 
grain is beaten with flails to release the edible part. 116 
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down from the mountains in “Dvojí domov” to serve the Roubals, spurring on Roubal’s wife to 

remember her own personal journey from the mountain village where she grew up. “Kozlovice” 

is set in a village on the day of a dance, but the return of the character Kolář by train provides the 

dramatic centerpiece of the story. The story “Peněženka” ends with Vojtěch, the young 

protagonist, making a strange discovery after setting out to catch up with two tramps who had 

stolen his wallet. In “Zbloudilý,” Petr Kleofáš leaves his home and gets lost on his way to Přísenice. 

Karolína Vachutková, in the story “Hoře z lásky” embarks on her “final pilgrimage” to the lover 

who has spurned her. In “Můra,” Cyril Nedoma hauls his bags through a barren ravine and field to 

reach an apartment building on the outskirts of the city. In the final story included in the translated 

collection, “Cesta na jitřní,” Cyril and his mother make their way through the dark night from 

Přísenice to a service at the parish church. 

The only two journeys that are direct and simple are the children’s way home in “Domek” 

and Kolář’s train trip in “Kozlovice.” While every character seems to be lost emotionally and 

spiritually in Zeměžluč, they are often equally lost physically: in “Peněženka,” when Vojtěch opens 

up a gate, “podiví se, že domov je tak blízko”;16 Cyril Nedoma in “Můra” “vědel, že je na nepravé 

cestě”;17 when Petr Kleofáš, after being turned topsy-turvy by a mendacious landscape, finally 

meets someone on the road and asks the way, he is met with the response, “Cože? Přísenice? Vždyť 

jdete na druhou stranu! Máte je už hezký kousek za sebou.”18 

In his essay “Krajina v díle Jana Čepa,” Karel Komárek asserts that “Většina Čepových 

povídek a novel i jediný román se odehrává v krajině, jejímž reálným vzorem byl jistě hanácký 

 
16 Jan Čep, Zeměžluč in Dvojí domov (Prague: Vyšehrad, 1991) 31. Because of the confusing titles – the 1991 
anthology is called Dvojí domov, which is the title of Čep‘s 1926 collection that he later included in the larger 
1931 collection, Zeměžluč – hereafter all citations for this edition will simply refer to Zeměžluč. 
17 Zeměžluč, 99. 
18 Zeměžluč, 37. 
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venkov, konkrétně spisovatelovy rodné Myslechovice u Litovle a blízké okolí,” and further clarifies 

that “Přísenice jsou jeho rodné Myslechovice.”19 The evidence is not, however, air-tight. While 

Komárek may be onto something that “tato přesná lokalizace se dá určit spíš nepřímo, protože 

autor změnil místní jména svého rodiště i nejbližších obcí; ale ponechal skutečná pojmenování 

vzdálenějších vesnic (Luká, Savín, Slavětín, Slatinice) a vícekrát výslovně uvádí, že na dohled je 

Olomouc, první vršky Jeseníků a Českomoravské vrchoviny,” none of these locales are mentioned 

in the stories in this collection. Furthermore, in the translated stories when Čep does use the names 

of existing towns, he obscures their exact location with names, such as Mysletice and Kozlovice, 

which denote numerous towns throughout Czechia.’20 

Untethering the stories from a specific geography, Čep achieves two interesting effects. 

The first is that he places the reader in a similar situation to the characters in the stories. 

There are two moments in the translated stories when the narrator directly addresses someone. The 

first is in “Domek,” when he teases a little girl for neglecting to sweep up the kitchen: “Nevíš, 

Aníčko, že je to tvá práce?” 21 It carries echoes of the earliest literature when Homer uses the 

vocative to speak to Eumaeus, the kindly swineherd, in Book XXIV of the Odyssey;22 however, 

the other time the narrator of Zeměžluč addresses someone is much more modern in style: “A ty, 

poutníku, který jdeš do světa kolem chalup zaťatých hluboko do země.”23 Breaking the proverbial 

fourth wall, the narrator addresses the reader as “traveler.” As readers and fellow pilgrims, we are 

lost too. 

 
19 Karel Komárek, “Krajina v díle Jana Čepa,” in Místo – prostor – krajina v literatuře a kultuře, eds. Petr 
Komenda, Lenka Malinová, and Richard Změlík (Olomouc: Univerzita Palackého, 2012) 91–2. 
20 This is reminiscent of the television series The Simpsons, which is set in Springfield – yet which of the many 
Springfields in the USA is never specified. 
21 Zeměžluč, 11. 
22 “τὸν δ᾽ ἀπαμειβόμενος προσέφης, Εὔμαιε συβῶτα” from Homer, The Odyssey with an English Translation 
by A.T. Murray. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1919) XIV, 55. 
23 Zeměžluč, 129. 
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In an article on Dostoesky’s The Adolescent, “Wandering in Two Different Directions,” 

Charles Arndt examines the Russian concept of странничество, spiritual wandering. He points 

out that “at its most basic level, this wandering is an attempt to follow Jesus to leave everything 

and follow him (Luke 18:22), imitating the itinerant lifestyle of the one who ‘had no place to lay 

his head’24 (Matthew 8:20, Luke 9:58).” Jesus’ actual words in Matthew and Luke are, “Foxes 

have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.”25 

With his radical Christian beliefs, Čep seems to be endowing his wanderers, including the reader, 

with some of the messianic qualities associated with the Book of Daniel’s “son of man.” Cyril 

might have the surname Nedoma, but it could equally apply to all the protagonists in this collection. 

The other effect this departure from real geography has is that it creates a more powerful 

metaphysical map for the characters to wander through – the mountains from which Srna the cow 

and Roubal’s wife descend, within Čep’s portrayal, can now take on Matterhorn-like dimensions.26 

Directions also take on a symbolic rather than a geographic importance.27 

In Dvojí domov Jana Čepa, Tomáš Kubíček devotes his eighth chapter to exploring the 

utilization of space in three Čep stories: “Domek,” “Peněženka,” and “Elegie.” He does brilliant 

work charting the stories along lines of longitude and latitude that correspond to the intimate, 

public, and unknown spaces; Kubíček, however, limits his insights to two general axes: vertical 

 
24 Charles Arndt, “Wandering in Two Different Directions: Spiritual Wandering as the Ideological Battleground in 
Dostoevsky’s ‘The Adolescent.’ In The Slavic and East European Journal 54, no. 4 (2010): 607. 
25 King James Bible. (2017). King James Bible Online. https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/ (Original work 
published 1769) 
26 Being able to Google the 1603-meter elevation of Sněžka, the highest mountain in Czechia, may hurt the 
grandiosity of the stories for some contemporary readers. 
27 “Semantika prostoru je tak u Čepa velmi komplexní, počitá jak je složitějšími vyznámy symbolické a 
metaforické povahy, tak i s primárním zpusobem hodnotové orientace objektů (udalostí) a v prostoru na ose 
horizontalní a vertikalní. . . podobně lze použit významý, znamý a neznámý, bezpečný a nebezpečný.” Tomáš 
Kubíček, Dvojí domov Jana Čepa (Brno: Host, 2014) 118. 
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and horizontal. For the purposes of this translator, specific and less theoretical directions are more 

important: right, left, up, and down. 

 Only one story in this collection deals directly with left and right: “Zbloudilý.” As Petr 

Kleofáš loses his way while traveling to Přísenice, he lies down and wakes up in the dark. As he 

wanders, “Myslil, že se uchýlil trochu vlevo, a klopýtal napříč přes pole, domnívaje se, že nabude 

tak zase ztraceného směru.”28 This seems to suggest that the left direction has a sinister quality 

that the going right means a correction. That may not be the case, however, as going right seems 

more frightening as the route jack-knifes back, and drops off into a ravine, so Petr “musil se vrátit, 

přičemž hlas potoka vyskočil protiněmu z lesíka jako psí štěkot.”29 This change in direction leads 

Kleofáš to further danger, as he finds himself back at the creek, and sees a drowned woman in a 

white dress floating in the water – it turns out the vision is only mirage caused by the turbulence 

of the water, but that scares Petr even more:  

Zachvěl se tímto přirozeným rozuzlením víc, než kdyby byl ucítil na hrdle ledové prsty 

přízraku. Ticho bylo tak úplné a voda v potoce se leskla s takovou nevyzpytatelnou 

mlčenlivostí, že se Petra zmocnila opravdová hrůza. Pustil se napravo přes pole a cítil za 

sebou ďábelský smích ohromných,široce rozevřených očí.30 

 

Turning right does eventually lead him to meet a Charon-like cartman who tells him ghost stories 

before dropping him off at his destination, but with the pitfalls that appear when Petr goes in either 

direction, it seems that Čep avoids the easy key of left being sinister and right being correct. 31 

 
28 Zeměžluč, 40. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Zeměžluč, 41. 
31 This fits into some of the most archaic interpretations of left and right. The word sinister in Latin means “left” but 
carried the connotation of lucky for Romans since in Roman augury a bird appearing on the augur’s left side would 
be fortunate (unless it were a raven or a screech owl); for the Greek augurs, left was unlucky, and this view became 
more culturally dominant. For an extensive treatment on this topic, see Charles Burton Gulick, “Omens and Augury 
in Plautus.” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 7 (1896): 235–47. https://doi.org/10.2307/310484. 
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 Ascent, going up, in Čep’s stories certainly gives a nod to the Christian concept of moving 

towards heaven. In fact, the first time a character, Jeník, ascends in Zeměžluč (in the first story, 

“Domek”), he addresses God and contemplates the infinite: “Bože, jak je možno jít pořád dál a 

dál, a nikdy nedojít na konec? Jak je to hrozné, žádný konec!” 32 In “Dvojí domov,” Roubal’s wife 

sees the highlands as a type of heaven on earth that represents liberty:  

Roubalka se tiše schoulila nad polévkou a vůně páry, vystupující z brambor, jí připomněla 

příliš tklivě ohně v rodných horách, když ulehlá cesta stoupala strání a končila se pod samou 

oblohou, mateřídouška voněla naposled a večer pod kopcem kouřil domov. . . . Cesty na 

horách jsou jiné, víc se brouzdají rosou a často musí bosýma nohama přes potok, mají útlejší 

boky a je krásné, jak sbíhají z návrší tancujíce, nevšímavé k času. Ale cesty v rovině mají 

přesně vyměřeno své místo mezi pravidelnými obrazci polí a nutno jít poslušně, kam nás 

vedou, a krávě se nelze popásat, kde ji napadne.33 

 

 Much like with the directions left and right, however, ascent is not simply spiritually 

uplifting – it can also be an anabasis, an uphill slog. In “Můra,” Cyril Nedoma  

věděl, že je na nepravé cestě a že by udělal nejlíp, kdyby se vrátil. Cítil, jak v něm stoupá 

nesmírná vlna hořkosti, a sehnul se, vzal opět s povzdechem kufry a vlekl je vzhůru do kopce 

(cesta roklinou příkře stoupala). . . Ujal se opět kufrů a vlekl se pomalu dále, přemáhe je 

slabotu.34 

 

When Cyril arrives at his destination, he climbs up to the fourth floor of the building to find his 

new home – a creepy and tomb-like apartment he will share with the owner, Amálie Frýbortová. 

