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ABSTRACT: The paper is based on knowledge of the developmental context of that part of Slovak literature for
children and young people that portrays the theme and problem of death. We will move along the literary-historical axis to
emphasize that, in contemporary Slovak literature, the theme or problem of death is portrayed only to a limited extent, despite
the selected theme being part of a rich literary tradition. The need to address the existential crises of younger recipients through
children's literature is currently intensifying. Today, but even more significantly in the future, this problem can be mitigated
through (modern) translated literature for children, and therefore, we will outline its typology. We believe that it can inspire
not only the potential child recipient but also translators. Literary and broader cultural awareness among younger recipients
can be enhanced and revitalized through exposure to the world's translated literature. The translator must be familiar with the
literary tradition of the receiving country and follow it sensitively.
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Introduction

One of the topics that has long been taboo not only in modern society, but also in literature for
children and young people is the topic or problem of death. In modern Slovak literature intended for
younger recipients, the topic or problem of death is portrayed only to a limited extent. This is despite
the fact that the chosen topic is part of a rich literary tradition, and the need to solve existential crises
of children or younger recipients through literature is intensifying. And that is why translated literature,
which portrays the topic, problem or figure of death appropriately for the child's age, and thus helps
them meet their needs, find solutions to crisis situations, confront the topic of death, and even build
awareness of mortality, is an important part of children's reading. My intention is also to outline a
typology of modern artistic texts with a philosophical dimension (theme, problem, or figure of death),
intended for recipients of a younger school age. I am building on the literary-historical knowledge of
Slovak literature for children and young people, which capitalized on the inspiration of folk literature
and, in the pre-artistic period, depicted death as a natural part of life.

The rich literary tradition typical of the Slovak literary context incorporates the theme (motif),
the problem, or the character of death promoted in the past in pre-literary, partly also literary texts, but
only to a limited extent in modern Slovak literature. This tradition and the motif of death can be found
in several key Slovak pre-literary works intended for children and youth, spanning the years 1778—
1918. They include literature of the national revival, the Enlightenment, and Stur literature, or literature
of the Matica and post-Matica period. The pedagogical effort of the scholars of the Enlightenment
culminated in Kollar’s Reader (Citanka; 1825), which contains various genres. The motif of death
usually occurs in them in connection with life and health. Many proverbs, sayings, fables, and the idylls
of Kwétomila and Jaroslaw are suitable examples.

Proverbs and sayings are shorter genres that convey folk wisdom to a potential recipient (they
associate old age with the specific period of life, emphasise the need to live with the awareness of
mortality, capture characteristics of old age, and attach symbolic meaning to them). In fables, animals
act and think like people, and the threat of death is the reason behind their wise cooperation or human
help, or death is the result of poor reasoning or of imprudent actions, which leads to criticism of human
actions, to the moral point. The idyll Kwétomila and Jaroslaw, part of the genre repertoire of the
Enlightenment poetic production, idealises simple rural life. Its theme is bound to pastoral life and its
problems (death of a goat). These are solved harmoniously, in line with the genre expectations and
religious values of Jaroslav, a shepherd, who gives Kvetomila goats from his own herd, which reinforces
the moral nature of the text.

Except for Kollar’s National Songbook (Narodnie zpievanky; 1834, 1835), the compilation of
Slovak songbooks that preceded the compilation of folk prose genres, the motif or the theme of death
can also be identified in later literature intended for children and youth (in folk songs, ballads, and
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plays). One example of a genre suitable for a younger recipient is the ballad of Enchanted Daughter
(Zakleta Dcera; P. Kosut from turc. st. Safaijk) (Kollar, 1835, pp. 4 — 5), which has been confirmed by
Maria Duri¢kova, who integrated it into the selection of Slovak folk ballads The Girl Went to Fetch
Water (Islo dievca po vodu, 1980). It depicts a story of a mother whose curse turns her own daughter
into a maple that “freezes” (is paralysed) as a result, or “dies” for the human world, although she
continues to feel and think, does not act though, which is why she asks the musicians to convey her
message. In the ballad, the mother who curses her daughter and thus breaks the moral law is punished
by an incessant voice of her conscience.

