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A FEW NOTES ON THE HISTORY
OF THE CLASSICAL PRAGUE
LINGUISTIC CIRCLE!

par Petr CERMAK

Charles University in Prague
petr.cermak@ff. cuni.cz

Basé sur les archives inexplorées du CLPE, le présent lexte se propose de révéler
certains aspects de Uhistoire de cette associalion scientifique importante. Suite a la pré-
sentation globale des archives examinées, les auteurs mettent notamment Uaccent sur
les circonstances de la dissolution forcée du Cercle dans les années 1950 du xx° siécle,
ainsi que sur ladhésion de certains linguistes éminents et la correspondance des
membres du CLP. Le texte complete également de maniere fondamentale la liste des
conférences prononcées dans le cadre du Cercle en présentant 16 conférences, tenues
dans les années 1948-1950 et jusqu’ici inconnues.

1. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

The present volume of La Linguistique offers plentiful
evidence that the ideas of the Prague Linguistic Circle on
language and literature have not ceased arousing interest.
This contribution, however, will discuss neither the Circle’s
intellectual heritage nor its impact on modern linguistic and
literary scholarship. Rather, its focus will be on the Circle’s
history itself, as the newly edited materials of the Prague
Linguistic Circle Collection in the Archives of the Czech
Academy of Sciences have helped us see some aspects of the
Circle’s history in a new light. In what follows, these docu-
ments — along with some materials associated with Bohumil

1. This text was produced as part of the GACR Grant No. 405/09/0277 (Prazsky
lingvisticky krouzek 1926-1953: nejstarsi déjiny ve svétle archivnich pramenit), whose receiver
was Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague.
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Trnka and found to be part of his pupil Jifi Nosek’s estate —
will be presented here for two reasons: firstly, they serve to
complement and, in some ways, rectify the standard facts of
the Circle’s history; secondly, it is our strong conviction that
the Circle’s intellectual heritage can only be interpreted and
fostered if such an enterprise rests on reliable knowledge
of the Circle’s external history. The scope of the present
contribution only allows for brevity — for relevant issues, the
reader is referred to the detailed treatment of a number of
themes in our recent monography on the subject (Cermak,
Poeta, Cermak, 2012).

2. THE PRAGUE LINGUISTIC CIRCLE COLLECTION

So far, the historiography of the Prague Linguistic Circle
has extensively drawn upon two principal sources — the works
of Roman Jakobson and Josef Vachek. Each of them - key
figures in the Circle’s history — naturally centred their texts
around their memories though each did so in his own way.

Jakobson, a protagonist of the Circle’s founding genera-
tion, had never striven to create a comprehensive picture of
the association’s history. Instead, he had always concentrated
on its specific activities and, even more importantly, on an
analysis of events and tendencies in the Circle’s evolution,
and he had been doing so with customary vigour. Moreover,
from 1939 onwards he had not been living in Czechoslovakia,
which allowed him — unlike Josef Vachek — to voice his state-
ments concerning the Circle in a free manner and with no
restraint whatsoever. In addition, the impact of his words
increased thanks to his established post-war position as a
philologist in the U.S. For all these reasons, it comes as no
surprise that an overwhelming majority of international litera-
ture on the Prague Linguistic Circle has used Jakobson as its
primary source?, most notably when treating specific themes,

2. Osorio Nelson, 1971, El Circulo de Praga, Valparaiso, Ediciones Universitarias;
Fontaine Jacqueline, 1974, Le Cercle linguistique de Prague, Tours, Maison Mame;
Raynaud Savina, 1990, 1l Circolo Linguistico di Praga (1926-1939): Radici storiche e apporti
teorici, Milano, Pubblicazioni dell’Universita Cattolica.
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such as the role of the Russian philologists in the Circle or
understanding the Circle as an organized, militant platform
that pursued clearly defined common goals.

