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Abstract

This thesis explores in detail three academicadiylected novels by Milan Kundergtownes$1995),
Identity (1998) andignorance(2002). Originally written in French, the authosscond language,
after six novels, a short-story collection and aypbriginally written in Czech, these texts areenft
bracketed off from the rest of his writing and seensomething of an inferior addendum. This is
despite clear thematic similarities that crosslihguistic divide and that | demonstrate here dre o

central significance to the author’s entire nov&iproject.

This exploration not only reveals that these thfeench novels place in the foreground themes that
have rippled in and out of focus across Kunderaitiex Czech work and so are of central importance
to Kundera as a novelist. It also shows that tlenkss of the variations on the themes of slowness,
identity and ignorance within these three Frenchetodoes not hold everything in common with the
lateness that Adorno locates in late Beethovers ttue that like late Beethoven, Kundera's late
variations on these themes demonstrate the mareewiran oeuvre sensing its death across the
horizon. But through the specific nature of the hadriations on slowness, identity and ignoranue, t
oeuvre works hard to pull its readers down into tihdual spaces of these three late novels with a
fresh urgency, rather than truculently push themayawso that Kundera’s audience might be

adequately prepared to continue its own voyages treoeuvre has played its final notes.
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Introduction: Milan Kundera and Variation Form

Kundera’s fourth novelThe Book of Laughter and Forgetting the first and only novel to
acknowledge directly the centrality of variatiomrfoto the author’'s novelistic aesthetic. For muth o
its length, the text resembles a series of dis@htat-stories, each concerning separate characters
who never encounter one another and occurring siceasonably diverse geographic locations. Part
Six, however, reintroduces Tamina, previously tremtharacter of Part Four, and then clarifies
that the book is ‘a novel in the form of variatioh&or the novel's extra-diegetic narrator, who has
modelled his work explicitly upon the principles &eethoven’'s own musical variations as
discovered through the narrator’'s relationship with musicologist father, this means that ‘The
various parts [of the novel] follow each other littee various stages of a voyage leading into the
interior of a theme, the interior of a thought, thderior of a single, unique situation, the
understanding of which recedes from [his] sighoittte distance’l(F, 227). The innovations that
this narrator locates in Beethoven’s variations/ig® him with two key insights. Firstly, the contep
of the infinite does not just apply to the endlspace existing outside of and beyond the exterior
contours of each physical object, but also to #wetive interior space ‘lying hidden in all thihgs
including those ‘things’ belonging to the more ahst world of concepts and themes (226).
Secondly, through the particular style of variatiorm in which Beethoven excelled, this abstract
interior infinity can not only be observed, but jpayed through and investigated as readily as the
infinity of more physical spaces, as successivatians on a theme proceed from the simplicity and
coherence of that theme’s outside surface and edockeeper and deeper into and through the
interior that stretches boundlessly beneath it.

For its narrator, what makesughter and Forgetting novel, rather than a series of short
stories, is not a unity of narrative or characteplace, but the seven sections’ shared devotion to
picking apart the same themes, which, as the i@mg&tupon them accrue, are approached from
disparate, occasionally contradictory angles, winelddy rather than deepen any understanding of
these themes as entities that can be readily gitaapea totality, or conceptually finalisé@he
surface version of the theme of forgetting is pded in Part One by Mirek’s naively black-and-
white hypothesis that ‘the struggle of man agaipstver is the struggle of memory against
forgetting’, forgetting being here an imposition tifose in charge against the people they are
attempting to dominate, and memory the tool ofdppressed best suited to combating this practice
(3). Successive sections of the novel then mowveutiir an unfolding sequence of variations upon
the theme of forgetting that open this simplistieatment to vigorous problematisations. Mirek
himself, for example, soon demonstrates that fargetcan be a process deliberately effected in
order to whitewash ungainly aspects of our own,psstthat he himself is aligned with the very

phenomenon that he envisages as inflicted uponftum above (30). The following section then



demonstrates that forgetting can be an entirelyrabprocess arrived at through aging (59), while
later sections show Tamina concertedly workingrtsheine her memories against a potentially fatal
forgetting advanced by not just a temporal distabaean enforced geographical distance also (114-
16). Investigating a theme via variation form canst facilitate the very opposite of reaching a
definitive conclusion regarding its essence, whigbtentially takes on additional levels of
complexity and nuance for as long as the continvmgpge keeps the boundless interiority of the
theme as the subject of its investigation.

Central to this thesis is the notion that thecttmal principles olaughter and Forgetting
apply not only to that novel, but to Kundera’s oeugs a whole, which functions on a large scale
much like Laughter and Forgettingn microcosm. What the narrator of that novel s&keom
Beethoven and applies to the structure of his sitgxt, Kundera too applies to the structure of his
oeuvre, each novel in which contains, to a greatdesser extent, major or minor variations on the
themes placed at the front and centre of eachsobthier novels. Just three pages before the above
explanation of the nature dfaughter and Forgettingfor example, the text directly evokes the
categories of ‘lightness’ and ‘weight’ that will igaced at the forefront of Kundera’'s next novel,
The Unbearable Lightness of Beif®24). As this thesis will spend much of its timembnstrating,
this is just one of numerous possible examplesaframon thematic overspill from novel to novel.
The result is an oeuvre that can be envisagedassacradle of overlapping sequences of variations
together leading into and through the infinite s of each of the oeuvre’s key themes.

This thesis too is a voyage, which sets out tdcegghree of the possible series of variations
that run throughout Kundera’'s oeuvre, starting frilm® opening scene of his very first novehe
Joke and proceeding into the interiors of what, at timee of writing, are his three latest: the
critically neglected French nove®&lownessldentity andIgnorance It is a thesis about these three
French novels, and whenever these three noveldfgiage, it is a thesis for them. As this voyage
progresses, it will chart three series of variatiom the eponymous themes of these French novels
from The Jokeand across Kundera’s Czech fiction. It will denteoaie how the prevailing trends and
turns within these three series are then engageédinvihe respective French novels that place these
three themes in the foreground. It will considesoahow each French novel builds too upon the
nature of the previous French novel's engagemetit thie prior variations on its own theme, as

these three texts carry the oeuvre ever furtheatdsvits eventual silence.

This thesis does not seek to establish a gendeabbhout how variation form is deployed to a greate
or lesser extent across postmodern fiction, butsey one author’s heavy use of it, across an oeuvre
dedicated to one particular novelist project, deres through which to examine the place in this
oeuvre of the three late French nov@lewnessldentityandignorance.

Having said this, Kundera'’s use of variation fama structuring principle across his oeuvre

does not make him anything like the only authobdorow from music. Calvin S. Brown8lusic



and Literature: A Comparison of the Aris one of the earliest works to investigate theiowsr
formal similarities between music and literaturel @ a useful starting point for a consideration of
the ways in which the latter has sometimes modeitiself upon borrowings from the former,
including that of the principle of theme and vadas that Brown argues has been prevalent in music
since the sixteenth-centutyis investigation of this specific cross-over bioth the aforementioned
book and a later essay “Theme and Variations adgesaky Form”, principally restricts itself to a
small handful of poetic case-studies, such as Wit®aradise Losiand Browning’sThe Ring and
the Book with only a fleeting and somewhat simplistic refece toDon Quixoteas a novel ‘built on
various episodes each of which is a different nemtéftion of the same general idé#.is worth
pointing out that Cervantes’ text is not only urelendable as a novel in the form of variationsef w
take each of Quixote and Sancho’s encounters witltows objects and groups of people essentially
to echo the same basic set-up. We can also sewithat each of these encounters there resides a
pair of variations, which play out simultaneousla WQuixote and Sancho each attempting to
apprehend what they see via completely divergentegotual frameworks. It is not only that the
‘adventure of the inn’ is a variation on ‘the aditge of the windmills’, for within each of these
variations on “the same general idea” lies a phirapviations on what exactly is being encountered.
The novel is not composed of a series of variatfollewing one behind the other, but a sequence of
twin sets of variations each of which exists inuaeasy tandem.

Since Brown’s work, the field of interdisciplinacyiticism between music and literature has
developed considerably. Stephen Benson questiengddminant trend preceding his owiterary
Music: Writing Music in Contemporary Fictiof2006) that has seen most investigations focussing
on how literature has modelled itself upon musether than on why; or on charting formal
similarities that demonstrate a borrowing from amneform by the other, without investigating what
a novelist like Kundera has gained from such adwairrg and the motivation thus lying behind this
manoeuvré.A notable exception to this trend is Eric Priethistening In: Music, Mind and the
Modernist Narrative This work appears particularly useful here, despientioning Kundera only
fleetingly, for focussing specifically on the drs/behind what Prieto suggests is an intensificagfon
the scale of musical borrowings by the twentiethtgey novel. Prieto argues that novelists have
been particularly driven to look for inspiratioroin musical forms following ‘the historic crisis in
the mimetic function of literature’ and the ‘growirmistrust of the conventions of nineteenth-
century realismf Once the modernist novel is no longer so investadimetically representing the
world outside it or on telling stories, and movesvards exploring consciousness itself and
dispensing with a strict reliance upon the requéets of plot, it desired a set of tools by which it
could do more than tell a story and instead reptepsychological states and procesgeRie tools
the novel located in music then continue to aidllting the move towards the ‘ironic realism’

characteristic of postmodern fiction. Prieto essdlgtargues that ‘twentieth-century novelists, whe



they turn to music, tend to see in it a source ofiets for rethinking the plot-based forms that have
traditionally governed the novél.’