The interest of Star and his followers in children's literature resulted in the publication of two
volumes of Morning Star (Zornicka) in 1846 — 1847 by Augustus Horislav Skultéty and Jonatan
Dobroslav Cipka, as well as in Skultéty's publication of Rhymes for Slovak Schools (Recriovanky pre
slovenske skoly) in 1850 and 1855. "Zabavnik pre djetki" (entertainer for children) contains texts on
life events, including those with the motif of death, thus fulfilling a moral or "mentoring" function.
Similar objectives are pursued by the authors of the texts included in Rhymes. One example is a poem
Orphan (Sirota), which employs contrast and depicts a situation of children living “in paradise in
parents’ house” (Morning Star 1847, p. 94) and the situation and the state of an orphaned boy; poem
Withering Rose (Zviidla ruza) which meets a moral objective based on psychophysical parallelism, that
is by evoking similarity between a rose and a child, as well as between their evolution or through the
child’s observation of the natural world and confrontation of the findings with the knowledge of an
adult (Rhymes [Rizner, 2015, orig. 1885]). In Juraj Slota’s poetry collection The Mirror of the Little
Ones (Zrcadlo malickych; 1847), life and death are dependent on God’s will; therefore, earthly life
focuses on heavenly values, and death (sisters) is understood as a natural part of life.

The emergence of children's literature was preceded by folk art and its various genres; however,
incorporating folk tales into literature intended for children and young adults was not an easy task. It
was preceded by the rejection of a fairy tale in the genre range intended for children, as it did not meet
the educational goals at the time, and later by reflecting its aesthetic and ethical value that resulted in
its inclusion in Cerny’s Slovak Reader (Slovenskd citanka; 1864, 1865). It contains texts written by
Star’s generation, serving as an aesthetically effective model of writing for school children, and in
addition to shorter genres of folklore, songs, it also contains Slovak folk tales (Lomidrevo alebo Valibuk
— Breakwood or Rollbeech, Kralovia vody, ohna, vetra a ¢asu — The Kings of Water, Fire, Wind and
Time). In terms of themes and genres, The Slovak Reader introduced diverse literary and educational
texts, as well as those with a death motif, into the context of literature for children and young people.
Suitable examples of genres also intended for younger recipients include a well-known national song
Old Shepherd (Stary baca), in which the problem of a nearing death is echoed in an emotional outburst,
singing out of affliction and fear for sheep; The Polish ,,legend* Whistle (Pistalka), which portrays a
theme recognised in the Slovak literature in, for example, the ballad Enchanted Daughter, or in the fairy
tale Killed Sister (Zabita sestra), a non-literary text by Ctiboh Zoch Religion of Pagan Slavs
(Nabozenstvo pohanskych Slovanov), in which his knowledge of religious ideas, funeral rituals, etc. is
depicted; a Slovak secular folk legend, that is an enchanting fairy tale The Kings of Water, Fire, Wind
and Time by Jan Rimavsky, in which death is a punishment for a false hero, the outcome of the function
of the characters of twelve old men who are donors and guarantors of moral conduct, even the
executors of justice.

In the poetry collection Spring Flowers (Jarnie kvety; 1863), authored by Jan Levoslav Bella,
Andrej Cerniansky, and Jan Kr$ak, the national awakening and moral functions were emphasised. Texts
with the motif of death reminded young readers of the need to lead a life without sin (Pomni, na cos*
na svete — Remember Why You 're in the World) or of the need for national values. The collection Little
Speaker (Maly recnik; 1873), compiled by FrantiSek Otto Matzenauer, also contains poems with the
motif of death founded on the contrast between eternity and temporariness, between manifestations and
values of life and death (e.g., the poem Pamdtaj na smrt — Remember Death depicts temporariness
while the need to prepare for death is emphasised, which is portrayed by Morena, a mythological
figure).

A folk tale recognised death; it was considered a natural part of human life. Furthermore, it
brought a child face-to-face with basic crises, existential or generational exchange problems, including
the death of a father, mother, or another relative; it offered the child an opportunity to believe that
obstacles could be overcome. Folk tales want to provide solutions that a child can understand, whether
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these are symbolic instructions for overcoming problems, growing safely into maturity, or developing
one’s personality. By following the actions of the characters that the child finds easier to identify with,
they help him or her make decisions, believe in their abilities, or even tackle the fear of death. However,
the current “safe” stories have long avoided these problems (Bettelheim, 2017, pp. 13—18).

