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Abs tract

This article is devoted to show the common grounds of Czech and other European
lit era ture. Images of birds have an imposing tradition of use in Czech lit era ture. They
are char ac ter ized by a variety of meanings and history of existence. There are both tra -
di tional and everyday folklore images, such as my tholo geme of raven for the first one, 
and geese for the second, which have different semantic workloads. Dis cus sion of the
image of birds in the Czech lit era ture is the basement of con clu sions about the
common ground that brings Czech and European lit era ture together. Moreover, it also 
gives us more details about Czech national identity, the specifics of its literary schools 
and movements and the origi nal ity of the author’s vision of the world.

The fo un da tions

Im ages of birds have great his tory and strong tra di tion of use in
Czech lit era ture. These im ages have vari ous mean ing and his tory of
ex is tence. Euro pean topic, na tional tra di tion, author’s vi sion of the
world and im age of bird and also fea tures pe cu liar to the genre and
liter ary move ments can pre domi nate in this im age. 

Thus, for ex am ple, tra di tional folk lore im ages of Czech fairy tales,
usu ally be ing my tholo gems, rep re sent the Euro pean topic. Fore most,
this is the my tholo gem of raven or crow, car ry ing liv ing and dead
water.

,,Ach nězabiže, dobrý človeče, naše mladé, veď sa ti my chceme všetkým dobrým 
odslúžiť!“ prosila stará vrána. ,,Len vtedy vám mladé vaše pustím, keď mně doněsietě 

živej a mŕtvej vody!“ — ,,Ej do ne sie me, do ne sie me!“ vzkřikli staří jedním hlasem.
[...] nesouce každá jednu lahvičku v zobáku (Němcová 2012, p. 11). 

Tra di tio nal and eve ry day folklore

In pre - Chri stian myt ho lo gi cal re pre sen ta tions ra ven has di stinct
chtho nic fun c tion (Гура 1997), car ry ing out com mu ni ca tion with the
lo wer world (Славянские древности… 1995, т. 1, p. 434). Ac cor -
ding to K. Le vi - Stra uss, the fact that the ra ven eats car rion is the re a -
son that the myt ho lo ge me is per ce i ved as a me dia tor be twe en li fe and
de ath: car rion is al re a dy not an ani mal, but al so not a plant fo od, that is
why the ra ven re pre sents a co m pro mi se be twe en car ni vo ro us and her -
bi vo ro us ani mals, the jux ta po si tion of which to each ot her re flects the
an ti no my of li fe and de ath (Леви-Стросс 2011, p. 234–270). Hen ce,
we ha ve two ty pes of wa ter that the ra ven brings.

Мертвая вода [...] как бы добивает, превращает [...] в окончательного
мертвеца. Это своего рода погребальный обряд, соответствующий обсыпанью
землей […] Только теперь, после окропления мертвой водой [...] живая вода
будет действовать (Пропп 1959, p. 282). 

The my t ho lo gem of ra ven/crow, along with ot her me t hods, in tro -
du ces Czech li te ra tu re to the Eu ro pe an cu l tu ral spa ce, gi ving it a wo r t -
hy pla ce, and that be co mes mo re si g ni fi cant if we ta ke the dif fi cult fa te 
of Czech li te ra tu re in to con si de ra tion. 

Along with myt ho lo gi cal ima ges in fo l klo re the re are al so ima ges
of “eve ry day” cha ra c ter. First of all, this is the ima ge of ge e se, which
is as so cia ted with the ac ti vi ties of pe a sant chi l dren – one of the first
agri cu l tu ral work, which was en tru sted to yo ung chi l dren in pe a sant
fa mi lies – gra zing ge e se. In the old folk song Ne me lem, ne me lem, the
cha ra c ter asks the fe ma le cha ra c ter to re me m ber the di stant ti me when 
they gra zed ge e se to ge t her:

Jen ty si, jen ty si, jen ty si, jen ty si
má panenko, vzpomeň si.
Vzpomeň ty si na ty časy,
když jsme spolu husy pásli. 
           (Nemelem, nemelem)
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Tra di tional and eve ry day folk lore im ages dif fer in their se man tic
work load. Eve ry day im ages were de signed to show not the com mon
thing that unites the folk lore of the Czechs with the folk lore of the
peoples of Europe – this was the func tion of mytho logi cal im ages, but
its in di vidu al ity, dis tinc tion. Ac tu ally, this in di vid ual just turned into
a com mon, as in the case of geese. In many Euro pean coun tries,
peasant chil dren be gan with this work. 

The same can be said about the lit er ary topic. The use of com mon
Euro pean sym bols in tro duces Czech lit era ture to a number of Euro -
pean lit era tures, na tional sym bols show its ex clu siv ity. First and fore -
most, to the lit er ary topic ap plies, of course, a ro man tic im age –
a marker of spring and love, the im age of the night in gale.

O lásce šeptal tichý mech;
květoucí strom lhal lásky žel,
svou lásku slavík růži pěl,
růžinu jevil vonný vzdech   
                (K. H. Mácha)

The Czechs have their own im age – the im age of a dove, which we
find in the first lines of the famous ro man tic poem by K. H. Mácha
May (Máj). 