For Czech historiography of the Circle, the primary referen-
tial source has undoubtedly been the writings of Josef Vachek,
who was, for that matter, almost the sole systematic histori-
ographer of the Circle until the fall of Communism in 1989
(the Prague Linguistic Circle representing, in the political
sense, an undesirable theme). Vachek’s writings® differ from
Jakobson’s in several respects. Most importantly, he devoted
himself to minute historiographic analysis, much appreciated
by modern historians. Moreover, his extraordinary loyalty to
the Circle had always led him to positive interpretations: in
describing external conflicts of the Circle as well as its internal
clashes he did not emphasise the antagonististic aspects but
preferred seeing the Circle as a meeting platform for intel-
lectually related people to portraying it as a militant, well-
organized movement. Needless to say, Vachek, in his loyal and
positive approach, never interfered with facts — this is why his
texts serve as an absolutely reliable and by far the most sig-
nificant source for researchers who seek true facts rather than
punchy statements and interpretations, including foreign
authors of Czech or Slovak origin whose publications com-
bine knowledge of relevant Czech texts, familiarity with the
Czechoslovak context and international perspective®.

All these texts are primarily based on personal memo-
ries of people involved with the Circle and on documents
preserved in collections by individuals or institutions (such
as libraries and universities). It is precisely these documents
that make the bulk of the Prague Linguistic Circle Collection
in the Archives of the Czech Academy of Sciences (for its

3. Vachek Josef (ed.), 1964, A Prague School Reader in Linguistics, Bloomington,
Indiana University Press; Vachek Josef, 1966, The Linguistic School of Prague. An intro-
duction to its Theory and Practice, Bloomington, Indiana University Press; Vachek Josef
(ed.), 1970, U zakladii praiské jazykovédné skoly, Prague, Academia; Vachek Josef, 1994,
Vapominky Ceského anglisty, Prague, H & H; Vachek Josef, 1999, Prolegomena k déjindm
Prazské skoly jazykovédné, JinoCany, H & H.

4. Matejka Ladislav (ed.), 1978, Sound, Sign and Meaning. A Quinquagenary of
the Prague Linguistic Circle, Michigan, Ann Arbor; Galan FrantiSek William, 1988,
Historic Structures: the Prague School Project, 1928-1946, Austin, University of Texas Press;
Toman Jindfich, 1995, The Magic of a Common Language: Jakobson, Mathesius, Trubetzkoy,
and the Prague Linguistic Circle, Cambridge — London, The MIT Press.
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detailed description based on the arrangement and record
by the Archives, cf. Barvikova, Janderovd, Podany, 1999).
As for the attention paid to the Collection by philologists,
some authors have used some of the texts®, but its compre-
hensive description, analysis and contextualization has only
been provided now by P. Cermdk P. — Poeta — J. Cermak,
Prazsky...

The Collection only took shape and received its name
in the Archives upon the deliverance there of the materials
in 1977 by Bohumil Trnka®. As it transpired recently, the mate-
rials were those he had been privately collecting over the years
— the Circle itself kept no such collection intentionally and of
its own accord.

The present Collection consists of 4 document files and
7 notebooks (referred to as « books » by the Circle members).
The stock-taking archivists described it briefly as « a preserved
but incomplete collection of meeting minutes, correspon-
dence, documents on international relations, publication
and lecture activities, conference materials, editing materials
and accounting documents ». The most valuable documents
among these include:

—minutes of «lecture» and «organisational » meet-
ings, which very significantly supplement and refine our
knowledge of the Circle’s daily existence, its scholarly

5. Toman, The Magic...; Toman Jindfich, 2011, PFibéh jednoho moderniho projektu.
Praisky linguisticky krouzek 1926-1948, Prague, Nakladatelstvi Karolinum; Ehlers Klaas-
Hinrich, 2005, Strukturalismus in der deutschen Sprachwissenschaft: Die Rezeption der Prager
Schule zwischen 1926 und 1945, Berlin — New York, Walter De Gruyter.