Kundera would almost certainly denounce Prieto rfossing the point that strictly plot-
based forms only ever really took over the novelthie nineteenth-century; from Kundera's
perspective, the ‘ironic realism’ Prieto hails ahalmark of postmodernism was the novel's main
means of exploring the world long before what wegtmitermun-ironic realism’s own precepts
appeared on the scene. Prieto’'s question still estggan insight, however, regarding how
borrowings from music can aid narrative-based meainxploring the world in avoiding a
straightforward reliance on linear plot progressitie greater any particular author’s commitment to
the novel form as a vehicle fonore than conveying a plot or representing an exteraality, the
more explicitly he or she might turn to musicalngiples for a helpful set of tools. This argument
suggests the question of how exactly Kundera himsmiceives of the novel, the answering of
which should reveal why his own novelistic aestheélies so overtly upon variation form as a
motive principle. This will not be too hard to arewthanks to Kundera’s extensive writing on the
subject.

A particularly enthusiastic advocate of the now@indera believes its purpose has never
been that of merely telling a story, or of recnegtihe external world. It has, instead, always bbug
to explore existence itself via the particular lefsloubt rather than certainty. He locates thst fir
stage of this mission as beginning with Cervanaesount of Don Quixote’s wide-ranging adventure
through a world that he can ‘no longer recognisehis mission is most successfully taken up in the
eighteenth-century by Sterne and Diderot, befogeniheteenth-century sees the novel mutate into a
realist variant that for Kundera is somewhat ati@its original precepts; the early twentieth-centu
modernists Robert Musil, Hermann Broch, Kafka anioWWf Gombrowicz then repeatedly appear
within his non-fiction characterised as heroesgietting the novel back on track. In the non-ficéibn
The Art of the NoveKundera argues that the novel form that develdped Cervantes through this
trajectory takes as its ‘only certainty’ the ‘wisdoof uncertainty’, insisting that the world of the
novel is one of ‘ambiguity’ and home to a ‘weltdrcontradictory truths® This is reaffirmed ifThe
Curtain when he describes the ‘modern novel’ as ‘purpdisefyphilosophic, even anti-philosophic’,
for ‘it does not proclaim truths’ and only ‘quests them?!

This basic understanding of the novel's purposaoisunique to Kunder&.Unlike many
other writersabout the novel, Kundera is almost uniquely committedaggractitioner too to this
particular understanding of the novel’'s accomplishta. And constructing not only an individual
text but an entire oeuvre around the principle arfiation form emerges as the means by which he
seeks to stretch the novel form’s potential toHertthis agenda of doubt over certainty as fareas h
can. As Brown puts it, variation form, within battusic and literature, involves ‘a theme given out
first in its simplest version... and then repeatgtth as many different treatments as the ingenuity,

patience, or interest of the composer may sugégegatiation form thus becomes what enables a



Kunderan exploration to investigate the intericfinity of diverse truths within themes such as
laughter and forgetting, or slowness, or identitly,ignorance. It allows Kundera’'s novels to pick
these themes apart from several distinct and somastidirectly contradictory angles, thereby
facilitating his oeuvre to achieve its closenesspirit to the aesthetic that he argues has degdlop
from Cervantes.

A brief comparison between Kundera’'s own variatiorm and the variation form that |
would argue is intrinsic to Austrian modernist Harm Broch highlights the fact that a gathering of
overtly contradictory truths is not necessarilyrimgic to the function of variation form itself.
Variation form’s different treatments of an incidem theme can help to shore up a particular thesis
rather than to present conflicting visions. Thesiirdr of this theme or thesis might still stretcioi
infinity, but the actual topography of this infipitnight demonstrate more of an infinite similarity
than an infinite difference.

Broch'’s novelThe Guiltlesss structurally almost an exact model for what Hewra achieves
in Laughter and Forgettinglecades later. Via several short-stories, with soh@racters recurring
on non-consecutive occasions, like Tamina in Kuadenovel, while others feature only once,
Broch explores from several distinct angles theomobf the apolitical ‘guilty guiltlessness’ that
proliferated throughout German society following thirst World War and so, for Broch, facilitated
the rise of Nazisnt! And much like Laughter and Forgettingvorks in microcosm how Kundera’s
entire oeuvre works in macrocosm, so too do thecstral principles offThe Guiltlessapply to the
rest of Broch’s novelistic output. The notion oliilgy guiltlessness’ examined ifhe Guiltlesss
just one manifestation of a much larger argumerdt treoccurs across his oeuvre, which
demonstrates that Broch is clearly part of theett@jry of modernism that conceives of a totaligtth
absolutely did exist in the past having been iraply lost by the start of the twentieth-century H
appears almost overpoweringly confident about fiistated central thesis, intrinsic not onlyTbe
Guiltless but to The Sleepwalkersnd The Spelltoo amongst others, that the switch from
Catholicism to Protestantism relegated an expegi@fthe divine that previously unified all aspects
of society to a small, isolated niche that was amhe aspect of a society now fragmented and,
through so doing, allowed a welter of contradicteajues and truths to emerge as seductive but false
pretenders at re-unificatidfln the words of Stephen S. Dowden, Broch imagithed ‘the collapse
of traditional religious beliefs and values had rabdernity with no spiritual foundations capabfe o
assuring finite man of his continuity with infinitdivinity.’ ' Men like Huguenau froniThe
Sleepwalkersare then able to commit murder with total moral umiy when this becomes the
coldly logical result of following their own, isdked value system; and men like Hitler-surrogate
Marius Ratti fromThe Spelkthen appear so seductive because they convingimgbent themselves
as able to restore the broken foundations throegteating, via a pseudo-spiritualism mistaken for

actual spiritualism, the lost connection with tlirte.



Towards this particularly lofty meta-narrative abthe breakdown of a unified society and
its various deleterious effects, Broch shows altelyluno scepticism or incredulity whatsoever. His
experimentations with variation form never appessighed to muddy this central thesis, or present
possible alternative pictures or counterpoints tbgather the largest amount of evidence postible
support it. The variations comprise characters frdiwergent levels of society and geographic
locations, for example, rather than thematic poamd counter-points. True to the workings of a far
more sceptical post-modernist, Kundera’s own viangt do not generally gather additional material
to shore up a central thesis about the natureughlzr, or forgetting, or slowness, or ignorancs, b
as already suggested, work far more often to ciestsi presented elsewhere in his oeuvre in further
doubt and to demonstrate the impossibility of conog of any theme as a closed totality.

One further borrowing from music that often heasdera’s novels and their sequences of
variations cultivate such an effect also has aniae though not-identical, predecessor in Broch —
that of polyphony. Unlike Kundera’s particular usfevariation form, the author’s use of polyphony
has recently been explored in some detail by StepBenson, who acknowledges in his
monograph’s Introduction that despite not wantimgxplore purely formal and structural crossings
from music to literature as many previous texts eehat reductively have done, in the chapter on
Kundera this nonetheless will form the bedrock & focusl’ The suggestion is that formal
borrowings from music are so intrinsic to Kunderats/elistic aesthetic that a critic can be led to
approach the author’s interdisciplinarity from thisgle, even when he or she would generally rather
be doing so from others, since it is directly thgluhe formal borrowings themselves that emerge
music’s significance to Kundera on a much deepan thrmal level.

The final section of Broch'’s tripartitfEhe Sleepwalkey§he Realistappears to rely upon a
similar polyphony to that of Kundera’'s own aesthefeaturing extremely similar techniques of
switching between diegetic layers, from intra-diegearratives to authorial intrusions, and between
forms and genres: in Broch’'s case, these includadsird third-person narration, essayistic
digressions, script and poetry. Kundera himself e@sal thorough analysis dfhe Realistin
Testaments Betrayedgscribing it as ‘a “polyphonic” stream composediwé voices, five entirely
independent lines: neither a common action nos#mee characters tie these lines together, and each
has a completely different formal nature (A = no\®kE reportage, C = short story, D = poetry, E =
essay) ¥ Broch himself describes the ‘new Novel' that heséeking to construct as displaying a
‘rational-irrational polyphony’, the poetic sect®presumably demonstrating the latter value and the
essayistic digressions the former, this fusionaf bpposites necessary for a work to encapsulate th
total form of existence and, through so doing,doreate the unity that Broch considers 183the
first two novels in the sequence that make§hp Sleepwalkers The RomantiandThe Anarchist
— are not nearly so polyphonic e Realist® But in sections that read almost identically to
passages from Kundera's own novels, Broch's extgedic narrator ofThe Realistoutlines in a

strongly essayistic manner the intra-diegetic @minaracter’s relevance to the primary theme ef th
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novel: ‘Huguenau is a man who acts with singlerégsirpose... Behind all his purposefulness there
lies a logic that is completely stripped of ornatiéhAnd in an interrogatory passage that will again
seem extremely familiar to readers of Kundera, thisator later asks ‘Had [Huguenau] committed a
murder? Had he done a revolutionary de&d?’

Benson suggests that Kundera’'s use of polyphomyuldhbe related back to Bakhtin's
analysis of the narrative voice of Dostoevsky, arguhat ‘although Kundera never mentions his
predecessor by name’, his and Bakhtin’s ‘respedtieas about musical polyphony as a model for
narrative are strikingly similaf? While this is true, it is worth dwelling also oheir distinctions,
especially considering that though Kundera indemegen mentions Bakhtin or Dostoevsky by name
as an inspiration, he does openly assign the fgheealecessor repeatedly to Broch and so is clearly
willing to acknowledge his own debts where he imagithem to be due.

