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To create a publication such as The History of
Literary Translation in Central Europe. From
Its Origins to 1989, which means almost to
the end of the 20th century, must have been
not only difficult, but also full of unexpected
issues. The authors’ goal was to shed light on
the translation production of sixteen Central
European nations over ten or eleven centu-
ries. It becomes clear that the authors had to
face many internal and external contradic-
tions and obscurities. What actually is Cen-
tral Europe? This is one of the first questions
that arises. More follow: what can be called
a literary translation across centuries, coun-
tries and national literatures, when it comes
to such an ethnically and culturally inter-
mingled zone as Central Europe? However,
that is not all. There is also the question of the
individual translator and his/her status, the
question of translation spreading in a cul-
tural and geographic space, the question of
selecting a piece of writing for translation and
the style of translation in various literary tra-
ditions, under various historical and political
conditions, language frameworks and many
others... If a team of authors had decided to
undertake such a task, they needed to have
a clear idea of this cultural area’s character
and especially of basic translation process
determiners. Another factor should be taken
into consideration, and that is the multilat-
eral nature of any collective work, defined
by the research area’s difficulty, number of
authors and different points of view. It must
be said, however, that this history of Central
European literary translation history does
credit to its authors and to the whole con-
cept. It is a well-structured achievement.

Twenty-six people authored this publica-
tion, four among them also doing editorial
work. This means collecting the individ-
ual submissions, reducing their length or
expanding on them where necessary. This
was because the submissions were, com-
pared to their published versions, origi-
nally substantially longer. These conditions
considered, the publication’s final form is
astoundingly extensive and stands head and
shoulders above other works in its field. The
authors were able to keep a compact struc-
ture but fill it with vast amounts of varied
content and details, thus allowing the publi-
cation to explore the specifics of each litera-
ture presented.

Attention should first be drawn to the
expression Europe médiane, meaning central
or middle Europe. It is something that the
English language so awkwardly calls “Cen-
tral”, “East-Central” or “Central and South-
eastern” Europe. It is not quite clear whether
an expression like médiane can be found in
other languages. In any case, the term médi-
ane may be the best way to describe the geo-
graphic (historical, cultural and religious
included) characteristics of the literatures
located in the middle of Europe all the way
from the north to the south. The countries in
question are: Poland, the Baltic states of Fin-
land, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, Ukraine,
the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary,
Slovenia, then further to the south, Croa-
tia, Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria, Albania, and
Northern Macedonia. The term médiane, in
the middle, suggests, that Europe is divided
into three parts, which more or less fits our
modern-day view of the continent. Indeed,
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Europe is neither homogenous, nor bipolar.
It can be concluded, as even this publica-
tion confirms, that so-called middle Europe
boasts a specific character. It is based neither
upon a picturesque specificity, nor back-
wardness, but upon the state of being geo-
graphically determined between two lateral
and often conflicting entities. Its situation
shaped its historical consciousness and its
ability to view the contemporary changes in
the world order more acutely and more pre-
cisely than Western or Eastern Europe, since
they were kept imprisoned by various chime-
ras of hegemony.

The publication’s structure is relatively
complex, since it addresses translation from
various perspectives. There is the historical
point of view, which records the formation of
various literatures and cultures from eccle-
siastical literature and scholarly writings to
modern and contemporary literature. Besides
that, the publication also describes the for-
mation of languages from the universal to the
vernacular and translation on all language
levels. Further on comes the description of
various translation forms and functions in
multiple historical eras of target literatures.
The individual translator’s status, their social
background and methods are analyzed, as
well as the formation of grammar and vocab-
ulary and the literary language standardiza-
tion through the influence of translation. The
publication is divided into four main parts,
all of them discussing translation under dif-
ferent historical conditions, which forms the
basis for the various significance of transla-
tion in the history of these literatures.

