
Introduction 

This book begins in a second-hand bookshop in Prague, with a pale grey and considerably 

battered copy of Jan Vladislav’s 1955 Czech translation of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. While 

leafing through its yellowing pages, I noticed a curious detail in the wording of sonnet 18, the 

one comparing the beloved to a summer’s day. The very last line – So long lives this, and this 

gives life to thee – used the masculine form of the verb to live1, dedicating the whole poem to 

a male recipient2. While I was aware that many considered the Sonnets to be partly written 

for a young man, sonnet 18 was in its original form dedicated to an unnamed and ungendered 

thou, greatly contributing to the poem’s universal appeal and ensuring its inclusion in just 

about every anthology of romantic poetry. The volume was promptly purchased and as I read 

through the rest of the Sonnets, I realised that nearly all of them had an explicitly male 

recipient. This was not what I expected; given that this version was published in the first 

decade of Czechoslovakia’s communist regime when homosexuality was both criminalised 

and considered a taboo subject, such apparent openness about the male gender of the beloved 

seemed strange. Curious, I soon found myself collecting different versions of the Sonnets and 

comparing the translations, from the oldest editions I hunted down in other second-hand 

bookshops, to the newest versions found on open source platforms online. As my collection 

grew to encompass all 15 full Czech and Slovak translations of the Sonnets published 

between 1923 and 2010, I started to see a distinct pattern in the translators’ approaches to the 

possibility of a male beloved. All translations published before the year of the Velvet 

Revolution, which marked the end of the communist regime in Czechoslovakia, seemed to 

enhance the Sonnets’ possibility to be read as a collection celebrating male love; translators 

readily used vocabulary associated with the most ardent expressions of romantic affection, 

and, perhaps more surprisingly, the great majority of the original gender-neutral sonnets were 

translated for an unambiguously male recipient. In contrast, the translations published after 

the regime change in 1989 were a much more heterogeneous group. While many translators 

followed a similar approach as the pre-revolutionary versions and translated the Sonnets as 

love poems for an unambiguously male recipient, I also found translations that avoided the 

use of masculine pronouns, even at the cost of significantly altering the texts of the Sonnets; 

translations that changed the pronouns so that the male recipient became female; those that 

1 “dotud zde budeš ty v mých slovech také živ” [until then you too will be (m.)alive in my words] (Vladislav 

1955: 38) 
2 All translations from Czech and Slovak are by the author, unless otherwise indicated. 
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replaced language of ardent love with that of friendship; and translations that used paratext to 

suggest going beyond the conventional question of a male or female beloved, and to consider 

the poems as metaphors of classical mythology. 

These patterns seemed to be at odds with a number of studies that explored the translation of 

queer-themed literature under restrictive regimes (Linder 2004, 2014; Gorjanc 2012; Gombár 

2018; Baer 2011; amongst others), all of which confirm that homoerotic elements were 

frequently subject to censorship, but also with research on Czechoslovak publishing under 

communism (Špirk 2008; Rubáš 2012), which speaks of the thorough and frequent removal 

of elements that the regime deemed as unsuitable for the socialist reader. How did the 

Sonnets, with their themes of male love, escape censorship during the supposedly restrictive 

socialist era, and why did the approach to the Sonnets change as the tide of public opinion on 

homosexuality finally started to turn? The search for answers led beyond the traditional 

maxims of translation norms, as was suggested by Toury in his study of the Sonnets (2012: 

145–160) and made me reconsider my original assumptions about how the approach to 

homosexuality changed throughout Czechoslovak history.  

This book is based on conceptual frameworks from queer theory that I suggest can greatly 

contribute to a more nuanced and contextualised mapping of the history of queer translations, 

which would take them beyond the search for identities and desires labelled according to our 

present-day perception. As scholarship dating back to the work of Michel Foucault (1978) 

and later developed by queer theorists such as Martin B. Duberman, Martha Vicinus and 

George Chauncey (1989), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1985, 1990), David Halperin (2002), and 

others demonstrate, what we understand by the term ‘homosexuality’ (or any sexuality that 

does not fit into the heteronormative mould) is an agglomerate of elements that were 

categorised and perceived differently across time and space. Sexual attraction, same-sex 

genital activity, intimate friendships, male and female bonding, and gender-nonconforming 

appearance and behaviour are all part of human history, yet their understanding and 

classification varies in different cultures and societies. In order to understand how queer 

translations developed in these different contexts, it is necessary to destabilise some of the 

traditional monolithic conceptualisations of identities and ask how the different signs and 

behaviours associated with them were interpreted and understood.  