In folk tales, death is an integral part of stories; death of parents or old age determines the hero’s
journey into the world, so that they can find their own self. Death in fairy tales is also the final
punishment for committing evil; therefore, it is irreversible. However, it also takes on other forms since
it impacts heroic characters and their helpers. Then the poetics and ethics of the story are fully
manifested, and the character suffers only temporary death. Moreover, the hero not only does not die
but lives forever, happily, or until they die naturally, aware that only in a loving relationship can eternity
be achieved and the fear of death be eliminated (Bettelheim, 2017, p. 18).

In the interwar period, prose writers such as F. Kral, M. Hranko, [’. Podjavorinska, or P.
Jilemnicky refused the exclusion of children from societal and social reality; therefore, they thematised
socially “distorted” reality with the motifs of death. Frano Kral’s work, for instance, Jano (1931), is
an example of the thematisation of socially conditioned reality, in which the fear of punishment forces
a boy to escape, and the complex social situation of a family leads the father to leave for work in
America, where he dies. However, the motif of death is only one example of a variety of motifs. Jan
Bodenek’s psychological prose, Ivko s White Mother (Ivkova biela mat; 1938), with a social aspect, is
amore aesthetically convincing example. In it, the child realizes the deficiency of emotional expressions
in the family surroundings and suffers, although he awakens when confronted with the reality and hard
work. According to Z. Klatik (1975), in children’s poetry by L. Podjavorinska and M. Razusova-
Martakova, who represent a folkloric and vintage model of writing poetry, view humour as an
accompaniment to the poetic world, and tragedy as its opposite, which is removed from this world to a
personified plane of nature, where it only implies the existence of evil through analogy. The post-
February prose, which thematised the anti-fascist movement and the war situation with its
consequences, is characterised by an exceptional functionality that suppressed the aesthetic function of
the texts.

Knowledge of literary traditions suggests that Slovak literature has adequate sources (values,
genres, themes, problems, or characters) which could be continued now, when the need to confront
existential issues, including the death of children or relatives, is intensified. Currently, it is crucial to
satisfy the need for a philosophical dialogue or psychological intervention through an aesthetically
compelling text for children and youth, namely, through experiential learning. Books intended for a
younger recipient are peculiar in that they also use the text and pictures to intensify (and direct) the
message. However, contemporary Slovak literature has not followed these abundant sources — or literary
tradition — sufficiently, or it has ignored them, therefore a niche is created to disseminate values, themes,
problems (or characters) through literary — mainly translated — texts in relevant genres from the world
literary context, or through literary texts from the Czech environment, namely Czech translations or
original works.

A challenging socio-cultural situation, also conditioned by the state of health, new socio-cultural
needs and the state of literary education, which forms literary awareness (e.g., understanding of genres,
values, themes and problems of children’s literature or somewhat out of children’s reach, of methods
and devices employed in children’s literature), also influence the choice of texts for translation which
should be made in relation to the literary tradition of the receiving culture and adapted to a potential
child recipient, their (aesthetic — philosophical, psychological, etc.) needs, psychological
characteristics and communication possibilities.

Genre, broader literary and cultural awareness of a younger recipient is developed not only while
they are reading the text, but also when they are exposed to literary tradition and learn about genres —
in the case of the text in question to the theme, the problem or the character of death — from the context
of folklore, which belongs to literature intended for children and youth, to the genres of the
Enlightenment, Star’s followers, (post) Matica, or literary texts that initially met educational and later
national and aesthetic objectives through, for example, poems, ballads, fables, fairy tales, stories about
children’s life and so on. However, this awareness can be revived in the context of the latest Slovak and
world (translated) literature.