I would suggest that Kundera not overtly tracing polyphonic qualities of his aesthetic
back to Bakhtin and Dostoevsky for himself may weBult from the fact that the polyphony that
Kundera retrieves from Broch is not quite the sgmolyphony as Bakhtin locates in Dostoevsky.
Bakhtin explores Dostoevsky’'s deployment of ‘a plity of independent and unmerged voices and
consciousnesses, a genuine polyphony of fully vatites.... with equal rights and each with its
own world’, juxtaposed alongside each other witthia same novelistic space but also remaining
contrapuntally independent and so never ‘mergetearunity of the event* As is made apparent by
Kundera’s aforementioned analysis of Broch, the/plmbnythesetwo writers both utilise emerges
not so much through their novels’ coordinationtad toices of their characters, as much as through
its deployment, within a single novelistic spadevarious prose styles and modes of writing usually
kept separate from one another and marshalledndtistinct varieties of literature. This polyphony
does not orchestrate a juxtaposition of the th&dspn voices of different characters, each embgacin
a different worldview and ideological stance, aschmas it juxtaposes essayistic commentary,
surrealistic dream, poetry and conventional thiedspn narrativé> The closest Kundera’s aesthetic
comes to the vocal polyphony that Bakhtin locateBostoevsky is in his earliest novéhe Joke
which explores the same events via the points @iv\vof four different first-person narrators. As
soon as Kundera'’s subsequently trademark extraetitefirst-person narrator, modelled on Broch’s
from The Realistbegins to make his presence felt from Kunderatosd novellife is Elsewhere
this juxtaposition of first-person narrative voicksles in favour of a polyphony much closer to
Broch’s diversity of styles and forms.

Though this thesis is not interested in polyphtmythe same extent as it is interested in
variation form, some of the most striking variasoon the themes of slowness, identity and
ignorance with which this thesis is primarily comed nonetheless emerge from possibilities
created by Kundera’'s brand of novelistic polyphoAycriticism Kundera makes of Broch points
towards one distinction in their respective usepayphony, which illuminates how Kundera’s own

variety aids his mission of exploring the world dhgh doubt via the medium of a novelistic
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variation form. That Kundera ironically cannot sgaite how closely his style mirrors Broch’'s
emerges from his critigue dthe Realisin his The Art of the NoveKundera complains that were
the formally disparate elements of Broch's textndied into a truly polyphonic unity, then none
would appear to hold legitimacy over the otherg, the ‘essay on the disintegration of values can
readily be taken for the author’'s own thinking, tbe novel's truth’ and ‘thus may damage the
relativity that is indispensable to novelistic sp&€ The articles and reviews that take lines made by
Kundera’s extra-diegetic narrators as the overgidinth of his novels and his own ideology suggest,
however, that Kundera has not necessarily succeeum@ than Broch in separating his own
narrators’ essayistic digressions from what appeardis own thinking’ Simpson agrees with
Kundera’s criticisms when he argues that becau&ranh ‘technical’ and ‘philosophical jargon’ is
‘suddenly thrown in between purely novelistic seas’, the result is a ‘jarring effect’ that leaves
Broch ‘guilty of... breaking off bits of an unassiated “crystal block” of philosophical truth to
embellish the narrative, rather than integratirig ttuth in the narrative’; again, it would be hawat

to forgive readers for applying such a criticisnkiendera’s own novels, particularly non-academic
readers, though they would likely not describe ttbgelist's essayistic digressions using quite the
same lofty language as Simpsén.

The complaint Kundera makes about Broch'’s polyphdwyg which could potentially apply
to his own too if we take his weaker critics atefa@lue, involves the essayistic sections essbntial
overpowering the others, rather than sitting alaeshem in a process of mutual relativisation. A
more attentive reading of Kundera, however, suggdsit rather than his own essayistic digressions
dominating the more traditionally novelistic seapin many cases the reverse is true; an attempted
domination is overturned by the novelistic sectiorbellion against both the truth-claims that the
essayistic sections attempt to impose upon themtlamdhetorical methodologies by which these
truth-claims are advanced. The non-essayisticaexivithin his novels often refuse to be contained
by the arguments being made about them by the-didgeetic narrators, or even directly expose the
fallacies in these narrators’ ways of apprehendingd appropriating the textual worlds surrounding
them. If Broch’s polyphony fails to achieve thedrunity that Kundera wishes it would, then the
same is ironically true of Kundera’'s own, only inmanner akin to a mirror image; the complete
relativity that Broch loses through his essayiséctions overpowering the others is lost, in Kuader
through the very reverse.

| would argue, however, that Kundera’s own failtseachieve a truly equal blend between
his different polyphonic streams leads to some haf most interesting moments in his novels,
particularly when focussing, like this thesis, tie tvariations on slowness, identity and ignorance
that stretch throughout Kundera’s Czech oeuvrerbdfiking centre-stage in his three French novels.
For the ways in which the extra-diegetic, essayisdirrator of these French novels are highly flalib
interpreters of their own material and bad proptmesi their own arguments directly lead their

implied readers to the most personally affectivaghts about slowness, identity and ignorance to be
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found throughout the oeuvre. In this way, polyphang variation form merge and become mutually
reinforcing, as the operation of the former becomdispensible to the most striking instances ef th
latter. Key variations on the themes under exantnatlirectly arisethrough the interplay and
interactions between the distinct formal layerstgtistic strands that Kundera’s polyphony directly

facilitates.

This thesis will take Kundera’'s wide-ranging useaapecific variety of variation form, distinct fro
Broch's, as a lens through which to examine theeland function in his oeuvre of his three
particularly neglected French nove®pwnessldentityandlgnorance Though indeed most marked
in the case of these three French novels, thisariteglect is partially true for his oeuvre ast#le.
The popularity and commercial success of, at thg last,The Unbearable Lightness of Beitgs
fifth Czech novel, has not been met with a corragptyy academic focus on either Kundera’'s oeuvre
generally, or even this single novel specificaflirhis is despite his novels all revelling in a wide
range of explicitly postmodern literary devicesdaiso engaging deeply with themes of particular
interest to cultural theorists and philosophersyddess an extent in the three additionally ndgtkc
French novels. Aside from a handful of disparafetussed edited collections, the author’s career is
explored in English-language criticism by the falinog notable monographs.

The earliest is Robert Porterdilan Kundera: A Voice From Central Eurog@981)3°
Porter covers only the first three of Kundera’'s @lsy though his book is useful for dating from
before Kundera excised from his oeuvre a seriezadf/ poetry and plays, which it thus explores to
an extent rarely seen elsewhere in English-langasteism. Maria Nmcova Banerjee’§erminal
Paradox: The Novels of Milan KundefB990) and Fred Misurellaldnderstanding Milan Kundera:
Public Events, Private Affair61993) both devote a chapter to each of the ngwalidished at the
time of writing and offer many important analyse$ iadividual thematic moments and
intertextualities with other works of fiction andifsophy, while lacking much of an overall
developing argument about what the oeuvre is sgekiachieve!

Far more specific and critically-focussed an gegaent is John O’Brien’Milan Kundera
and Feminism: Dangerous Intersectioii$995), which introduces the value of a ‘soft-core’
deconstructionist approach towards Kundera's nobglshowing both how his representations of
women might very readily be seen as problematid,raeow these surface impressions are potentially
undone by subversive elements of his textualitgéwe a more complex picture that could, if warily,
be described as femini&tO’Brien is not as interested in reductively resudvthese contradictory
readings as much as he is in letting them simuttasly stand; of all the English-language
monographs on Kundera, then, his is the work mastctlly aligned with the philosophy of the
oeuvre it is exploring. Eva Le Grandandera or The Memory of Desif@999), a translation into
English of a monograph first published in 1995 nerieh and then in 1998 in Czech, explores the

juxtaposition throughout Kundera’'s oeuvre of twdfatent presentations of sex. While one
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approaches it as a grand adventure that has ietiehie legacy of Don Juan, the other suggests that
in a world stripped of any notions of shame, whaswnce erotic can now only be dehumanising
and mechanicalSlownesss only briefly touched upon during a short epiledtiHana Pichova’s
The Art of Memory in Exile: Vladimir Nabokov andldti Kundera(2002) supports my claim that
Kundera’s French novels in particular are negledias$pite valuably comparing facets of Kundera’s
novelistic aesthetic that she argues derive frolifieaspent exiled from his homeland with that of
another renowned writer with a similar biographich®va almost totally neglects the potential that
might emerge from considering the function of theveis that show Kundera moving from the
language of his former homeland to the languaghesite of his so-called exité.