This study demonstrates the relevance of these frameworks by mapping the changing 

approaches of Czech and Slovak translators to those elements that could be interpreted as 

references to male same-sex love in Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609). These 15 translations 



cover nearly a century, from the first version published in the interwar period, through six 

versions printed in Soviet-controlled Socialist Czechoslovakia, to the eight published in the 

democratic era after the Velvet Revolution. The reasons for choosing Shakespeare’s Sonnets 

as the vehicle for this inquiry were twofold. Firstly, the inquiry that is at the core of this work 

requires a substantial corpus that covers a reasonably long period of time, which in turn 

necessitates a literary work that is famous and popular enough to warrant frequent and regular 

retranslations. Shakespeare, as one of world’s most universally recognised and beloved 

authors, has attracted the attention of Czech and Slovak translators since the 18th century and 

his celebrated status has survived the socialist era and continues well into the present day. 

The Sonnets, with their intimate tone and the timelessness of their central topics of love, life, 

and death, have enjoyed lasting popularity. Moreover, their compact format of 154 poems in 

uniform verses offers a particularly appealing challenge to translators and poetry lovers alike, 

as can be seen from the range of people who tried their hands at this endeavour.   

The second reason for this choice is the intriguing paradox that the Sonnets present; on one 

hand they are doubtlessly some of the most famous works in English literature, synonymous 

with romantic poetry and endlessly quoted in wedding vows. On the other, they are the 

source of four centuries of literary controversy, as the occasional use of male pronouns opens 

the possibility of reading at least some of these amorous poems as written by a male author 

for a male beloved. These issues become even more complex once we leave the Elizabethan 

source text and transplant the poems into a new linguistic environment. Czech and Slovak 

translators have to deal not only with the sonnet’s traditional rhyming structure and the 

iambic foot which is ill-suited for being replicated in a Slavic language, but also with the fact 

that both Czech and Slovak are gendered languages, compelling translators to make choices 

between masculine and feminine grammatical forms where the original can remain 

enigmatically neutral. This book explores how the translators dealt with these restrictions 

while reconciling the Sonnets with dramatic shifts in society’s understanding of same-sex 

love as Czechoslovakia changed from a totalitarian socialist state into a member of the 

European Union. These shifts brought with them not only new legislation and rights for 

sexual minorities, but inevitably led to a gradual remodelling of society’s understanding of 

romantic and sexual desire. During the socialist regime, the state-supported emphasis on 

homosocial bonding manifested itself in countless stories of intimate brotherly camaraderie 

and was seen as wholly unconnected with the purportedly medical problem of homosexuality. 

With the Velvet Revolution, the opening of the borders to Western media and activism, and 



with greater freedom of expression, “the homosexual was now a species”, to quote Foucault’s 

famous assertion (1978: 43). Instead of a medical diagnosis limited to a sexual praxis, 

‘homosexuals’ now became people who could be in a romantic relationship, show affection 

for each other and experience love and desire, just like the heterosexual majority. This change 

was, unsurprisingly, also followed by a wave of homophobia. While homosexuality was 

taboo under the socialist government and was absent from all forms of media and public 

discourse, there was no foundation for building prejudice against its stereotypical 

manifestations. However, once the first coming-out stories permeated daily discourse, they 

provoked a wave of opposition that not only vocally (and sometimes physically) opposed this 

newly visible minority, but also sought to distance themselves from anything that could be 

even vaguely connected to this ‘new’ phenomenon.  

This project observes how these changes in the conceptualisation of homosexuality are 

reflected in the strategies and methods used in the translations of the Sonnets. The book aims 

to contribute to the growing field of Queer Translation Studies in two ways: firstly, by 

introducing frameworks from queer theory which have hitherto not been considered in 

historical studies of queer translations; and secondly, by using an extensive corpus that allows 

for a historical comparison across a relatively long time period, which has likewise not been 

used within the scholarship of Queer Translation Studies. The following section will 

introduce the genesis of this field and position the current project in its corresponding 

context. 

