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Šárka Bubíková, 
Úvod do studia dětství v americké literatuře 
[An Introduction to the Study of Childhood 
in American Literature] 
(Pardubice: Univerzita Pardubice, 2009), 111 pp.

�e primary emphasis in the reviewed work is on the cultural, social and 
historical background of the American perception of the child as the basis 
for the kind of literature written in America for and about children in the 
course of history.

Dealing with contemporary American scholarship on the topic, Šárka 
Bubíková explains in the Introduction her methodological approach to the 
periodization of American views of childhood. She is convincing when she 
writes about adopting the division into three principal phases as set by the 
American historian Steve Mintz: pre-modern, modern and post-modern. It is 
important to note that Bubíková is well aware that imaginative literature itself 
could hardly serve as the source of sufficient information about the status of the 
child in various historical and socio-cultural circumstances, yet, by the same 
token, that it is appropriate to study and know these circumstances to better 
understand the development of literature. And this interdisciplinary approach 
she pursues consistently in the most substantial part of the book’s text.

�e first two chapters of the book inquire into “Childhood in the Colonial 
Period” which basically means discussing two sets of convictions pertaining to 
children: that of New England Puritans, and that of Southern slave-owners. In 
an intriguing account of especially the New England philosophy of childhood 
the author rightly argues that much of the supposed emotional coldness and 
strictness of the Puritans in relation to children was not only connected with 
their religious doctrine, but also with the impact of such profane factors as the 
harshness of life in the pioneering era, and the extremely high mortality among 
both the parental and children’s generation and accordingly the drastically 
short life span.

�is, no doubt, led the Puritans to think of the future largely in terms of 
“a	erlife”. �e child was reared to become an adult and behave like one as soon 
as possible, but also to prepare for death and what was assumed to follow. �is, 
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angels” seemed to predominate in the first half and middle of the 19th century 
(Bubíková gives some very apt literary examples), whereas the dynamism of 
the post-Civil-War period led to the onset of a more down-to-earth attitude 
as pioneered by Mark Twain’s Adventures of “good bad boys”.

A specific step in the spread of modern understanding of children was the 
attempt in the middle and second half of the 19th century to socialize children 
of non-white ethnic groups. While the effort ended in a virtual failure in 
the case of Native American children, the inclusion of black children in the 
educational system met with some undeniable success. (Bubíková’s analysis of 
these developments is again illustrated by brief discussions of relevant literary 
works.) At any rate, many of these attempts were vitiated by continued racial 
prejudices on the part of the majority population, and especially in the South, 
by exploitation of child labour even a	er the Civil War.

A real breakthrough in the position of a great majority of American 
children occurred in the latter part of the 19th century with the establishment 
of compulsory school attendance. Another breakthrough happened with 
the gradual replacement of the role and responsibilities of the patriarchal 
family: apart from ordinary schools also by such institutions as orphanages 
and reformatory schools. Supplementary effect in this direction was achieved 
by the founding of Sunday schools, children’s clubs, the scouting movement 
and others and in the increasingly widespread publication of children’s books 
and periodicals. �is was not only a consequence of the growing separation of  
parents and children in the wake of industrialization, but no less importantly 
by the increasing enlightenment of the parents and educators by the now 
prevailing concept of childhood.

On the whole, the period between the end of the Civil War and the 
outbreak of WWI put the finishing touches on the creation of the modern 
conception of childhood in America which, to a great degree, continued to 
dominate views and efforts deeply into the post-modern period developing 
a	er WWII. �e old antagonism between the convictions of children’s innate 
“sinfulness” and “innocence” became more or less irrelevant. �e upbringing 
of the young generation began to shi	 from emphasis on morally correct 
behaviour (though far from becoming indifferent to moral issues) to emphasis 
on pragmatic or effective behaviour leading to worldly success. Children, 
especially boys, were preferred to grow up for life struggles hardened by 
play and sports, although the pedagogical philosophy of that time allotted a 
rather different role to female children, preparing them for their future role 
of the “guardians of the family hearth”. (Even so, to European observers most 

in the sphere of children’s literature, resulted in the overwhelming prevalence 
of religious education, chiefly in the form of primers and catechisms. �ough 
certainly outdated today even in the most conservative circles, this literature 
was reasonably popular in the “pre-modern” period in all generations, and their 
moralizing ethic cannot be denied to have had an influence on the specificity 
of many American books for children of the early modern period. 