Another particularly original monograph is MichelWoods' Translating Milan Kundera
(2006), which combines a fascinating narrativednisiof Kundera’'s quarrels with both his many
English translators and his various national aumenwith more traditional literary-criticism that
explores the themes of translation and rewritingh&y reverberate throughout his oeutras a
multi-lingual critic, Woods, like Porter, makes seaably lengthy references to disowned early
works barely mentioned elsewhere and never tratslatto a language other than their original
Czech. She is also particularly valuable for a mmration of how Kundera’s pre- and post-1989
novels have been differently received by Czech British audiences and media. Her work is the
only academic monograph to include sections, almédtf ones, on all three of the French novels.
Her analysis of them tends towards an investigatiohow Kundera’s French prose style preserves
the deliberate oddities that he had already buiitt his Czech and so is not particularly relevard t
study where both Czech and French texts are beipigred in English translation. She also draws
out the trend that ‘with each of the French-languagvels, Kundera deliberately appropriates a part
of the French or Western European literary disaansd interprets it thematicall3f. This is true:
Slownessengages with Vivant Denon’s eighteenth-century flavdo Tomorrowas part of its
exploration of twentieth-century society’s growioggsession with speetjentity evokes Rostand’s
nineteenth-century plagyrano de Bergeraduring its examination of the dangers that resalinf
the instability of identity; and Kundera’'s most eet novel at the time of writindgnorance turns
back towards the birth of European literature witbmer’'s Odysseyin order to unpick its own
eponymous theme. As will become clear in Chapters, TFour and Six of this thesis, however, the
most dynamic effects of these borrowings involve ways in which not Kundera himself but his
French narrators and charactensuse these texts in ways that point towards, orctljreenable,
these novels’ engagements with the sequencesiatigas on their themes that have preceded them.
Exploring what Kundera is doing with them as a @ributside the text is less interesting than
investigating what he has his narrators and cherado with them witim the text.

Why Kundera’s three French novels are generalblanted in English-language criticism,
particularly by British critics, is worth consideg. The shallowest answer is that they are sinqgaly t

recent to have accrued much attention. More intieagesare several points made by Woods
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suggesting that before 1989, Kundera’'s Englishdagg audience, including both general readers
and critics, were interested in the extent to whithworks reflected both the conditions of lifean
Communist dictatorship and their author’s statusliasident and then exitéFollowing 1989, and
with these aspects of far less public interest mevance, the abiding impression of his work
became instead a much lighter and more dismissieeob casually misogynistic and frivolous sex
scenes and faux-academic intellectual pretensiddg.this model, the key distinction between his
six Czech and three French novels is not that ohadr were originally written in Czech and the
latter in French, but that the former were mostiitten before 1989, in a climate where the works of
a writer banned for political reasons in his coyrdf birth would be intrinsically of interest to a
Western European audience, and the latter afteenwiis was no longer the caBamortality bucks
this trend in being the only novel both publish&gral989 and originally written in Czech, but also
supports my distinction in being the first not g&hin a totalitarian worldandthe first to be overtly
criticised for its sexism and intellectual postgrirvhen | would argue that these are no more
apparent inmmortality than in the novels preceding®itThere is certainly nothing in its surface
treatment of women more problematic than that ofi€uand Helena withiThe Jokeor Ruzena
within Farewell Waltzto suggest just a few examples.

Kundera is arguably facing the same dilemma desdrby his contemporary Ivan Klima,
who laments that he is ‘often asked’ what writeosrf formerly totalitarian countries ‘will write now
that the revolution is ovef®Klima’s response closely parallels Kundera’'s owrstrations with his
novels being regarded by his English-speaking msageas polemics against totalitarianism, rather
than as wider explorations of the whole human didi Klima arguing that ‘such questions are
often based on the false assumption that writepge@ally banned writers, wrote mainly about... the
cruel and bizarre practices of the communist redithim a defence of his own oeuvre that Kundera
might well use to vindicate his own recent nov&lana rebuts that his writing ‘does not rely on the
existence of any particular regime’ but is instdadked to our human existence, to our civilisation
and its problems'? Klima argues here that readers who wonder whatight write about post-1989
miss the point that the narrow field of the philpisizal conditions imposed by political dictatorship
was never really his subject matter to begin vitlidera would agree with him and indeed makes a
strikingly similar point in his foreword to the sew English translation ofhe Jokewhen he
declares ‘Spare me your Stalinism, pleaBee Jokes a love story!® Totalitarian worlds offer a
backdrop or context for examining specific instanaad manifestations of certain universal themes,
rather than comprising the prime subject of hisafistic investigations themselves.

Had Kundera's English-language readership been ox@r by such arguments that his
earlier novels were about much more than the piilbigal results of political travails in the first
place, then the potential readers and critics sfidtier novels might not have been so put off ley th
absence of such material, since they would thealbe and willing to enjoy them for exactly the

same broader thematic concerns on which Kunderddwwave had them focus throughout previous
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novels. And one of the effects of this thesis vl to demonstrate th&lownessldentity and
Ignorancedo not show an author suddenly bereft of a subjedter reaching for new concerns that
have nothing to do with what came before, but adtplace for the first time in the foreground
themes that have always been of importance toehigre since as far back @ke Joke

My preceding survey of English-language monographsKundera neglected Francois
Ricard’sAgnés Final Afternoon: An Essay on the Work of MiKandera(2003), a text published
not by an academic press but by the mainstreamgheblof the English translations of Kundera’'s
fiction, Faber and FabétIt was both commissioned and translated into Bhglirom the original
French, by Aaron Asher, the same man who has peaduwhat Kundera hails as the definitive
translations into English dfhe JokeLife is Elsewhergrarewell WaltzandLaughter and Forgetting
and who has also worked as his editdqRicard’s approach to Kundera is superficially msimilar
to my own than the aforementioned critics. An ustiarding of the significance of variation form to
Kundera’s oeuvre appears central to his work, wiielts from the final afternoon bhmortalitys
central character and traces resemblances in tlaemiecharacter from here both backwards and
forwards across Kundera'’s fiction. When he vergttyimentionsSlownessldentity andlgnorance
however, it tends to be in order to show how thegage with a blend of multiple themes each
already placed explicitly in the foreground of @arlworks; Slownessfor example, combines the
‘satanic laughter’ of.aughable Lovesvith the ‘nostalgic lightness’ dFarewell WaltZ® This is in
danger of creating the sense that the French riowdigionship to these earlier works stands as
something of an addendum or a greatest-hits cotiggilarather than exploring their importance in a
manner more interrogative towards their positiothimithe oeuvre as a whole.

As a corollary of this criticism, through adoptiag achronological approach to the oeuvre
Ricard has denied himself the opportunity to dgvet@any substantial arguments about the ongoing
nature of Kundera'’s variations on any of his thena@savenue of investigation that surely becomes
particularly apt when considering the novels tl@he towards the close of a novelistic project with
a very particular mission underlying its entiretynlike Ricard’s text, then, each pair of chapters
within this thesis will briefly set out the respeet eponymous theme @&@lownessor Identity, or
Ignoranceas it manifests in the French novel under disonsdiefore showing how this particular
manifestation follows, engages with and advancegthvalent trends and key moments in the series
of variations on that theme within Kundera’'s earltézech fiction. Overall, Kundera’s Czech fiction
will be shown to highlight the peculiar nature bfde particularly affective encounters in theseehr
French novels between the late variations uporettiese themes and these novels’ implied readers.

My interest in Kundera's late variations on slosseidentity and ignorance (and in the late
novels of which these variations form the backbdioipws Adorno’s own interest in ‘the late
works of important artists’, which he argues areally ‘wrinkled, even fissured!” They are,
furthermore, ‘apt to lack sweetness, fending offhva prickly tartness those interested in merely

sampling them?® Such arguments cast late works as fragmentaryen broken, in a manner that
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garrulously drives away all but the most committgdtheir audience. The three French novels
composed of Kundera’s late variations on slownntity and ignorance may initially resemble
fragments through their sheer slightness and tegarture from the structural mores of his previous
texts. And the noticeable lack of critical engagetrwith these texts further suggests that these
novels indeed show an unfortunate proclivity forsiping potential readers away: witness, for
example, George Steiner’'s demonstrably false corhthemldentityis a text ‘about which there is
virtually nothing to say*

| would argue, however, that these novels othewepresent a departure from Adorno’s
model and the ‘prickliness’ that leads to criticd angaging with them in the depth they warrant and
deserve simply must originate within the critics.id absolutely not inherent within the texts
themselves, for the three French novels publistigteatime of writing overtly seek to draw their
implied reader# through the very nature of the late engagemerttstive three eponymous themes.
These three novels are, in turn, the text moshgrgut to be slowed down by its reader, the teat th
most requires its identity to be fixed by its readad the text that most loudly prompts its redder
worry over whether or not she should herself haafaained ignorant of the newly discovered
knowledge it has laid temptingly before her. Kuradetate variations upon these themes become the
mechanism by which his late novels aim to drawitty@ied reader closely inside the text herself, so
that her skills and her limitations are raised he highest and subjected to the most rigorous
challenges and questioning. The nature of theviati@ations on slowness, identity and ignorance sees
them become the very force of gravity that pulls ithplied (if unfortunately not the actual) readers
of these three novels down into and through thextuial centres. These novels are perhaps as
fissured as Adorno argues is the average late, diykein a more seductive manner that shows an
ardent desire that their readers not warily baékrom these gaps, but plunge headlong in.

Focussing his analysis of late style on Beethaerifically, Adorno argues that the late
works of this one composer demonstrate ‘the sedraness of the insignificance of the individual’,
through which emerges a ‘relationship’ with ‘deattself>° Of Kundera’'s late variations, this is
partly true, but partly false. These novels demasta stage of the oeuvre that is indeed well awar
that it is on its way to fading out and that see®wn death as a shadow across the horizon. And ye
they are equally aware of and appreciative ofdigaificanceof the individuals who will survive
beyond this death. Through the implied readershogia relationship with slowness, with identity
and with ignorance being placed in the late varetion these themes most overtly in the spotlight,
the novels formed around these late variations detnate the oeuvre trying on three distinct ways
of preparing this readership for the moment whemetare no new variations left to play out, when
the novelistic project coveting doubt over certainill have to be taken up by this readership and
continue without the oeuvre’s further guidance.itS&sown voyages prepare for their ceasing, the

oeuvre seeks, through the specific nature of tteevariations on slowness, identity and ignorance,
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to pull its readership down into the textual spasbere it can be best prepared for all those upon

which it will embark in the future.

