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Abs tract

The article provides an overview of the history of Czech literary re pre sen ta tions
of the Holocaust (with par ti cu lar emphasis on prose) in the second half of the
twentieth century, the period of the so-called Cold War (1945–1989). The author tries
to show the si nu soi dal presence of re flec tion on the Shoah ex pe rience in the works
written by Czech writers, depending on the political situation and current artistic
trends.

Artykuł przybliża w sposób przeglądowy historię czeskich li ter ackich re pre zen -
tacji Ho lo kaus tu (ze szczególnym naciskiem na prozę) w drugiej połowie XX wieku,
w okresie tzw. zimnej wojny (1945–1989). Autorka stara się pokazać si nu soi dalną,
uza leżnioną od sytuacji po li tyc znej i obowiązujących trendów ar tystyc znych,
obecność refleksji nad doświadcze niem Shoah w twórc zoś ci czeskich pisarzy.

[Ge no ci de traumas] cannot be simply fo r got ten and put out
of mind, and neither can they be ade qu a te ly re me m be red. 
                 (Heyden White, The Mo de r nist Event)

Those who are dead, do not speak […]. The memory that
serves the living betrays the dead. It is not in the power of
the living to give the word to the dead. Time works against
the in no cent. Time is playing with things, which happened
yesterday. 
                            (Arnošt Lustig, Essays)

Re flec tion on the Holo caust lit era ture is, to a large ex tent, re flec -
tion on changes the in mem ory and its of fi cial, in di vid ual, so cial and
na tional di men sions. To day, the re peated and fixed phrases about the
end of lit era ture, the im pos si bil ity of writ ing po etry af ter the Holo -
caust, are re mem bered even by the av er age re cipi ent. “The world of
Ausch witz lies be yond the lim its of lan guage, just as it lies be yond the
lim its of the hu man mind,” said Georg Stei ner, and Dan Diner added:
“The mass ex ter mi na tion of Euro pean Jews has its sta tis tics, but no
nar ra tive”.

The study of the rep re sen ta tion of the Shoah in the Czech lit era ture
could not be car ried out solely on the ba sis of aes thetic cri te ria. This
rule ap plies to any na tional lit er ary space. The lit er ary re ac tion to the
Holo caust never re mains a purely cul tural, lin guis tic, aes thetic or
poetic re ac tion. It is al ways a kind of ut ter ance that is over writ ten by
the his tori cal, po liti cal, so cial and so cio logi cal con text. Fo cus ing on
the ma jor events of com mon Czech–Jew ish his tory, one can get the
impres sion that, like the his tory of Czech–Jew ish re la tions, with all its
ups and downs, the sub ject of the Holo caust in the Czech lit era ture and 
cul ture has been simi larly si nu soi dal.

In the fol low ing ar ti cle, I will try to briefly clar ify and con firm this
state ment pre sent ing  over view of the Czech Holo caust lit era ture writ -
ten in the Cold War pe riod. It is worth pay ing at ten tion to the cur rent
trend – mo ments of greater lit er ary (and not only) in ter est in the Holo -
caust ex pe ri ence oc cur in the years im me di ately af ter the war (be fore
the com mu nist coup in 1948), then in the 1960s (which is the mo ment
of cul tural thaw and re vival re lated to socio- political changes in
Czecho slo va kia), and fi nally in the post- revolutionary pe riod or even
at the very be gin ning of the 21st cen tury. Be tween these pe ri ods of
increased re cep tion and ar tis tic rep re sen ta tion of the Holo caust, there
are, to use the Czech term mez ery, blank spaces, of fi cially con trolled
or natu ral gaps in the mem ory of this ex pe ri ence (at least in the of fi cial 
lit er ary space).