As the author elaborates in the subsequent chapter, a rather different and 
more complex situation for the development of the perception of children 
predominated in the slave-holding South. In comparison with the severity of 
life in the New England colonies, the white slave owners and their children 
enjoyed not only better material provision and the best available medical care, 
but the offspring of the slave owners enjoyed the additional advantage of being 
treated more tolerantly by their parents than was the case in Puritan society. 
Paradoxically, the comparatively privileged position of the children of the 
slave owners (including the liberty to behave to the slaves as their unrestricted 
masters), hardly led to any significant representation of contemporaneous 
Southern life in literature.

However, as Šárka Bubíková points out, the way of life afforded by the 
wealthy slave-owners’ children with its greater freedoms of play and less 
authoritative treatment by their parents brought the Southern philosophy of 
(white) children’s education closer to the modern all-American conception. 
Needless to add, the position of black children in the pre-modern South was 
in many essential ways opposite, and it became a subject of empathic literary 
representation only much later. 

It is the modern conception, arising in the wake of the Enlightenment and 
especially industrialization since the late 18th century and in the 19th century 
that covers the largest chunk of the book’s text. �e modern perception of 
the child laid much less emphasis on the preparation of children for a rapid 
metamorphosis into adult persons and on the attempts to make children 
perfect by strict upbringing, and this led to considerable changes in the 
treatment of youth: the upbringing became more tolerant, emotional and 
open, aimed at the children’s independence and their ability to make decisions 
(in contrast to the Puritan suppression of children’s “wilfulness”). 

One, from the secular point of view rather bizarre aspect of the 
transformation of “pre-modernity” into “modernity” was the feud between 
the surviving Puritan conviction that children were born sinful, and that 
their sinfulness had to be broken at any price, and the liberal Protestant 
view that children were born innocent. �e latter view of children as “little 
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general decline of the traditional family, previously regarded as unsuitable 
for children. 

Among many other intriguing observations made by Bubíková in this 
chapter that catch the attention of the reader is her statement of the paradoxical 
return of post-modern children’s upbringing to a pre-modern practice: the 
children are brought up with the objective of integrating them into adult life 
as rapidly as possible. Given the state of post-modern adult life, this is hardly 
a good pre-requisite for the materializing of the perhaps too romantic notion 
of childhood as “the happiest and most joyful time of life.”

In the fi	h and final chapter, Bubíková shi	s the focus from a general 
overview of the historical development of children’s literature and of its 
social background to discussing a more specific literary issue of the genre 
of Bildungsroman and its transmutations in America. Apart from dealing 
with the theoretical aspects of the genre, the author pays attention to the 
new alternative tradition of Bildungsroman in the context of feminist and 
children’s literature, and to its ethnic ramifications.

Šárka Bubíková’s An Introduction to the Study of Childhood in American 

Literature is a useful, well-written and solid book of its kind. And, as the author 
points out in her Preface, the book’s ambition is not to bring a thoroughgoing 
analysis of its topic, but to provide a basic orientation in the field and in its 
bibliography. Moreover, it is commendable not only to students of English-
language literature, but to anyone interested in the study of children’s literature 
in general, as well as to anyone with an interest in American history, culture 
and the history of childhood.

   
Josef Grmela

modern American women appeared much more self-confident and self-reliant 
than their European counterparts.)

Taking into account all these metamorphoses, it was clearly no exaggeration 
to approve, as Bubíková does in this book, the opinion that in this period 
“childhood became of central importance in western culture”.