6. Bohumil Trnka’s estate contains a letter to the Academy in which Trnka
explains why the collection he delivered is incomplete. The primary reason he
adduces is that these are the documents that have been in his keeping, in accordance
with the Circle’s practice: all principal members used to keep documents that per-
tained to them personally or to activities they were responsible for. Trnka’s own, sec-
retarial file was voluminous —and happened to end up in the Academy. Its Collection,
therefore, contains documents kept by Trnka until 1970s. This may serve as a partial
explanation of why Vachek apparently could not use them when he was working
on the historiography of the Circle. Evidently, he had no idea this collection was in
existence, and there is no way of knowing why Trnka did not inform him — however
strange this may seem, as these two linguists came to be the most loyal guardians
of the Circle’s heritage. In the same letter, Trnka goes on to say that the collection
could possibly be complemented by materials potentially in keeping by some other
members of the Circle — Havranek, Vachek, Trnka, Jakobson, Skali¢cka and Novakova.
It seems, however, that the Academy never approached them and that the Collection
retained its original scope.
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activities both at home as well as abroad and of the birth of
its publications;

— attendance sheets, which — along with other documents
both of and outside the Collection — have helped us to
supplement the existing lists of Circle lectures by another
14 hitherto unknown lectures of 1949-1950; also, they have
refined our ideas of the attendance: with most lectures it
is now possible to reconstruct the numbers as well as the
identity of the listeners (thus providing data of utmost
importance for those interested in the history of Czech sci-
ence and culture, as the lectures were attended by promi-
nent representatives of other academic disciplines as well
as poets, writers, etc.);

—record of correspondence between the Circle and institu-
tions as well as individuals both at home and abroad, as well
as the bulk of the correspondence itself; these documents
amply demonstrate that at the height of its activity, the
Circle was indeed a most effective scholarly institution, tied
by links of cooperation to a number of foreign academic
institutions;

— documents associated with some of the Circle’s most signifi-
cant projects (e.g. conferences on phonology; the Spisovnd
Cestina a jazykovd kultura series);

—accounting books and related documents, which demon-
strate, among other things, the Circle’s remarkable capacity
to raise funds for its economically exacting publication and
other activities.

As stated above, the creation of the Collection was
essentially a random process. It comes, then, as no sur-
prise that the Collection is heterogeneous both in terms of
content and chronology. The heterogeneity in content
is most of all due to the fact that the Collection primarily
contains documents related to the Circle’s daily life in which
the role of Trnka as secretary was central. On the other
hand, there are only a few documents in the Collection
that pertain to matters that were responsibility of other
members. The chronological heterogeneity is determined
by the historical context: whereas some periods in the life
of the Circle are amply documented, some come across in
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documentary scraps only. In this respect, the following
chronology offers itself:

Period from 6th October 1926 to 1st December 1930

This period spans the time between the first lecture in the
Circle (by Henrik Becker) and generally assumed to mark its
birth, and the Circle’s official constitution. The first 18 months
of its existence are only sparsely documented in the Archives,
as only attendance sheets of the lectures have been preserved.
Obviously, by that time it was as yet no one’s intention to turn
what were freely conceived meetings by researchers related by
thought and method into an institutionally organized Circle.
In time, however, the Circle’s activities expanded and its mem-
bers started feeling the need to represent their body in the
public as an institution whose life is guided by a set of regula-
tions. This trend, apparent in the latter half of this period, is
documented by minutes of the meetings and other materials.

Period from 1st December 1930 to 27th February 1939

This is the best-documented period in the Archives and
perhaps also in the history of the Circle as such, most notably
in the minutes of lecture and organisational meetings. It is
particularly detailed from Ist December 1930 to 15th January
1934, when the record was kept by the young Josef Vachek.
He entered everything he took note of in a special notebook,
which leads us to the safe assumption that all the record of
the period had been preserved. The detailed nature of the
records reflects both Vachek’s thoroughgoing approach,
characteristic also for his historiographic writings, and the
fact that this was a task taken up with all respect and respon-
sibility by a 21-year old student. Later, when record-making
was taken over by Bohumil Trnka, whose position within the
Circle was very different, the style of the minutes changed
considerably: from then on, the record often was only in
numbered statements and sometimes incomplete or not
quite clear. Yet, even Trnka’s record appears so full that we



A few notes on the history of the classical Prague linguistic circle 81

may safely conclude that this period as a whole offers by far
the best representation of the Circle’s life.