This, then, is a thesis with three closely inteted aims. The first is to provide the most conaplet
and interrogative criticism of Kundera’s three Ffemovels Slownessldentity andlgnorance The
second is to redeem these texts not only througkirig at them in isolation, but to show that they
do not demonstrate an author bereft of a subjettemand suddenly grasping for new themes that
have little to do with preceding work that has beeductively taken by readers and critics to be
more significant. On the contrary, what these tim@eels do instead is take themes that have already
played out in variations across Kundera’'s oeuvee@ace them, for the first time, in the foreground
This fact leads to the third aim, which is to invgate how these three French novels’ engagement
with the prevailing trends and main twists withine tongoing variations before them demonstrate an
oeuvre growing keen to prepare its audience fomgrending time when its investigation of the
world has come to an end and when this audiencé tmeiefore continue this investigation on its
own.

What this thesis necessarily is not is a chartihg@very single manifestation of the three
French themes throughout the entirety of the oeuderean exhaustive survey of every variation on
any one of slowness, identity or ignorance codldafiext of this length all by itself. As part ofy
argument that variations on all Kundera’'s main teerappear to a greater or lesser extent across his
fiction, his first novelThe Jokealready contains manifestations, in major or mikey, upon every
theme to be examined in every work to follow. CeaptOne, Three and Five will thus each follow a
brief outlining of the relevant French theme’s nfiesiations within its own novel by moving into a
detailed analysis ofhe Jokeand exploring how early variations on this thentsy put within its
own pages. From a pool of Kundera’s five other @zaovels and his short stories, | will then
explore the selection of texts that best demorsstitad prevailing trends and the significant shifts,
counters, modulations or additions on the initisdion of this theme betweehhe Jokeand the
respective French novel. My closing arguments deépert on every manifestation being listed, but
on the ways in which the French novels move Kuridevariations further towards their silence
through their responses to the main trends anandiles set up within the Czech texts’ preceding
variations on the three French themes, particulartgrms of how the French variations loudly turn
up the volume on their implied readers’ own affeetiencounters with the themes under
investigation.

Slowness Identity and Ignorane ultimately use their late engagements with their
eponymous themes to pull their implied readers tdsvaa powerful success fBlownessand a
powerful failure inldentity, before finding a thorny middle ground, lodged améortably between
success and failure, through provoking the implieader oflgnoranceto experience the loudest

version of a quintessentially Kunderan dilemma ahkibe ethical status of knowledge itself. The
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three sequences of variations upon the themeswhsks, identity and ignorance thus move through
these three French novels to work directly upondéra’s audience to a personally affective extent
never quite like that of the variations on thesemths within previous texts, in order to ready this
audience for a death that the oeuvre spies hoveriagthe horizon. As we shall see wlowness

the late variations that comprise these novelsadrgubegin by their keenness in preparing their
readership leading them unwittingly to betray tlesthetic governing the Czech oeuvre preceding
them: firstly through resolving the doubt aboutsthiovel’s themes that characterises the themes’
manifestations within the majority of the oeuvregeding it, and also through allowing the reader to
place herself on something of a pedestal througlorhing all too sure of her own abilities. Within
Identity andignorance however, the oeuvre recovers from this missteptakes care to re-establish
the notion of doubt that is key to Kundera’'s aastistrongly and lastingly — ultimately in a manner
ironically directed at the ethicality and worthtbe very process of exploration that sees the reade

moving from one page of the oeuvre to the next.
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One: Variations on Slowness

Francgois Ricard’s postscript to the French 199&8a@diof Milan Kundera'sSlownesslocuments the
‘two traits’ that separate the work from the aitistorms of the six Czech novels that Kundera had
written previously, namely its remarkable brevitydathe simplicity of its structureDespite these
obvious variations, to which we can add the usa l@inguage that Kundera had previously reserved
for his non-fiction, Slownesscontinues the familiar project affirmed in boffhe Unbearable
Lightness of Beingnd the theoreticalhe Art of the Novethat of investigating ‘the trap the world
has become'LB, 215)?

This first French novel's main preoccupation iglissection of the late twentieth-century’s
increasing obsession with speed and the maligretsfigf this on our existential situatioBlowness
documents the events of a single night, split imo time-periods separated by over two hundred
years. A character in his own right, as in eartiexels sincelife is ElsewhereKundera's extra-
diegetic narrator compares our era unfavourablj Wit libertine France of the eighteenth-century,
exemplified for him by Vivant Denon’s novelddo Tomorrow first published in 1777. In this earlier,
less hasty period, all actions, chiefly the eratie apparently performed with a slowness thatgild
them with a grace and significance of which theatar's contemporary characters can only dream.

The narrator’'s stance is initially convincing, peuwtarly for a reader tricked by the novel’s
slightness into imagining #tit requires less serious engagement than Kundpraldous work. An
attentive reading, however, reveals the narratmiaplicity with the trends he decrieslownesgan
be approached most rewardingly as a novel aboabarpading oNo Tomorrow one infected by the
contemporary trends Kundera’s narrator condemrst. &t a longer look a&lo Tomorrowthan the
narrator ofSlownessevidently has time for exposes his reading asdtiyva resistance towards the
seductive masks worn bylownesstself leads us beyond its flimsy surface and poedua longer,
slower text than we at first imagine, which urges the liegp reader — performatively as well as
constatively — not to be deceived by the speedynddite arguments that are not only critiqued
within the narrative, but simultaneously compriseDespite the faults of the narrator’s rhetorical
strategies, the novel ultimately succeeds by progimg a physical and mental way of being that it
itself flouts: by persuasively glorifying the quads of slowness but failing to demonstrate them
through its own representational strategies, thelnencourages a transformation within its implied
reader that facilitates her to rise above the gmhkic conceits of its narrator and make of hiskwaor

genuinely slow text.

Even a cursory examination of Kundera’'s Czechdittieveals that these themes placed at the front
and centre olownessare not new concerns, but reverberate throughontl&a’'s oeuvre from the
very opening of his earliest nov@lhe JokeHere a very simple vision of the speed later iddcby

the first French narrator is placed before the eeadariations on this tempo and on its opposienth
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spread throughout not only the rest of that novet,continue beyondhe Jokethroughout much of
Kundera’s Czech oeuvre as they build towards thenebed examination of slowness and speed

within Slownesstself.

The Joke

Much of what Kundera's fiction has to say aboutespand slowness is already present as early as the
very opening set of variations within his debut elp\he Joke These variations complicate an
initially rather simplistic treatment of speed mat ways: by introducing further versions or typés o
speed and its opposite, slowness, and by countégmppipositive depictions of each of these types
with negative alternatives.

In the first scene, Ludvik narrates that he ‘wdlke fast as [he] could’ in search of his friend,
Kostka.®> Throughout the few paragraphs preceding this ewtid Ludvik vividly conveys his
bitterness towards the world around him, his spbed appearing the physical representation of a
personality defined largely by unease and hostilitydvik himself admits, on the very first pageatth
the goals that have brought him to the mining tafrOstrava are ‘cynical and low’, his unease
directed therefore not only at his personal histmg his environment, but also his own present self
(TJ, 3). Ludvik's frantic search for Kostka might ememusly be interpreted as fuelled by the
immediately pressing need to correct an unforesktail that could potentially see Ludvik's plan
derailed. He seeks revenge against the man whoogedthis life many years ago by seducing this
man’s wife, Helena, but the hotel room he has hiedtains a damaged bed unfit for purpose,
necessitating the borrowing of his discreet frienflat. Yet his rush to find Kostka is entirely
unnecessary: Helena will not arrive in Ostrava lutfite next morning and Ludvik knows where
Kostka lives and works, meaning that the solutionhis problem is easily accomplishable. His
physical speed of movement cannot be accountechéwe generally by his distaste at his mission
leading to a wish to complete it as quickly as pgmessince its reliance on Helena’s arrival ensure
that its time of completion is beyond his direchizol. His speed is instead expressive of a general
unease that, in this instance, is fuelled furthehis obvious self-knowledge of the darkness of his
goal, displaced via projection onto problems astgartly concocted.

This very early image is almost immediately corgied. Soon afterwards, speed continues
to suggest a character’s unfavourable mentalityygh not only as an external physical signifieaof
inner mental anguish, but also within the form aechpo of a narrator's monologu€he Jokeis
immediately distinct from Kundera’'s other novelsf@aturing not a mostly omniscient first-person
narrator who occasionally interrupts the narrativith digressions of his own, but four more
traditional first-person narratots.ubomir DoleZel describesThe Jokeas a ‘multiperspective novel’,
in which ‘different sets of narrated events arede¥ed in different narrative modes and/or

perspectives>’The narrative mode achieved via the monologueedéith, who narrates Part Two and



24

small sections of Part Seven, is characterisedstlmbolly by long, run-on sentences, composed of
many successive main clauses separated not bydpdyid by commas. The first paragraph begins by
stating ‘Tonight I'm going to bed early, | may rfatl asleep, but I'm going to bed early, Pavel feft
Bratislava this afternoon, I'll fly to Brno earlypmorrow morning’, and continues through several
more clauses before pausing at a question markgasarration continues, lengthy paragraphs are
composed of just a single gushing sentence (15).