In the Slovak literary context, a strong link to the Slovak folklore-vintage tradition, to a broader
international cultural tradition, and to the historical legacy of events can be found, as well as a tradition
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of portraying the problem of death and the figure of death in literature. In Milan Rufus’s poetic work
Godfather s Death and the Miraculous Doctor (Smrt kmotra a zazracny lekar), Killed Sister from the
collection Saturday Evenings (Sobotné vecery; 2004, orig. 1979), the philosophical problem of facing
death, which is challenging for a younger recipient to accept, was transformed and revived. Erik Jakub
Groch’s picture story A Girl with Matches (Dievcatko so zdpalkami; 2006) not only revives the
“Andersen” fairytale tradition (“I have never come to terms with your death”, Groch 2006, 10" double
page) and the problem of a child’s death, but also the Biblical cultural tradition, which initiates
overlaying the symbol of a child — the little one — with the child of God — Christ Jesus in the manger.
Erik Jakub Groch’s graphic novel The Spelling Book of Fivetowns (Slabikdr pitmestia, 2013) presents
the history of a town as “bloody”, since it is connected with the rejection of the value of humanity or
humanism as a principle of being. In Jan Mil¢ak’s symbolic-philosophical tale The Old Man Who Flew
(Starec, ktory lietal, 2014), death is portrayed as a girl, in contrast to the elderly, as Mil¢ak typically
confronts aging and young characters in his work.

The modern world and mainly translated literature intended for a younger recipient compensates
for the insufficient (aesthetic — philosophical, psychological etc.) values of the domestic literature,
enriches the domestic tradition with new genres, themes and problems (death of a child, an adult that
is out of a child’s reach, loss, loneliness etc.), provides aesthetically (philosophically and
psychologically) effective solutions to existential crises in other cultures.

In it, we have identified genres with philosophical dimensions (their philosophical or
psychological function becomes an implicit function of an aesthetic function) and we suggest the
following typology of selected texts on the theme (motif), problem or character of death (picture
books, illustrated tales and stories about children’s life):

- picture books as philosophy for the youngest readers with the motif of death (Knizka otdzok/To
je otazka — The Book of Questions/That s a Question, Anton a Jonatan — Anton and Jonathan, Kamzikiiv
velky skok — The Chamois’ Big Jump, Nemuizu usnout — I Can t Fall Asleep, Dedkov Ostrov — Grandpa's
Island),

- picture books as symbolic-psychological stories about children’s life with the motif and
problem of death (The Red Tree, Stinidla — Lampshades),

- picture books — philosophical tales with the character of death (Ndvstéva malé smrti — Little
Death's Visit; Kacka, Smrt a tulipan — Duck, Death and the Tulip; Dévcatko s kosou — The Girl with a
Scythe; Ja som Smrt — I Am Death),

- illustrated stories of children’s life about death and fear (M¢j dedko je ceresina — My Grandpa
is a Cherry, Kant),

- illustrated philosophical tales with the theme or the problem of death (Princezna z tresniového
kralovstvi — The Princess From the Cherry Kingdom; Chlapec, vtacik a truhlar — The Boy, the Bird and
the Coffin Maker; Mysi patria do neba — Mice Belong to Heaven), aesthetically-educational texts (e.g.,
O smrti smrtouci — On Deadly Death) that have established themselves in the context of Slovak
translations from literature for children and youth in the last decade (mainly after 2010), or the Czech
literary context.

Literary texts from various literatures have been included in the presented typology. Texts from
the following Nordic or Scandinavian countries prevail: Norway (Jostein Gaarder’s The Book of
Questions, Anton and Jonathan; Jon Fosse’s Kant; Elisabeth Helland Larsen’s / Am Death; Stein Erik
Lunde’s I Can't Fall Asleep), Finland (Maija a Anssi Hurme’s Lampshades) in which, in line with the
child’s interest and their philosophical needs and existential problems, the space is expanded for
children’s literature as “philosophy for children” intended to aesthetically effectively impact a potential
recipient and expose them to (philosophically, psychologically) challenging “contents” in an adequate
manner.

Examples are texts that portray:

- the problem of a child’s death (through the eyes of the sibling and twin confronted with the
loss, tackling their identification in the world without the partner figure of a brother with a set of
philosophical questions, thus also concerning philosophical tradition, as promoted in The Book of
Questions; from the perspective of a partner, an anthropo-morphised character of a “child” is
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represented by the bear who loses his best friend, a boy called Jonathan, in a car accident in Anton and
Jonathan, reviving toy stories);

- the problem of limits of knowledge, founded on the Kantian philosophical tradition and
revealed in the stimulating family environment, in the dialogue between a son and his caring father who
is interested in his child and meets his emotional and philosophical needs (connected with the fear of
the unknown) in Kant;