Period from 27th February 1939 to 12th May 1952

This time segment covers the war and post-war period.
Despite the fact that its closing date is identical with that of
the very last lecture delivered in the Circle, the Collection
contains documents that are later than 1952. This fact aptly
illustrates the gradual decline of the Circle, as its activities
were not officially terminated as of a particular date. Both
the war and post-war period are documented very poorly (in
the above-mentioned letter to the Archives, Trnka points out
thata number of documents disappeared during the war when
the Faculty of Arts was occupied by the Nazis). The record of
the former period contains only dates and titles of lectures
on separate and often tattered sheets while the record of the
latter contains attendance sheets as well. All told, this time seg-
ment of the Circle’s history is documented in a most partial,
uneven way and its thin and scattered materials must be inter-
preted and contextualized with utmost care.

3. SOME ASPECTS OF THE CIRCLE’S HISTORY IN THE LIGHT
OF THE COLLECTION DOCUMENTS

The overall nature of the Collection is therefore such
that it significantly supplements our hitherto knowledge of
the Circle’s history. However, the limited scope of the pres-
ent contribution allows us to mention but a few themes whose
understanding can be profitably refined on the basis of the
Collection’s evidence.

3.1. The Circle’s End

While historiography has taken great care to describe the
rise and the grand years of the Circle, little is known about its
end. Traditional accounts say that the Circle ceased to exist
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in the early 1950s, with an implication that it was officially
banned some time in the decade.

Itis certain that the Circle’s activities were not terminated in
accordance with its Statutes’, but that document was naturally
ill-suited to the conditions of Czechoslovak life in the 1950s.
The documents of both the Collection and Bohumil Trnka’s
estate yield butasingle specific date: on 12 May 1952, the Circle
convened for its very last lecture. Materials of the Collection
that relate to the following years only document how the
Circle’s earlier activities were dying away during the 1950s.
Trnka himself refers — in the above-mentioned letter to the
Archives of the Academy of 1977 — to « a premature official
dissolution in the academic year 1952-1953 ». The nature of
this « official dissolution » can only be inferred from the cor-
respondence between Trnka as the Circle’s secretary and vari-
ous power institutions. As early as November 1949 (i.e. about
18 months after the Communist coup d’etat), Trnka had to
provide a detailed account for the National Committee of
the Circle’s status, activities and property. In 1951, when the
authorities launched a campaign to « simplify the system of sci-
entific societies », Trnka responded to a query regarding the
possibilities of the Circle’s association with another scientific
institution. Trnka’s struggle for the Circle’s independence was
brave but futile — he had, for example, to report which publica-
tions by the Circle were ideologically objectionable and should
therefore be no longer distributed — the more so that the pres-
sure was part of a general campaign by the authorities against
societies. As early as April 1952, Trnka stated in a letter that
« the Prague Linguistic Circel will be affiliated — as a selective
scientific society — to one of the institutes of the newly created
Academy of Sciences ». However, even this idea of a preserved
Circle as an independent branch of the Academy proved too
optimistic. In January 1954, the director of the Institute of the
Czech Language of the Academy of Sciences informed Trnka
in a letter that « the presidium of the Czechoslovak Academy
of Sciences had decided that instead of the hitherto Prague

7. Paragraph 16 of the Statutes states that « the association ceases to exist if the
committee’s motion to this effect has been approved by two thirds of members attend-
ing the plenary session specially convened for that purpose. The association’s property
will pass on to the public and university library in Prague. »
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Linguistic Circle and the Society for Slavic Linguistics there
would be one selective linguistic scientific society, affiliated to
the Institute of the Czech Language... and called Language
Circle (“Jazykovy krouzek”) ». Paradoxically, the director of
the Institute and the writer of the letter inviting Trnka to dis-
cuss the terms of the change was Bohuslav Havranek.

However, it is evident that, ultimately, the Circle did not
continue to exist in any form. The Collection contains several
documents demonstrating that the international linguistic com-
munity could not understand these developments at all, and those
who tried to answer queries from abroad often had to resort to
comical evasions. It was only Bohumil Trnka who went on calling
a spade a spade — his letters in the Collection, addressed both to
former Circle members and to Czech institutions, contain blunt
references to « the liquidated Prague Linguistic Circle ».

It is certain, then, that the Circle had not been dissolved
in accordance with its Statutes, and probable that an official
act of terminating its activities (as could be documented, for
example, by its formal ban) had never taken place.