Mapping the History of – and in - Queer Translation Studies  

Whenever I talk to the most senior generation of Translation Studies scholars, one name 

inevitably finds its way into the conversation as soon as I mention my work on queer 

translations: that of the American-Dutch scholar James Holmes. Many who remember him 

personally recall his unforgettable style, his bright personality, and the fearlessness with 

which he lived as an openly gay man in the 1970s and 80s. While his legacy before his 

untimely death is primarily tied to his pioneering conceptualisation of Translation Studies as 

a field in its own right, it is impossible to recount the history of Queer Translation Studies 

without mentioning him as a kind of spiritual godfather of the field. While the term ‘Queer 

Translation Studies’ was not used until much later, the first works that looked at translations 

from perspectives belonging broadly under the queer umbrella of non-normative sexualities 

and gender identities started appearing in the late 1990s. Building on frameworks of 

postcolonial and especially feminist translations, as well as in line with the questions of 



(in)visibility that were brought into the field of Translation Studies by Lawrence Venuti 

(1995), these works frequently explore the role of translation in creating spaces for gay 

voices in literature and poetry. Studies from Eric Keenaghan (1998), Alberto Mira (1999), 

and especially Keith Harvey’s monograph exploring the cultural and linguistic obstacles in 

translating American camp language into French (2003) built what is now seen as the 

foundations of Queer Translation Studies. With the progress of the new millennium, the field 

began gradually growing in breadth and depth as the emerging studies explored different 

aspects of translation from a queer perspective, including audio-visual translations (Valdeón 

García 2010; Ranzato 2012; Lewis 2010), paratextual features (Mazzei 2014), queer 

terminology (Gualardia and Baldo 2010; Tratnik 2011) or the role of translation in queer 

activism (Mossop 2014; Taronna 2014) to name but a few. As these scattered studies begun 

amalgamating into a recognisable field, the first collected volumes focusing partly or 

exclusively on queer-related issues were published, amongst others Re-engendering 

Translation (2011) edited by Christopher Larkosh, a special issue of the journal In Other 

Words (2010) edited by B. J. Epstein, and a special issue of the journal Comparative 

Literature Studies (2014) edited by William J. Spurlin. The first Queer Translation 

conference, organised by the Centre for Translation Studies at the University of Vienna in 

March 2015, offered a formal platform for scholars working in this area to exchange their 

ideas, and further helped to solidify the field by creating the first bibliography of Queer 

Translation Studies (Baer and Kaindl 2015). Two recently published collections have greatly 

aided in establishing Queer Translation Studies as a field in its own right; Queer in 

Translation, edited by B. J. Epstein and Robert Gillet (2017) and Queering Translation, 

Translating the Queer edited by Brian James Baer and Klaus Kaindl (2017). These 

collections emphasise interesting parallels between queerness and translations, as both 

explore the grey zones around seemingly clear-cut borders of cultures, languages and 

identities, and question the orderly logic of traditional binaries. Both volumes also stress that 

the field has thus far paid disproportionately little attention to trans-related issues, represented 

by a few isolated studies (Casagranda 2013, 2011; Asimakoulas 2012; Robinson 2019), a 

special issue of the journal Transgender Studies Quarterly (Gramling and Dutta 2016) as well 

as a handful of works in the collected volumes themselves. Finally, Baer’s Queer Theory and 

Translation Studies: Language, Politics, Desire (2021) as the most recently published 

volume on the subject at the time of writing this chapter provides an in-depth consideration of 

the use of queer theory within translation studies, and addresses a wide range of topics 



including the global circulation of gay anthologies, the work of queer translators, and the 

representation of queer lives in translated texts. 

Considering how much has changed in our perception of queerness in the last century alone, 

it is unsurprising that a number of studies have explored how translations have affected – or 

have been affected by – the history behind these changes in perception. Sergey Tyulenev 

(2014) demonstrates the role of translation in questioning and updating conventional models 

of sexuality in 18th and 19th century Russia. Carol O’Sullivan (2009) maps the various ways 

in which classical texts with sexual (and same-sex) elements, such as the poetry of Catullus, 

were ‘adjusted’ for the sensibilities of a 19th century English audience. Vojko Gorjanc (2012) 

explores how Slovenian translation norms that actively repressed homoerotic subtext in the 

early 20th century were uncritically replicated in later versions of The Merchant of Venice and 

helped to maintain heteronormative translation structures to the present day. Many of these 

works focus on translations published under past totalitarian regimes, known for their state-

imposed censorship practices and a negative stance towards all non-normative sexualities. 