- the problem of death and its personified form (character of death in the picture book 7 Am
Death) — also in reaction to literary tradition — in the life of children and adults, in the plant and animal
world, formed as a reaction to the social, cultural and health situation, that is also to the need for
psychological and philosophical intervention in the life of the children who have experienced loss or
are paralysed by a serious illness;

- the problem of loss (death) of a mother in stories / Cant Fall Asleep and Lampshades that is
supressed by a parent-father who uses caring comfort, ensuring the child about his love, incorporating
positive moments into the problematic situation of a boy who must overcome his fear for red birds, a
part of mythological ideas about dead people; or in the process of grieving by a girl, since using an
imaginary Lampshade with an umbrella, evoking the Mary Poppins “tradition”, she gradually attempts
to react to the stimuli from the external environment, even enter it, and thus overcomes her grief.

One of the inspiring texts from the Scandinavian linguistic landscape that provide evidence for
the value grid promoted in the modern society in addressing and solving children’s existential problems
is also Helge Torvund’s, Norwegian writer’s and psychologist’s, Vivaldi, published by Knizna dielna
(Book Studio) and translated by Eva Lavrikova in which, in an aesthetically convincing manner, the
author portrays the problem of bullying of a girl called Tyra and its solution through both the relatives’
and a psychologist’s intervention.

Texts from Belgian literature can also be included here: the story by Kitty Crowford, awarded
for her work with the Astrid Lindgren Memorial Award in 2010, Little Death's Visit, in which the
problem of death is portrayed sensitively and the concept of the character of death is relativized in
literature for children and youth, since death does not seem to be a terrifying creature, but a child or
their partner with their childlike (sensitive and playful) nature. Texts from the English linguistic
environment — Benji Davies’ picture book Grandpa'’s Island, in which grandfather’s death does not
sound tragic thanks to playfulness and partnership between an adult and a child which represent a gentle
way of “departing”, as it takes on the form of a fantastic journey to an island, which is part of the literary
tradition of adventure stories; Shaun Tan’s picture book The Red Tree, in which the fish symbol can be
understood as the symbol of death, burdening internal state, depression or anxiety, which is used to
revive the Biblical motif and to create the apocalyptic version of reality perceived through the lens of a
psychologically destabilised child until the psychological problem (what am I experiencing?), with its
philosophical implications (who am [? where am I going?), is mitigated in the process of revitalisation
of mental strength following the symbolic sources (the symbol of a red tree); or Matilda Woods’
illustrated story The Boy, the Bird and the Coffin Maker that continues the literary tradition (magical
realism) with its poetics and in which the problem of a loss of relatives is tackled in line with the genre
expectations, by developing a new relationship with the one who is worth living for.

Picture books from the German linguistic landscape can also be considered inspirational, in
which the character of death, familiar in our literary tradition as well, appears. In Wolf Erlbruch’s story,
Duck, Death and the Tulip, friendship is formed by sharing a good quality of life. The author expresses
philosophy and the nature of life face-to-face with death when the boundaries between them are
eliminated. Michael Stavari¢ continues the literary tradition in the story The Girl with a Scythe. In the
spirit of the fairy tale philosophy, the Grim Reaper goes into the world to prepare for the generational
exchange. At the same time, the author re-evaluates the literary tradition, since the character of death
takes on the function of a character with a creative and constructive potential, thanks to which the
reality is transformed.

Italian literature is also devoted to the problems of old age and loss, perceiving them as a natural
part of life connected with the natural cycle, for instance, Angela Nanetti’s "My Grandpa is a Cherry."
The story about a child whose grandfather passes his life philosophy on to him after Slovak Matica
published his wife’s death, although the illustrations in it provide less aesthetically effective stimuli.
The illustrations by Anastasia Stefurak, a Ukrainian painter, can be considered more appropriate and
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artistically valuable components of the book published in Czech by Cesta domt (Journey Home), as
she effectively connects the human and natural worlds in line with the text's meaning.

In our cultural context, Czech literature can be perceived as the closest in terms of values, with
a similar literary tradition. The Czech literary environment produces translations of books that, to a
greater extent, compensate for the insufficient values, thereby enriching domestic production with
themes and problems related to death. They include, for example, picture books by Jostein Gaarder,
published in both Slovak and Czech, That’s a Question, Anton and Jonathan (Albatros); books by
authors such as Kitty Crowford — Little Death’s Visit (Baobab), Stein Erik Lunde’s I Cant Fall
Asleep, Maija and Anssi Hurme’s Lampshades (Cesta domit) or Michael Stavari¢’s Girl with a Scythe
(Portal).