The first part, “The Translation of Reli-
gious Texts” begins around the 9th century,
describing the Christianization process
and the various conditions it had to face in
Central Europe. It also offers enriching and
interesting analyses of Bible translations or
various medieval discussions concerning
the shape and function of translation in an
almost illiterate environment. The second
part, “The Translation and Formation of Sec-
ular Literature”, describes the spread of cul-
ture in medieval and early modern societies.
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This section records the spread of various
written sources and their change from mere
records into early literary forms. It also looks
at the birth and formation of national lan-
guages in the context of historical and polit-
ical events during the rise and fall of states
from the 17th through the 19th century. This
part’s second chapter exclusively discusses
topics of translation, like the spread of edu-
cation, the relationship between the transla-
tion process and the changes it brought to
the various national languages, or the begin-
nings of secular literature and its differenti-
ation under the pressure of translation. The
third part, “Translation and Literary Moder-
nity”, focuses first and foremost on the
period between the 19th and 20th centuries,
the advent of modernization, modernism
and the avantgarde. The territorial division
of Central Europe had to undergo a radical
change because of the First World War and
the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian
and Ottoman Empires. From the ashes, new
states started to emerge that had a different
view on mixed multinational entities, as well
as the position of national literatures. This
substantially strengthened the status and the
function of translation. The questions that
translators and literary critics commonly
asked started to touch upon literary tech-
niques (free verse, imagery, walking poems),
the selection of to-be-translated works
(modernity, traditions) or authorship (col-
lective translations, direct and second-hand
translation) and so on. These three parts
cover the history of translation from early
ecclesiastical texts and annals, up to the first
half of the 20th century.

The fourth and final part of translation
history touches upon post-war translation
period and bears the name “Translation
under Totalitarianism”. This section is much
more extensive and specific than the preced-
ing ones. It provides a platform for Central
European authors to document the forma-
tion of literary translations from the 1950s
through the 1980s, all under the pressure
of totalitarian regimes, communist ideol-
ogy and a careful disinterest in the west.
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The introduction to this part clearly shows
the basis of these states’ political structures
and the development of their regimes that
clashed with culture through censorship,
political supervision, centralisation and pres-
sure. Often the state enforced the methods of
socialist realism in the literary creative pro-
cess, and as a reaction, many original works
had to be published in secret. Translations
and journals were also spread under cover
and published abroad. People organized
theatre plays and university lectures in their
homes, many were forced to emigrate, and
the list goes on. The authors offer deep anal-
yses despite the lack of space. For example,
merely the name of one of the chapters, “The
Geography of Translation”, offers an interest-
ing incentive. The headings of its individual
subchapters present the literary development
of the so-called socialist states after 1945.
Special attention is paid to the short period
of two or three years just after the war, when
the Polish, Romanian and Czechoslovak lit-
eratures returned to their interwar roots and
once again started to translate from Eng-
lish and French. The next part discusses the
so-called directed or ordered geography in
translation and the subsequent dominance of
Russian literature. This is followed by a part
called “The Return of Western Literatures’,
chiefly at the end of the 1980s, and besides
that a return towards the so-called socialist
literatures. The following two short chapters
lead us to the boom of Latin American lit-
eratures and minority literatures. The final
chapter of this socialist translation section
analyzes the translated genres, the phenom-
enon of branding the translators as appropri-
ate or inappropriate, the publishers’ ingen-
ious strategies when it came to publishing
classic world literature, the changes it had
to undergo during the publishing process,
the existence of covert translators (i.e. those
unable to publish officially and using other
names), etc. The descriptions of the transla-
tors’ social status, their abilities, education
and especially compensation, since many
of the best suffered the greatest shortage of
work, are all a part of this chapter.
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The History of Literary Translation in
Central Europe. From Its Origins to 1989
reflects translation as well as national lit-
eratures. Based on this, one may venture
to decipher the publication’s viewpoint on
world literature, the model of world liter-
ature developed in Central Europe. This
model is different from the one known to the
western literatures, since it arose in a differ-
ent time, different environment and under
different conditions. On the other hand, the
vast number of literary and cultural similari-
ties between the Central European countries
can be surprising. It is no wonder, after all
the political development of Central Euro-
pean countries varied little and they shared
a common strip of territory. The maps at
the end of the publication document this
fact very well, by pointing out the countries’
layout in the middle of Europe. Their situ-
ations change, but the countries keep relat-
ing to each other, and the authors of this
collective work masterfully shed light on all
these aspects. Slovak literary studies under
the conduct of Dionyz Durigin’s interliterary
theory explored a similar area to the one pre-
sented in The History of Literary Translation
in Central Europe, pointing out the processes
which have been meticulously analyzed by
this French publication. Compared to other
works of comparative literature, this book
is much more complex and detailed. One
might argue, however, that this is not a piece
of comparative literature at all. How is it to
be defined then? After all, this publication
presents foreign literature translation data
of three or four languages during the same
time period, all in a single paragraph, or it
points out the various translation modalities
in geographically close Central European lit-
eratures during a given time period, again, in
just one chapter. But even if the book’s aim
were not to compare, it is still an extremely
useful work in the fields of foreign literature
studies, translation studies, receptive studies
and world literature studies.