Zsófia Gombár’s research (2018) represents only a part of a large-scale project that maps the 

publication of works with overt same-sex elements in Communist Hungary under János 

Kádár and Portugal during the Estado Novo regime. Daniel Linder (2004) examines the 

restrictions enforced on homosexual references in hard-boiled fiction in Franco’s Spain. Baer 

in his 2011 paper explores the concept of productive censorship, the highly creative strategies 

used by translators in Soviet Russia in order to encode elements of same-sex love in ways 

that remained unrecognised by the censors, and his 2020 volume explores the role of 

translation in the global spread of sexual knowledge throughout history. 

Although each of these works offers fascinating insight into different contexts, demonstrating 

the range of possible factors and agents underpinning translation decisions at various points 

in history and across the world, they all act as individual windows into a particular time and 

place. While many offer comparative elements, such as Gombár’s juxtaposition of the 

publishing methods of two different regimes, none of these works creates what could be 

called a continuum, an observation of a series of translations of the same source text over an 

extended period of time. This project fills this gap with a corpus consisting of 15 translations 

of a poetry collection spanning nearly a century. The scale as well as the underlying context, 

one marked by profound socio-political changes, will help to uncover shifting trajectories of 

translations. At the same time, none of the works in Queer Translation Studies actively 

applies scholarship from queer historiography in order to consider how the changing 



perception of concepts such as homosexuality may have influenced translation strategies. This 

book asserts that this consideration is a vital element in any work which explores the history 

of queer translation; in the words of the queer studies theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “an 

understanding of virtually any aspect of modern Western culture must be, not merely 

incomplete, but damaged in its central substance to the degree that it does not incorporate a 

critical analysis of modern homo/heterosexual definition” (1990: 1). This book aims to 

expand the reach of queer translation scholarship through a better understanding of how the 

conceptualisation of this homo/heterosexual definition changes through history, and how 

these shifts in turn are reflected in translation strategies.  

The Method: Translating Sonnets  

The analysis of Czech and Slovak translations of Shakespeare’s Sonnets that is at the centre 

of this study is conducted along two main axes. Both rely on close textual analysis of the 

translations, but they exploit different ambiguities of the Sonnets collection. The first 

approach is inspired by the original realisation that many of the translated poems refer to a 

gendered recipient where the original poem remains neutral. In order to evaluate the extent of 

this approach, the number of clearly gendered sonnets in each of the 15 translations is 

counted and then compared with the English source text. The second approach explores the 

blurred lines between romantic love and friendship depicted in the collection, and observes 

how the portrayal of the relationship between the author and the Fair Youth shifts through a 

detailed analysis of both the translated Sonnets and of the paratextual material surrounding 

them. The translators who worked on these version and the decisions they made about these 

ambiguities are at the centre of this enquiry, and their professional profiles as well as their 

thoughts on translations provide crucial clues to the shifting reading of the Sonnets. However, 

given that this enquiry starts with a translation published in 1923, nearly a century before this 

book’s publication, the information available about these translators as well as possibilities to 

ask them direct questions about their approaches to the Sonnets are inevitably limited. Out of 

the 18 translators who have worked on these translations3 (including those who contributed to 

a collaborative edition published in 1976), seven are still alive at the time of writing this 

book; Zdeněk Hron, Anna Sedlačková4, Miroslav Macek, Martin Hilský, Ľubomír Feldek, 

Miloslav Uličný and Václav Pinkava. Out of these seven, three were unavailable for an 

 
3 See Table 1 in Chapter 2 for a comprehensive list. 
4 Very little information is available about Sedlačková’s personal life and she is presumed to be alive as it was 

not possible to gather any information to the contrary. 



interview: Hron and Feldek as it was not possible to contact them despite the author’s best 

efforts, Sedlačková as she did not respond to the interview request. The remaining four 

translators – Macek, Hilský, Uličný and Pinkava – have all consented to answer questions 

related to their translations of the Sonnets, and these interviews were conducted via email in 

May 2020. 

The interviews were presented in the form of six open-ended questions, and the translators 

were encouraged to write as extensively as they wished. The six questions were as follows: 

1. What led you to translate the Sonnets? 

2. How did you prepare for this translation? Did you study any materials or scholarly 

commentaries on Shakespeare and his Sonnets, or the previous Czech, Slovak and 

other translations? Or did you on the contrary attempt to minimise possible bias from 

existing translations and avoided these influences? 

