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STALINGRAD PUB OR HITLER’S? 
REPRESENTATION OF IDEOLOGICAL CHANGES
OF TOPONYMS IN CONTEMPORARY CZECH LITERATURE

The 20th century ideologies, together with the transformations of the constitutional and 
social orders of the Central Europe, count among the major topics of contemporary 
Czech prose. The concept of collective memory, that preserves these elements of the 
past, is being uncovered both on the material and non-material planes. One of the ways 
of its representation in literary works is the use of toponyms of predominantly com-
memorative character. Therefore, in a fictional world, the names of places become an 
essential motif reflecting the ideological influence of the political power of the time. 
The paper focuses on the place names the contemporary prose works contain and on 
the way they are involved in constructing a literary picture of the history of the 20th cen
tury. Attention is paid to the artistic representation of the ideologically motivated chan
ges of toponyms and non-standardized toponymy as an element of identity or humor 
defying political power; furthermore, the particularities of linguistically diverse areas, 
especially in relation to German and Polish language, are considered. From the metho
dological point of view, the study is based, besides others, on the concept of abused 
memory (abus de mémoire) by the French philosopher Paul Ricœur, which is clearly 
evident in the literary motif of the ideological transformations of toponyms.
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Introduction
In the Czech literature of the last two decades, topics of Central European 

(or, in a narrower sense, Czech) modern history of the 20th century have appeared 
in the books of authors of all generations; they deal with the issues of both the 
so-called large-scale history, and the influences that power and ideological changes 
have had on people’s everyday lives. It is thus evident that a need to reflect the era 
in works of art is still present and topical, which may be linked to the universal 
society’s turn to the phenomena of national identity and memory. One of the mo-
tive components of fiction pieces, which can be called memory novels, novellas, 
or short stories, is the toponymy of the fictional world. The study focuses on the 
usage of toponyms as a feature of literarily constructed ideology images and their 
forms in selected Czech literary pieces of late. Toponyms are understood in a wide 
sense – in the study, border categories are included as well, such as settlement and 
non-settlement object names.1

1	 In particular, there are names of pubs and restaurants in questin, although some researchers 



STATI Acta onomastica LX/1122

As it has been already mentioned, the research in literary toponymy is rather 
marginal, because in the domain of literary onomastics, it is the research of anthro
ponyms what prevails (David, 2011, p. 209; Dvořáková, 2017, p. 16). This is con
nected to a rather poor methodological and terminological background concerning 
literary toponymy, both in Czech literary criticism and in linguistics.2 It is evident 
that as a memory medium, literature significantly participates in reflecting topo-
nyms of the real world and their changes; in the sense of Ricœur’s theory of me
mory abuse, it is possible to face 20th-century political and social phenomena, such 
as suppression and manipulation of memory, and the so-called trace effacing.3 
The importance of toponyms both in the real world, and in its fictional counterpart, 
is underlined by their link to state power and ideology: “The naming of places is 
a key component in the relationship between place and the politics of identity in 
contemporary societies. In this sense, naming is a form of norming. Names are part 
of both symbolic and material order that provides legitimacy to those who domi-
nate the politics of (place) representation” (Berg – Kearns, 2009, p. 19).

This paper deals with the issue using the two following periods as examples: 
1) post-war period, connected with the de-Germanization of the Czech lands and 
2) normalization and post-communist period. The selected sample of analysed 
books does not aim to be exhaustive but in partial aspects it constitutes representa
tive works reflecting the ideological transformations of toponyms issued between 
the years 2004–2013 (first edition). The studied toponyms included in the literary 
works are in italics when mentioned for the first time and in some cases an English 
translation is provided. The translations of citations from primary and secondary 
literature have been done by the author of the study himself.

Czechs, Germans, and Literary Toponyms
A recent wave of literary pieces set in the Sudetenland, or addressing the issue 

of the disappearance of the German element in Czech regions has been gaining 
momentum since 2000. It includes, for instance, Aussiger, a fiction by Martin Fibi
ger, Straka na šibenici (The Magpie on the Gallows) by Daniel Petr, Grandhotel 
(An International Hotel) by Jaroslav Rudiš, Vyhnání Gerty Schnirch (The Expulsion 

consicer them to be chrematonyms, this paper, applying a conservative approach, ranks them 
as toponyms: “Both concepts have their logical justification and it cannot be determined which 
one is the right one” (Hlubinková, 2007, p. 140).