3.2. Lectures in the Circle

Lectures organized by the Circle — along with its publica-
tions (with which the lectures were often closely connected)
and the Circle’s presence at congresses — form the most valu-
able part of the Circle’s heritage as they reflect ideas so very
attractive for the world’s linguistic community.

It is a well-known fact that regular lectures made the
backbone of the Circle’s life from the beginnings to its very
end. Every would-be member was, according to the Statutes,
supposed to give a lecture, and lectures were continuously
recorded in various publications. These became, in time, the
basis of detailed lecture lists (cf. Kochis®, Galan, Historic...;
Vachek, Prolegomena..., selective surveys published by the
Circle). These lists can now be significantly expanded and
supplemented from the sources in the Circle Collection,

8. Kochis Bruce: List of Lectures Given in the Prague Linguistic Circle (1926-
1948). In Matejka Ladislav (ed.): Sound..., p. 607-622.
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which not only supply details of lectures already listed (includ-
ing attendance sheets) but also add new items to the lists.
On comparing the diverse evidence from the Collection to
the above-mentioned lecture lists, another 16 lectures, all of
them given in 1948-1950 and hitherto unknown, can now be
added:

23 February 1948: Ludovit Novak: Mimojazykové
pfedpoklady vzniku a riiznosti jazykd (« Extralinguistic prere-
quisites for the rise and diversity of language »)

1 December 1948: Jan Mukafovsky: Strukturalismus a
dialekticky materialismus v theorii uméni (avod k debat€)
(« Structuralism and dialectic materialism in the theory of art:
introducing the debate »)

31 January 1949: Vladimir Skali¢ka: O jazycich melanéskych
(k problému smiSenych jazykll) (« On Melanesian languages:
the problem of mixed languages »)

7March 1949: Ctirad Bosak: Stadialnostvjazyce (« Stadiality
of language »)

16 May 1949: Karel Zemen: Grafémy, fonémy a fonetické
varianty v jazyce anglickém (« Graphemes, phonemes and
phonetic variants in English »)

23 May 1949: Stefan Peciar: O prosodickych prostiedcich
jazyka (« On prosodic devices in language »)

30 May 1949: Marie Mayenowa: Informacje o Instytucie
badani literackich

20 June 1949: Bohuslav Havranek, Vladimir Skalic¢ka:
Rozhovor o vyvoji Prazského linguistického krouzku («A
dialogue on the evolution of the Prague Linguistic Circle »);
Nové cesty Prazského linguistického krouzku (« New paths of
the Prague Linguistic Circle »)

27 June 1949: Stojko Stojkov: Problémy bulharské spisovné
vyslovnosti (« Pronunciation of Standard Bulgarian and its
problems »)

5 December 1949: Pavel Eisner: Nacismus ajazyk (« Nazism
and language »)

27 February 1950: Antonin Dostdl: O produktivnosti v
jazyce (« On productivity in Language »)

27 March 1950: Karel Hausenblas: Metaforicky obraz
v poesii Jiftho Wolkera (« Metaphorical imagery in Jifi Wolker’s
poetry »)
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17 April 1950: A. V. Isa¢enko: Tfidni charakter spisovnych
jazykl (« Class nature of standard languages »)

24 April 1950: Vladimir Skali¢ka: N. J. Marr

31 May 1950: Ctirad Bosdk: Sovétska jazykovéda po Marrovi
(« Soviet linguistics after Marr »)

12 June 1950: Petr Sgall: Diskuse o sovétské linguistice
v Pravdé (« The debate on Soviet linguistics in Pravda »)

The list is no doubt of considerable interest for a number
of reasons. In terms of content and structure, it is apparent
that the character of lectures had changed: most lectures now
responded to the political reality of the day and there were
increasingly fewer that remained free from ideology. New lec-
turers appeared, too: some later became prominent philolo-
gists, some happened to be associated with that time only. No
less remarkable are the attendance sheets: some of the lec-
tures apparently were rather like plenary sessions, with more
than 80 people present and many supplementing their signa-
ture with the name of the institution on whose behalf they
attended. In short, the spirit and ambience of the lectures had
changed visibly, reflecting their time.

Let us conclude, then, that the materials from the
Collection —which Vachek (Vachek, 1999: 112) assumed to be
no longer in existence — refine our knowledge of the Circle’s
final years in a very significant way.