It is im por tant to be aware of the dif fer ences in the in ten sity of the
lit er ary re sponse to the Holo caust and the dif fer ences in the per cep tion 
of this ex pe ri ence in na tional lit era tures (as Agata Firlej writes, “the
dis course on the Shoah is stuck in na tional com mu ni ties at all”, Fir lej,
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2016, 13). In this re spect, Czech lit era ture cer tainly does not pro pose
such a broad and, so to speak, in tense ap proach to the sub ject, as
Polish or Ger man lit era ture. The rea sons are ob vi ous and re sult mainly 
from vari ous his tori cal and so cial ex pe ri ences, as well as dif fer ent
national- Jewish re la tions in the pre- war pe riod. The dis tinc tion
between the Slo vak and Czech rep re sen ta tions of the Holo caust
strongly needs to be em pha sized, but, un for tu nately, it would not be
a point in this ar ti cle. How ever, it is dif fi cult to ig nore the co ex is tence
of these two cul tures dur ing the Cold War and the com ple men tar ity of
their lit er ary mar kets. For the pur poses of this pa per, there fore, I adopt
a no men cla ture that is of ten im pre cise, and I will elabo rate only on the
“Czech” re ac tion to the Holo caust. Moreo ver, I am go ing to limit my
con sid era tions even more, fo cus ing on prose. This may be ex plained
to some ex tent by the fact of a par tial ab sence of Holo caust rep re sen ta -
tions in po etic and drama tur gi cal texts – Czech po ets and play wrights
did not ex clude the Holo caust from their lit er ary in ter ests or du ties
(just to men tion such names like Ferdi nand Peroutka, Jiří Kolář or Ja -
ro slav Seif ert1), but cer tainly the most rec og niz able and the most rep -
re sen ta tive ex am ples of Czech lit er ary re ac tions to the Holo caust dur -
ing the Cold War pe riod, are to find in prose.

Like al most all Euro pean lit era tures, the Czech lit er ary scene also
pro duced many ti tles re lated to the “Age of Stoves” (a term coined by
the Pol ish writer Adolf Rud nicki). At least a few of them have beco-
me, in a way, ico nographic for the Czech cul ture. Film ad ap ta tions,
espe cially from the 1960s, have played here a ma jor role, thus they
have been ap pre ci ated all over the world.

The first three years af ter the war in Czecho slo va kia are called in
the Czech lan guage mo ment přerodu (“a mo ment of tran si tion”), a pe -
riod of a cer tain cul tural re lease, which in the sphere of lit era ture with
the sub ject of the Holo caust brings pri mar ily (simi larly to other Cen -
tral Euro pean lit era tures) lit er ary docu ments, tes ti mo nies and cor re -

spon dences. Per haps the most im por tant text of this kind and of this
pe riod is the co- authored book writ ten by Ota Kraus and Erich Schön
Továrna na smrt (The Death Fac tory, 1946)2. A sug ges tive ti tle is not
sur pris ing any more to day. Ac cord ing to Jiří Holý, the ti tle term has
been a part of the ico nog ra phy of the Holo caust around the world for
many years be fore Továrna was pub lished. How ever, Kraus and
Schön in di cated the first Czech lit er ary de scrip tion of the well- orga-
nized Holo caust ma chin ery, in which cre at ing thou sands of av er age
citi zens, were in volved (cf. Holý, 2011, 15)3.

The 1940s, how ever, was pri mar ily the mo ment when on the Czech 
lit er ary mar ket ap peared a book, that would re main a point of ref -
erence for sub se quent authors prac ti cally through out all the sec ond
half of the 20th cen tury – Život s hvězdou (Life with a Star) writ ten by
a writer of Jew ish ori gin, Jiří Weil. The text ap peared in book stores in
1949, so shortly af ter the com mu nist coup, but it hardly meets the
require ments of  the “new lit era ture”. As a re sult of his in com pati bil ity 
with so cial ist po et ics, Jiří Weil was placed on the list of authors with
a pub li ca tion ban, ex pelled from the Un ion of Czecho slo vak Writ ers
(Cz: Svaz če sko slov enských spi so vatelů), and al most ended up in
prison (cf. Holý, 2011, p. 14). His text, bru tally de pict ing the cruel
machin ery of kill ing in the Auschwitz- Birkenau con cen tra tion camp,
through a de tailed de scrip tion of the camp’s eve ry day life and hu man
deg ra da tion, which be comes some thing com pletely or di nary and pro -
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2 Other examples of te sti mo nial li te ra tu re from this li te ra ry period are for
instance: Lev Sy chra va, Záznamy z Bu chen wa l du (Records from Bu chen wald,
1945), Jan Hajšman, V drápech bestie (The Claws of a Beast, 1947), Jiří Beneš,
V němekém zajetí (German ca p ti vi ty, 1945), Václav Jírů, Šesté jaro (The Sixth
Spring, 1946), Anna Auředníčková, Tři léta v Terezíně (Three years in Terezín,
1945), Olga Košutová, U Svatobořic (1946).

