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            Foreword

         

         These two texts originally appeared in Le Débat.

         
             

         

         “89 Words” was published in November 1985 as part of a series called “Words upon Words,” edited by Michel Tournier; Kundera’s essay was followed directly by “Little Dictionary of Creole Words and Birds” by J. M. G. Le Clézio. “Prague, A Disappearing Poem,” appeared in June 1980, in the second issue of the magazine.

         These are very personal texts. An intimate dictionary captures a personality’s quintessence. This is especially true in the case of Milan Kundera, to the extent that this Czech writer would never see his books published in the language he had used to write them. Words were the object of his constant scrutiny. The importance to him of these words was made doubly clear when he included this list in his 1986 book The Art of the Novel,* reducing the list by about a third and sometimes modifying his commentary. A comparison of the two would be an interesting study. In The Art of the Novel, he also added twelve words that we have made sure to put viiiback into his original version and to highlight here with an asterisk. 

         As for “Prague, A Disappearing Poem,” reading this emotional and excellent essay will show what it meant for him. This is the milieu from which Kundera emerged; it gives a behind-the-scenes look at the specificity of that culture: the richness of a culture born in a “small nation” but whose significance is universal. Here, as in A Kidnapped West,† we find the double condemnation of “Soviet civilization,” which had suffocated and persecuted his culture, and of Western Europe, which couldn’t find it in itself to acknowledge Kundera’s culture, let alone understand it.

         While Kundera has recently left us, the republication of these two texts under the same cover returns us to his living presence. Our intention, indeed our deepest wish, is that these texts will serve for some readers as the best introduction to Kundera’s novels and, for others, a reminder of his keen sense of irony and subtle judgment.

         
             

         

         —Pierre Nora

         
            * Milan Kundera, The Art of the Novel, tr. Linda Asher (New York: Harper, 2003).

            † Milan Kundera, A Kidnapped West: The Tragedy of Central Europe, tr. Linda Asher (New York: Harper, 2023).
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         In 1968 and 1969, The Joke was translated into all Western European languages. What a disaster! In France, the translator practically rewrote my novel and changed my style completely. In England, the publisher cut all the philosophical passages, eliminated all the musicological chapters, changed the order of its parts—in short, rewrote the novel. Then there was this in another country. I met my translator. He didn’t know a single word of Czech. “How did you translate it?” I asked. “With my heart,” he said. And he brought out a photo of me from his wallet. He was so nice that I almost believed it was possible to translate through telepathy and emotional intelligence. But the situation was simpler than that: he had performed bridge translation from the French translation, just like the Argentinian translator. In Spain, the novel was translated from Czech. I opened the book at random; it was Helena’s monologue. My paragraph-long sentences are broken down into short sentences. I closed the cover. But did the punishment of these translations end with The Joke? Yes. In France, I found a translator and friend, François Kérel, whose faithful translations were wonderful. But I still had to spend way too much time correcting the English, German, and even Italian translations of my next novels. And often I got there too late to repair what needed to be repaired. 4

         It’s said that translation is like a woman: either beautiful or faithful. Say it’s not so! An American translated Jacques and His Master (from the French, which I’d done myself). I read the manuscript. It was error after error. Then I understood. They weren’t errors. The lack of faithfulness was intended. He wanted to make a good English book; he forced himself to forget that the text wasn’t his; he tried to think, feel, and imagine in my place! To lighten the text, he added a word here and there, almost everywhere; he switched the order of my syntax systematically. I held myself to only correcting errors in meaning. If not, I would have had to rewrite the whole thing…. One year later, Simon Callow, the famous British actor, wanted to play Jacques, and he retranslated the text. Everyone agrees that his translation was a thousand times better than the first. And everyone thought, “The famous actor certainly gave himself a lot of freedom when it came to translating. That’s why the dialogue is so rich and natural!” Not true! This translation is the most faithful of all my books.