He submits to a repulsive and lustful fantasy before he falls asleep. The following morning: 

 
32 Zeměžluč, 11. 
33 Zeměžluč, 19–21. 
34 Zeměžluč, 99. 
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“pohlédl před sebe a viděl, že se musí prohryzat časem jako vrstvou hnoje.”35 Cyril may not be in 

hell but he certainly hasn’t reached heaven either.  

 This may make sense since, before his ascent up the hill and to the fourth floor, Cyril was 

heading on a path that led to the bottom of a ravine. This is one of many descents in Zeměžluč. 

Perhaps the most dramatic and traumatic moment of “Bouře” occur when “vůz sklouzl po mokrém 

svahu.”36 In “Dvojí domov,” Čep draws a clearer line between descent and suffering when 

Roubal’s wife, who formerly lived in the highlands, sympathizes with the cow Srna’s fate as it 

makes its way to the lowlands, and calls her a “fellow martyr”: 

Roubalka předvídala smutný úděl bezstarostné pastevnice z hor (sama strávila své panenství 

žnouc trávu na horských stráních) . . .  Kráva ulekaně poskočila a Roubalkav duši politovala 

novou spolutrpitelku, klusajíc unavenýma nohama dolů k dědině.37 

 

In “Zbloudilý,” after all the twists and turns that make it so difficult for the reader to follow the 

route of Petr Kleofáš, we find his destination lies down below: “‘To jsou Přísenice,” ozval se 

stařík. Bryčka serozjela po svahu.”’38 

 These downward travels are important because Čep is essentially a katabasist: a poet 

concerned with descents into the underworld.39 In one of the first instances of katabasis in literature 

(only Gilgamesh’s journey to the underworld precedes it), Odysseus opens a portal to the 

underworld so he can communicate with the dead: “I took the victims, over the trench I cut their 

 
35 Zeměžluč, 105. 
36 Zeměžluč, 17. 
37 Zeměžluč, 19. 
38 Zeměžluč, 42. 
39 In a 1959 essay, “Básník a lidské společenství,” Jan Čep writes about the concept of “poeta nascitur, orator 
fit”: that poets are born but orators can be made. He writes, “Byl ve své době jenom jeden Homér; byl jenom 
jeden Vergil, jeden Dante, jeden Shakespeare.” It seems fitting that three of the poets lauded by Čep – Homer, 
Vergil, and Dante – employ katabases in their epics. Jan Čep, Meditace, eds. Petr Komenda and Jan Zatloukal 
(Brno: Centrum pro studium demokracie a kultury, 2019) 277, 308. 
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throats / and the dark blood flowed in – and up out of Erebus they came, / flocking toward me 

now, the ghosts of the dead and gone . . .”40 In “Zbloudilý,” Kleofáš finds himself in a grassy pit 

and “toužil cedit svou krev kapku po kapce do prachu.”41 Perhaps it’s no wonder then that the old 

man who gives Petr a ride to Přísenice tells him a ghost story, and Petr “myslil na své mrtvé.” 42  

Čep repeatedly implies the journeys his characters take in Zeměžluč do not pass merely 

through this world. “Cesta od kříže k humnám vedla takřka oním světem,” after all the descents in 

the story “Bouře.”43 In “Hoře z lásky,” the landscape, later described as a “pustina,”44 becomes a 

tomb: “Kraj kolem dokola ztratil přes noc poslední zbytky podzimních barev a byl vytrvale 

louhován vlhkou syrovostí v hnilobnou čerň hrobu.45 We encounter another metaphorical tomb in 

“Můra” when Cyril reaches the apartment he is moving into: “Táž mrtvá prázdnota, jenom buchání 

Cyrilova srdce proráželo tichem. Přejel si ledovou dlaní přes oči a nahnul se znovu nad vizitkou: 

Robert Frýbort. . . . ‘To tady má ještě vizitku svého muže.’”46 The tomb turns into a grave as he 

lies in bed, listening to Amálie Frýbortová wail over her dead husband, whose burial she talked 

about in the bluntest terms: 

Cyril se sebe strhal šaty a zamotal si hlavu do přikrývek. Ale zdálo se mu, že na nich cítí 

otisky toho těla, které leží nataženo v syrové a zmrzlé zemi, obklopeno tmou, s očima 

tekoucíma, s ohromnými fialovými rty, s útrobami hemžícími se bílými a slizkými červy. 

Jenom špičky knírků jsou ještě vztyčeny nad strašným smíchem obličeje, zobrazujícího 

pravdu věcí, a zoufalé vytí jeho ženy proniká vrstvami drnu a země a mrzne hrůzou okolo 

tohoto pošklebku.47 

 
40 Homer, The Odyssey, trans. Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin, 1996). XI.40–2. 
41 Zeměžluč, 39. 
42 Zeměžluč, 42. 
43 Zeměžluč, 17. 
44 Čep uses the word pustina (“wasteland”) later as a simile for Cyril Nedoma’s psychological desolation in 
“Můra.” Zeměžluč, 90, 103. 
45 Zeměžluč, 88. 
46 Zeměžluč, 99. Even the uphill slogs of “Můra” somehow seem like katabasis. Cyril Nedoma lugging his 
suitcases up the ravine, then up the stairs, reminds the reader of Sisyphus’ fate in the underworld.  
47 Zeměžluč, 103–4. 
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With the importance of descents and katabases in Zeměžluč, it is easy to think that Čep 

presents earth as infernal;48 however, even as Robert Frýbort in the form of a lustful beast presses 

down on Cyril Nedoma in the grave of his imagination, it becomes evident that there exist spaces 

below (“najednou ucítil, že pod ním cosi uhnulo, že začiná padat kolmo do hlubin”).49 Yet these 

depths and abysses appear above the characters in Zeměžluč too – in “Bouře” “černá prohlubeň 

visí už nad samouhlavou a praští to v ní, až nohy podklesávají.”50 With abysses appearing above 

and below – and even on our level (the horizontal axis Tomáš Kubíček explores) in “Hoře z lásky” 

51 – it seems most likely that Čep’s stories take place in an earthly purgatory, which helps explain 

why Petr Kleofáš “sundal čepici a pomodlil se otčenáš za duše v očistci” when he reaches 

Přísenice.52  

Writing about katabases, Rachel Falconer points out that “A katabasist, one who writes 

about underworld descents, also characteristically employs the narrative structure of a journey to 

look inward, downward, and back.”53 Čep certainly does this; however, he also employs the 

convention to look forward, up, and beyond. With abysses above, below, and on the horizontal 

axis, space become infinite – a concept Jeník contemplates in the very first story of Zeměžluč, 

“Domek”: 

 
48 For more on the physical cosmography of hell, purgatory, and paradise in Dante, see Anika Burgess, 
“Mapping Dante’s Inferno, One Circle of Hell at a Time,” Atlas Obscura, July 12, 2017, 
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/mapping-dante-hell-inferno-satan-divine-comedy or “Mapping Hell: 
Cartography and the Comedy,” The Poetry of Science Dantes Comedy and the Crafting of a Cosmos, 
accessed April 6, 2025, https://library.brown.edu/create/poetryofscience/mapping-hell-cartography-and-
the-comedy/.  
49 Zeměžluč, 104. 
50 Zeměžluč, 16. 
51 “Nebyl to nedostatek lásky u jejího milence, co ji přivedlo náhle na pokraj nicoty.” Zeměžluč, 91. 
52 Zeměžluč, 42. 
53 Rachel Falconer, “Bouncing Down to the Underworld: Classical Katabasis in ‘The Ground Beneath Her 
Feet.’” Twentieth Century Literature 47, no. 4 (2001): 467. https://doi.org/10.2307/3175991. 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/mapping-dante-hell-inferno-satan-divine-comedy
https://library.brown.edu/create/poetryofscience/mapping-hell-cartography-and-the-comedy/
https://library.brown.edu/create/poetryofscience/mapping-hell-cartography-and-the-comedy/
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Hošíkovy oči stoupaly výš a výš: “Bože, jak je možno jít pořád dál a dál, a nikdy nedojít na 

konec? Jak je to hrozné, žádný konec! 

A vtom se čehosi ulekl: vždyť konec je také nemožný! Kdyby byla zeď na konci světa, 

probourala by se, a zas by tam byla díra. . . 