Helena’s monologue is breathless and frenetic, idigathe reader towards a complicity with
her avalanche of mostly trite observations andatatibns by demanding that the reading speed up in
order to match the monologue’s unrelenting paceuAmesisting reader is left with as little time for
careful and critical reflection about Helena’s sabjmatters as Helena appears willing to give these
subjects herself. Helena’s declarations are oftes @f blind faith: in Marxism, in the Communist
Party, in the Czech martyr Julius Fucik, in theiki®ong and Dance Ensemble, in her husband Pavel
Zemanek and in the previous narrator, Ludvik, whatme describes variously as ‘nice’,
‘straightforward’, ‘gallant’ and ‘cheerful’ (15, 33Helena is also obviously hypocritical, denougcin
the ‘little bitches’ from her radio station who emg in extra-marital affairs while very easily
excusing her own planned infidelities as part aof $garch for ‘love’ as a transcendental ideal (21).
Helena’s monologue not only shows a complete lddke slow reflection later recommended by the
narrator of the first French nove$Jownessbut also an active distrust of it, denouncingadad the
contemporary trend of communists reappraising theoé Stalin (19-20). John O’Brien suggests that
Helena ‘actively encourages simplified perceptiarfisherself.® This is true, but Helena in fact
actively encourages simplified perceptions of ethéng.

This is a more complex variation on the theme afespthan we have seen conveyed via
Ludvik. The speed with which Helena rushes from salgject to the next moves the theme of speed
from the physical movements of characters withia tfarrated content of the novel, relocating it
instead to the mode of the narrating act thatespftoducer of this content. Different variationstba
concept ofrepresentationakpeed and slowness will become increasingly inapbras this voyage
moves onwards towards its final port of call. Helsrform of narrative speed is partly characterised
by a great discrepancy between the actual duraifothe events being narrated — as they were
experienced several months or years prior to thegiration as events in the past — and the length of
each moment of Helena’s narrating act itself asishes through these events. Her speedy narrative
recounts a large number of events that would neé lpassed in anything like the same blink of an
eye as do the successive fragmentary clausesdhgirise Helena's narrating of these evénthe
narrating act of Ludvik in Part One is, by contréairly slow in terms of its own relationship betan
duration of narrated content and the length ofatang act. Ludvik's pacing across the Town Square
is likely to have taken less time than his futuef’s recounting of it. His is a reasonably lengthy
narration of speedy movement, rather than an almosherently brief narration of many events of a

sizeable duration.
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Speed of physical movement is thus joined by a mmbrtbat highlights instead the
representational speed of a narrating act. Throwegthaste, Helena not only demonstrates the speedy
characteristics of the entrenched uncritical thigkihat has allowed her to retrieve from each of he
reported experiences the various unproblematisdtsfan display here, but potentially transmits tha
same reductive, uncritical way of apprehendingdhegents onto the reader herself. But a detail of
Helena’s narration provides a means for the implestier herself to contribute a further variation o
speed and slowness to those encountered so farthahesffectively performs the unsettling of
Helena’s idealism for her. For the reader can trdhis speed of Helena's outpourings and follow
behind at a slower pace. This is an act of resstaaking place outside the novel that reflects@n
of resistance within the novel subsequently maderigyof the novel's other characters.

Later on, while Ludvik’'s second shift as narrat@scribes his experiences during military
service, we see the characters themselves choasitaje of slowness as a direct form of resistance
against the punishing regime. During a Sunday ret&e designed by the officers as a physical
punishment for the poor state of their barracks,lifack insignias derail the officers’ entertaintnen
by running as slowly as possible, their slownesgirdy the officers into a rage while uniting the
brigade in rare mirth at their expense (95-95) eiHals monologue allows the reader herself to take a
similar stand against a compulsion towards speét,kielena’s aforementioned glowing appraisal of
Ludvik the most suitable place for mounting thiskf opposition.

In the non-fictionalTestaments Betraye&undera suggests that ‘only a slow reading, twice
and many times over, can bring out all the iromarections inside a novélNoticing the ironic
connections between Helena’s impression of Ludwik the actual characteristics of Ludvik’'s mind is
the result of just such a slow reading: a readimgt breaks free from the relentlessly forward
momentum of Helena’s narration and looks, instdmtkwards at a moment in the reader’s own
recent past, the moment during which Ludvik hasrtyelaid bare his cynicism and hostility. This
moment of reflection enlightens the reader wittaatareness of the more dangerous truths underlying
Helena’s capacity for self-deception and tempoyagilows the reader the opportunity to become
everything that Helena, at this point, is not ding to slow down, to notice moments of contradinti
between what she is being led to think in her preaad what she has herself observed in her reading
past, rather than taking Helena’s representationfiea same face value as Helena appears to do
herself and rushing onwards.

The reader offhe Jokethus acquires, through her own response to thedspeélelena’s
narration, an early look at a formulation on reaeql slowness that will later become absolutely ke
to the experience of the implied readerSébwnesstself. The reductive results of representational
speed are utterly reliant upon a contract betwberperson producing the speedy representation and
the person who is targeted as this representatardience. The more a narrator is willing to analys
the content of his or her narration before (oteast,as) he or she narrates it, the more he or she will

inevitably tend towards a narrative slowness. Speegresentations, on the other hand, potentially
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facilitate in their audience the same dangeroualigla residing within the mind of the character
making the representations, albeit one that cay sunvive being put to an audience if this audience
agrees to receive these representations with aml espeed, which would see the audience
demonstrate the same forsaking of analysis anéwetfiat has already been performed by the person
producing these representations. The idealism gextilby arepresentationalspeed is dependent,
then, on a concomitaméceptionalspeed. A deliberate gear-shift on the part ofrdeler towards a
receptional slowness (much like Ludvik’'s gear-shitay from the speed towards which the camp
authorities compel him during the relay race) héiteminates the ways in which the products of
representational speed are reductive, through ingrtg light the inaccuracies and greater nuanae th
the representational speed worked to perpetuated®enal slowness is thus illuminated here as the
mode conducive to fact-checking and review, todigging up of the very foundations upon which
idealisms like Helena’s in Ludvik are seen to rely.

So while the first variation charted suggests #p&ted is a signifier of a problematic mentality,
the second confirms this general valuation of sggedhowing that a different variety of speed is
similarly troublesome. This second variation addsrther flourish that highlights the role the read
herself can play in slowing a speedy representatawn. It is not only that speed is again depicted
negatively — a move towards slowness becomes @o#anto its most deleterious effects.

Later in the novel, we see these effects confirmbdn Ludvik himself refuses to inhabit a
mode of receptional slowness. About to completelbig-planned revenge on Zemanek through
cruelly manipulating Helena towards a deliberatidgrading sexual encounter, Ludvik interrupts her
just as she appears on the verge of explainingnothat she and Zemanek are in the process of
separating, the ellipse at the end of her speeghesting a hesitation fuelled by her discomfort at
acknowledging this stain on her idealised life andrriage (186). This is a rare case of Helena
actually working herself up towards taking the titnanarrate an uncomfortable aspect of her lifda wit
accuracy and precision, rather than breezing past & way that allows the potential topic of
discomfort to remain resolutely unscrutinised.

Helena’s attempted move into slowness is onelthdvik would have been better off giving
the time it needed (186). Ludvik later spends mo€HPart Seven rallying against ‘History’ for
playing ‘jokes’ at his expense, in this case legdiim to believe that he has orchestrated the gterfe
revenge before revealing to him that the most basindation of his plan — Helena and her husband
remaining in love — is fraudulent (288). But had dmaply waited until her fear at continuing her
speech had resolved itself, he would have discavittis in advance and known not to press ahead.
While Helena attempts a move away from her eadieclivity for representational speed, Ludvik
does the opposite of what the implied reader hame do response to Helena’s earlier haste. The
reader previously slowed Helena’'s narrative dowdrov out an inaccuracy in her representations;

Ludvik misses absolutely key information by nobaling Helena to slow down herself.
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In all the variations charted thus far, slownegseaps an inevitably positive mode of being and dpee
a negative, much like will later be very neatly gested by the narrator &ownesstself. But an
exploration of a theme in the style of variatiornfiothat Kundera locates in Beethoven is not
supposed to leave such a neat dichotomy intactwédoitd such neatness suit Kundera’'s conception
of the novel as a form uniquely conducive to expigithe world via the mode of doubt rather than
certainty. And so further variations on speed dodisess build a portfolio of valid evidence to the
contrary. From Part Three dthe Joke counterpoints to the variations charted alreagijp@hstrate
both a physical speed and a mental speed to batademus over their slower equivalents.

Perhaps the loudest of the counterpoints relatinghysical speed manifests via Ludvik's
object of desire during his time with the blackigmsas. Suffering from a history of extreme sexual
violence, Lucie is described as ‘radiating a resthrconsciousness... that it was useless to reach
impatiently towards anything’; her physical slowsés akin to a depression with such a strong hold
over its subject that Lucie ‘seemed almost teitieng slowly (66). In contrast to the physical speed
of Ludvik in the opening paragraphs of the noveleha physical speed would suggest not discomfort
at one’s low motives, but an eagerness, or vitdbtylife, that Lucie completely lacks. With the
Ludvik of the opening scene, a physical slownegghtriiave suggested a comfort in one’s own skin,
or a body not beset with tensions emanating fromirad at war with itself. For Lucie, the opposite is
true. Were she to become happier, her body migiedpp.