2	 Unlike in Pastyřík, literary onomastics is considered here as covering both the disciplines, 
not only linguistics. Cf. Pastyřík, 2000, pp. 6–7.

3	 Ricœur regards collective memory as an active process; in fact, it is a fight against oblivion. 
At the same time, as Ricœur remarks, memory keeps being endangered – and this is how the 
category of abused memory emerges, which includes three exactly defined subtypes: suppres
sed, manipulated, and obligatory memory (Ricœur, 2000, pp. 67–111).
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of Gerta Schnirch) by Kateřina Tučková, Němci (The Germans) by Jakuba Katalpa, 
Slezský román (A Silesian Novel) by Petr Čichoň, or Jizvy (Scars) by Evita Nau
šová. As to the fixed figures of the books, the space memory is activated through 
toponyms and their changes; they are often used by authors as the only preserved 
non-material witnesses of the past. This brings about a typical endeavour to create 
a maximally realistic effect, which is put into practice by using local names, a tech
nique belonging to the realistic style of writing (David, 2011, p. 212).

In these books, the existence of two toponyms – a Czech and a German one – 
represents condensed contrast; such is the case of A Silesian Novel by Petr Čichoň. 
The changes in place names reflect political events and historical breaking points 
not only in the Sudeten borderland but also in the specific environment of the 
Hlučín region.4 The book puts forward the memory of the region situated on the 
borders of spheres of influences and power interests since 1930s: “After the vil-
lage of Ludgeřovice was joined to the Reich, he became a hero for Germans, and 
was named amtsvorschteher, a political leader of the NSDAP, at Ludgerstahl” 
(Čichoň, 2011, p. 39). By connecting the motive of the newly used German topo
nym with Hitler’s National Socialist Party, the impact of ideology was substantial
ly accentuated; the same workings of the city names can also be found elsewhere: 
“Mrs Nová’s new beige Mercedes enters the slanting street. Her surname seems 
to symbolize the split of the woman with her own past. Hilda Hoch used to be 
a member of the German society of girls at Ludgerstahl but her past, including 
her birth name, disappeared alongside the glory of the old Altreich” (Čichoň, 2011, 
p. 90).

In the second timeline of the novel, which takes place in the 1930s and 1940s, 
the changes of place names are felt in a different way – the co-existence of the 
two forms point at something natural, without being felt as marked at all. In very 
short sections of the book, the German and Czech toponyms overlap, such as in 
the speech of Kammler, a Nazi, at the end of the war: “I need to arrive at this place 
called Štěpánkovice, where I should report myself at the local national committee. 
I don’t know this area. I had the opportunity to get to know Oberschlesien from 
the side of today’s Poland only. I recall the unpleasant experience of going on an 
inspection trip to Auschwitz” (Čichoň, 2011, p. 255). In other places, the post-war 

4	 From 1742 to 1920, the region was part of Prussia; then, the Hlučín region was joined to 
Czechoslovakia (the areas of Hať and Píšť as late as 1923). From 1938 to 1945 the region was 
part of the Nazi Germany and after the war it was re-joined to Czechoslovakia. Unlike in the 
Sudetenland, the German inhabitants were not removed from this region. A strong influence 
of politics and ideologies in the locality is mentioned by Petr in the novel, too: “[…] the Sile
sians were always on their guard, conserving a hereditary respect for power, which, more often 
than not, kept changing nationally and ideologically in Upper Silesia for centuries” (Čichoň, 
2011, p. 27).
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Czechization is perceived with no emotions: “Wait! The foreman told me to get 
you to Hilvetihof […] But… but… Now, it’s called Albertovec!” (Čichoň, 2011, 
p. 263; said in broken Czech). Last but not least, the literary toponymy of A Silesian 
Novel puts emphasis on capturing the dialectical forms of names, e.g. in the field 
of morphology and pronunciation (‘through Přivoz’, ‘in Šilheřovicach’ – i.e. using 
short syllables instead of long ones, and a dialectical plural local-case ending). 
It thus stresses the representation of the original identity of the region whose every
day life has been substantially marked by the political upheavals of the previous 
century.