3.3. Membership

As already noted, every would-be member of the Circle
was required by the Statutes to give a lecture; the lecture hav-
ing been delivered, a vote was taken by the members on the
lecturer’s suitability for membership. However, documents
from the Collection reveal several cases in which no lecture
appears to have been required (cf., e.g., the membership of
Oldiich Hujer) or, by contrast, in which not even a delivered
lecture sufficed for membership.

In following up this topic, many other materials from the
Collection can be used: more or less complete membership
lists (compiled as of a specific date); records of vote-taking; let-
ters of admission to new members; responses by new members
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expressing thanks and agreement to the Statutes; minutes
of meetings containing references to specific individuals as
members. A comprehensive analysis of the membership is now
available in P. Cermdk — Poeta — J. Cermak, Praisky...; in what
follows, we offer a brief discussion of the role in the Circle of
its foreign members — a theme widely commented upon by
international researchers.

Documents from the Collection fully confirm the idea of
the Circle as an institution where the language of commu-
nication and nationality of members and lecturers mattered
very little. It is clear from the materials that while organisa-
tional and committee meetings were conducted in Czech, lec-
tures were delivered mostly in Czech but also in German and
French. Other languages, such as Russian or English, were
used rather exceptionally — by guest lecturers from abroad.
It is remarkable that records of lectures contain no reference
to the language used: this can only be inferred from the lec-
ture’s title (if not given in Czech) or other indirect evidence.
This can only mean that, indeed, the language of communica-
tion was not of primary importance. What languages would
have been shared by most members of the Circle can now
only be a matter of speculation: apart from the obvious use
of Czech, fairly general command of German can be taken
for granted while knowledge of French was less widespread
and that of English only exceptional (cf. e.g. the well-known
difficulties Trubetzkoy experienced when communicating in
English). The knowledge of Russian in other than Russian
and Ukrainian members of the Circle can only be inferred
from scholarly interests of individual members.

The Circle was a varied body of linguists of diverse nation-
alities, which no doubt reflected the position of Prague and
Czechoslovakia at that time as one of preferred destinations for
foreigners, who kept coming, for various reasons, from various
countries — the Ukraine (Agenor Artymovi¢, Ivan Paikevic),
France (Louis Brun) and of course, Russia.

The Russian community was the strongest (naturally, along
with that of the Prague Germans) and the Prague Linguistic
Circle Collection allows us to assess — though in terms of facts
not of ideas — whether the formative influence on the Circle of
its Russian members was indeed so fundamental as is claimed
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in a number of international studies that are primarily based
on Roman Jakobson’s recollections. The Collection materials
reveal mechanisms of the Circle’s daily routine: they show that
an overwhelming majority of principal decisions was made at the
meetings of the Circle’s committee as conclusions to discussions
among Vilém Mathesius, Roman Jakobson, Bohuslav Havranek,
Bohumil Trnka and Jan Mukafovsky. Jakobson’s role was no
doubt central and many details of the documents demonstrate
that his was indeed the primary impulse behind important
projects (such as conferences or publications) of the Circle.
The documents show Jakobson as a tireless organizer and
prime mover of an incredible scope of activities and interests.
His proposals, naturally informed by his opinions and profes-
sional experience (including that of a philologist in Russia),
often found a direct representation in the Circle’s collective
enterprises. A very different role was that of N. S. Trubetzkoy
— this widely acknowledged scholar whose ideas often inspired
professional debates in the Circle but who, as a corresponding
member, visited Prague only rarely influenced the Circle’s daily
life but marginally. A much stronger influence on the Circle’s
daily agenda was exercised by other Russians, particularly by
Petr Bogatyrev, Alfréd Bém and Leontij Kopeckij (for as long
as they lived in Prague). The Collection throws very little light
on the practical role of N. S. Durnovo, highly regarded as a
contributor to the intellectual and linguistic programme of the
Circle (including The Theses of 1929). To summarize this sub-
theme: though the Collection documents acknowledge the
importance of the Circle’s Russian members in practical terms
(and the role of Roman Jakobson as a principal one), its gene-
ral assessment in some non-Czech historiographical studies
appears exaggerated®.