Chtěl jít k Frantíkovi, ale hned ho napadlo, že Frantík jistě neví, že nikde nemůže být konec, 

že se zeď může probourat a zas musí být cosi dál. 54 

 

Čep raises the issue of the infinite again in the story “Hoře z lásky,” using the same metaphor of a 

wall. Karolína, scorned by her lover, “ucítila, že není možno dále žít. Jako kdýž někdo přijde na 

konec chodby, která se končí skalní stěnou – nelze jít dál, je po všem.” Čep shows the reader, 

however, that Karolína is mistaken about the finitiude of the world, because “v tom zasáhly její 

oči kříž – i dala se na utek.”55 The spiritual world, represented by the cross, grants Karolína space 

to break through the wall. Unfortunately for Karolína, she ends up committing suicide because 

“nevěděla, že zlo je omezené a duše lidská že je nenasytná.”56 

 If, as Jeník sees, the true universe, the spiritual one, is unbound then directions and 

locations become senseless – points on an unstable map floating like grains of sand in the ocean 

or comets in the firmament. The story “Cesta na jitřní” makes this concept clear. Liberated from a 

fiixed geography, Cyril Nedoma can now wander a Czechia that echoes the Haná plain yet still 

come across signs of the sea (“Ave, maris Stella! je tam napsáno zlatýmipísmeny nad gotickou 

 
54 Zeměžluč, 13. 
55 Zeměžluč, 91. 
56 Zeměžluč, 91. While suicide is usually considered a Christian sin, this was not always the case. Christian 
martyrdom and proselytizing was considered by some early theologians as suicide. See scholia on Remigius. 
That Karolína’s soul is limitless and evil is finite perhaps adds a modicum of optimism to her fate. 
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soškou Panny Marie, vzpomněl si Cyril.”)57 No wonder Cyril Nedoma appears to his mother like 

an interstellar traveler: “S kým to jde v této chvíli po této silnici? Odkud k ní přišel tento dospělý 

člověk, jakými světy bloudil, jaké krajiny žijív jeho zraku?”58 Attempts to trace the geography of 

Zeměžluč are folly, because as the story “Cesta na jitřní” reveals it’s not cartography that tie this 

world together: “Jaká síť osudů záhadně spletených zatahujetento kraj, kolik tváří, mužských i 

ženských, mladých i starých,kolik rukou, které hnětly tuto hlínu, které ji tiskly k srdci!”59 

 As fellow pilgrims, who through our reading have wandered along the same paths with the 

characters in Zeměžluč, we find ourselves walking next to Cyril Nedoma as the narrow country 

road lined by low trees and lumps of fading grass “najednou povýšena nade všechen čas, stala se 

Cestou” not in Přísenice but the countryside “který se proměnil v jediný kraj země, v krajinu 

betlémskou.”60 

  

 
57 Zeměžluč, 134. While Stella Maris refers to the Virgin Mary, arising from a mistranslation of the Hebrew 
name Miriam, in Latin it literally means “star of the sea.” 
58 Zeměžluč, 133. 
59 Zeměžluč, 131. 
60 Zeměžluč, 135. 
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3.2 Chronic Tension: Shifting Čep’s Narrative Tenses to Translate Zeměžluč 

 

Time is such an important component to the stories of Zeměžluč that Tomáš Kubíček devotes the 

first chapter of analysis in Dvojí domov Jana Čepa to it. Identifying Čep’s 1926 collection Dvojí 

domov as a type of multifarious elegy, thus requiring a sad hero, Kubíček writes “v tomto případě 

učinil Čep svým smutným hrdinou jednu z nejabstraktnějších kategorií – čas.”61 The subject also 

caught the attention and critical eye of František Valouch in “Čepovo Pojetí Času”; Valouch, 

however, concentrates on the abstract, stating, “Ve svém příspěvku chci se soustředit nikoli na 

problematiku času v Čepově díle jako konstitutivního prvku jazykového materiálu (tedy nedotknu 

se například funkce slovesných časů a časových adverbií), či na relace mezi časem událostí a 

časem vyprávění.”62 This is understandable, but it is unfortunate for anyone attempting to bring 

Čep into another language, because Valouch sets aside one of the trickiest translation nuts to crack 

regarding Čep – how to work with his narrative tenses. 

 The first story in Zeměžluč, “Domek,” contains 186 verbs. Of these, 121 are in the past 

tense; 50 are in the present tense. This corresponds to Valouch’s assertion that in Čep’s perspective 

“má větší váhu spíš minulost než přítomnost,” but the significant number of verbs in the present 

tense hints that the present tense is fairly noteworthy.63 

 
61 Tomáš Kubíček, Dvojí domov Jana Čepa (Brno: Host, 2014) 31. 
62 František Valouch, “Čepovo Pojetí Času.” Česká Literatura 46, no. 6 (1998): 576. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43321979. 
63 Valouch, 577. While Valouch puts more emphasis on the past in Čep’s works, he does not downplay the 
present. He also focuses on works of Čep like Děravý plášť that use the present tense less often than many of 
the stories in Zeměžluč. 
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 The importance of the present tense becomes clearer if we look at the shortest story in 

Zeměžluč, “Peněženka.” Of the 95 verbs in the two-page story, 60 are in the present tense; 30 are 

in the past tense; the remaining five are in the future tense or conditional mood. The narrative 

begins in the present – although it recalls the events of the previous day, it comes from the close 

third-person narration of a boy, Vojtěch, who “dnes sedí . . . na písku přede dveřmi” and plays 

with his new wallet.64 In the third paragraph, the narrative switches to the past tense (“Sotva 

domyslil”) before returning to the present in the sixth (“penženka leží”). Some past-tense verbs 

follow, but they are in temporal clauses subordinate to the present-tense narration, so the next 

narrative shift actually occurs in the ninth paragraph when the “dva stíny a dva uzlíčky zmizely za 

rohem.” In the middle of the same paragraph, with the very next sentence, the narrative tense 

returns to the present: “Černá páchnoucí věc . . . leží.” The narrative tense (mercifully for a 

translator) remains in the present until the eighteenth paragraph, when it switches to the past tense 

(“Ráno tam byly ještě”) and remains that way until the story soon ends. 

 English critics have found it remarkable that over the course of hundreds of pages, 

Charlotte Bronte shifts to the present tense seven times in Jane Eyre;65 this is the same amount of 

times Čep shifts tenses in the first story of Zeměžluč, “Domek,” which is little more than three 

pages. “Bouře” contains eight shifts in narrative tense; “Dvojí domov” four; “Kozlovice” sixteen 

(over fewer than seven pages); “Cesta na jitřní” has nine. 

 

The frequency of narrative shifts begs the question of why Čep employs this technique.  

 
64 Unless otherwise noted, all the quotations from “Peněženka” are from Zeměžluč (1991), 30–1. 
65 See Edgar F. Shannon, “The Present Tense in ‘Jane Eyre.’” Nineteenth-Century Fiction 10, no. 2 (1955): 141–5. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3044228. 
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 Kubíček writes that the shifts endow the stories with a fantastic aspect, as they somewhat 

echoes the bylo-nebylo-ness of Czech fairy tales and that the “kontrast mezi časem tehdy a nyní . . 

. lehce ironizuje skutečnost reálnost idylické vzpominky.”66 

 Valouch adds more with his explanation:  

Čas v Čepově pojetí je časem cyklickým, utvářeným do podoby kruhu, v němž se všechno 

pravidelně opakuje, je to čas věčného návratu, odměřovaný přírodními hodinami, 

posloupností stále týchž jevů, čas mytický.67 

 

Čep stresses this concept of time in the story “Kozlovice.” As Lidka irons the slip she will wear to 

the big dance, Čep writes, “Dnes bude tančit a za pár hodin začne znovu včerejšek v blatě a na 

hnojí.”68 Here he figuratively highlights the mundanity of life in the village where everyday is the 

same; however, grammatically wedding yesterday to the future tense creates a temporal chaos that 

suggests time is essentially meaningless.69  

 “Cesta na jitřní” offers more opportunities to explore Čep’s perception and presentation of 

time as unfixed. As Cyril and his mother walk along the path that connects Přísenice to the parish 

church, “Pole ležela mlčky ve tmě, dnes jako loni a jako předloni, jako před desíti i před sto lety. 

Kolikrát už byla přeorána, kolik šlépějí, kolik slz a kolik kleteb, kolik tajných hříchů bylo zahrnuto 

do jejich brázd!”70 Čep views time – the past, present, and future – like the field: disrupted, watered 

with tears, and stamped flat.71 These layers of time, almost geological or archeological, exist within 

 
66 Kubíček, 36. Like English fairy tales traditionally open with “once upon a time,” Czech fairy tales begin with 
bylo-nebylo—“it was and it wasn’t.” This theory helps me reconcile the inclusion of one of the oddest, most 
dream-like lines of the collection, which appears in the story “Kozlovice” as Čep sets the scene for the village: 
“žáby v rybníčku na návsi spouštejí do snů zeleně zářící drahokamy.” Zeměžluč, 23 
67 Valouch, 576. 
68 Zeměžluč, 24. 
69 Not unlike the way space is untethered from specific geography in Zeměžluč.  
70 Zeměžluč, 131. 
71 See Valouch, 581. 



82 
 

the characters of Zeměžluč too:72 “Jeho matka! Ožívají v ní také zasypané vrstvy času, žije v níještě 

malé děvčátko, hopkující v zahrádce okolo záhonků a trhajícíu plotu kopřivy housátkům.”73 For 

Čep, it would be impossible to separate the past from the present (and the future, as well) because 

the past never leaves us – it lies buried, always ready to be unearthed by memory like ancient 

artifacts unwittingly upturned in a field by plows or shovels. This is what happens to Cyril as he 

gets closer to the church:  

Cyril pohlížel s hrůzou do těch tváří, které míjel, a na paměť mu přicházela jména lidí dávno 

zemřelých, sdružená s nenapodobitelným posunkem, s nenávratným přízvukem hlasu, se 

vším, co se už podruhé neuvidí. Zdálo se mu, že ten stařík v beranici a s holí, který tluče silně 

do silnice podpatky s podkůvkami, je nebožtík Ztratil, co umřel před lety v pastoušce — Cyril 

tenkrát ještě ani nechodil do školy, ale pamatuje si, jak se říkalo, že ho snacha umořila 

hladem —, ta žena v černé šále okolo hlavy, jdoucí tak zpříma a hrdě, to je dcera sedláka 

Nechleby, kterási vzala navzdory rodičům nádeníka Šímu a která potom umřela v blázinci, 

ten vysoký ramenatý obr v botách s holínkami, to je Josef Roubal, o tom se šuškalo, že měl 

dítě se svou vlastnídcerou, kterou potom našli utopenou v rybníku…74 

 

That the pasts of many inhabit each individual is illustrated by the fact that, as Cyril watches the 

phantoms of the past and the living people arriving at the church, at times it seems to him that the 

bodies split into several different figures before merging back into one.75  

 

Because the blending of time and disruption of chronology proves to be such an important theme 

in Zeměžluč, it seems clear that in an English translation the narrative shifts should match the shifts 

 
72 Peter Demetz feels Čep views “time and eternity as coexisting spaces or landscapes penetrating one 
another.” See Demetz, “The Art of Jan Čep.” In The Czechoslovak Contribution to World Culture, ed. Miloslav 
Rechcigl (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 1964) 78. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783112415900-010 
73 Zeměžluč, 133. 
74 Zeměžluč, 134. 
75 Zeměžluč, 134. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783112415900-010
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in Czech as closely as possible, if not identically. In the first three drafts of my translations, I 

followed the tenses slavishly to provide an accurate reflection of the Czech original. One problem, 

however, arose from this – it sounded awful. 