Perhaps the somewhat brief fourth chapter (“Childhood in the Post-Modern 
Age”) brings nevertheless a precise overview of the revolutionary change in 
the concept of childhood arriving in the Post-World-War-II period, especially 
since the 1960s (and in some respects cited by the author, already in the 
conservative 1950s).

Paradoxically, the post-modern period was in many respects a direct 
continuation of some trends reaching their purest expression in the late modern 
period. �e departure from authoritarian upbringing of children and from 
the still surviving influence of conservative Christianity, along with growing 
empathy and tolerance in relation to children was coupled with too many new 
social developments to remain without impact on the family and the children’s 
position in it. �e far-reaching demographic changes (the ever declining 
birth rates, the dramatically rising divorce rate, the increasingly multicultural 
character of the country which led to the relativization of prescriptive cultural 
norms and life styles), significantly shattered the previously shared values 
and standards. With the evaporation of the traditional authoritarian family 
life, the authority of parents and along with this of teachers as well suffered 
a hard knock. Although the anamnesis of this trend was influenced by other 
significant factors (such as the post-traumatic impact of the cruelties of WWII 
and of the Holocaust), Šárka Bubíková pays most attention to the American 
situation proper. She very aptly illustrates it by the literary artefact introducing 
the post-modern era into the American literature for and about children, 
namely J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye of 1951. �e diagnosis of American 
post-World-War-II society voiced by the protagonist of the novel Holden 
Caulfield, includes issues that were avoided in earlier children’s literature, or 
if mentioned, then with much less intensity and brutal frankness: the virtual 
disintegration of the family, with parental tolerance and empathy spilling 
over into indifference, leading to a feeling of growing uprootedness among 
the children.

�e ensuing development of post-modern children’s literature from 
approximately the 1960s onwards gradates the tone of brutal openness 
(even in works aimed at pre-adolescent children) in the treatment of such 
problems as death, disabilities, unconventional sexuality, drug abuse, and the 
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Stanislav Kolář – Zuzana Buráková – Katarína Šandorová,  
Reflections of Trauma in Selected Works 
of Postwar American and British Literature  
(Košice: Univerzita Pavla Jozefa Šafárika, 2010). 129 pp.

�e theoretical underpinning of the present monograph on trauma in 
selective works of American and British postwar literature is trauma theory 
which – following earlier findings by Freud – defined such conceptual issues 
as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the 1980s. As the literary works 
discussed in the book span the period from 1946 to 2006, the concept PTSD 
is understandably applied even to narratives which had been written prior to 
its inception, yet which exhibit many of its symptoms as expounded in the 
concise and lucid Introduction to the monograph.

�e first chapter on trauma and the Holocaust in American fiction by 
Stanislav Kolář in a comparative way examines traumatic symptoms of 
Holocaust survivors and (due to traumatic transfer) also their descendents 
in six selected narratives. �e implicitly comparative approach concerns not 
only characters and rhetorical and literary strategies in the closely analysed 
novels and shorter fiction but references are made to a much broader body of 
Holocaust writing as well as to other fictional trauma representations.

A survivor of the Nazi camps, Sol Nazerman, in Edward Lewis Wallant’s �e 

Pawnbroker (1961) – one of the earlier representations of the Holocaust theme – 
physically and mainly psychologically wounded by traumatic experiences 
and loss suffers from muteness, indifference and alienation in his American 
exile while due to delay in memory the atrocities he went through are re-
enacted in his recurrent nightmares. His European and American settings 
are conflated in them while due to another PTSD symptom he at one point 
engenders anger at another victim rather than at the victimizer. �e intellectual 
Arthur Sammler in Saul Bellow’s Mr Sammler’s Planet (1970), though not 
sharing Nazerman’s inertia and muteness, finds his exile equally alienating 
as immersed in European culture and mentality he does not understand 
the liberal America of the 1960s. While both Nazerman and Sammler are 
for diverse reasons haunted by guilt connected with their traumatic past, 
Sophie in William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice (1979) is completely devastated by 
an awareness of guilt although she had no power to avert the annihilation 
of her children in Auschwitz. �e series of mystifying confessions about her 
past, and the different constructions of truth are a consequence of a PTSD 
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their trauma which continues in American exile, the many ramifications of the 
story include historical, geographical, religious and artistic issues. �e two 
issues which inform Kolář’s well-argued essay is an emphasis on the problem 
of historical authenticity in Holocaust literature and an awareness that the 
Holocaust novel may blur genre boundaries even more than is the case in 
most contemporary novels.