To conclude this section, a brief note is due on what the
Collection reveals concerning relations to the Circle of several
foreign linguists and philosophers who tend to be associated
with it in the literature.

Several world-famousscientists did deliveralecturein the
Circle butnever became its members: talks by Otto Jespersen

9. This does not, of course, relate to the linguistic programme of the Circle and
the contribution of its Russian members to its formation.
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(1933), Rudolf Carnap (1935) and Edmund Husserl
(1935) are listed in all the relevant sources as mere guest
lectures.

Then there were foreign researchers who delivered a lec-
ture, became members and wenton cooperating with the Circle
as corresponding members. Such relationships were current
throughout the Circle’s existence but especially frequent, as
transpires from the documents in the Collection, in two peri-
ods: during the first years of the Circle’s history and then in
the later 1930s. The former period features the beginnings of
an important cooperation of the Circle with Lucien Tesniére
who became a member on delivering a lecture in 1927 and
whose close links to the Circle are reflected in the corre-
spondence and membership lists (where his name appears
until 1936). Another lecturer of 1927 was Sergej Karcevskij,
whose cooperation with the Circle is amply documented espe-
cially in the early 1930s. The very first lecture arranged by the
Circle was given in 1926 by Henrik Becker whose life-long
affiliation to the Circle is paradoxically witnessed by the fact
that he was both the very first lecturer in the Circle’s history
and the addressee of one of the two very last letters (both con-
tained in the Collection) that Bohumil Trnka dispatched (in
November 1951) on behalf of the Circle.

For the latter period, the later 1930s, the Collection docu-
ments lectures and membership of Viggo Brgndal (who gave
alecture in 1935 and became one of the Circle’s close collabo-
rators in the later years), Louis Hjelmslev (who gave a lecture
in 1937 and as a member closely cooperated with the Circle
until after the war), Emile Benveniste (1937), A. W. de Groot
(1938), Nicolaas van Wijk (1938), Giacomo Devoto (1940)
and others.

3.4. Correspondence

A considerable part of the Collection contains the Circle’s
correspondence of 1928-1956: received letters, copies of sent
letters and notebook records of both received and sent mail.
Altogether, the body of the correspondence offers a unique
testimony to the Circle’s everyday existence as well as the twists
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and turns of its history. Though highly diverse, it generally
represents two basic types of correspondence:

1) correspondence with members and collaborators (such
as letters of admission to new members and their replies,
requests for publications, letters concerning organisation
of lectures, etc.); this section is arranged alphabetically in
files by individual members and collaborators;

2) correspondence with Czech and foreign institutions con-
cerning publications and their distribution, conference
and congress participation, and fund-raising'’.

The records of mail are contained in well-kept notebooks,
each item entered with the date, the topic of the letter and
the addressee’s name. The correspondence itself contains
letters, cards, mimeographed materials and telegraph forms.
Languages used include — apart from the Circle’s working lan-
guages — also Russian, Ukrainian, Serbo-Croatian, Polish and
Bulgarian.

Even though some of the letters have already been pub-
lished'!, it is in its entirety that the correspondence provides a
panoramic view of the Circle’s life.

Despite the fact that much of the correspondence lacks
philological dimensions, it offers valuable insights into mecha-
nisms of the Circle’s daily routine, gives fascinating details of
both professional and personal relationships within the Circle
and helps fill significant gaps in its chronology. Last but not
least, part of the correspondence (along with a special file in
the Collection containing the Circle’s accounts) throws light
on the economic aspects of the Circle’s multifarious activi-
ties: the Collection contains a number of fund-raising letters
addressed to ministries and other institutions, correspondence
concerning negotiations with publishers, membership dues,

10. Cf. P. Cermik — Poeta — J. Cermdk J., Prazsky..., for a complete list of corre-
spondents, along with a set of 33 hitherto unpublished letters by Vilém Mathesius to
Bohumil Trnka, written during the World War II. (The first one is dated 31 October
1941, the last, and incomplete, one 26 February 1945). These letters come out-
side the Collection: they are part of the estate of Jifi Nosek, a prominent pupil of
Bohumil Trnka.