 Paul Wilson, the Canadian translator of Czech literature, recommended that I use readers 

who do not know Czech to read my translations of Čep, in order to ensure that the translation 

primarily appeals to Anglophone readers instead of pleasing the small audience of bilingual Czech-

English readers.76 Following Wilson’s advice, I used three non-Czech speakers as beta-readers for 

my early translations of Zeměžluč: Iranian-American poet and translator Roger Sedarat; German-

American translator Kristina Kalpaxis; and Ethiopian-American novelist Maaze Mengiste. They 

offered numerous and valuable suggestions – the one criticism common to each of their critques, 

though, concerned the rapidly shifting tenses. Later, my thesis advisor, the Czech translator and 

scholar Stanislav Rubáš, also noted the clunkiness of employing so many different narrative tenses 

in English. 

 English authors who employ jarring narrative shifts have also faced criticism. Writing 

about William Faulkner’s novel As I Lay Dying, which features a fractured narrative told by 

multiple narrators, Stephen M. Ross states:  

Among Faulkner’s many experiments with narrative technique, As I Lay Dying seems in 

certain respects the most puzzling. . . . most notably, the book’s temporal structure appears 

to break down badly, as Faulkner mixes past-tense and present-tense narratives, even 

switching from one to the other within certain monologues.77 

 

 
76 Wilson maintains that his best editor is a North American woman who speaks Serbo-Croatian but not Czech. 
77 Stephen M. Ross, “Shapes of Time and Consciousness in As I Lay Dying.” Texas Studies in Literature and 
Language 16, no. 4 (1975): 723. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40754354. 
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In As I Lay Dying, each chapter is a monologue, and the chapters which feature the boldest shifts 

in narrative tense are those told by the traumatized child Vardaman, who at one point declares, “Pa 

shaves every day now because my mother is a fish.”78 I agree with both Stephen M. Ross and 

Dorothy J. Hale that Faulkner’s shifts in narrative tense add to the meaning of the novel;79 however, 

it is noteworthy that readers such as R. W. Franklin, a former director of Yale’s Beinecke Rare 

Book & Manuscript Library, feel that the temporal shifts betray a major fault in the book. In his 

seminal essay “Narrative Management in As I Lay Dying,” he writes: 

For a novel there is a stable present. Traditionally it resides at the point of narration and is 

the present of the narrator. By skillful manipulation of the past, the reader may be induced 

to translate it into a fictive present, but when the chronology is disturbed, he resorts to the 

point of narration for stability and consistency. In As I Lay Dying the fictive present is the 

only present, and when its chronology is disturbed, the reader has no present to resort to, 

except his own. This drives him out of the novel and forces him to pronounce it 

inconsistent.80 

 

The notion that narrative shifts drive the reader out of a literary work, pushing them to conflate the 

fictive present with their own could serve the intentions Čep in Zeměžluč, but it likely won’t stop 

readers and editors from attributing the narrative shifts to shoddy translation. After all, Franklin 

attributes the narrative shifts in As I Lay Dying to Faulkner’s shoddy writing:  

Faulkner repeatedly declared that he wrote As I Lay Dying in six weeks, while on the night 

shift in a power plant . . . Instead of attempting forced explanations, we are more accurate 

 
78 William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying. (London: Vintage, 2004) 71. 
79 See Ross, “Shapes of Time and Consciousness in As I Lay Dying” and Dorothy J. Hale, “As I Lay Dying’s 
Heterogeneous Discourse.” NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 23, no. 1 (1989): 5–23.  
80 R. W Franklin, “Narrative Management in As I Lay Dying.” Modern Fiction Studies 13, no. 1 (1967): 64. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26278647. 
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simply to judge the anachonisms inconsistent, the narrative management faulty, and to 

recognize that As I Lay Dying shows the great haste in which it was written.81 

 

To keep critics from thinking that I translated Čep’s Zeměžluč in haste, I decided to smooth out 

the narrative tenses in the stories that employ numerous shifts.82  

 I have chosen to go against Valouch’s idea that Čep favors the past – I instead favor the 

present so that I can make the narratives more vivid. Examining narration in the present tense vesus 

past, Edgar F. Shannon, Jr. writes that in past-tense narration: 

The narrator stands in the way. The reader must accept an account of what has happened 

instead of seeing the actors themselves; and the technique reminds him that the action has 

actually been completed some time before the narration began. Through this displacement 

of time, the story loses some of its vividness and power of conviction.83 

 

He sees Charlotte Brontë’s use of the present (in seven instances of Jane Eyre) as a solution to the 

“handicap.” I hope my predominant use of the present serves as a remedy as well. 

 An early impulse of mine was to shift all of the narrative tenses to the present. This would 

add power and vividness to the narration, but English readers would miss the opportinity to gain 

any insight into Čep’s specific notion of time. Valouch informs us that for Čep time is cyclical, 

circular, eternally returning to itself.84 Thus, for most stories I have settled on a strategy I first 

employed while revising the translation of “Peněženka”: I begin with the narrative past tense, move 

the narration to the present for the bulk of the story, and return the narrative to the past tense for 

the end.  

 
81 Franklin, 65. 
82 “Můra” and “Zbloudilý” feature no significant narrative shifts, so I simply kept their English translations in 
the past narrative tense. 
83 Edgar F. Shannon, 142. 
84 Valouch, 576. 
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“Storm,” my translation of the short story “Bouře,” may provide a decent case-study for this 

approach.85 The original story begins with the line “Sotva se stočila cesta za roh, vyvstalo za 

střechami nebe, usmrcující svou černou výhrůžkou jakoukoliv naději.”86 The English keeps the 

same narrative tense: “Scarcely had the road rounded the corner, when behind the roofs rose the 

sky, suffocating all hope with its dark threat.” In the original, the final sentence of the second 

paragraph introduces the present narrative tense: “Jen dřevěný kříž stojí tiše na rozcestí a rozpíná 

ramena do hrůzy mraků.”87 Again, the English mirrors the Czech: “Only the wooden cross stands 

quietly at the crossroads, stretching its shoulders to the cloudy horror.” The Czech now remains in 

the present narrative tense until the seventh paragraph: “Vůz skočil přes mez . . .” The past narrative 

tense here appears briefly; the next sentence returns fully to the present: “Matka už podává snopy. 

Jeník hladí Stračenu po čele a strachem se modlí.” To keep the tense shifts from jarring readers, I 

have put the entire passage into the present: “The cart hops a curb and drives onto the field. Jeník 

takes the whip and walks towards the cows so they won’t scare. Mother is already passing up the 

sheaves. Jeník pets piebald Stračena’s forehead and he prays from fear.”  

 When the past narrative tense again intrudes quickly into the eighth paragraph (“ještě se ke 

všemu povříslo rozvázalo, teď zas byl snop příliš těžký a spadl matce nazpátek”) before returning 

to the present within the same line (“fůra je vyšší a vyšší”), I have again shifted the past tense to 

the present: “one of the bindings breaks loose; and again a sheaf is too heavy for his mother and 

falls back on her.”  

 
85 See the appendix for my earlier translation of the story with narrative tenses that closely match the 
original’s. 
86 All of the following Czech quotes from “Bouře” are from Zeměžluč, 15–8. 
87 Zeměžluč, 15. A future narrative tense briefly and immediately follows this (“Zůstane tu brzy sám a snad mu 
blesk urve půlku těla…”), but since it belongs to the primary sequence of verbs (present, future, present 
perfect), I have generally included it with the present narrative tense. 
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 In the middle of the tenth paragraph of the original, the tense shifts back to the past: “Jeník 

vzhlédl, otcova bílá tvář zůstala přibita k mračnům, strašná svítivá hloubka se za ním rozevřela a 

krávy sraženy děsným úderem spadly na kolena.” Aside from the fourteenth paragraph, which 

briefly mixes the present and past narrative tenses (“Matka odtahovala Jeníka od fůry, neboť tam 

je nebezpečí větší; jenom tatínek tamtudy musí jít, nikdo tam nemůže jít místoněho, staň se co 

staň…”), the original story remains in the past narrative tense from paragraph ten to the story’s 

end after the nineteenth paragraph. 

 In the English translation, however, I do not revert to the past in the tenth paragraph: “Jeník 

looks up, his father’s white face remains nailed to the clouds as a terrifying and brilliant abyss 

opens behind him; the cows, knocked down by a terrible blow, fall to their knees.” In fact, I keep 

the story in the present until the seventeenth paragraph when the Roubal family has made it to 

safety: “The way from the cross to the farmhouses led through a netherworld, and when the first 

hedge appeared, their joy was unexpected and beautiful like an undeserved reward.” The final 

three paragraphs all use the narrative past.  

  

Using this ouroboros-structure for the narrative tenses in my translations of “Bouře,” Domek,” 

“Dvojí domov,” “Peněženka,” “Hoře z lásky,” and “Cesta na jitřní” hopefully signals Čep’s 

concept of eternal return to readers, while blending the temporal narratives in a more gradual way 

– so the shifts do not nauseate readers the way the rapid tempo of the polka sickens Lidka in 

“Kozlovice.” 

 Actually, the English translation of “Kozlovice” departs from this past-present-past tense–

structure slightly. While most of the original Czech stories begin with the past narrative tense, 

“Kozlovice” begins in the present, before shifting tenses sixteen times, but predominantly keeping 
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the present tense. To retain the mixing of narrative tenses, I have changed the first paragraph to 

the past. “Chalupy sedí kolem románské kaple s barokovým křížem a moudří lidé praví, že se dějí 

ve světě veliké věci a že se teď musí všecko zjinačit, protože to už nejde jako stara” becomes:88   

The farmhouses circled a Romanesque chapel with a baroque cross, and wise people said 

that important things were happening in the world and everything would change now, 

because things couldn’t go on like they did in the old days. 