In An International Hotel, a novel by Jaroslav Rudiš, the toponyms have a wid
er function; they serve as a means for capturing the whole of the 20th century, 
or in some cases, of even remoter eras. In the book set in today’s city of Liberec, 
the author makes use of a narrator-walker, who perceives the multi-layered text of 
the city by means of street names enumerations.5 The fiction map of the town is 
thus significantly moved from the horizontal organization of space to the vertical 
direction of time; there are sequencings of toponyms illustrating the changes of 
names of particular places, such as: náměstí Dr. E. Beneše ‘Dr. E. Beneš Square’ – 
náměstí Bojovníků za mír ‘Peace Fighters Square’ – náměstí Prezidenta Dr. Ed­
varda Beneše ‘President Dr Edvard Beneš Square’ – Adolf Hitler Platz – náměstí 
Dr. Edvarda Beneše ‘Dr Edvard Beneš Square’) – Altstädter Ring – Alter Markt – 
Altstädter Platz – Ring – Margkt, or Masarykova ulice ‘Masaryk Street’ – Lenino­
va třída ‘Lenin Avenue’ – Šamánkova třída ‘Šamánek Avenue’ – Bayer Strasse – 
Sedmidomky ‘Seven Houses’ – Kaiser-Josef-Strasse – Belvedere. The realistic 
effect of the aforementioned is intensified by subtle nuancing in the commemora-
tive names, as seen in the case of Edvard Beneš.

In the course of the 20th century, ideologically and nationally problematized 
identity of the city is, after all, mentioned by changing German and Czech forms 
of the name, including an etymological digression: “And it used to be called Rei­
chenberg, Reichmberg, Reychinberch. And in the meantime, Rychberk, Lychberk, 
Libercum, Liberk, and possibly even otherwise, but almost nobody remembers it, 
not even Franz, who otherwise remembers almost everything. Reich means rich. 
Wealthy. Splendid. Perfect. Berg is a mountain. Hill. But also a mine. Or a heap” 
(Rudiš, 2006, p. 67). Metonymically, the disappearance of the German nature of 
the town is, last but not least, related to a Nazi submarine called Reichenberg, sank 
during the Second World War.

What is to be found less often in modern fiction that thematizes the memory of 
the former German-speaking areas is the use of “speaking” toponyms, which can be 

5	 It is a technique extensively used in contemporary Czech prose, which Joanna Derdowska 
notices in works by Rudiš and applies a parallel approach with works of other authors e.g. 
Daniela Hodrová, Jáchym Topol or Jiří Kratochvil (Derdowska, 2011, pp. 90–91).
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seen, for instances in Aussiger, a book by Martin Fibiger. In the description of the 
conditions of the graves in the area afflicted by the relocation, two types of names 
are to be found referring to this process. The first group consists of settlement 
names which evoke dramatic or cruel stories of events (Násilnice ‘The Violence’, 
Zvířetice ‘Animality’, Neznabohy ‘The Infidels’). The second part of the names is 
connected to stone as a material, which is, in the form of the gravestones, the only 
material witness of the vanished world (Kamenná Ves ‘Stone Village’, Kámen 
‘Stone’, distantly also Hradiště ‘Castle/Fortification’. A blatantly ironical function 
underlining the completed domination of the Czech national element, is fulfilled 
by the village called Veselí (‘Happiness/Mirth’): “The Czech gravestones only. 
Originally a mixed cemetery. In the past, the German graves were fully removed, 
the remnants of the dead being placed in a communal grave with an inscription” 
(Fibiger, 2004, p. 41). The author thus combines the actual names (Veselí, Nezna­
bohy) with new coinages (Násilnice, Kamenná Ves). However, these formally 
imitate the real toponyms; be it, in the first case, by means of a toponym-forming 
element, or, in the other, by means of a common combination a named object’s 
property and the onymized noun of “ves” (i.e. ‘village’).

The “Normalization” Period and Afterwards
Besides the Second World War and the post-war expulsion of the German 