3 On the margin, Czech “participation in the Holocaust” was based primarily on
observing, not responding, and often being involved in expelling Jews from their
homes to take their property after all. Hence the contemporary need to confront the
“spacial emptiness”, the disappearance of the neighbors, which resulted, for example,
in the Zmizelí sousedé (Neighbours who disappeared) educational project
(https://www.jewishmuseum.cz/en/progra m-and -edu ca tion/).

1 For more in fo r ma tion on the Czech Shoah poetry, see for example: Štěpán
Balík, Yelling into the Silence and its Echos. Czech Shoah Poetry Written till 1960s
and its Re ce p tion, “Po zna ń skie Studia Sla wi sty cz ne” 2017, no. 12, pp. 29–45.  



saic, met with ex tremely se vere criti cism. It con cerned, among oth ers,
Weil’s book as a “deca dent” ex am ple of “per ni cious ex is ten tial ism”
and hit the main char ac ter of the text, a pro tago nist who did not meet
the cri te ria of a so cial ist lit er ary hero, a non- hero, show ing “ca pitu la -
tion and cow ard ice” (as critic Ivan Skála claimed). 

Weil’s tes ti mony and the film di rected by Al fréd Ra dok Daleká
cesta4 (The Dis tant jour ney) sym boli cally closed the stage of the
post- war pres ence of the Shoah in the Czech cul ture. Both works were
cre ated in 1949, both were also im me di ately banned. Dis tant Jour ney
did not even have an of fi cial pre miere.

Two years later a kind of a repe ti tion of the pre- war Czecho slo vak
anti- Semitism dem on stra tion took place – a po liti cal show trial in
which, among oth ers, Ru dolf Slánský, the Gen eral Sec re tary of the
Com mu nist Party of Czecho slo va kia, was ac cused of par tici pat ing in
a spy net work for Is rael. Dur ing the pro cess, the al lu sions to the Jew -
ish ori gin of the ac cused were not avoided. 11 out of 14 de fen dants
were sen tenced to the death pen alty, which was car ried out in De cem -
ber 1952. 

The sub ject of the ex ter mi na tion of Jews ceased to ex ist in the of fi -
cial cul tural space. Un der skin com mu nist anti- Semitism crept into the
po ems of emi nent po ets rep re sent ing the gen era tion of the Czech
inter war ar tis tic bo hema, in clud ing for ex am ple Vítězslav Nez val.
Un of fi cially, how ever, quite dif fer ent ini tia tives were taken, such as il -
le gally pub lished col lec tion of sur re al ist po etry, Židovská jména (The
Jew ish names, 1949), in which the authors, as a sign of pro test against
anti- Semitic at mos phere in the coun try, started to use pseu do nyms re -
fer ring to Jew ish names. One of the authors stayed with this pseu do -
nym un til the end of his life, thus sign ing all his later pub li ca tions
(I am men tion ing here the fa mous “un der ground pope” Egon Bondy,
born as Zbyňek Fischer).

In de pendent lit er ary re flec tions on the Shoah had to step aside in
the 1950s for pro claimed lit er ary aes thet ics and nar ra tives about war,