 

The narrative tense stays in the past until the fourth paragraph. In the original, the fourth paragraph 

actually begins in the past, but Čep’s use of the word today makes it a natural place for the 

translation to shift into the present, as does Čep’s subsequent use of the present tense in the one-

sentence paragraph. Thus, 

Ale ze zídky za Spurných zahradou vyrazilo dnes do rána mlíčí, žáby v rybníčku na návsi 

spouštějí do snů zeleně zářící drahokamy a celý svět plný vůně hrne se otevřeným oknem do 

světničky a chce po tobě bůhví co.89 

 

moves entirely to the present in the translation: 

But this morning a broom sprouts from the fence behind the Spurný’s garden, in the pond 

on the square frogs drop gleaming green gems into dreams, and a whole world of scents 

pours through an open window, wanting God-knows-what from you. 

 

The narrative tense in English will remain in the present for the next 55 paragraphs, the remainder 

of the story. 

 The reason for breaking the cyclical structure used in other stories is two-fold. First, Čep 

himself ends the story in the present tense: “A ty, poutníku, který jdeš do světa kolem chalup 

 
88 Zeměžluč, 23. 
89 Zeměžluč, 23. 
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zaťatých hluboko do země, viz kapky krve na kamení! A neposmívej se, když čteš: Osada: obec: 

Kozlovice.”90 More importantly, however, is the vocative and imperative nature of the the closing 

of “Kozlovice” – the command and direct address would make it nearly impossible to put in a 

narrative past. Ending the story in the present (“And you, traveler, who wanders the world past 

low farmhouses, notice the blood drops on the pebbles—and don’t laugh when you read the sign: 

Village, parish, Kozlovice.”) achieves something else. 

 Exploring Čep’s complex view of time, Valouch cites a letter from the author where he 

writes “I čas takto nalezeny má jenom rozměr horizontální, je jenom trváním. Aby se opravdu stal 

jakousi formou věčnosti, jejím přítokem, musil by být doplněn rozměrem vertikálním, osobním 

vztahem k Bohu.”91 I hope that by breaking the cyclical narrative tense–structure in “Kozlovice,” 

which I see as the centerpiece of the collection, it moves the reader beyond the horizontal 

dimension of temporal duration by establishing a vertical connection, not with God the Creator, 

but Čep the creator of Zeměžluč.  

 Is this eternal link not what the author achieves in his one instance of addressing the reader 

directly? 

  

 
90 Zeměžluč, 29. 
91 Valouch, 581. 
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3.3 Koláče and Kleofáš: Translating Czech Realia in Jan Čep’s Zeměžluč 

 

In “The Task of the Translator,” Walter Benjamin points out that even though the word Brot in 

German and pain in French both mean “bread,” the words signify something different to a German 

and a Frenchman because of the cultural context.92 We can imagine the word “bread” conjuring 

up images of sliced rye for our imaginary Hans, while Jean would perhaps think of a baguette. So, 

what should an English translator do when in the very first line of Jan Čep‘s story collection 

Zeměžluč – “K obědu byly buchty jako med a den byl plný radosti, když slečna učitelka otevřela 

okna do zahrady a vpustila do třídy potok šeříkové vůně”93 – readers encounter a specific type of 

bread that Czechs know well, yet is unfamiliar to most Anglophone readers? 

 The question of how to best communicate cultural connotations arises when translating 

almost any text, but in Zeměžluč, where the stories often evoke sentimental feelings about the 

Czech countryside before examining the anxiety and horror present there, it seems to come up 

constantly. With every mention of food, music, names, and flora, I had to consider how best (and 

how much), I should translate. 

 In the case of buchty, I have decided not to translate it at all: “It was buchty for lunch today, 

rolls as sweet as honey. When Miss opened the window to the garden, the scent of lilac flooded 

into the classroom.” The decision to leave a Czech word in the first sentence of the translation is 

 
92 "The Translator’s Task,” Walter Benjamin.” Trans. Steven Rendall. TTR : traduction, terminologie, rédaction, 
vol. 10, n° 2, 1997, p 156. 
93 Zeměžluč, Jan Čep. (Prague: Vyšehrad, 1991), p 11. 
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not one I make lightly. In fact, I strongly disagree with Ryan Bloom’s advice to do just that in his 

2012 New Yorker article “Lost in Translation: What the First Line of ‘The Stranger’ Should Be.” 

(For “Aujourd’hui, maman est morte,” Bloom suggests “Today, Maman died,”94 which would 

leave me as a non-Francophone to wonder who this Maman fellow was.) Yet, after trying “hot 

cakes” and “sweet rolls” for buchty, I feel keeping the Czech word is best. 

 I have a few reasons for this. The hope of bringing a Czech word beyond “robot” into 

English is certainly one of them, but more importantly I think it is safe to assume that English 

readers of Czech modernist (although often labeled ruralist) stories from the late 1920s and early 

1930s will not be disheartened by elements that seem foreign to them. (An English translation of 

Jan Čep will most likely be read in only a handful of university courses.) The next reason is that 

while I leave the Czech word, I have supplied what Alex Zucker has described as an invisible 

footnote,95 inserting “rolls” as a parenthetical to buchty.  

Later in the same story, “Domek,” two children sit and bake different imaginary cakes: 

“Anička s Božkou seděly na hlíně a pekly vdolky.”96 In “Translation as a Decision Process,” it 

seems Jiří Levý would demand the use of an exact translations for vdolky when he writes, “The 

word ‘gooseberry’ must be translated by exact equivalents (Stachelbeere, groseille) in prose.”97 A 

direct English translation, however, would have Anička and Božka sitting on the ground baking 

“Bavarian cream donuts.” Having the girls pretending to bake an item with Bavarian in the name 

runs the risk of focusing on a German connection to the food that Czech readers would not make; 

 
94 "Lost in Translation: What the First Line of 'The Stranger' Should Be," Ryan Bloom. The New Yorker, 
11.05.2012. 
95 “Tough Nuts to Crack: Challenges in Czech to English Literary Translation.” Panel discussion for the 
Czechoslovak Society of Arts and Sciences New York, 02.05.2011. Recording: 
https://www.svu2000.org/newyork/audio/orisky.mp3 
96 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 12. 
97 Translation as a Decision Process,” Jiří Levý. In The Translation Studies Reader, ed. Lawrence Venuti. 
(London: Routledge, 2000) p 153. 



92 
 

simply using the general word donut would make it seem as if the story is set in Missouri instead 

of Mysletice. In order to keep readers feeling that they are reading a Czech story and observing a 

typical Czech activity, I have altered one Czech pastry into another: “Anička and Božka sit on the 

ground, baking kolache.” Prior to 2013, I would have felt that using the word kolache – the English 

transliteration of koláče – would be worse than leaving vdolky in Czech; however, ten years ago 

kolache became a fairly trendy food in America. It moved out of ethnic Czech communities in 

Texas, and became popular on both the east and west coast of America. The New York Times even 

ran an article titled “The Kolache: Czech, Texan or All-American? (All Three).”98 

 I made similar choices when references to Czech music appear. In the story “Kozlovice,” 

the traditional Czech dance polka is mentioned: “Udělalo se jí mdlo z rychlé polky a požádala 

svého tanečníka, aby s ní usedl.”99 Because the polka is so well-known internationally, there is no 

reason to change it, thus: “The fast polka makes her nauseous and she asks her dance-partner to sit 

down with her.” The story “Můra” has a trickier musical reference. The protagonist finds himself 

with a widow who both repulses and attracts him, and while looking around her home, “Zahlédl 

v skákajícím světle svíčky několik barvotiskových obrázků, rokokového hraběte laškujícího 

s rokokovou selkou, ,Rozmyslí si, Mařenko’, jakousi alpskou krajinku a nad pohovkou zvětšené 

fotografie paní a pana Frýbortových.”100 While I imagine most Czech readers of this story would 

recognize the allusion to the musical number “Rozmysli si, Mařenko” [“Make up your mind, 

Mařenka“] from Smetana’s The Bartered Bride, I fear that among English readers only 

musicologists and opera aficionados would catch the reference. For this sentence, I used a sort of 

reverse-synecdoche, giving the whole for the part mentioned: “In the light of the candles’ 

 
98 “The Kolache: Czech, Texan or All-American? (All Three),” John T. Edge. The New York Times, 07.10.201 
99 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 26. 
100 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 102. 
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flickering flames, he glimpsed several color prints: a rococo count courting a rococo farmwife, 

The Bartered Bride, an alpine landscape; large photographs of Mr. and Mrs. Frýbort hung over the 

sofa.” 

 From the translation examples I have provided about the Frýborts and Anička and Božka, 

it is perhaps clear that I prefer to not alter the names Čep has given his characters. This did raise 

some issues, however, when characters – both human and bovine – had names that evoked personal 

characteristics: a cow named Stračena or Srna, an arrogant student named Kohout, Cyril Nedoma 

who never feels at home. In order to convey some of the characters’ qualities that Čep highlights 

with their names, I prefer to use a technique suggested by Rajendra Chitnis and I when we edited 

Karolinum Press’ newest English edition of Ladislav Fuchs’ The Cremator [Spalovač mrtvol] for 

the surnames of Kopfrkingl's colleagues who are all named after animals (Beran, Fenek, Zajíc), 

and are similar to them in character: epithets. We suggested that perhaps Beran could be introduced 

as “ram-like Mr. Beran” or “Mr. Beran, stubborn as a ram.”  The translator, Eva Kandler, rejected 

the proposal – and probably for good reason. In Spalovač mrtvol it may have been too conspicuous.  

But because there are only a few names that draw such attention in Zeměžluč, I hope it 

works. In the story “Bouře,” when “Jeník hladí Stračenu po čele a strachem se modlí,”101 I simply 

add the meaning of the cow’s name to describe its color: “Jeník pets piebald Stračena’s forehead 

and he prays from fear.” Stračena’s color may be a fairly superficial trait, but the name of another 

cow is far more important. In the story “Dvojí domov,” a crucial element of the story is the way a 

cow from the mountainside has her spirit broken by the heavy-handed husband of the protagonist 

who identifies with the cow. The cow is named Srna (“Doe”), which seems to suggest both a 

timidity and a lack of domestication. To clue English readers into this, I often attach the epithet 

 
101 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 16. 
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“doe-eyed” to Srna; for example, when the cow is introduced: “… obrátila Srna nazpět své 

vejcovité oči a zdlouha zabučela,”102 [doe-eyed Srna looked back and released a long bellow]. Had 

I not added an epithet, but still kept the name in Czech, a later line, “Zestárly obě, kráva i 

hospodyně, a krásy jim nepřibylo, a měl-li kdo zavolat na krávu: ,Srno,’ cítil přespříliš, že se to 

jaksi nehodí,” would make no sense at all. Repeating the epithet, I translated the line as, “They 

both grew old, the cotter’s cow and the cotter’s wife, their beauty fading; if anyone ever heard the 

cow called “doe-eyed Srna,” he would be struck with the thought that there was nothing deer-like 

about her.” 