minority, another Czech collective trauma is the Communist regime period. The 
emphasised topic of the contemporary Czech fiction is preponderantly the era of 
the so-called Normalization – i.e. 1970s and 1980s. It is also the image of this era 
that is, in many books constructed, among others, via literary toponyms; what is 
characteristic of them is the use of parodic features and ironical distance. This can 
be exemplified upon the fiction by Jan Balabán. In his novel Kudy šel anděl 
(‘Where the Angel Walked‘), the commemorative name of a pub evokes a simi-
larity between the ruling people and Nazism: “It was in the Stalingrad (Stalingrad 
Pub) which was not called by housing-estate yobs no other name but U Hitlera 
(‘Hitler’s’), even though the then teachers struggled to keep the similarities be-
tween the two giants secret. […] To cut it short, Martin Vrána and Tonda Gona 
drink their beers at the Hitler’s and nowhere else” (Balabán, 2011, p. 242). In the 
same way, ideology gets into contact with the semantic relations of the official 
and unofficial names of the post-revolution pub in the collection of short stories 
Možná že odcházíme (‘We Might Be Leaving’): “There is a pub nearby that he 
never went to. No decent man, not even a decent drunkard, ever goes there. Its 
name was Pub u třešní (‘Pub at the Cherry trees’), it was also called U komunistů 
(‘The Communists’’) as it really was property of the party” (Balabán, 2010a, p. 191). 
Here, the author makes use of a logical paradox (the Anglicism “pub” in the name 
of the Communists-owned restaurant), and a double-sense (the collocation with 
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the cherry tree imitates real pub names which are created by connecting a prepo-
sition and the genus of a tree, while still hinting at the symbol of the Czech Com-
munist party). An instance of folk etymology tinted with political irony is also 
reflected in Mandaríni (‘The Mandarins’), a novel by Stanislav Komárek, where it 
is inspired by the atmosphere on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Here, a social-
ist housing estate is contrasted with the American sound exonym Texas: “When 
Jindřich arrived at his parents’ flat, which was situated in a housing estate called 
Texas, as it was being built at the time of JFK’s assassination, it had already got 
pitch-dark” (Komárek, 2011, p. 53).

In the fiction by Jan Balabán, the toponyms are based upon the non-fictional 
world; preponderantly, they are inspired by the toponymy of the Ostrava region 
and the city of Ostrava itself. One of the author’s inspiration sources is the chang-
es of the place in the course of the massive development of housing estates; this 
process is critically addressed due to insensitive and enormous breaches it has left 
in the local landscape. As a part of capturing the original environment of the locus 
and its memory, Balabán makes use of names of disappearing, mostly rural objects: 
“Heavy-lifting machines carved deep yellow ditches across gardens and pastures, 
bulldozers were disposing of cherry trees and plum trees lining the old roads, the 
lanes called Na návsi (‘The Green’), Na fojství (‘The Vogt Place’), and Pod hrází 
(‘Under the Dam’) disappeared under embankments of motorway feeders, and the 
brook, that used to run in meanders of fens and weeping willows, runs in the pipes 
under the motorway” (Balabán, 2010b, p. 334). The placement of housing estates 
reflects one of the cornerstones of the socialist ideology – industrial production 
connected to the need of accommodating employees and their families regardless 
of the original buildings on the site. The disappeared toponyms are thus transfer
red to the fiction world as one of the features of the otherwise suppressed memory 
of the place. By contrast, the new city parts are denominated in a unified way – their 
name is Etapa (‘Period’), followed by a numeral indication of the development of 
the housing estate. The term “Period” contains an ideological connotation, too. 
Whereas the traditional notions such as “quarter” and “district” refer to a spatial 
demarcation, the word “period”, carrying the meaning of “section” or “phase”, is 
rather related to the time hierarchy, as it emphasises the very act of building a new 
urban area.

In other books focusing on the Normalization period, the fictional toponymy 
is constructed as a combination of the real and fiction one. An example of these is 
Strážci občanského dobra (‘The Guardians of the Civil Good’), a novel by Petra 
Hůlová, which takes places in a fictional city of Krakov, a green field housing 
estate built in the 1970s. The commemorative toponym referring to the Polish 
inspiration represents brotherhood among individual Eastern-bloc states in the 
story. Analogically, the novel mentions other Czechoslovak cities, the names 
of which are motivated in the same way (Drážďany ‘Dresden’, Minsk, Charkov 
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‘Kharkov’, and Debrecín ‘Debrecen’) – what is interesting semantically is the 
fact that none of these is, at the time of the novel, a capital, which points at a cer-
tain peripheral character of the created housing estates.6 Moreover, the amount of 
fictitiousness in their perception is reduced – these are actual names existing in 
the real world, referring here to different areas. By using real toponyms instead of 
the fictional ones, the novel somehow parodies the overuse of ideological remem-
brance in that time.