3. To what degree did you collaborate with your publishing house? Did you have a free 

hand in your decisions, or did the translation undergo significant editorial changes 

prior to publication?5 

4. Let us now consider the question of the addressee or addressees of the Sonnets. 

Although some poems clearly indicate that the addressee (or the person to whom the 

sonnet is referring to) is a man or a woman, the great majority omit the (grammatical) 

gender of this person or persons, something which it is not always possible to retain in 

a Czech or Slovak translation. How did you decide whether these poems should be 

dedicated to a man/woman, or retain the neutral gender of the addressee in English? 

5. Related to question 4, did you consider how the Sonnets, in particular the poems 

dedicated to a male addressee, would be received by your readership? Did you think 

about the various ways in which they could interpret your decisions related to the 

gender of the addressee? And if so, did these considerations affect your translation?  

6. How do you view your translation in retrospect? Would you translate them differently 

if the Sonnets were to be published today (especially when it comes to decisions about 

the gender of the addressees)? 

 
5 This question was omitted from the interview with Václav Pinkava, as his version of the Sonnets was self-

published.  



The questions were prefaced with a brief introduction of the book where the central 

hypothesis of the project was described as follows: 

Given that homosexuality was perceived primarily as a sexual deviation and 

frequently considered a taboo during the Communist regime, affection or love 

between men without an explicitly sexual context was tolerated as a sign of friendship 

and collegiality. The view of male intimacy has changed since the year 1989 with the 

heightened visibility of issues related to sexual minorities, which affected translations 

of the Sonnets to a certain extent. 

The questions were asked in Slovak with the offer to conduct interviews in Czech if needed6; 

this was not required by any of the interviewees. All four translators responded in Czech and 

replied to all questions they were asked. The relevant excerpts from their individual answers 

translated into English by the author will be included in the Chapters 3 and 4, and accompany 

the analysis of their translations. 

As it was not possible to contact the remaining 13 translators, this book relies on other 

sources in order to gather details about their life and work. Most of the basic information 

about their professional output is based on the Czech database of literary translation7, which 

is a website managed by the Czech Literary Translator’s Guild and offers biographical details 

of literary translators as well as lists of their translated works. No similar database exists 

about Slovak translators, and the details about their personal lives (with the exception of the 

popular poet Ľubomír Feldek) are accordingly even more scarce.  

Beyond these biographical details, the amount of information that could be gathered about the 

translators varies widely. In some cases, the translators are high-profile public figures whose 

lives are well documented. The co-author of the 1964 translation, Jaroslav Vrchlický, is one 

of the most prominent figures of Czech romantic poetry, and several biographies and other 

volmes were written about his life and literary output (Balajka 1979; Topor 2013). Others are 

high profile public figures, such as the popular Slovak poet and playwright Ľubomír Feldek 

or the widely recognised Czech expert on Shakespeare Martin Hilský, who both gave 

interviews and public talks on a number of subjects including their translations of the 

 
6 See Notes on Language in the latter part of the Introduction for further information regarding the closeness of 

these two languages. 
7 https://www.databaze-prekladu.cz/ 



Sonnets8. Others, such as Václav Pinkava9, Jiří Josek10 or Miroslav Macek11, have their own 

personal webpages and blogs where they share their opinions and (in Pinkava’s case) 

translations with the wider public. Information about the remaining translators is frequently 

scarce, and in some cases relies on small mentions in other works on Shakespeare (such as a 

brief note about Stanislav Blaho in Jan Vilikovský’s 2014 volume Shakespeare u nás 

[Shakespeare in our lands]) or small clues in paratexts of other translations (including the sole 

mention of Anna Sedlačková in the afterword of Feldek’s 2006 reprint). The gathered 

information about these translators will accompany the introduction of the individual editions 

of Czech and Slovak Sonnets in Chapter 2. 

Overview 

The first two chapters of this book will detail the historical background of the project’s main 

inquiry and situate the source and target texts in their respective timelines. Chapter 1 outlines 

the history of Czechoslovakia from the time of its birth after the First World War to the 

present day, and reflects on how the challenges of the 20th and 21st century impacted the lives 

of the country’s non-heterosexual population. Using scholarships from Czech and Slovak 

gender studies and sociology that utilise oral histories and archival tools to fill in the blank 

spaces in the country’s queer history, together with my own experience of living in post-1989 

Czechoslovakia, the chapter aims to reconstruct the changing perception of same-sex love 

and desire under the shifting socio-political circumstances.  