While the owner of the cow is named Roubal, which derives from the Czech verb “rubat” 

[fell, cut down] – appropriate for a violent man – I feel that the surname is common enough not to 

be noticed by most Czech readers, so I do not use an epithet for him. On the other hand, I make 

sure to describe the arrogant student Kohout in the story “Kozlovice” as “cocky”; the most 

important epithet, however, goes to the character Cyril Nedoma in the stories “Můra” and “Cesta 

na jitřní.” In these stories, Cyril Nedoma travels between different cities and towns, feeling lost 

geographically, morally, and spiritually. Because Nedoma literally means “not home,” I felt this 

aspect of his character should be emphasized, so in each story he is described as “like a wanderer”: 

“Cyril Nedoma postavil kufry na zem, utřel si pot s čela a polkl chuť podezřelé nejistoty a 

zákeřného ticha, které číhaly okolo něho”103 [Like a wanderer, Cyril Nedoma set his suitcases on 

the ground, wiped the sweat from his face and swallowed the uncertainty, tasting the insidious 

silence]; “Cyril Nedoma šel vedle své matky po cestě svých dětských let, po úzké silnici mezi holými 

stromy, spojující Přísenice s vesnicí, v níž byl farní kostel.”104 [Like a wanderer, Cyril Nedoma 

 
102 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 19. 
103 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 99. 
104 Zeměžluč, 1991, p 131. 
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walks beside his mother on a path from his childhood, along a narrow road between bare trees, 

which connects Přísenice to the parish church.] 

There is one name, however, that I feel should be altered from its Czech form: the surname 

of Petr Kleofáš in “Zbloudilý.” Kleofáš is the Czech version of the Greek name Κλεόπας 

(Romanized as Cleopas), which in the Gospels of Luke and Mark is the name of one of the travelers 

who meets Jesus after the resurrection. In “Zbloudilý,” Petr Kleofáš while traveling meets  a man 

who tells him the story of Janek Chalupa, who appeared six months after his burial – the echoes 

of the story, combined with Janek Chalupa’s initials matching Jesus Christ’s, makes it seem that 

Čep certainly intends to draw a connection between Petr Kleofáš and the Biblical Cleopas, so for 

the benefit of English readers I have substituted Cleopas for Kleofáš. 

 Because the stories in Zeměžluč have rural settings, local flora appears constantly. I 

assumed this would cause problems, but as the Saint Lucian poet Derek Walcott has pointed out, 

tradition and colonialism have given primacy to European plants in literary contexts.105 As a result, 

the sad willow trees in “Peněženka,” carry the same connotation for English readers in Australia 

or California as they do for Czechs. When willows appear again in “Zbloudilý,” overlooking a 

dark marsh, their English association with Ophelia’s death in Hamlet, seems to foreshadow the 

drowned body he thinks he sees. Elsewhere, šeřík can be directly translated as lilac, as 

mateřídouška with thyme, and dub with oak. So, it seems that the cultural context and connotations 

of flora caused no problems at all in these rural tales. Except for one. 

 Zeměžluč. 

 
105 In fact, a major impetus behind Walcott’s writing of the epic poem Omeros was a desire to elevate the 
status of New World flora (palm, mango) to the literary level of Old World willows and oaks. See The South 
Bank Show: Derek Walcott, Dir. Tony Knox. 1989. Esp. 21:40.  
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 The zeměžluč plant never actually appears in any of the stories included in Zeměžluč, but 

as the title of the collection, it is easily the most important word, much less plant name, to translate. 

A direct translation, however, will not work – for zeměžluč is Centaurium, or English “centaury.” 

An English reader could easily Google centaury, if she is unfamiliar with the plant (I certainly 

was), and be confronted with over two million results, but she may never discover that the power 

of this flower as the title comes not from what centaury is, but what zeměžluč means. It is a 

compound of the Czech words země [earth] and žluč [bile, bitterness]. In a book filled with stories 

about grief, anxiety, and violence set against the backdrop of the countryside, the title Zeměžluči 

is perfect. Centaury is not. It sounds like it will be a collection about mythical creatures or sci-fi 

adventures in a triple star system, so another plant with a similar effect on readers must be used. 

 I came up with two suitable plants: bitterroot (Lewisia rediviva) and common rue (Ruta 

graveolens). The name bitterroot carries similar and immediate connotations for Anglophones as 

zeměžluč does for Czechs, but it is a plant that only occurs naturally in the dry rocky areas of 

western North America – it is a plant which neither Čep nor his characters likely ever saw. Luckily, 

common rue works beautifully. In English “rue” has two meanings that make it a suitable 

substitution for zeměžluč: derived from the Latin ruta, rue has been used since the 13th century for 

the plant Ruta graveolens; but derived from the Old English, the word rue also means sorrow.106 

Common has the sense of ordinary, but also something that is shared. So common rue carries the 

sense of sorrow that pertains to us all – certainly the characters in the Čep’s stories, as well as the 

readers. 

 This play on the meanings of rue has been utilized in English before – in Hamlet. Ophelia, 

having gone mad and gives out flowers she has picked: 

 
106 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “rue, n.², sense 1.a” and s.v. “rue, n.¹, sense 1”, July 2023. 
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There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance. Pray you love, remember. And there is pansies, 

that’s for thoughts. There’s fennel for you, and columbines. There’s rue for you, and here’s 

some for me; we may call it herb of grace o’Sundays. You must wear your rue with a 

difference. (IV.5) 

 

With the slight changes and explanations I have made in the English translation, I am 

hoping Čep’s Common Rue will merely be Zeměžluč worn with a difference. 
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3.4 Translating Translatability: Considering Walter Benjamin While Translating Jan Čep 

 

In the Cambridge Introduction to Walter Benjamin, David Ferris writes of Benjamin’s “The Task 

of the Translator”: “The preface to Benjamin’s translation of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs de Mal has 

achieved the status of a work that cannot be avoided in discussions of translation and its theory.”107 

A confusing and at times contradictory essay, “its concern is not the reader’s comprehension nor 

is its essence communication.”108 The essay “is far from a practical guide to translation,” Ferris 

points out. “Rather it is concerned with the question of what significance translation possesses.”109 

Ferris is correct, but Benjamin’s instructions for translators should not be overlooked—they make 

up an essential portion of the essay and provide translators a fascinating template to consider. To 

test its practical validity, I have translated short stories by the Czech author Jan Čep while keeping 

Benjamin’s suggestions in mind. 

 For someone more interested in producing translations than pondering them, Benjamin’s 

concept of translatability is still a valuable concept. As Benjamin stresses, “the translatability of 

linguistic creations ought to be considered even if men should prove unable to translate them,” but 

he also says a crucial issue of translatability is: “Will an adequate translator ever be found among 

the totality of its readers?”110 Every translator should ask himself if he will be up to the task.  

 
107 David Ferris, The Cambridge Introduction to Walter Benjamin (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008) 62.  
108 Carol Jacobs, In the Language of Walter Benjamin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1999) 76. 
109 Ferris, 62. 
110 Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, eds. Marcus Bullock and 
Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1996) 254. 
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 But what does Benjamin mean by translatability, this “essential quality of certain works”? 

He comes closest to answering it with another question: “does [a literary work’s] nature lend itself 

to translation?”111 Benjamin then goes on to say about translation, “of all literary forms it is the 

one charged with the special mission of watching over the maturing process of the original 

language and the birth pangs of its own.”112 This hints at a similar theme discussed by the Old 

English translator Burton Rafael who compares translating Beowulf and Catullus, asking 

rhetorically: “Roughly a thousand years separate the two examples. But can anyone doubt that 

Catullus is in virtually every way more ‘modern’—in subject, poetic approach, use of language, 

sophistication of feeling, and so on?”113 The idea that Rafael is close to defining translatability as 

a work sharing a similar sensibility to the animus mundi of the specific world producing the 

translation is reinforced by Benjamin’s theory that “all suprahistorical kinship between language 

consists in this: in every one of them as a whole, one and the same thing is meant”114 and 

“languages are not strangers to one another, but are a priori, and apart from all historical 

relationships, interested in what they want to express.”115 

 That Benjamin asserts “the higher level of the original, the more translatable it remains” 

suggests he would find Catullus to be more translatable than Beowulf:116 depression from 

unrequited love (odi et amo, quare id faciam fortasse requiris / nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior) 

is certainly more relatable to a contemporary audience than monsters, elves, and giants (Þanon 

untydras ealle on wocon/eotenas ond ylfe ond orcneas / swylce gigantas, þa wið Gode wunnon).117 

 
111 Benjamin, 254. 
112 Benjamin, 256. 
113 Burton Rafael, “Translating Medieval European Poetry,” in The Craft of Translation. eds. John Biguenet and 
Rainer Schulte (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) 29. 
114 Benjamin, 257. 
115 Benjamin, 255. 
116 Benjamin, 256. 
117 Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, ed. Klaeber (Boston: Heath & Co., 1922). Lines 111–3. 
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 In addition to theme, Benjamin does warn about a gulf in linguistic style as well when he 

points out that “what sounded fresh once may sound hackneyed later; what was current may 

someday sound archaic.”118 

 By such measures, the interwar Czech writer Jan Čep would rank low on the scale of 

translatability. Not only does his spiritualism, tasting so heavily of wafer and wine, seem foreign 

to me and so many secular-minded contemporary readers, but he writes with a literary style that 

has fallen out fashion: he employs odd and archaic language, builds sentences like labyrinths, and 

unspools ambiguity through each of his pieces.   

 Struggling with an author who ranks low on the translatability-scale, it could be worth 

looking to Benjamin for guidance. What strategy would he recommend for a translator? Translate 

it word for word. 