un der stood as the strug gle be tween the pro le tar iat and the bour geoi sie. 
Those years brought im por tant texts that will un for tu nately be pub -
lished only af ter few dec ades, such as the auto bio graphi cal Treb linka,
slovo jak z dět ské říkanky (Treb linka, a word like from a chil dren’s
rhyme) by Rich ard Gla zar, a former pris oner of the Treb linka con cen -
tra tion camp and one of the he roes of the fa mous movie Shoah by
Claude Lanz mann. Or the col lec tion of po ems Černá lyra (Black lyre)
writ ten by the eminent Czech poet Jiří Kolář in the 1950s as “the
history of hu man wick ed ness” (quoted af ter Holý, 2011, p. 19) (the
full edi tion of the col lec tion was not pub lished un til 2000). The of -
ficially ed ited “con tem po rary ac cepted texts with the theme of con -
cen tra tion camps” (Holý, 2011, p. 20) were cre ated by such authors as
for ex am ple Nor bert Frýd (Meč archandělů [Sword of the arch an gels], 
1954 and Kra bice živých [Boxes of liv ing], 1956), Mi lan Jariš (Oni
přijdou [They will come], 1948, 1949, 1953, 1956, 1985) and E.F.
Burian (Osm od tam tud [Eight from there], 1954, 1956). A char ac ter is -
tic fea ture of these pub li ca tions, as Jiří Holý claims, is their dili gent
avoid ance of Jew ish top ics, as if the Holo caust de scribed by the
authors did not con cern the Jew ish na tion, and a rather ironic at ti tude
to wards Ameri can lib era tors (cf. Holý 2011, 20 and 21).

A sub tle sig nal of change was the pub li ca tion of an other, per haps
the best known, text writ ten by Jiří Weil, who re turned to writ ing af ter
eight years of si lence. The bib lio philic pub li ca tion of Žaloz pěv za
77 297 oběti (Lam en ta tion for 77,297 vic tims) took place in 1958. The 
number in the ti tle re fers to the number of Czech citi zens killed by
Nazi re gime whose names were com memo rated on the walls of the
Pra gue Pinkas Syna gogue. The origi nal struc ture of the text, to some
ex tent al ready her alds the nar ra tive ex peri ments of the 1960s, and, at
the same time, be comes an ex tremely clear break through in the of fi -
cial ar tis tic “trends” of the 1950s. 

Smoke from nearby factories shrouds a coun try side as flat as a table, a coun try -
side stretch ing off to infinity. Covering it are the ashes of millions of dead. Scattered
through out are fine pieces of bone that ovens were not able to burn. When the wind
comes, ashes rise to the heavens, bone fragments remain on the ground. And rain falls
on the ashes, and rain turns them to good fertile soil, as befits the ashes of martyrs.
And who can find the ashes of those from my native land, of whom there were 77,297? 
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4 Distant Journey is a Czech Holocaust film directed by Alfréd Radok and
released in 1949. The plot is blending historic footage of the Nazis crime with
a fictional love story between a Jewish woman and her Aryan husband.



I gather some ashes with my hand, for only a hand can touch them, and I pour them
into a linen sack, just as those who once left for a foreign country would gather their
native soil so as never to forget, so as always to return to it” (Lam en ta tion for 77,297
Victims, trans la tion by David Lightfoot, source: https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/
books/book/dis trib uted/L/bo68264052.html). 

An other post mor tem pub lished text by Jiří Weil opened a dec ade
that sig nifi cantly changed the shape of the Holo caust lit er ary dis -
course in the Czech cul tural space – the novel Na střeše je Men del sohn 
(Men dels sohn is on the Roof) from 1960 tells a fic tional and quite gro -
tesque story of or der ing by Re in hard Hey drich re moval from the Ru -
dolfinum roof the sculp ture of Ger man com poser with Jew ish ori gin
Fe lix Man dels sohn. Two Czech work ers, as sisted by SS- men, climbed 
onto the roof, but none of them knew which of the sculp tures is “de fil -
ing the Ger man pal ace of mu sic”. They were just about to throw off
Rich ard Wagner’s fig ure, be cause of non- standard size of his nose. In
fact, Wagner’s sculp ture never stood on the roof of the Ru dolfinum.
The story writ ten by Weil is, how ever, re peated till to day by Pra gue
guides and func tions like an ur ban leg end.