�e brief second chapter on Nuclear Holocaust and Trauma also by Stanislav 
Kolář discusses John Hersey’s Hiroshima of 1946, a book-length coverage of the 
disaster. �is non-fiction follows the fates of six survivors of the attack whom 
Hersey interviewed. One of the parallels between these survivors and those 
of the Nazi concentration camps and death camps implied in the discussion 
is that in both cases the trauma was caused by their total unfamiliarity with 
their situation (the use of the atomic bomb was unprecedented) and also 
because they had very little information about what was happening to them. In 
both cases psychological integrity was disrupted as the situation in which the 
people found themselves exceeded comprehension. �e difference between the 
survivors of the camps and the survivors of the atomic disaster was of course 
the latter’s lack of knowledge about the invisible effects of radiation.

Zuzana Buráková in her chapter on “Finding Identity through Trauma”, 
like Stanislav Kolář, draws on the findings of trauma theorists: Cathy Caruth, 
Marianne Hirsch, Dominick LaCapra and others. �e major focus of her article 
is the construction and/or disintegration of Jewish identity on the basis of 
trauma and in the context of Russia and the Ukraine also the related issue 
of anti-Semitism which can be also transmitted and which can increase in 
borderline situations throughout history. �e first of the novels she discusses 
is J.S. Foer’s Everything is Illuminated which was also discussed in the first 
chapter. �e focus here is mainly Alex’s quest for identity once he learns 
from the visiting American Jew, Jonathan, about his roots and the history of 
the Jewish community in the Ukraine which had been erased from collective 
memory by official historiography. Writing fiction, as we learn at the end of the 
novel, has a psychotherapeutic effect for Jonathan in America and later even 
for Alex in the Ukraine. At this point references to Kolář’s discussion of the 
novel would have further enhanced the monographic character of the book. 
Two short stories from Lara Vapnyar’s collection �ere Are Jews in My House of 
2003 are further analyzed: the eponymous story “�ere Are Jews in My House” 
and “A Question for Vera” which both take place in the former Soviet Union. 
�e eponymous story is a minute psychological study of a close friendship 
between two young women, Galina, a Gentile and Raya, a Jew. Raya’s ethnicity 

symptom – an attempt to project her trauma, to repress the inexpressible past 
in postwar Brooklyn. As Sophie comes from an anti-Semitic Polish Catholic 
family, her sense of guilt is also connected with her life prior to the war 
when she lacked the courage to defy the views of her Germanophile father. 
Partly reminiscent of Sophie in the choices she had to make concerning her 
daughter in a concentration camp, Rosa the protagonist of Cynthia Ozick’s 
short story and novella �e Shawl (1980) also recalls Nazerman and Sammler 
in her attitude to America. Writing letters to her daughter who perished in 
the concentration camp only temporarily releases her from her trauma. As 
Kolář demonstrates, Ozick makes Rosa a very complex character who is still 
imbued in Polish culture, yet who has always been contemptuous of fellow 
Jews who come from lower strata. �is attitude partly changes at the end of the 
work when she emotionally accepts “one of them” which potentially triggers 
her psychological healing process. Art Spiegelman’s two volume Maus,  while 
idiosyncratic in Holocaust fiction due to its comic-book style where animals 
represent people of individual nations, introduces a dual narrative: the survivor  
Vladek’s experience and his son Art Spiegelman’s autobiographical narration, 
even though aware of the fictionality and constructedness of both biographical 
and autobiographical writing. �e complex issues this format (comic-book 
style, dual narration) engenders, as Kolář convincingly argues, is the problem 
of artistic representation of the Holocaust where reality surpassed any work 
of imagination, as well as the question of who has the right to represent the 
Holocaust and the potential for distortions by American-born Jews who 
inherited the trauma.