 In “Task of the Translator” he includes the admonition of Pannwitz: “Our translations, even 

the best ones, proceed from a mistaken premise. They want to turn Hindi, Greek, English, into 

German instead of turning German into Hindi, Greek, English.”119 Benjamin also champions Voss 

as a great translator, a translator Goethe admires for using hexameters in his translations of Ancient 

Greek.120 In fact, Benjamin admires Goethe’s thoughts on translation, calling them (along with 

Pannwitz’s) “the best comment on the theory of translation that has been published in 

Germany.”121 Benjamin’s recommendations for more literal translations recall Goethe’s idea that 

“a translation that attempts to identify itself with the original ultimately comes close to an 

interlinear version and greatly facilitates our understanding of the original.”122 

 
118 Benjamin, 256. 
119 Benjamin, 261–2. 
120 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Translations,” in Theories of Translation, eds. Rainer Schulte and John Biguenet. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 63. 
121 Benjamin, 261. 
122 Goethe, 63. 
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 Benjamin recommends “a literal rendering of the syntax which proves words rather than 

sentences to be the primary element of the translator.”123 For Benjamin, “free translation” does not 

mean that a translator can ignore the original’s syntax and diction but that he can ignore the syntax 

and diction of the target language: “freedom proves its worth… by its effect on its own 

language.”124  

 “The task of the translator,” he says, “consists in finding the particular intention toward the 

target language which produces in that language the echo of the original.”125 This sounds like 

Benjamin advocates a goal widely acknowledged by professional translators: to produce an 

equivalent effect, similarly to when he says that the “essential quality” of literature “is not 

communication or the imparting of information.”126 But Benjamin is actually interested in using 

translations to explore the kinship between languages in order to gain a tiny bit of understanding 

of the “pure language,” the “true language,” that exists beyond them. 

Whereas in the various tongues that ultimate essence, the pure language, is tied only to 

linguistic elements and their changes, in linguistic creations it is weighted with a heavy 

alien meaning. To relieve it of this, to turn the symbolizing into the symbolized itself, to 

regain pure language fully formed from the linguistic flux, is the tremendous and only 

capacity of translation.127 

 

“True language,” Benjamin believes, “is concealed in concentrated fashion in translations” and “it 

is the task of the translator to release in his own language that pure language which is exiled among 

 
123 Benjamin, 260. 
124 Benjamin, 261. 
125 Benjamin, 258. 
126 Benjamin, 253. 
127 Benjamin, 261. 
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alien tongues, to liberate the languages imprisoned in a work in his recreation of that work.”128 

Benjamin hopes that by turning what Roman Jakobson terms the signum into the signatum,129 a 

glimpse of the pure language may be achieved; for Benjamin every good translation adds another 

detail to the blueprints for the Tower of Babel. 

 Benjamin’s ideas are admirable, so it’s worthwhile to look at examples of translations he 

would respect. Because he writes, “The interlinear version of the Scripture is the prototype or ideal 

of all translation,”130 Hinds’ Interlinear Literal Translation of the Greek New Testament is a 

natural place start: “Answered Jesus not twelve are there hours in the day?”131 This gives a good 

idea about the structure of Koine Greek, but it leaves something to be desired in terms of 

readability. How would it work for something by Jan Čep? Let’s look at a sentence translated 

literally from his story “Path to Morning”: “How for them in the last time became intimate the face 

of death!”132 That sounds even worse.  

 Perhaps, Benjamin’s theories work well only in theory, but not in practice. Excellent 

writers, however, have offered recommendations for translating that closely mirror Benjamin’s. 

Vladimir Nabokov, for example: 

A schoolboy’s boner is less of a mockery in regard to the ancient masterpiece than its 

interpretation or poetization… It is when the translator sets out to render the “spirit”—not 

the textual sense—that he begins to traduce his author. The clumsiest literal translation is 

a thousand times more useful than the prettiest paraphrase.133 

 
128 Benjamin, 259, 261. 
129 Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation,” in Theories of Translation. eds. Rainer Schulte and 
John Biguenet (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 144. 
130 Benjamin, 263. 
131 The Interlinear Literal Translation of the Greek New Testament (New York: Hinds, 1894) 280, John IX.9. 
132 Jak se jim v posledním case stala důvěrnou tvář smrti! In my translation of the story I have chosen to translate it 
less interlinearly as “They came face to face with death last time.” 
133 Edith Grossman, Why Translation Matters (New Haven: Yale UP, 2010) 127. 
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 To test this, we can look at an intralingual translaton of Nabokov’s most famous sentence: 

Lolita, glow of my being, incandescence of my crotch, my vice, my spirit. Lo-lee-ta: the edge of my 

tongue journeying three paces down the roof of my mouth to percuss, at three, on the 

masticators.134 This rewording is ridiculous, of course, but it may be no worse than Nabokov’s 

literalist translation of Eugene Onegin: 

My uncle has most honest principles: 

when taken ill in earnest, 

he has made one respect him 

and nothing better could invent.135 

 

Describing his Onegin as unreadable, Edith Grossman, the acclaimed translator of Marquez, Llosa, 

and Fuentes, writes in her book Why Translation Matters: “Nabokov was a brilliant novelist but a 

dismal translator.”136 She then describes a good translation in terms that many practicing 

translators would agree with: 

Good translations are good because they are faithful to contextual significance. They are 

not necessarily faithful to words or syntax, which are peculiar to specific languages… 

words do not mean in isolation. Words mean as indispensable parts of a contextual whole 

that includes the emotional tone and impact, the literary antecedents, the connotative 

nimbus as well as the denotations of each statement.137 

 

 
134 This monstrosity is my own. 
135 Grossman, 70. 
136 Grossman, 70. 
137 Grossman, 71. 
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 The examples above of translations that obey the literal syntax of the original are indeed 

unreadable, a point on which Benjamin would actually agree with Grossman. He himself says, “A 

literal rendering of the syntax casts the reproduction of meaning entirely to the winds and threatens 

to lead directly to incomprehensibility.”138 For Benjamin translatability and readability are not 

synonymous. Benjamin does not want translations to convey the feeling or style of the source text, 

he wants translations to supplement the original in an attempt to reach “pure language.” “No poem 

is intended for the reader, no picture for the beholder, no symphony for the audience”;139 although 

his analogy is patently wrong, it is clear that in Benjamin’s mind a translation is not for the reader 

but the translator himself. 

 The approach spelled out by Benjamin does, however, work when the reader is somewhat 

familiar with the language of the original (thereby removing its usual raison d'être). This is the 

reason Jen Hofer, an electrifying translator of Mexican poetry, can incorporate Spanish syntax and 

say: 

Contemporary American English is too often polluted by a monological megalomaniacal 

English-only xenophobic imperialism that seeks to impose — via “shock and awe” or 

“enduring freedom” or “extreme rendition” — a language of hegemonically-defined 

totality on the rest of the world.140 

 

I admire Hofer and her translations, but this view of the arrival language141 as enemy only makes 

sense when seen through the eyes of a speaker of a ‘disadvantaged’ departure language that is 

 
138 Benjamin, 260. 
139 Benjamin, 253. 
140 Jen Hofer, “Suspension of Belief: Some Thoughts on Translation as Subversive Speech.” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Protest. Online. http://www.joaap.org/5/articles/hofer/webspecial.htm 
141 Hofer rejects the traditional translation terms of ‘source language’ and ‘target language’ in favor of ‘departure 
language’ and ‘arrival language.’ 

http://www.joaap.org/5/articles/hofer/webspecial.htm
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spoken by more than 400 million people (and studied by the majority of American high school 

students). A Salvadoran poet can get in a car and hold readings anywhere within a 6,689 mile 

stretch from Tijuana to Tierra del Fuego without crossing into a country where Spanish is not the 

official language. She can find an audience of native speakers on five different continents.142  

 Traveling an hour and forty-five minutes north, two hours west, or three hours south, a 

novelist from Prague can only speak to the locals if he knows German; two and a half hours east 

will land him in Poland. While Hofer often views English as a truncheon, Czech writers tend to 

see it as a megaphone, telephone wire, broadband: an instrument to carry their thoughts, style, and 

work to the world. So it makes sense to translate the Czech of Jan Čep into an English that can be 

read and understood. 

 Having worked primarily as a translator of drama, where immediacy of effect trumps 

fidelity, I find it hard even to subscribe to Rosemarie Waldrop’s belief that “A translation that can 

suggest the lost beauty of the original is preferable to a smooth replica that pretends to be original 

itself” (141). Like the Dickinson-quoting editor Venuti criticizes in “Towards a Translating 

Culture,” I want my readers to feel like the tops of their heads have been taken off.  

 There are times when translating Čep that I strive to keep the original syntax. This is 

because in his stories the theme of disorientation weighs heavily throughout, and to transfer this 

confusion upon the reader, Čep exploits Czech’s highly inflected, fluid grammar. While Czech 

tends to use the subject of the sentence at the beginning, like English, Čep consistently places the 

subject after the verb, often at the sentence’s very end. It’s an ingenious trick and one he uses 

constantly to build suspense. In “Path to Morning” I try to mirror the syntactical trick: “Creeping 

off into the darkness in both directions is a field”143 and “With the same shriek flew a flock of 

 
142 I’m counting the Philippines as Asia. 
143 “Vpravo vlevo ležela ve tmě pole…” Zeměžluč, 131. 
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partridges.”144 Čep does this especially well in the story “Moth”: Ze svahů rokle čnély mezi vlhkou 

hlínou lesklé balvany (“Out from the gorge’s wet soil jutted sleek crags”) and Jenom v oknech 

bloudil namodralý odlesk (“across the windows wandered cobalt glints”).145 The retention of the 

subject at the end of the sentence jars at times (especially in the latter), as it can in Czech, but here 

I felt the greater shame would be losing the suspense.  

 For “Burning Up,” I consciously rejected Benjamin’s recommendation for literal syntax 

both because Čep rarely puts the subject at the end of the sentence, and because Karolina, as upset 

as she is in the story, knows exactly where she is. She is disturbed but never disoriented. As a 

result, it is probably the most readable story I have translated so far. 

 Čep also utilizes alliteration to great effect. For example, in “Burning Up,” when Karolina 

stands in the rain, he chooses words with sibilants to make it sound like rain hissing down: “v 

ústech hořkost zvětralé sedliny a v srdci smutek čehosi zmrhaného nevrátně a svevolně.”146 I have 

tried to incorporate a similar effect into my translation of these lines: “her mouth tasted the 

sediment of regret, her heart weighted with the sadness of something irretrievable and misspent.” 