This incident of physical slowness signifying argjuiis far from singular. During the
aforementioned relay race, Alexej tries to gain dificers’ favour and show up his fellow black
insignias by running fast. Hslowness, unlike that of his fellows, is due nothwice but is the fault
of his ‘puny’ frame (96). Fewer than twenty pagatet, Alexej is about as slow as he could possibly
be: completely ‘immobile’, or dead through exhamst{114). And in Part Seven, Kostka's hand,
during a heart attack, is seen ‘slowly slipping dowis body, shortly before he has to be, in the
novel’s final sentence, ‘slowly led’ towards an aramce (316-17). Kostka has recently described
himself as walking ‘slowly’ and ‘with fatigue’; hikack of speed no longer suggests mere tiredness,
but is unveiled as a precursor of a condition tfatall the reader knows, is eventually fatal (R66
With Lucie, a physical slowness is the result ohtaédepression. In these further variations os thi
theme, a physical slowness is a result of physidaimity. Bodies might move quickly when the
mind that controls them is anguished, but they madgo move slowly when that mind has been worn
away, or when the body itself is failing.

It is not only the early negative depictions of/pisal speed that are thus counterpointed. One
variation acts as a stark counterpoint to the marabove where Ludvik's receptional speed in the
face of Helena’'s halting admission appears prodeiadf ignorance. His desire for revenge against
Zemanek might actually have been readily achievdhleonly had Ludvik acted much more swiftly,

with much less slow reflection, considerably eaiilehis life.
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Once Ludvik has learnt that his long-plotted regesiagainst Zemanek could only ever have
failed, he realises that during his original diicigry hearing, many years ago, he ‘should haveegon
up to [Zemanek] and punched him in the face, thah @nly then’ (293). Ludvik now knows that
‘when it is postponed, vengeance is transformea satmething deceptive, into a personal religion,
into a myth...’, a myth towards which his previgushproblematised faith ironically renders him no
less deceived than Helena’s faith in Ludvik or Msimx (293). Ludvik indeed spends much of Part
Seven rallying against ‘History’ for playing ‘joKeat his expense and, as suggested above, his
frustration is definitely not solely due to a mdtggical force that he posits as existing beyond his
agency. But rather than this frustration resulsotely from his aforementioned failure to slow down
and give Helena’s explanations the time they ngesd,equally due to Ludvik’'s much earlier failure
to act speedily when the situation most warrantechd fulfil his understandable lust for revenge th
moment it first manifested. The move he now widhefhad made would have demonstrated a speed
of thought and a speed of action working in harma@nguick mental acceptance of the urge to strike
Zemanek — rather than subjecting this urge to weslscrutiny — followed by the swift transition of
this urge from the realm of thought to the realmaofion. A sudden and brief moment of physical

violence could well have saved Ludvik from a lifeé of slow-burning reflection and resentment.

Having produced an aporia between the values ofrees and speed through playing several
variations that suggest the positive and negatoterials of both tempoghe Jokethen works to
consolidate this aporia within its closing sequenti&ough bringing to the fore aspects of both
slowness and speed in a manner that allows prohieassociations of each to be highlighted in very
quick succession.

By the middle of Part Seven, Helena has taken alfbhiof tablets and written Ludvik a
suicide letter, which, upon delivery, Ludvik delagsading due to his unwillingness to confront the
shame provoked by what he imagines will be wordgigating his treatment of her (290-91, 295).
When Ludvik ‘finally’ reads the letter, the frudtian of the reader will likely become relief, as
Ludvik realises the need for physical speed (296-%he value of Ludvik's speed seems proven
when he reaches Helena in good time. But upon gabat Helena has mistakenly taken not poison
but laxatives, a potential tragedy and triumphatcue both collapse abruptly into farce (302).
Ludvik’'s haste no longer signifies a noble despenatio save Helena’s life, and, consequent to this,
sign that the nihilism he demonstrates throughdw® hovel has finally been usurped by his
recognition of a positive cause deserving his urgdtention. It becomes, instead, yet another
indicator of the ignorance that has dogged himubhout, while also being rendered completely
unnecessary, since Helen would have survived eftitarhis intervention or without it. Yet slowness
in the shape of procrastination is not vindicatfat, his initial delay in opening Helena's letter
remains a signifier of moral cowardice, albeit dhat would never have proven fatal as the reader

imagined.
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A full comprehension of the situation thus suggdiséd neither tempo is particularly useful.
First slowness and then speed both appear to béaktyrs within a sequence that ultimately mocks
the outcome that either would engender. In an @r@oiunterpoint to the moments in Ludvik’s life
when he has twice made the wrong choice betweemnsks and speed, here the choice between
slowness and speed is brought to the fore andghewn to be irrelevant, as what seems to be the
correct choice is reframed as a sign of Ludviksmprehension of what is actually happening. This
scene’s place very near the close of the novelreasihat any certainty the reader has reductively
acquired regarding the worth of either slownesspared over its opposite is unsettled as she moves
towards the novel’s close. The final mood of thpleser of this first port of call on Kundera’'s vaya
is, towards the respective values of slowness pedd; likely to be one of aporia.

Kundera’s first novel is clearly itself ‘a novel the form of variations’ much like his later
The Book of Laughter and Forgettirmgnd, just as this thesis will demonstrate, hisotiovels are
also. ButThe Jokeds not only constructed around the series of tiana on the theme of humour that
would be charted by a concretization of the textnia with the suggestions of its title. It is al$ong
before the first French novel, a text composedafations on the themes that later preoccupy the
narrator ofSlownessAfter a fairly simple variation on the theme isan, which sees a fast physical
movement result from mental distress, successiviatians complicate matters by building up an
increasingly multi-faceted picture of what exactjyeed and slowness can represent or demonstrate.
Physical varieties of speed and slowness are jdigelieir representational equivalents — still texia
to movement, but that of a narrator and her naigadict as they move quickly or slowly through their
various materials. Related to this is the recepliepeed or slowness of the audience of theseActs.
receptional slowness is not necessarily determimedhe speed of the narrating act that is being
received, for an intended audience can elect to dlmwvn or speed up its reception. This choosing by
the reader of a different tempo to that of the atarris a form of resistance, first experiencethat
very start of the voyage, that will later provetbé utmost importance to the implied reader of the

first French novel.

Farewell Waltz

A wariness of prizing either slowness or speed alits alternative might well run aground by the
close ofFarewell Waltz,which more than any of Kundera’'s other works inviteeing read as an
extended manifesto against the stance later disglaySlownessby standing unambiguously on the
side of speed.

More than one hundred pages bef&arewell Walts tragic finale, the former political
dissident Jakub has, through a mixture of cowardim# clumsiness, given the nurse Ruzena a fatal
tablet that looks almost identical to her own amtikiety medicatiod.Jakub is emigrating from

Communist Czechoslovakia for good, but visiting dlid friend Dr. Skreta en route to the border in
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order to return the poison that Jakub demanded friomfifteen years previously; the young Jakub
had then recently survived a year in prison, witikated a desire that he always be able to guarante
that his moment of death would be one of his chap§Ww, 75, 97). Ruzena, meanwhile, is being
hassled by her one-time lover, Klima, to save hagriage by aborting their illicit child — a prottad
situation that causes her frequently to reach &rgills. The inevitability of the novel's conclosi
pervades much of its second half.

As it moves towards the coming tragedy, the néwalures a handful of moments that work
to pin the blame for Ruzena’s eventual death oredpReflecting upon the mix-up of the tablets,
Jakub thinks ‘that it had happened so quickly timthad not even had time to become aware of it’
(169). Much earlier in the novel, Bertleff, a fellgpatient at the spa town who is depicted almost
throughout as something of a modern-day sage,edebow alarm clocks ‘violently’ awaken people
and force them to ‘surrender themselves to deadsteh before wondering ‘what kind of day can
follow a beginning of such violence?’ (26). It wduseem that the later event answers Bertleff's
rhetorical question by suggesting that the frenzieg in which days begin establishes a tempo of
speedy unawareness that traps us in its rhythmscahminates with Jakub inadvertently giving
Ruzena his poison, by somehow robbing him of thitiab of both conscious awareness and physical
intervention.

But Jakub’s excuse is a blatant lie and so hi&sgit to pin the blame on speed is doomed to
failure. The reader has just observed Jakub awaegaxtly what is happening, moment by moment,
as Ruzena retrieves her tablets with his own leforagst them. Jakub himself realises this and, a
paragraph after disowning his awareness, acknowketitat he was in fact cognisant of the disaster
all along (169). This new self-awareness, howedegs little to compel him towards solving the
problem, despite the fact that nearly twenty-foouis of story-time pass between the switch and
Ruzena’s demise.

Over the following chapters, Jakub has numeroymipnities to retrieve his pill, each of
which he shamefully squanders. Almost immediatdtgrathe switch, Jakub is aware that ‘every
second of hesitation increased the danger thremféhe nurse’, yet he fails to chase after her X170
This paralysis is fuelled by his belief that higial moments of ‘doing nothing’ ensure that anydoe
whom he confesses the truth of the situation vahsider that he gave Ruzena the pill deliberately
and so think him a ‘murderer’, an initial slown@sgeacting appropriately to the emergent situation
thus snowballing into a continuing paralysis (14Qjter on in the day, when Jakub is sitting in the
same row as Ruzena during a concert, his immoliilithe face of a huge opportunity to save her life
becomes to him ‘a horrifying image’ (196). The éoling morning, Jakub hears that Ruzena is still
alive and so comes to the erroneous conclusiorstieahas taken the tablet and been spared by Skreta
having originally given him a fake (224). This istrthe case: while on the previous day Jakub was

aware of the need for speedy physical intervention unwilling to actually intervene, he is now
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unaware of this need’s continuing existence. The eemé&r slowness in physical reaction that
condemns Ruzena results first from Jakub’s cowardia then from his ignorance.