�e last two Holocaust-related narratives discussed in this chapter of the 
monograph are 21st century novels which like Maus also feature the son’s 
experiences of growing up a child of survivors. �e Holocaust theme is 
however in both cases embedded in a much broader historical and geographical 
context in which European anti-Semitism features large. Jonathan Safran 
Foer’s Everything is Illuminated (2002), where the story is mostly set in the 
Ukraine, covers two centuries till the late 1990s. While the trauma of the 
grandfather is transferred to his son and his grandson Alex, the elucidation 
of his guilt only comes at the end of his life when he reluctantly revisits 
some of the places connected with his pre-war life in the Jewish community. 
One of the multiple meanings of the title of Dana Horn’s novel �e World To 

Come (2006) is a reference to Marc Chagall’s painting “Over Vitebsk” of 1914 
interpreted here as the future predicament of Jewry in Eastern Europe. While 
the painting is connected with all three generations of the Ziskind family and 



144 145

Ema Jelínková,  
British Literary Satire in Historical Perspective   
(Olomouc: Palacký University, 2010). 143 pp. 

�is publication is an informative survey of British satire from the Middle 
Ages to the end of the 20th century. Given the vast chronological scope, most 
of the works under discussion are merely summarized rather than critically 
examined which corresponds to the intention of the author to provide a 
text primarily for students. �e impressive theoretical literature listed in the 
bibliography is therefore used mostly in the introduction (“Understanding 
the Concept”) and in the Appendix. 

�e primary concern of the book is a chronological and thematic clustering 
of satirical works while the rhetorical and narrative strategies employed 
are not foregrounded. Substantial attention is understandably given to the 
heyday of satire, the second half of the 17th and the first half of 18th century. 
Yet studying rhetorical strategies would have been a perspective worthy of 
critical interrogation here as they would have shown differences between 
Swi	 (and partly Defoe) and the other writers especially in Swi	’s focus 
on circumstantial detail, exactitude and almost mathematical precision in 
building up arguments in his satires. �e chapter “Women Satirists: Behn to 
Burney” is interesting as it brings up voices (M.D. Manley, Eliza Haywood, 
Elizabeth Carter, Lady Montagu and others) who had been until recently 
o	en missing in surveys of English literature. Jelínková first characterizes 
the inimical cultural ambience and stereotypes towards female fiction writers, 
playwrights and poets including the view that “to publish satire seemed an 
unladylike activity” (64). She also comments on the misogyny of the leading 
writers of the time such as Swi	, Pope, Gay and Arbuthnot and demonstrates 
how some women poets in the answer poems satirized them in reverse. �e 
experience of sexual double standards for men and women was, naturally, 
one of major topics of women writers at the time.

�e chapter “Prose Satire in the Nineteenth Century” is opened by a brief 
commentary on Jane Austen and the satirical undercurrents in her work 
mainly in terms of the prevalent attitudes to women. Yet, as Jane Austen’s 
interpreter Tony Tanner claims, in her neo-classicist world “emotion is either 
rational – capable of being both conceptualized and verbalized – or it is a 
folly”. Austen’s satirical attitude is therefore also aimed at romantic notions 
of the world (e.g., Sense and Sensibility) as well as at unreflective characters 
lacking in rational understanding. 