 I have also rejected Benjamin’s identification of the word as the basic unit for a 

translation’s measurement. Instead I followed Roman Jakobson’s advice to concentrate on 

messages instead of code-units.147 For Čep, I have taken a message to not be a full sentence, but 

instead an entire story—much as Rosemarie Waldrop has suggested that the smallest unit to 

measure a translation is the entire book.148 So when I cannot capture the alliteration in one place, 

I can add it in another line. 

 
144 “... zbrázdy se vzneslo s týmž poplašným křikem hejno koroptvi…” Zeměžluč, 132. 
145 Zeměžluč, 99. 
146 Zeměžluč, 88. 
147 Jakobson, 146. 
148 Rosemarie Waldrop, Dissonance: If You Are Interested (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005) 148. 
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 I also use alliteration where Čep does not, such as the phrases: “scrubbed and soaked,” 

“dagger deeper,” “faithful forever” in the story “Burning Up,” to reproduce the way Czech sounds 

to me, with so many voices coming from the front of the mouth. This, combined with Czech’s 

persistent accent on the first syllable of every word, lends the language a poetic (indeed, trochaic 

and dactylic) rhythm that I want to echo in the English. Gregory Rabassa, the acclaimed translator 

of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, has emphasized the importance of having a good ear as a translator, 

noting that “writing is not truly a substitute for thought, it is a substitute for sound” (81);149 

repetition of sounds and words seem to be my best bet at triggering the desired effect. 

 To capture Czech’s rapid tempo I found it necessary to delete words that could be taken as 

redundant, especially adjectives and adverbs, which unlike in English, can be piled into a Czech 

sentence and still sound smooth. For example, if I hadn’t eliminated some words in the first passage 

of “Path to Morning,” it would appear as: 

The darkness of the night was weirdly alive, infused with a strange glow. It was silent, as 

if after a tremor, permeated with the bliss of mysterious complicity and lit with the undying 

embers left behind by the brilliant angel wings of our childhood.150 

 

To keep the adjectives and adverbs from bogging down the pace in English, I have changed it to:  

 

 
149 Gregory Rabassa, “The Ear in Translation,” in The World of Translation (New York: PEN American Center, 
1987) 81. 
150 Tma té noci byla podivně živá, prostoupená prýštěním tajemného světla. Byla tichá jako po nějakém otřesu, 
proniklá blžeností záhadné spoluviny. Jasnost andělských křídel našeho dětství v ní zanechala nehasnoucí stopy 
(131). 
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The darkness of the night was alive, infused with a strange glow. It was silent, as if after a 

tremor, permeated with the bliss of complicity and lit with the undying embers left by the 

angel wings of our childhood. 

 

 When I translated these stories of Čep, I tried my best to disobey Benjamin and consider 

the reader. In “Translation as Appropriation,” Piotr Kuhiwczak writes that “any sincerely 

undertaken intellectual encounter with the former Central Europe or present Eastern Europe is, 

first and foremost, a taxing personal experience,”151  so why make it any more difficult by inflicting 

upon English readers an incomprehensible interlinear translation? I even refuse to break up the 

flow of the narrative by offering a footnote (a technique Benjamin applauds in “Translation—For 

and Against”) to explain that in Czech Cyril Nedoma’s surname has the significant meaning of 

“homeless.” If I have not helped English speakers peek into “pure language,” I do hope that I have 

had some success in turning the stories/messages into strong, fluid, and readable—if not 

translatable—prose. 

  

 
151 Piotr Kuhiwczak, “Translation as Appropriation,” in Translation, History & Culture. eds. Susan Bassnett and 
Andre Lefevere (London: Cassel, 1990) 121. 
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APPENDIX 1 

An earlier draft of “Storm,” the English translation of “Bouře,” with narrative tenses mirroring 

Čep’s. 

 

Scarcely had the road rounded the corner, when behind the roofs rose the sky, suffocating all hope 

with its dark threat. The road cowered in fear, the cows hung their heads to the ground, and the 

cart stopped its clacking; father, however, pulled his straw hat down and raised the whip high as 

the veins bulged out from his arms. Yet the whistle of the whip went silent and a crack thundered 

forth, tearing heaven above. Jeník grabbed his mother’s hand but he let go immediately and went 

even paler, for he spied in his mother’s eyes fright. You must fear for yourself — no one can save 

anyone else. His father didn’t even look back at him, he just seized the reins and the shirt on his 

back swelled with wind. His mother’s eyes landed upon him finally, but they intended to teach 

him devotion: “The Lord knows of us.” But Jeník was afraid and wanted assurance that he 

wouldn’t be killed. 

The village was kneeling back beneath the trees and the cart was already in the middle of 

the fields, the landscape hugged the ground like a partridge, women ran barefoot with their heads 

down, men shouldered their scythes, two long rows of unshocked sheaves lay end to end like 

slaughtered troops, and grain piles were hurriedly loaded, hunching their spines before the ire of 

heaven that kept opening and opening. Only the wooden cross stands quietly at the crossroads, 

stretching its shoulders to the cloudy horror. 

Soon enough it’ll remain here alone, and lighting might snatch half of its body, but again 

it will stand, a silent Martyr, a God abandoned by its people, a frightful symbol that blasphemers 

would only dare touch when they’re drunk. 
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Now, humiliated from fear, they stamp the dust with the prints of their laughable 

wretchedness, longing to reach the village, and the nearer they draw, the better they feel. Jeník 

watches them, envies them: why, weren’t the Skládals all the way back by the road a moment ago, 

now they are turning into the farmhouse. The wind grabs the women’s skirts, baring their knees; 

now they can’t be seen, perhaps they have opened the barn door and now they have a roof over 

their heads and above that roof the crown of a giant apple tree, they have dry ground beneath their 

feet; they look at the heavy clouds and think: “How lucky we are to be home.” And swallows chirp 

noiselessly, barely peeking their heads from the nest. 

Jeník thinks to himself: “Oh to sit by the window and watch the hens run under the shed!” 

He pauses, however; his father stands upright above the hayrack and with each flash his mother 

makes the sign of the cross. From below Jeník sees his father’s body against the black sky, he 

doesn’t even wear a coat; his mother moves her lips quietly, and the cows swing their heads and 

with each thunderclap they squint their eyes. 

“To sit nice and dry by the window,” flashes through Jeník’s mind, but right then he looks 

at his father and mother, and he cannot swallow, something heavy has grown inside of him, an 

obstruction that cannot be removed… 

The cart hopped a hedge and drives into a field. Jeník takes the whip and walks towards 

the cows so they won’t scare. Mother is already passing up the sheaves. Jeník pets Stračena’s 

forehead and, afraid, he prays: “God’s angel, my guardian,” and then says, “Dear God, please let 

us load at least seven shocks.” He’s terrified, forgetting to breathe, but he wouldn’t want to be at 

home now, not without his mom and dad; it wouldn’t help to be the only one safe… 

Two shocks are already on the cart and only a few sheaves remain of the third. Jeník 

clutches his fists impatiently when a sheaf takes too long, and now, look, a bind broke loose, and 
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again a sheaf was too heavy and fell back on his mother, the cartload gets stacked higher and 

higher; only two shocks more and they will be done! 

Father stands on top, his head bare, blood running down his arm. Poor mother tightens her 

blue skirt and is unable to reach; the grain and awns fall into her eyes, her mouth, down the back 

her blouse; sweat drips down her face and she has no time to wipe it. A black maelstrom looms 

overhead, resounding with leg-buckling booms. Dear God, just one more shock! 

Jeník takes Stračena by her muzzle and leads her to the final shock; the grass between the 

stubble-fields trembles in the black wind, black for everything is black: the ground, the sky… Jeník 

looked up, his father’s white face remained nailed to the clouds as a terrifying and brilliant abyss 

opened behind him; the cows, knocked down by a terrible blow, fell to their knees; father tumbled 

to the ground, while mother, pale as death, grabbed onto a stanchion. Jeník cried and clasped his 

hands together, but he couldn’t remember any prayer. 

The rumbling died down and rain began to fall; with unsteady steps father went to the cows 

to help them up, mother wiped away Jeník’s tears and patted his hair, unable to express a word. 

The cartload wobbled and the last shock remained on the field as heaven hurtled to earth in a 

torrent of rain. 

“Step on the wheel!” father screamed, but the boom of thunder swallowed his words and 

the cart slipped down the wet hillside; for an instant, the wheel stood still in the air and only by a 

miracle did the cart not tip. But they took this miracle as a matter of course, resolved as they were 

for death as for life. 

Father went to bend over the front wheel; his skin shining through his shirt and water 

splashing out of his boots, but he noticed nothing, he had completely transformed under the 
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pressure of gathering each of the toppled sheaves, and he could no longer be startled, not even by 

a thunderbolt that would put an end to everything. 

Mother pulled Jeník away from the cartload since the danger was greater there; only dad 

must go that way, no one can go there in his stead, come what may… 

Suddenly, Jeník felt the taste of soil in his mouth and almost choked on the sweet humility 

that both pressed him to the drenched ground and relieved him. He looked for his father but all he 

could see was a hunched back, and suddenly bang! Both cows went to their knees; father fell back 

against the ridge and looked back at mother and Jeník, exhaustion in his eyes. Rain stood like a 

wall in between them and the village: Oh Lord, are we meant to perish here after all? But lo and 

behold, it was the patient eyes of the cows that opened first and the animals strained against the 

yoke unbidden, the humans only fell in behind them. 

A cross emerged from darkness with its shoulders spread. All three of them prayed aloud 

as they passed by. 

The way from the cross to the farmhouses led, as they say, through another world, and 

when the first fence appeared, their joy was unexpected and beautiful like an undeserved reward. 

“Are we really alive?” they asked, the mud  was so warm between their fingers and toes, the linden-

trees gave off a pleasant scent, and the died down. Father turned back at last, his pale face broke 

into a pure smile, Jeník had never seen him this way before. Mother didn’t dare yet, laughter still 

seemed like blasphemy to her. 

Then they looked at each other and at the soaked cartload. “I said we shouldn’t go,” mother 

said, but then even she laughed, since no one was hurt. Jeník approached Stračena, but his hand, 

outstretched to pet her froze., when he saw her open eyes and tears running out. He never knew 

that cows could also cry.  
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APPENDIX 2 

Stories from Zeměžluč in Czech 
From Jan Čep, Dvojí domov ( Praha: Vyšehrad, 1991) 
 
  





• 

Jan Cep - dedicove, 1991 

ISBN 80-7021-077-X 
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