The book concludes with a register of
writers mentioned in the title, which can help
to reconstruct the publication’s composition,
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as despite the authors’ best attempts at bal-
ance, there are some literatures mentioned
less often than others. Although the second
part of the book offers exclusive space for
each literature, the reader may feel that some
literatures (Romanian for example) van-
ish from certain time periods, while others
(Hungarian or Polish) are mentioned much
more often. The responsibility for this may lie
with the authors themselves, especially their
beliefs of what needs to be pointed out and
what can remain in the background. Slovak
literature is also represented considerably at
the beginning, in the part on religious lit-

erature and writings. This is chiefly thanks
to one of the authors, Katarina Bednarova,
whose work can also be found through-
out the book. All things considered, Slovak
and Czech literature appear rather often in
various parts of the text, particularly in the
analyses of the normalization period from
the fourth part to the conclusion (235-361),
which makes it of particular interest to inter-
national literary criticism.
Translated from Slovak by Michal Simurka
LIBUSA VAJDOVA
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At the time of creation and formation of
Czech and Slovak translation theory as well
as its praxis and criticism in the 1960s and
1970s, there were two outstanding person-
alities, whose scholarly work overcame the
borders of the Czechoslovak cultural and
academic context: Jifi Levy (1929-1967)
and Anton Popovi¢ (1933-1984). Not sur-
prisingly, on the occasion of the 50th anni-
versary of Jifi Levy’s death, Czech and Slo-
vak scholars decided not only to remember
the most important aspects of his scholarly
heritage, but also to prove its importance in
contemporary translation theory and praxis
in a collective monograph called Jifi Levy:
The Founder of Czechoslovak Translation
Studies.

The monograph comprises not only
a preface, bibliography, index of names and
terms and summary in three languages, but
also nine articles of an evaluative or analyt-
ical character covering a large spectrum of
Levy’s scholarly heritage in the area of liter-
ary theory and translation studies. Consid-
ering the huge thematical scope and well-
founded articles we can firstly state that this
collective monograph is a significant enrich-
ment of contemporary translation studies.
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At the very beginning of this collection is
the chapter “Science, Philosophy, Literature.
Jifi Levy Died Fifty Years Ago” by the liter-
ary aesthetician Milan Suchomel, an emeri-
tus professor at Masaryk University in Brno,
a colleague and a friend of J. Levy. As the
title may suggest, the author pays attention
mainly to Levy’s thinking on possibilities of
using a methodological framework of exact
sciences and philosophy in literary research.
He focuses his attention not only on Levy’s
effort to relieve “literature from the domi-
nation of subjective impressions and from
a pressure of ideological speculations” (12),
but also to the possible limitations of apply-
ing such a methodological base in practice,
because - as already stated by Levy himself -
“[t]heory of facts has not been able to define
reliable measuring tools for an aesthetic value
yet. Itis applicable just as an auxiliary method
for exact analyses of an internal structure of
a piece of literature [...], but it still cannot
be applied as a methodological base for gen-
eral theory of literature” (12). Although the
author of this chapter observes Levy’s ideas
in his literary research from Heidegger’s her-
meneutics to Ricoeur’s project of interpreta-
tive reading of literature, he rightfully con-
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