         A translation is beautiful only if it is faithful. It’s the passion for faithfulness that makes an authentic translator! With this in mind, I decided some years ago to put right the foreign editions of my books. It wasn’t easy. I had to leave many publishers for others who still took literature seriously: Claude Gallimard, Aaron Asher, Kathryn Court, Roberto Calasso, Christoph Schlotterer, Robert McCrum, Ivo Gay, and Beatriz de Moura. They helped me, and I’m grateful. This was how I was able 5to revise (with Claude Courtot) the first French translation of The Joke, and new translations of this novel began to appear in the US, Britain, and Spain, with Italy and Germany to follow. The revised translation of Life Is Elsewhere came out in the US this year. Hanser Verlag released revised editions of all my novels. And I hope that Adelphi will be able to do the same thing.

         What is for certain is that there’s no other author so sick of translations as me. It’s not that other authors are better translated than me, but they aren’t as affected by the translated versions of their books. Before the Russian invasion in 1968, The Joke and Laughable Loves were published in Prague. Since I had Czech readers, I hardly bothered with a foreign audience. But, after 1968, my other novels couldn’t get published in Czechoslovakia, and they appeared in their original language only through a tiny publisher in Canada that published hardly any copies at all. I was imagining that at least a couple of copies could get into my old country. But the border was almost impenetrable. Even my closest friends in Prague had never seen a single Czech version of my books.

         So I was writing my Czech novels for whom exactly? For a handful of my exiled countryfolk. For a chain of university libraries. And for translators. Yes. But as the country grew more and more ensconced in Russian rule, interest in the Czech language weakened everywhere. For the most part, my translators are Slavicists for whom Czech is only a third or fourth language. Many foreign publishers ask me to 6translate first into French. I refuse out of principle. But what if there are no Czech translators in their countries?

         While I was writing The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Prague was strong on my mind, but were my Czech readers? The only person I could definitively say I was thinking about was François Kérel, who was going to translate my manuscript. I formulated my sentences while already listening, as in echo, to their future French versions. And because I closely supervised the translation work, I no longer saw any difference from the original. And I could even let it be translated (in Portugal, Brazil, Greece, Sweden, Iceland, and Norway) from the French version, which I had put my weight behind.

         For a number of years now, I have tried my hand at writing articles and essays in French. But thinking and storytelling are two different things: I feel that writing a novel in French would be impossible. However, I can’t stop myself from reading the French versions of my books as though they were entirely my own. Still, the corrections I introduced into the French translation of The Joke in 1980 seemed not enough, and so I took up the work again, from beginning to end, and I have reread the new editions of all my texts in French translation, and I can finally say that they have the same mark of authenticity as the original Czech.

         Then, one day, Pierre Nora said to me, “Reading through all the translations of your work out there, you must have turned over each and every word in your mind. Why don’t 7you write a personal dictionary? Keywords, words you get hung up on, words you love? …” The idea lit a fire under me. It was all but done.

         
            *

         

         
            ABSOLUTE. As a form, the novel touches on the metaphysical, and so metaphysical words (the “absolute,” “essence,” “being,” etc.) find their natural setting in the novel. But in the novel they must be protected against the vulgarization of spoken language. It’s unacceptable to say “absolutely” instead of “completely,” “essential” instead of “important,” and “absurd” instead of “stupid.”

            AMUSING. It’s good to be amusing, it’s less good to force things to be funny. The French translator of The Joke writes: “She had lived through nineteen springs” (instead of “she was nineteen years old”); “They were wearing Eve costumes” (instead of “were nude”); “The harmonium emitted grumbling noises” (instead of “sounds”). The American translator has the same desire to be funny. Aaron Asher, my publisher and close friend, reads the proofs with a heightened attention. He phones me, “I’m getting rid of all the amusing words!” 8

            APHORISM. From the Greek word aphorismos, which means “definition.” An aphorism: the poetic form of a definition.

            AROUSAL. Not pleasure, jouissance, feeling, or passion. Arousal is the basis of eroticism, its most profound riddle, its key word. “Jan told himself: at the beginning of man’s erotic life, there’s arousal without jouissance, and, at the end, jouissance without arousal” (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting).