11. Cf., e.g., Toman, The Magic...; Toman, Pribéh...; Ehlers, Strukturalismus...;
Havrankova Marie (ed.), 2008, Praisky lingvisticky krouZek v kovespondenci: Bohuslav
Hauvranek, Roman Jakobson, Vilém Mathesius, Jan Mukaiousky, Bohumil Trnka, Milos Weingart:
korespondence z let 1923-1970, Prague, Academia.
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etc. The documents reveal an amazing fact: though the eco-
nomic situation of the Circle had never been good, it only very
rarely happened that a specific project had to be dismissed or
abandoned for financial reasons.

A specific sub-theme covered by the correspondence is the
gradual decline of the Circle in the post-war period, culminat-
ing in the 1950s. As partly discussed above, letters document-
ing changes in the Circle’s climate, political pressure by the
authorities and Bohumil Trnka’s determined stand as the last
guardian of the Circle’s intellectual heritage present a grim
but eloquent picture of the Circle’s final years.

Researchers from abroad will appreciate the Circle’s cor-
respondence with numerous foreign institutions, preserved
throughout its history. The cooperation was beneficial in
many ways as it helped sharing information on ongoing proj-
ects, facilitated attendance at conferences, organisation of
visits by foreign lecturers in Prague (such as those by Danish
and Dutch linguists in the late 1930s, mentioned above)
and maintained a lively exchange of publications. The lim-
ited scope of this contribution allows us to mention but a
few of the institutions the Circle was in contact with: English
Seminar, Seminar Imperial University Tokio (Shizuka Saito),
Seminar of Slavic Languages and Literatures, University of
Strasbourg (Lucien Tesniére), Circle of Young Slavists and
N. van Wijk’s Seminar, Leiden University (J. M. Bool), Lingua
(De Groot); Instituttet for sammenlingende kulturforskn-
ing (Oslo, Alf Sommerfelt), Deutsches Spracharchiv (Berlin,
Ernst Zwirner), Acta Linguistica, Kaiser-Wilhelm Institut fir
Phonometrie (Braunschweig, Dieter Gerhardt), Institut
movoznavstva (Kiev), Academy of Sciences of the Ukraine,
Minerva (Walter de Gruyter, Berlin), Société linguistique de
Paris, Emérita (Madrid), Basil Blackwell (Oxford), Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences, Georgetown University (Washington),
etc.

However, the correspondence concerns by no means
only practical and organisational matters. A number of let-
ters bear witness to a continuing debate over diverse linguis-
tic and philological themes. For example, several letters in
the Collection discuss the proposal of a standard phono-
logical terminology (« Projet de terminologie phonologique
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standardisée »). One of them, dated 7 December 1930,
contains a seven-sheet analysis, full of both general and spe-
cific observations, of the proposal by Charles Bally. A detailed
commentary on the same project, addressed to Jakobson a
mere three days later, comes from Lucien Tesniere. A let-
ter from Edward Sapir, of 18 March 1930, contains extensive
notes on Trubetzkoy’s article about vocalic systems in Travaux
1. Not infrequently, such epistolary linguistic debates are
interspersed with words of personal witness to the Circle’s
significance and renown. Let us quote one such exceptional
testimony — which happens to come also from Edward Sapir —
to conclude this section: in the letter of 18 March he first
gratefully acknowledges receipt of the first two volumes of
the Travaux (the reading of which is « a real event in my sci-
entific experiences ») and then goes on to add: « Let me say
atonce I am enormously impressed by the high standard that
these volumes set for linguistic work. In fact, I do not know of
any other group of linguists anywhere in the world who are
doing such valuable and really forward-looking work as the
group that you are associated with. Please do not take this
as an empty compliment, but as a sincere expression of my
conviction. Needless to say, I am very proud to be associated,
even at this distance, with your group, and I shall be more
than happy to receive further issues of your series. »

4. CONCLUSION

The aim of this contribution has been to draw attention
to the Prague Linguistic Circle Collection in the Archives
of the Czech Academy of Sciences as a fundamental source
of information on the Prague Linguistic Circle. In its entirety,
the Collection very significantly supplements the existing
knowledge of the Circle, fills some gaps and rectifies some
of the traditional imprecisions in the historiography of this
extraordinary linguistic society. By doing so, it offers a more
solid framework for interpreting the Circle’s intellectual
heritage.
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