Chapter 2 is dedicated to the Sonnets as both the source and target text for the analysis. The 

first part of the chapter introduces Shakespeare’s original collection published in 1609, and 

then maps the changing critical responses to the Sonnets over the following four centuries, 

with a focus on the controversy surrounding the possible male recipient of the poems. This 

section also asks how same-sex desire was viewed in Shakespeare’s England, and introduces 

some of the key studies on the subject. The chapter then moves on to the Czech and Slovak 

translations of the Sonnets, introducing each of the 15 translations in chronological order, and 

in relation to the socio-political changes mapped in Chapter 1. This section will embed the 

translations in their respective context through an analysis of the changing publishing 

practices and the restrictions imposed on book production; it will theorise on the possible 

 
8 See for example an interview with Feldek https://www.litcentrum.sk/rozhovor/moja-sila-je-v-reci-poezie and a 

public talk from Hilský https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7jTwkAK-6-c (accessed 20 November 2020). 
9 http://www.vzjp.cz/ 
10 http://www.jirijosek.cz/ 
11 http://www.macekvbotach.cz/ 

https://www.litcentrum.sk/rozhovor/moja-sila-je-v-reci-poezie
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7jTwkAK-6-c


issues that the retranslations of the collection might have faced at different points in 

Czechoslovakia’s history; and it will explain the reasons for Shakespeare’s lasting popularity 

in both countries throughout the 20th century.  

With the target texts anchored in their time and place, Chapters 3 and 4 will move onto the 

comparative analysis of the corpus divided by two central questions concerning the Czech 

and Slovak translations. Chapter 3 looks at the gender ambiguity of the source text, where the 

majority of the poems are dedicated to an unspecified you or thou, and asks how many of the 

translated poems retain this neutrality and how many choose to specify a male or a female 

recipient instead. After explaining the methodological frameworks used to quantify the 

results, the chapter then evaluates the outcomes and discusses in greater depth several 

translations that show the most significant results, with the help of additional textual and 

paratextual analysis.  

Chapter 4 turns from the question of the recipient of the Sonnets to analysing the emotions 

expressed by the author for the object of his love, as described in the text of the poems. The 

central question of this part of the inquiry is whether the relationship described in the Sonnets 

can be interpreted as romantic through the use of nouns like lover and other nouns and verbs 

associated strictly with romantic love, or whether the translation suggests that the Sonnets 

describe love between two friends by using friendship-related expressions and vocabulary. 

This analysis is primarily based on close textual comparisons of the source and target texts, 

and also utilises the differences between those versions of the Sonnets that underwent 

editorial changes in preparation for later re-editions. Lastly, the chapter considers the role of 

paratextual features in the reading of the translated Sonnets, and examines how alternative 

interpretations of the emotions and relationship expressed in the collection can influence the 

reading of the text.  

The conclusion will then bring together the results from the two analytical parts of the book 

and rethink their implications within the broader historical context outlined in Chapter 1. In 

line with the aims stated earlier in this chapter, the discussion will consider the changing 

perception of same-sex love across Czechoslovakia’s history as mirrored in the shifting 

translation approaches to the Sonnets, and trace the unpredictable curves of the Sonnets’ 

progress through a century of Czech and Slovak translations. 



Notes on Terminology 

One of the core structures underpinning this book is the assertion that the use of modern-day 

terminology and concepts of sexuality when referring to historical figures is inevitably 

presentist. Whether referring to people living in socialist Czechoslovakia or Renaissance 

England, it is nearly impossible to ascertain whether they would in our present discourse 

identify as gay, straight, queer, or whether they would see their sexual and romantic 

preferences as part of their identity in the first place. For this reason, I am using a variety of 

different terms that hope to offer both historical accuracy and inclusivity. 