            AT-HOME. “The home” (in English), “das Heim” (in German), “domov” (in Czech): the place where I have my roots, where I belong. The topographical limits are determined only by the heart’s decree: it can be a single room, a landscape, a country, a universe. “Das Heim” is from classical German philosophy: the ancient Greek world. The Czech national anthem begins with the line, “Where is my domov?” Or, in French, “Where is my motherland?” But the motherland is something else: the political, national version of “domov.” “Motherland,” a proud word. “Das Heim,” a sentimental word. Between motherland and living room (my own particular home), there is a lacuna in French (or in French sensibility). The only way to cover it over is to make “at-home” into an important word. (See LITANY.) 9

            ✯ BEAUTY (and KNOWLEDGE). Those who say, along with Broch, that knowledge is the novel’s only moral end are betrayed by the metallic aura of the word “knowledge,” which is compromised by its connections to science. More is needed: the novel discovers every aspect of existence, including beauty. The first novelists discovered adventure. It’s thanks to them that adventure seems beautiful and something we want. Kafka described the situation of a person who is tragically trapped. Those who study Kafka used to argue a lot about whether the author was giving us any hope or not. No, no hope. Something else. But Kafka discovers how the unlivable situation is both strange and full of black beauty. Beauty: the last possible victory of a person who has lost hope. Beauty in art: the light subtly emanating from the never-said. This light suffuses great novels; there will never be a time when it fades because, human existence being perpetually forgotten by people, the discoveries of novelists, even when they become dated, will never cease to amaze us.

            BEING. Many friends advised me not to call the book The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Couldn’t I at least get rid of the word “being”? The word embarrasses everyone. Translators tend to replace it with more modest words: “existence,” “life,” “condition.” … A Czech translator 10wanted to modernize Hamlet: “To live or not to live …” But it’s precisely there, in that famous monologue, where the difference between life and being is revealed: If, after death, we continue to dream, if after death there is still something, then death (non-life) doesn’t rid us of the horror of being. Hamlet asks the question of being, not of life. The horror of being: “Death has two faces. Non-being. And being, the terrifyingly material being of the corpse” (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting).

            BETRAYAL. “But what does betrayal mean? Betrayal means breaking ranks. Betrayal means breaking ranks and setting off into the unknown. Sabina knew of nothing more beautiful than setting off into the unknown” (The Unbearable Lightness of Being).

            BLUISH. No other color captures this linguistic form of tenderness. This Novalis-like word. “Like non-being, death—tender and bluish.”

         

         BOOK. If I’ve heard it said once, I’ve heard it said a thousand times on various radio broadcasts: “As I say in my book …”

         The word “book” is given such weight, it’s stretched out 11so long and pronounced at least an octave above all the other words. When the same person says, “As people in my town say …” there’s no special emphasis on the word “town,” which has almost the same intonation. “My book” … the phonetic cue for literary masturbation.

         
            BORDER. “So little is needed, so very little, to find yourself on the other side of the border where nothing makes sense: love, convictions, faith, history. All the mystery of human life stems from the fact that it takes place so very close to this border, even in direct contact with it, that it’s not separated by kilometers, but hardly even a millimeter….” (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting).

            CACHE (to cache). Maybe the charm of this verb for me is that I imagine another word in it: to “seal.” To cache = to seal, though without a seal; to hide while sealing; to seal in order to preserve.

         

         ✯ CENTRAL EUROPE. Seventeenth century: The immense power of the Baroque gave a certain cultural unity to this multinational region without a clear center, with moving and indefinable borders. The lingering shadow of Baroque 12Catholicism extended into the eighteenth century: no Voltaire, no Fielding. In the hierarchy of the arts, it was music that rose to the top. Since Haydn (and until Schoenberg and Bartók), this was the gravitational center for European music. Nineteenth century: some master poets, but no Flaubert; Biedermeier: the veil of the idyll thrown over the real. In the twentieth century, revolt. The great minds (Freud, the novelists) revalorized what had been unknown, misunderstood, for centuries: rational, demystifying lucidity; the meaning of the real; the novel. Their revolt was exactly the opposite of French modernism—it was antirational, antirealist, lyrical. (This would cause many misunderstandings.) The Mount Rushmore of the greatest Central European novelists includes Kafka, Hašek, Musil, Broch, and Gombrowicz, who are united in their aversion to Romanticism; their love for the pre-Balzacian novel and for the libertine spirit (Broch interpreted kitsch as a conspiracy of monogamous Puritans against the Enlightenment); their disregard for History and their exaltation of the future; and their modernism that lay outside the illusions of the avant-garde.