Byl pozdní večer – první máj -–
večerní máj – byl lásky čas.
Hrdliččin zval ku lásce hlas,
kde borový zaváněl háj  
                 (K. H. Mácha)

Birds in li te ra tu re

Turn ing to the im ages of birds in lit er ary monu ments, we can see
how Czech writ ers of the twen ti eth cen tury con tinue the na tional tra -
di tions. An ex am ple is a poem by Vitězslav Nez vala A sigh (Po-
vzdech), a kind of el egy, typi cal for Czech lit era ture, the fill ing of
which are sad thoughts about the time, the ir revo ca bil ity of the past,

re grets about the beauty of what is gone, but, mean while, the hope for
the fu ture.

Při řece Rokytně
se perou bílé husy
Sám samoutinký jdu si
Nebe je blankytné

Ty kraji plný lip
a bramborových polí
pročpak mě srce bolí
Kdysi nám bylo líp

Pil jsem z tvých okapů
Ta dobrá jabloň ví to
Dnes je mi všeho líto
Sám sebe nechápu

… Habrové mýtiny
ty nikdy ne u vad nou
Vrátím se k nim až spadnou
mně s očí šupiny

A vykoupám se v nich
jak husy bílé peří
jež blýská když se šeří
jak čistý jarní sníh.1

At the be gin ning of the poem, try ing to de scribe a sim ple un pre ten -
tious land scape of a home land, the poet re calls the river Rok itna, on
one shore of which white geese fight. At the end of the poem, he says
that the na tive na ture will al low the yearn ing, not know ing what his
des tiny is, lyri cal hero “to clean the white feath ers, which will shine
like pure spring snow at dusk.” Sur pris ingly, Nez val, who paid trib ute
to mod ern ism, the founder of the van guard trends of po etry and sur re -
al ism, pre fers na tional im ages to the topic. It seems that this phe nome -
non has men tal na ture.
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Nez val was ech oed by an other rep re sen ta tive of Czech moder-
nism, Antonin Sova. In his fa mous poem Ponds (Ryb níky) from the
cy cle My home land (Z mého kraje) de scrib ing the pond and draw ing
an im pres sion istic pic ture of his na tive na ture, he men tions a wild
duck, in green ish feath ers of which wa ter drops shim mer with all the
col ors of the rain bow.

Ty české rybníky jsou stříbro slité,
……………………………………..
Tu sluka steskne v rákosí blíž kraje,
a kachna vodní s peřím zelenavým,
jak duhovými barvami když hraje,
se nese v dálce prachem slunce žhavým  
                        (A. Sova)

Both ex am ples dem on strate the fact that while draw ing pic tures of
na tive Czech na ture, writ ers turn to sim ple “eve ry day” im ages,
thereby em pha siz ing the speci fic ity of na tional lit era ture. It is in ter est -
ing that the trans fer of the author’s vi sion of the na tive land scape is
simi lar for all po ets of that time. Per haps, in this case the mecha nisms
pe cu liar to the lit er ary di rec tion work.

It should be noted that Czech lit era ture is char ac ter ized by an other
fea ture – the de sire to write “for the eye”, to draw vis ual im ages.
Mácha, de scrib ing the boat un der the white sail, which ap peared in the 
dark wa ters of the even ing lake, re sorted to a figu ra tive com pari son,
com par ing it with a white dove fly ing in the shadow of a black cloud.
The im age is be ing en hanced by a pic ture of a white wa ter lily bloom -
ing in dark wa ter. It cre ates an ex pres sive im age “for the eye”, a bright
vis ual pic ture.

Jak holoubátko sněhobílé
pod černým mračnem přelétá,
lílie vodní zakvétá
nad temné modro; tak se číle – 
kde jezero se v hory níží –
po temných vlnách cosi blíží,
rychle se blíží. Malá chvíle,

a již co čápa vážný let,
ne již holoubě či lílie květ,
bílá se plachta větrem houpá. 
               (K. H. Mácha)

De scri bing the ci ty of Le nin grad, in the sa me - na med po em, M. Půj-
ma nová, ap pa ren t ly re fer ring to the sun set over the Ne va ri ver du ring
the Whi te nights, calls the ci ty “the Nor dic blui sh- pur p le swan, Nor dic 
grey swan”.

Ty město krásné, město mé
s očima měnˇavýma,
kdo nezná je, ten utoné,
severní labuti siná,
severní šerá labuti
pod opálovou perutí
       (Půjmanová 1958, p. 206)

Nev er the less, in the Czech po etry of the twen ti eth cen tury, the
swan can be used in the tra di tional mytho logi cal mean ing: re fer ring to
the be loved, the lyri cal hero of the early poem of Nez val calls her
“swan, beauty”.

Labutí, 
krásko, 
dvěstě let ubíhá za jediný den, 
zámecká okna ti házejí 
smuteční kytice, 
vo do try sku sen, 
těch lásek úsměv dvorný – 
vspomínám… 
          (V. Nezval 1922)

The hero of the Czech lyr ics also be comes a swal low, as a sym bol
of flight, the de sire to spend some time in the beau ti ful warm It aly.
Nez val em pha sizes that the fate of a swal low is flight and the fate of
the poet is song.
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A jestli viděl jsem co neviděli jiní
tím lépe vlaštovko jež hledáš rodný chlév
Ukázalas mi jih kde máš své hnízdo v skříni
Tvým osudem je let mým osudem je zpěv 
                          (V. Nezval)

Con c lu sion

Thus, dis cus sion of the im age of birds in the Czech lit era ture
allows us to draw con clu sions about the com mon ground that brings it
to gether with other Euro pean lit era ture, about its na tional iden tity, the
spe cif ics of its lit er ary schools and move ments and the origi nal ity of
the author’s vi sion of the world.

Trans la ted by Ana sta sia Ko r cha gi na
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