The end of the 1950s brought an other great lit er ary per son age to
the his tory of Czech lit era ture. Ar nošt Lus tig, a Terezin and Ausch -
witz sur vi vor, de voted all his work to the sub ject of the Holo caust. His
lit er ary de buts were also so fa mous thanks to the out stand ing screen -
ings rep re sent ing the Czecho slo vak New Wave trend: the proses Noc
a naděje (The night and the hope) and Démanty noci (Dia monds of the 
night) pub lished in 1958 were the lit er ary pro to types of the mov ies
directed by Zbyňek Brynch in 1962 and by Jan Němec in 1964. The
pro tago nists of Lus tig’s texts broke the so cial ist stereo type, the im age
of the war and the Holo caust, con ven tion al ized in the 1950s, an
impor tant ele ment of which was an ac tive op po si tion to the oc cu pant.
As Jiří Holý wrote, these are usu ally non he roic char ac ters, weak and
de fense less or old peo ple, chil dren, and out sid ers fight ing for sur vival, 
des per ately stick ing to what is fundamental, ba sic hu man ity, moral
val ues, which seem to be a guar an tee of sur vival in the world de nuded
of norms and ethi cal rules. Lus tig’s texts con sti tute of al most crude
rec ord of the cruel eve ry day war-life. In the con text of this work, it is
dif fi cult not to stop for a mo ment over Jan Němec ad ap ta tion – one of

the great est works of Czecho slo vak cin ema, a col lage of im ages, de -
tails, remi nis cences, voices and ech oes that build an at mos phere of be -
ing sur rounded, but also an al most ani mal in stinct of sur vival.

The film opens with a scene of two boys jumping off a German train – as they
were being deported from one con cen tra tion camp to another at the end of the war
[…]. Their distant journey begins, as well as the no-story of their escape and
wandering (Málek, 2011).

Ar nošt Lus tig’s proses bal ance on the verge of fic tion and the
authen tic ex pe ri ence of the Holo caust sur vi vor. They dif fer slightly
from the other texts pub lished at that time, which were mostly based
on the form of a docu ment, of ten pre sent ing the camp re al ity5. 

An other im por tant name of the turn of the 1950s and 1960s is
Ludvík Aške nazy, who pro posed a nar ra tive about the Holo caust from 
the point of view of a sheep dog be long ing to a Jew ish woman (Psí
život [A dog’s life], 1959), the text Černá bedýnka (Black box) from
1960 com bin ing pho to graphs from the re al ity of war and lit er ary com -
men tar ies on them, and the prose Vajíčko (Lit tle egg, 1963), be ing an
ex am ple of using in the Shoah nar ra tive the child per spec tive. An other 
work, which be came fa mous also thanks to its movie ad ap ta tion was
Bez krásy, bez límce (No beauty, no col lar, 1962) writ ten by Hana Bě-
lohradská, on which the screen play of the movie …a pátý jezdec je
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5 Dita Saxová (1962)  – a tragic story about a Jewish woman for whom the ex pe -
rien ce of the war and the ghetto has become such a heavy wound that she is unable
to start living in the „normal” post-war world. Modlitba pro Kateřinu Ho ro vi t zovą
(1964, The prayer for Kateřina Horovitzová) –  the text that brought the author the
greatest publicity in the 1960s – it tells the authentic story of a Jewish woman who,
before entering the gas chamber, tears out the guard’s weapon and kills him. Her
act becomes a gesture ex pres sing the strength of the hu mi lia ted, a ma ni fe sta tion of
the dignity or pride of the defeated. Z deníku sedmnáctileté Perly Sch. (1979, From
the diary of seven teen -yea r -old Perla Sch.) – a book which, according to J. Holý,
was written as a response to the famous Anne Frank’s Diary – a fi c ti tio us diary of
a young Terezin pro sti tu te, written and published in exile. The ba c k gro und for
many texts created in this literary period are very often transit camp and ghetto in
Terezín and Aus chwit z-Bir kenau con cen tra tion camp, where many Terezin priso-
ners were finally trans po rted.



Strach di rected by Zbyňek Brynch was based (…and the fifth horse -
man is a Fear, 1964). 

The mid- sixties was the pe riod in which Czech litera ture, cine ma -
tog ra phy and broadly un der stood cul ture be gin to revive, the golden
age of Czech prose, so- called “golden six ties” bru tally ended with the
in va sion of the War saw Pact ar mies on Czecho slo va kia in August
1968 and the cul tural and po liti cal “nor mal iz ing” regu la tions in tro -
duced in 1969. It is worth remaining for a mo ment in this lush pe riod
for Czech prose, in which the theme of the Holo caust is again dis cov -
ered (or maybe un cov ered?). It ap pears for exam ple in the works of the 
most out stand ing writ ers of this ep och – Jo sef Škvorecký, in a col lec -
tion of short sto ries un der the mean ing ful ti tle Sed mi ra menný svícen
(Seven- armed can dle stick, 1969) and the novel Lviče (Li on ess, 1969), 
where the Holo caust theme was used by the writer in an origi nal way
and woven into the de tec tive threads. The fate of this last book was,
how ever, as the date of pub li ca tion in di cates, more com pli cated (it had 
been al ready in book stores, but was im me di ately banned and the of fi -
cial edi tion was de stroyed).