         The destruction of the empire followed by the cultural marginalization of Austria and the political nonexistence of its other countries after 1945 made Central Europe into a premonition, a mirror held up to the possible destiny of Europe, the laboratory of the crepuscule. 13

         
            ✯ CENTRAL EUROPE (and EUROPE). In the blurb, the publisher wants to situate Broch in a steadfastly Central European context: Hofmannsthal, Svevo. Broch won’t stand for it. If they want to compare him to someone, then why not Gide or Joyce? Does he want to renounce his “Central Europeanness”? No, he only wanted to say that national and regional contexts do nothing when it comes to capturing the meaning and worth of an oeuvre.

            CHARACTERS. Characters are shrinking in today’s novels. I threw away Tibor Déry’s The Unfinished Sentence. Unreadable. Joseph Roth’s Radetzky March in paperback: unreadable. I imagine literature’s death: little by little, without anyone realizing it, characters will become so small that they’re completely invisible.

            COATRACK. Another magical object. Ludvik sees one while looking for Helena. He imagines she’s committed suicide: “The metal stand, rising from three feet, spread out at its top into three branches; it held no garments to speak of; it seemed orphaned in its vaguely human form; its metallic nudity and its ridiculously raised arms filled me with anguish.” Later on: “A metal, skinny coatrack that raised its arms like a surrendering soldier.” I dreamed of putting on the cover of 14The Joke an image of this object that brings to life for me the novel’s atmosphere.

            COLLABO. In new historical circumstances, we are confronted by the timeless limits of human possibility, which we’re asked to name. So the word “collaboration” took on a new sense after the war against the Nazis: to be voluntarily in the service of a corrupt power. What a basic notion! How could humanity have lacked this word up to 1944? Once the word is discovered, it’s possible to identify the human activity of collaboration. All those in love with the brouhaha of mass media, the imbecilic smile of advertising, the destruction of nature, indiscretion raised to the status of a virtue, these are called “collabos of modernity.”

            COMIC. In offering us a beautiful illusion of human greatness, tragedy brings with it this one consolation. Comedy is crueler: it reveals to us in brutal terms the meaninglessness of everything. I guess that everything human has its comic side that, in certain cases, is widely known, admitted, exploited, and, in other cases, hidden from view. The true comic geniuses aren’t those who make us laugh the most but those who use comedy to reveal the unknown. History was also considered an exclusively serious terrain. However, there’s 15the unknown comic side of History. Just as there’s the comic side of sexuality (which is difficult to accept). (Here, homage to two friends: Philip Roth and Miloš Forman—to his Firemen’s Ball, in particular.)

            CREPUSCULE (and VELOCIPEDIST). “Velocipedist (this word felt to him as beautiful as crepuscule) …” (Life Is Elsewhere). These two nouns are magical to me because they come from so far away. Crepusculum, one of Ovid’s beloved words. “Velocipede,” a word that comes to us from the distant and naïve beginnings of the Industrial Age.

            CZECHOSLOVAKIA. I never use the word “Czechoslovakia” in my novels, even though they’re mostly set there. This compound word is too young (born in 1918), it doesn’t have roots stretching back in time, it’s without beauty, and it betrays the cobbled-together and absurdly young character (untested by time) of what it attempts to name. While it’s possible to create a nation on the basis of such a flimsy word (and to do so intentionally), you can’t write a novel about it. That’s why I always use “Bohemia,” the old word for it. In terms of political geography, it’s not really right (my translators flip out about it, from time to time), but from a poetic point of view, it’s the only choice. 16

            DEFINITION. The meditative dimension of a novel is sustained by the armature of several abstract words. If I don’t want to fall prey to the pitfall where everyone thinks they understand everything without understanding anything, it’s important for me not only to choose my words with extreme precision but to define them and redefine them. (See: BETRAYAL, BORDER, DUMB, LIGHTNESS, LYRICISM, PARADISE.) Often a novel is nothing but a long pursuit of several difficult-to-capture definitions. Or so it seems to me.
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“The saddest, funniest and most loveable of authors.’