becomes an issue only upon the declaration of war with Germany. It is then 
due to generationally-transmitted anti-Semitism and collective hysteria and 
fear that Galina starts noticing signs of difference and otherness in her friend 
which almost leads to turning her and her daughter over to the Nazis. For 
Katya, the child protagonist in “A Question for Vera,” the assumptions of 
her identity are abruptly and shockingly subverted when she is told by a 
kindergarten friend that she is a Jew – a word she does not understand but 
believes must mean something extremely negative. Gary Shteyngart’s novel 
Absurdistan (2006) treats the serious issue of search for Jewish identity in the 
context of satirically conceived post-Soviet reality. Ethnic issues feature high 
here but they are used as a cover for gaining power and material gain. �e 
analysis focuses on the traumatic struggle of the Jewish protagonist Misha 
Vainberg, and his relationships to post-Soviet reality, his oligarch father and 
contemporary America. �e implied question informing the novel is what 
sustains Jewish identity in the contemporary secular world.

In the final chapter “Whose Trauma Is It?” Katarína Šandorová stretches 
the definition of trauma so far connected in the book with Nazi Holocaust, 
Nuclear Holocaust, anti-Semitism and post-traumatic stress disorder to 
encompass the construction of lesbian identity in an inimical environment. 
In the three discussed British novels (Sarah Waters’ Tipping the Velvet, Joanna 
Trollope’s A Village Affair and the canonical Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

by Jeanette Winterson) growth into both awareness and acceptance of the 
protagonists’ lesbian preference is set against limiting and traumatizing 
normative concepts, expectations of families, fundamentalist religion and 
public opinion. As the discussion of the issues stays on the level of plot 
retelling and character description rather than analysis, it does not appear to 
be relevant to the overall theme and is rather unconvincing. (It is unfortunate 
that this last chapter also appears not to have been rigorously proofread.)

�e book as a whole is a formidable endeavour testifying to the diversity 
and vibrancy of Jewish American fiction and the ongoing expansion of the 
Jewish literary canon. Considering the dearth of book-length criticism and 
book-length interpretation of different aspects of American literature in this 
country and in Slovakia, this is a welcome contribution to the topic.                      

Anna Grmelová
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At the beginning of her book Jelínková quite aptly uses an ivy metaphor to 
develop an analogy regarding the way satire “may permeate any other genre” 
(8). �roughout her publication she also continually reiterates that satire is 
protean in its nature. It is therefore a too facile generalization to say about 
the 20th century that “satire, as traditionally defined, has moved away from the 
house of poetry, drama and fiction” (122, emphasis added) as its potential 
to renew still continues in all the major genres. In 20th century poetry it was 
certainly not only the WW I poets who wrote satire but also poets like �omas 
Hardy, W.H. Auden (wrongly listed under WW I poets), Louis MacNeice, 
John Betjeman, Philip Larkin and others. A strong satirical strain can be found 
even in plays by playwrights of the stature of Michael Frayn, Alan Ayckbourn, 
Howard Brenton and many others. 20th century British fiction which is one of 
the most vital periods for fiction in both thematic scope and its great variety 
of form is also rich in satirical forms and features. Closer attention in this 
chapter is given to the campus novel where David Lodge is seen as “untainted 
by postmodernist experiment” (111). Yet, it is actually a playful and parodist 
usage of some postmodernist narrative strategies which is o	en also a source 
of Lodge’s humour and satire. One of many examples could be the opening 
“Flying” chapter in one of Lodge’s best known novels Changing Places where 
the “privileged narrative attitude” is seen as “higher than that of any jet”. 
Satire is indeed protean in its many forms of contemporary fiction and the 
list of writers who employ it would be extensive. Apart from Martin Amis and 
Will Self, characterized in this chapter, there are also Howard Jacobson, Hanif 
Kureishi, Zadie Smith and many others. �e tendency still continues as even 
writers such as Ian McEwan whom we have not so far associated with satire 
has created the novel Solar which has been hailed as a satirical masterpiece.

�is synthesized overview of an extensive historical range of literature 
would be a useful tool for students starting their studies in English language 
and literature as well as a wider audience interested in a specific perspective 
of English literature. �e author’s approach is certainly engaging, displaying 
an interest in the field and the text is written in lucid, vivid language.

Anna Grmelová