One of the publishers that seeks and publishes translated books with the theme or the problem of
death is Cesta domi, for example, Laurie Krasny Brown and Marc Brown’s Kdyz dinosauriim nékdo
umre (When Dinosaurs Die: A Guide to Understanding Death); Pernilla Stalfelt’s On Deady Death;
Arnost Goldflam’s Prihoda mdlo uvéritelna (An Unlikely Story); Jeanette Bresson Ladegaard Knox’s
Je smrt jako duha? (Is Death like a Rainbow?); Marka Mikova’s A smutek utek (And Sadness Fled). In
the Czech literary environment, there has been an increasing interest in books that seek answers to
fundamental questions related to life and death, as well as questions that people typically ask when
facing mortality. The loss of the closest family member, even a child, is less overlooked; death is no
longer categorically eliminated from people’s space and moved to hospitals and hospices. It has thus
gradually become the topic, even a (philosophical) problem of literature for children and youth, and in
its context of picture books as well. The series Bludisté (Maze) encourages adults and children to speak
and clarify answers to questions about why someone leaves us, and how to continue living with the
knowledge of a loss. A child needs, more than an adult, someone to help them uncover a less explored
territory and understand it.

In the Czech literary context, original texts are also created, depicting the problem of death in
literature for children. Several works can be included here: Daniel Rusar’s picture story The Chamois’
Big Jump, in which allegory is used to raise awareness of how to mitigate sadness and the pain of loss,
following the tradition of animal tales; Iva Prochazkova‘s illustrated fairy tale Mice Belong to Heaven,
in which thinking about death and afterlife, that is life philosophy, finds its sources in religious ideas
(life after death and rebirth, reincarnation of the soul as another body) and according to this philosophy,
life does not end in death; Markéta Zinnerova’s illustrated fairy tale The Princess from the Cherry
Kingdom which tackles the problem of death, that is of the cycle of birth and decease, which is
expressed by evoking similarity between human and plant life. The continuation of literary tradition
is reflected not only in psychophysical parallelism, but also in observing the signs of old age or funeral
rituals and in the selection of adequate literary devices.

It is the Czech translations or production of original children’s books in the Czech literary
environment, in particular, that imply the need to create their Slovak translations suitable for a younger
recipient in our socio-cultural environment, which may be a challenge for translators.

Literary and broader cultural awareness of a younger recipient can thus be enhanced and revived
concerning the world's translated literature. The translator must be familiar with the literary tradition of
the receiving country and follow it sensitively (e.g., in Zinnerova’s story The Princess from the Cherry
Kingdom, “Granny has been taken by old age” (2014). Still, in the Slovak literary context, the utilisation
of the literary tradition would mean considering another option and selecting the translation “Granny
has been taken by death”, or assessing the degree of its appropriateness.

Conclusion

The following are examples of enrichment of our literary context with new values (genres,
themes, problems, characters) and also of the revival of literary awareness through selected texts from
the world and mainly translated literature: new genres of modern literature responding to the current
needs of children (philosophical tales and stories or picture books), thematisation of a child’s threat of
death or death of a relative, that is of a sibling, parent, grandparent (as we know it from pre-literary
literature, e.g. from Star’s followers’ literature intended for a younger recipient, or from a socially
conditioned literature for children and youth promoted in contrast to the image of the world as harmonic
life in the interwar period), psychophysical parallelism in modern prose, for example, in The Princess
from the Cherry Kingdom (as it was already applied in the pre-literary genres), the occurrence of
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religious or mythological ideas about dying and the dead (e.g., ideas known from other cultures about
reincarnation of the dead — red birds as the reincarnated dead in the story / Can t Fall Asleep, postmortal
reincarnation of a mouse and a fox in the tale Mice Belong to Heaven), or such solutions to tense
situations in children’s life (as opposed to the usual harmonious solutions typical for children’s
literature) that exceed possible revitalisation of human strength and harmonisation of life after accepting

loss, and more.
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