Ex is ten tial ten den cies in the prose of the 1960s caused that the rep -
re sen ta tion of the Holo caust in the texts cre ated in this epoch fo cuses
more on the con di tion of man and his po si tion in the face of evil. That,
in fact, opened the field for com par ing two to tali tar ian re gimes (Na -
zism and Sta lin ism) and show ing the re peti tive mecha nisms of func -
tion ing the ide ol ogy. The 1960s was also the mo ment when the read ers 
got the oppor tu nity to read texts writ ten by La dislav Fuks, a writer
with out Jew ish roots or per sonal ex pe ri ence of the Holo caust, but ob -
ses sively re turn ing to Jew ish top ics in his work. In the 1960s came out
some of his most rec og niz able nov els: Pan Theo dor Mund stock (Mr.
Theo dore Mund stock, 1963) – a case study, “Anat omy of Fear” (Še -
bek, quoted by: Schmarz, 2015, 317), a tragi comic, ab surd story of
a lonely man who, wait ing for a trans port to the con cen tra tion camp,
tries to pre pare him self men tally and physi cally for the uni mag in able,
to sur vive, to align with the “vi sion of a fu ture full of dread”; Mi čer -
nov lasí bratři (My dark- haired broth ers, 1964) – a col lec tion of short
sto ries about the war fate of six young peo ple with Jew ish ori gin;
Variace pro tem nou strunu (Varia tions for a dark string, 1966) – talk -

ing about pre- war times, fears and pre mo ni tions, threat en ing the in di -
vid ual and en tire so ci ety; and fi nally the fa mous Spa lo vač mrtvol (The 
cre ma tor, 1967) – text com posed of words, phrases and dis turb ing re -
peti tive im ages, bal anc ing on the verge of hor ror, in which the main
char ac ter, a de cent citi zen and an or derly em ployee of the cre ma to -
rium turns into a mon ster that de cides about life and the death of his
fam ily and in fact cocre ates the “the Holo caust fac tory”. Fuks’s novel
is one of many, but cer tainly also one of the most im por tant among
Czech lit era ture, vi sions show ing the mecha nism of fa nati cism, as
well as the guilt and re spon si bil ity of the av er age peo ple.

The book of Fuks is fa mous also thanks to the out stand ing film
adap ta tion, di rected by Ju raj Herz, with un for get ta ble roles of Ru dolf
Hrušinský and Vla sta Chra mos tová, two un de ni able per son ali ties of
Czecho slo vak cin ema.

And since we are deal ing with out stand ing Czecho slo vak film ad -
ap ta tions of this time, it is im pos si ble to ig nore the one ap pre ci ated all
over the world, awarded with the most im por tant film award – Ob chod 
na korze (The shop on the main street) di rected by Ján Ka dar and
Elmar Klos. The film was based on the story Past (The trap) writ ten by 
La dislav Gros man in 1962. Gros man, who man aged to es cape from
the trans port to the con cen tra tion camp and stay hid den un til the end
of the war, was par tici pat ing in writ ing the script for the film, and
simul ta ne ously cre at ing a short story un der the same ti tle. The prose is
de scrib ing an av er age citi zen, an or di nary Czech, whose con duct,
passiv ity, and at ti tude to wards Jew ish neigh bors made him, slowly
and unno tice ably, co re spon si ble for the Holo caust crime. 