In the novel, a significant illusion-making function7 is exercised by mixing the 
aforementioned fictional cities (having real, transposed names) with real cities 
which exist outside the fictional world – such as Havířov, or Ostrava-Poruba: 
“A need of some new agglomerations for the nation of Czechoslovaks who were 
affected by the biggest baby boom since the Second World War, that’s the point. 
[…] Just in order to have the stuff that the guys needed at the time, and that was 
definitely not Havířov, people’s needs keep changing, and Communists wanted to 
be flexible, too, just the word was not used that much, actually, to cut it short, in 
order to satisfy the that-time today” (Hůlová, 2010, p. 13). In regard to the fact that 
Žaneta Dvořáková states that literary urbanonyms “are always perceived with the 
real urbanonymy in the background, they are confronted with the real names of our 
reality, and evaluated as ‘real’ or ‘probably real’, or as ‘improbable’ and ‘made-up’” 
(Dvořáková, 2009, p. 81), the above-described authorial strategy strengthens the 
impression of the real substantially.

Whereas the story of The Guardians of the Civil Good develops from the 1970s 
up to the present day, Rudiš’s novella Národní třída (National Avenue) is set in 
the present only; the past flashbacks appear solely in the narrator’s retrospectives. 
The layer of socialist names is one of the features of making the past present; in 
National Avenue, these types of toponyms gain the status of set names, which out
live the epoch of the ideology that created them (the Sputnik hotel, the Bajkonur 
shopping centre). In other cases, they, however, reflect the change of political 
orientation: “The kickbox shooter from the times when I went to see him in the 
cinema, which was called Kosmos but now it’s not called so, it’s turned into a ca-
sino, which is called Las Vegas” (Rudiš, 2013, p. 22). In the domain of literary 
toponymy, the last ideological change in Czechia – the Velvet Revolution and the 
restoration of democracy – is predominantly linked to thematizing the revival of 
the First Czechoslovac Republic names. However, Rudiš’s novella also reflects 
a brand new sphere of names which is typical of both settlement and non-settle-
ment objects – fashionable English-based expressions. This is paid attentionto the 
miniature essay fiction Místo Ostrava (‘The Place of Ostrava’) by Petr Hruška as 

6	 For more about the particularities of the names of foreign cities cf. David, 2011, p. 212.
7	 Cf. Dvořáková, 2017, pp. 192–194.
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well: “Around the McD’s and Oscar’s Pub. Everything is already there, everything 
is possible, only the new names will, for some time, sound sillier than elsewhere, 
Dolly, Vegas, Veronique bar” (Hruška, 2004, p. 141).

Conclusion
In the recent Czech fiction, the literary image of the 20th century and, particularly 

of its traumatic phases, has been to a large extent constructed through toponyms. 
At the same time, it oscillates between a struggle to create a maximally realistic 
effect, which is achieved via using Czech and German names in the borderlands, 
and an ironic-like tone facing the power ideologies. The dominant features in the 
books studied here seem to be the utilization of the principle of enumeration of 
changing names which formally imitate the real names, and of (un)serious imita-
tion of commemorative urbanonymy. The representation of ideological changes 
in toponyms in the contemporary fiction thus gives another proof of the extent to 
which toponyms are a social phenomenon which is, at the same time, important, 
vulnerable, and prone to abuse.
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HOSPODA STALINGRAD NEBO U HITLERA? 
REPREZENTACE IDEOLOGICKÝCH PROMĚN TOPONYM 
V SOUČASNÉ ČESKÉ LITERATUŘE
Ideologie 20. století a proměny státoprávního a společenského uspořádání střední 
Evropy patří mezi výrazná témata současné české prózy. Kolektivní paměť, tyto prvky 
minulosti uchovávající, je rozkrývána jak v rovině materiální, tak nehmotné. Jedním 
ze způsobu její reprezentace v literárních dílech je užití toponym převážně honorifi-
kačního charakteru. Názvy míst se tak ve fikčním světě stávají podstatným motivem, 
reflektujícím ideové a ideologické působení státní moci dané doby. V našem příspěv
ku sledujeme, jaká místní či pomístní jména současná prozaická díla obsahují a jak 
se podílejí na konstruování literárního obrazu dějin 20. století. Pozornost věnujeme 
uměleckému ztvárnění ideologicky motivovaných změn toponym a nestandardizo-
vané toponymie jako prvku identity či humoru vzdorujícímu politické moci; zamě-
řujeme se rovněž na specifika jazykově nehomogenních oblastí, zejména ve vztahu 
k němčině a polštině. Příspěvek metodologicky čerpá mj. z konceptu zneužité pa-
měti (abus de mémoire) francouzského filozofa Paula Ricœura, která je v literárním 
motivu ideologických proměn toponym výrazně zřetelná.
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