Whenever possible, this book chooses those terms that were in use in their respective 

historical and geographical contexts. The post-Velvet Revolution activism in Czechoslovakia 

started under the heading of ‘gay and lesbian’ movement, and only gradually evolved into the 

present-day LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex) acronym. The 

sexological journals in socialist Czechoslovakia used the term ‘homosexual’ to describe 

patients who showed preferences for people of their own sex, usually regardless of whether 

they were also attracted to people of opposite sex. Going deeper into the history of human 

sexuality, it is impossible to avoid terms such as ‘sodomy’ which were part of the legal 

parlance of Austro-Hungarian penal code or the English legislation in Shakespeare’s days. 

While I am conscious that some of these terms are now outdated, that they may differ across 

linguistic areas, and that some of them are decidedly offensive, it is necessary to retain them 

in their historical narratives in order to accurately represent the discourses surrounding these 

evolutions.   

In general, this book uses the term ‘same-sex’, as in ‘same-sex love’ or ‘same-sex desire’ to 

discuss romantic affection between two men or between two women. While this term is not 

ideal, it is the most commonly used expression in queer historiography and Queer Translation 

Studies where words such as ‘gay love’ or ‘lesbian desire’ would simply be a presentist 

application of modern identities onto the past. The term ‘queer’ is used to denote all discourse 

that belongs to the non-cisgender and non-heterosexual spectrum, but as it is a term that some 

members of the community find offensive due to its past negative connotations, I do not use 

it to describe people’s identities unless they themselves identify as queer. For these purposes, 

I use the word ‘non-heterosexual’ as an umbrella term for those who are not exclusively 

attracted (sexually and/or romantically) to persons of opposite sex. This expression is 

intended to function as an inclusive description for gays, lesbians, bisexuals, pansexuals, 



asexuals, as well as a multitude of other identities that have no access to, or do not wish be 

described by any of these labels.  

Lastly, this book in many ways neglects the ‘T’ in the LGBTQ+ acronym, and delves only 

very occasionally into discussions of trans and nonbinary identities. While a large part of the 

analytical section of this book rests on the comparison between a male and a female beloved 

or the contrast of masculine and feminine grammatical forms, it is imperative to emphasise 

that gender does not, and never did, fit into this simplistic binary, in the same way as 

sexuality is not simply divided into gay and straight. The scope and focus of this book 

necessarily led to oversimplifications and generalisations on some accounts, but I am using 

the labels ‘male’ and ‘female’ while being conscious of their limitations, and never 

presuming that they are either all-encompassing, or applicable to everyone.  

Notes on Language 

One last subject that needs to be addressed as part of this introductory chapter is the fact that 

this book works with translations into two languages – Czech and Slovak – while treating 

them as one target language. The primary reason for this decision is the linguistic as well as 

cultural closeness of these two languages. I grew up in Slovakia, in a Slovak-speaking 

household with all my education being in Slovak, but I was constantly surrounded by Czech 

books, television and other media. Like many other Slovak people of my generation, I 

consider Czech to be my second mother tongue. This is in part possible because of the 

linguistic closeness of the two languages; when talking to my Czech friends, we each use our 

respective languages without the differences interfering with the flow of the conversation. 

While the situation is gradually changing with the devolution of Czechoslovakia, and the 

youngest Czech generation born after 1993 sometimes struggles to understand Slovak, the 

close ties between the two languages remain to this day. Whenever I want to explain this 

enduring closeness, I mention the popular TV franchise Britain's Got Talent which was 

introduced as a single format Česko Slovensko má talent [Czech(o)Slovakia has talent], and 

which continues to be broadcast simultaneously by TV channels in both countries and 

features presenters, judges and contestants speaking both languages indiscriminately.  

Czech and Slovak were the official languages of Czechoslovakia from the moment of the 

country’s birth in 1918, which is the main reason for including both of them in the present 

analysis. However, it is important to point out that for various historical and socio-political 

reasons, Czech has always been the dominant language of the two. This has led to a disparity 

which is particularly visible in the publishing industry: as the languages are so closely related 



and mutually understandable by the majority of the population, it was often decided that it is 

enough to translate a work into only one of them, and this was in most cases the Czech 

language. The translations of the Sonnets that are at the core of this book represent an 

example of this phenomenon, as only three out of the 15 versions are in Slovak.  

Whenever possible, this book offers both the Czech and Slovak alternatives for terms that 

differ between the two languages. For the aforementioned reasons, as well as for the sake of 

clarity, the Czech term will be followed by the Slovak one separated with a slash, and with an 

English back translation in square brackets, for example přítel/priateľ [friend]. 

 

 