The 1970s and 1980s, the time when more and more texts, ana lyzes 
and stud ies on the Holo caust are pub lished around the world, in the
Czech cul ture is again a pe riod of po liti cally im posed avoid ing the
liter ary rep re sen ta tions of the Holo caust. There are (pub lished mainly
in sam izdat) some texts writ ten as well by debu tants as al ready well-
 known authors. Ac tu ally, no fun da men tally new ten den cies in the de -
scrip tion of the Holo caust ap peared – texts pub lished in the years of
“nor mali za tion” used ei ther a “real authen ti ca tion” or a “figu ra tive
styli za tion”. 
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Ar nošt Lus tig re turned, Ivan Klíma, a dis si dent and fa mous author
of popu lar nov els, made his de but – the memo ries from the Terezín
con cen tra tion camp are “smug gled” in some of his writ ings (ex. Moje
první lásky [My first loves], 1981; Soudce z mi losti [Judge by grace],
1986). Hana Bořk ovcová pub lished her child hood memo ries from
Terezín and Ausch witz, where she lost her fam ily, al though she of fi -
cially ad mit ted her Jew ish ori gin only af ter 1989 (Světýlka [Lights],
1971). Jew ish mo tifs are pres ent in in de pend ent lit era ture of this time,
ex. Nane bevs toupení Lo jzka La pačka ze Slez ské Os travy by Ota Filip
(As cen sion of Lo jzek La paček from Sile sian Os trava, firstly pub -
lished in Ger man in 1973, then, in 1975 in Czech in sam izdat) or Do -
tazník (Ques tion naire), writ ten by Jiří Gruša and ed ited un of fi cially in
1975. One should also re mem ber about texts, that had been waiting for 
the print for years, such as the Tryznivé město tril ogy (A har row ing
city), which in cludes Dan iela Ho dro va’s oniric prose Po do bojí, writ -
ten be tween 1977–1978, and pub lished shortly af ter the Vel vet Revo -
lu tion. 

How ever, I be lieve that the most im por tant lit er ary event of this
period is the text by Ota Pavel Smrt krásných srnců (The death of the
beau ti ful roe bucks) from 1971 – in spired by the author’s memo ries
and per sonal ex pe ri ences nos tal gic story about life dur ing the war, in
the shadow of the Holo caust. The novel is con sid ered unique due to,
among other, the from of the ex pres sion (lan guage and vi sion of the
world from child’s per spec tive). The nar ra tive of Pav el’s text is an at -
tempt to main tain the il lu sion of nor mal ity in com pletely ab nor mal
times – this il lu sion re mains a guar an tee of sur viv ing and, at the same
time, sym bol izes man’s strug gle to protect dig nity.

The real Czech lit er ary re vival com pa nied with com ple ment ing
miss ing trans la tions, took place only af ter 1989. I would even risk the
state ment, that the “re sur gence” of the Holo caust theme in the Czech
lit era ture, tooks place more at the be gin ning of the 21st cen tury, when
the liter ary Vel vet Revo lu tion and quite com pli cated situa tion on the
Czech book mar ket, re sult ing from the ne ces sity of uni fi ca tion three
lit er ary cir cuits ex ist ing be fore 1989, calmed down. 

The most cur rent Holo caust lit er ary rep re sen ta tions are of ten
surpris ing or even shock ing, they are us ing the theme of guilt, un ex -

pected (and un waited) re turn of sur vi vors (here the Jew ish fate is quite 
of ten com pared with the fate of the Ger mans ex pelled from Czecho -
slo va kia af ter World War II), gro tesque, his tori cal par al lels or con tem -
po rary trans for ma tions of mem ory (e.g. in the bril liant short story
Chlad nou zemí [Dev il’s Work shop] by Jáchym To pol from 2009). 

Re cently, we eas ily no tice strik ing changes in the ar tis tic meth ods
of aes theti ciz ing his tori cal ex pe ri ence and shift ing the “Holo caust de -
co rum” (Leszek Engelking’s term) in con tem po rary cul ture. Mod ern
art, lit era ture, and edu ca tion face the ques tions about an ade quate
form for un spo ken con tent, for which description there still are no
words and con cepts. How ever, aes thetic and for mal ex peri ments are
re cently ac com pa nied by an in tense re turn to tes ti mony, the personal
his tory that, ac cord ing to Ar nošt Lus tig, “is also his tory. Just like
a scar is an evi dence of an in jury, and a used cal en dar is a tes ti mony of
an age.”
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