An extended variation, then, that sees a maleactar knowing that a female character is at
imminent risk of death from swallowing poison butay through his own cowardice, delays the swift
intervention that could readily save her. A vadatinot only on the themes of speed and slowness
themselves, but, more precisely, on the specifi@tian that plays throughout the final sequence of
The Jokewith Ludvik and Helena replaced by Jakub and Raz©nly this time the need for speed,
though raised just as urgently, is never ironicalytered as it is in the earlier novel by theisatibn
that Helena is never actually in danger. This vmmes muting of the earlier counterpoint
demonstrates most clearly a move from aporia tmidefmanifesto. The consolidation at the close of
The Jokeof a thematic ambiguity is, irfFarewell Waltz, thoroughly dismantled through a
recontextualised replay of the very same scene.

And it is not just Jakub’s slowness in informingZ@na of the switch that has doomed her.
Jakub arrives at the spa town at the very stath®tthird of the novel's five days and immediately
informs Dr. Skreta that he is only staying for ‘ateey’ (72). Skreta dismisses Jakub’s planned asit
‘absurdly brief’; Olga, a patient at the spa ankubés ward, also chides him for being in ‘such a
hurry’ and urges him to ‘stay longer’ (72, 100). 8y close of the third day, Jakub knows that He wi
‘let himself be persuaded’ (138). The following mimyg, Jakub’s procrastination is described
negatively as an ‘indecisive lethargy’ that seemgrip him ‘exactly when circumstances demanded
energetic and resolute behaviour’, even beforeasegiven Ruzena his pill (156). Near the beginning
of the fifth and final day, Jakub explicitly statdst he ‘should have left yesterday’ and only riema
at the spa ‘through [his] own delay’ (231).

His hesitation in the face of disaster, then, wWaubt have even become an issue had he not
slowed down his leave-taking. Ruzena’s death isefbee caused by two separate examples of
slowness conspiring against her, both of which thleeform of a mental indecision that leads to a
delay in physical action. The first act of mentatlécision and the physical delay it engenders is
initially fairly innocuous, since it is unlikely taffect the fortunes of anyone other than Jakulséifn
But this first case of physical delay is directgsponsible for the situation rendered needlesss} fa
by the second case of mental vacillation and thesiphl vacillation to which it in turn also leads.
There is little way for the reader of this novelste beyond a tangle of different slownesses ichvhi
mental and physical varieties intertwine, each bfclv engenders the next and each of which could

easily be prevented from leading to Ruzena'’s degth sudden burst of speed.

The closing scenes dfarewell Waltzdo not trouble themselves to provide variatiorst tivould
ensure this novel ends on a restored sense ofaaf®oth Jakub and Kamila — the wife of the
aforementioned Klima — are driving separately arayn the spa town in and around which the

majority of the novel is situated. Jakub is desmlilas driving ‘slowly, now and then interrupting hi
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reflections to look at the landscape’ (257). Hileions concern Raskolnikov from Dostoevsky’'s
Crime and Punishmentvho allegedly knew that as he was committing rautte was ‘crossing a
horrifying threshold’ and ‘transgressing divine la(256-57). In contrast to Raskolnikov, Jakub
imagines that the intrinsic lack of tragedy in tmedern world means that had he “really killed
Ruzena”, rather than given her fake poison, he dvdekl absolutely no remorse. But the reader
knows that Jakubasindeed really killed her and is indeed experieggin remorse, making his very
lengthy musings during his slow drive irrelevantthe genuinely tragic events of the scene he has
created and is abandoning.

Kamila, meanwhile, drives away ‘at great speed’ had realised ‘that somewhere ahead on
the road of her life a line indicating the breakwiph [Klima] had already been traced’ (262). Her
epiphany, unlike Jakub’s, is a hugely worthwhileepsince the husband she now feels she can live
without and has clung to only through insecuritys lspent the entirety of the novel manipulating
another woman to abort their child. Kamila’'s inabon of the tempo of speed appears a genuine
companion to liberation and insight.

While Ludvik’'s physical speed at the start Dhe Jokeresultsfrom mental burdening,
Kamila’'s here is paralleled with mental clarity. ©@appears a consequence of something negative, the
other a cause, or at least a corollary, of somgtpwsitive. The obvious difference is that Ludvik's
physical speed was one created by his own limbaewtamila’s is aided by technology. As a driver,
Kamila is both moving at a great speed — in thathwely is very quickly crossing through physical
space — and not actually moving that much, or thatkly, at all. Breaking physical laws through
simultaneously moving and being at rest is perkagosigh of a feat to make anything appear possible.
And, more specifically, that the breaking of phgsi@ws in this case concerns moving at great speed
with little physical effort suggests that any ligtuation is easily escapable and can be readily
departed. When such magic exists, what real proliem troublesome husband? It appears little
wonder that the sort of mechanically assisted spegn/ed by Kamila is conducive to such a sense of
empowerment.

It should be borne in mind that Klima is in the @ongside Kamila (and therefore also
moving from point to point through physical spaaethe same speed) and vowing to devote his life
‘solely to [pleasing] her, his only and dearest vaom(260). This objective is comically ignorant of
Kamila’s new determination to leave him. It mighetefore suggest that moving at speed is not
actually any more likely to facilitate epiphany thi is to facilitate the opposite. Such a pointueb
go part way towards restoring the sense of apbiadRarewell Waltzhas been dismantling. But
Klima is a passenger rather than the driver, anthesdink between speed and personal empowerment
is, if anything, strengthened. It is the persorantrol of the vehicle, who is marshalling this ege
who is liberated, while the passive hanger-on afdmeed is left in ignorance about his impending
marital abandonment. The person in control of thieicte is in control of her own life direction. The

hanger-on is forever vulnerable to being left albpe¢he roadside as his companion rushes on without
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him, the potential for a restoral of aporia thas thovel seemed, just for an instant, to be citigg
tossed out with him like a discarded cigarette g relationship between speed and empowerment

seems unlikely to end in the same divorce as Kimé Kamila’'s.

The Book of Laughter and Forgetting

Kundera’s fourth Czech novel eventually plays aeseof reminders of the variations on speed and
slowness that, throughodthe Joke characterised mental and physical speed as ba#mtmrlly
problematic and advantageous. The aporia absentFezewell Waltzthus makes, by the end of the
text, a fairly unambiguous reappearance, as theresuvariations upon this theme recover from a
potential early misstep for a novelistic projeceldag to cultivate doubt rather than certainty
respective to its key themes.

It is also a not entirely unexpected reappearanoasidering that the novel is explicitly
interested in interrogating an eternal battle betwivo opposing forces by suggesting that neither
side is better than the other. The reader is inred in Part Three to a continual war between the
angels and the devil. The former represents ther@dd harmony of ‘divine creation’ and the later
refusal to ‘grant any rational meaning’ to the wloilF, 86). One insists upon imbuing every aspect
of life with too much totalitarian meaning, the ethnsists that nothing means anything at all. The
‘good of the world’ requires not the supremacy ok wver the other, but that the two retain an
equilibrium, staving off the twin threats of eithwo much uncontested meaning’ or a total nihigist
meaninglessness (86). Successive parts of the trawell to narrative realms presided over by both
parties, be they the Czech Communist party or tobestrator of a depressingly mechanical orgy,
neither of whom seem able to rule their respectieenains in a manner conducive to lasting
happiness.

It would be fitting, then, that the novel aroundhigh this conflict is structured refuses to
value speed or slowness over its opposite. Buy eariations withinLaughter and Forgettingeem
just as certain asarewell Waltzhat one mode is positive and the other negatily, ia this case the
valuation is reversed. The novel seems initiallydeanonstrate clearly that speed signifies mental
uncertainty and that a move into slowness createsngpowering surety. In the first section, “Lost
Letters”, Mirek’s ex-girlfriend, Zdena, is describeuring a tense confrontation as talking ‘rapidly’
and without eye-contact, ‘not because she has aagein hand, but because she is empty-handed’
(21). Fast speech is a sign of vulnerability, ceredesperation. And the moment that Zdena begins to
assume a position of power in her confrontatior, starts to speak ‘not rapidly or with any kind of
haste but slowly and reflectively, as though sheeveéming at a target she did not want to miss, not
taking her eyes off it, making sure she hit thd’&gye’ (23). The narrator’s slow succession di-su
clauses here parallels the precision of the newlgavered speech they are describing, as though he

is carefully honing in on the exact characteristi€Zdena’s new empowerment in the same manner
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as she herself is honing in on a winning argumehis is a narrating act characterised by enough of
an admiration of its subject matter that it is insg to take on the same qualities while descriliing
rather than misrepresent it via a tempo of speed.

So Zdena's move from speed to slowness is a mmve fhetorical weakness to rhetorical
strength. This negative valuation of speed is rwtfined to the novel's opening sections. In the
second section, “Mama”, while waiting for her mathelaw to fall asleep so she can enjoy a
threesome with her husband Karel and her girlfriead, Marketa has ‘her clear-sightedness clouded
by impatience’ (57-58). Because of her haste, Marllees not realise, as the reader learns in ttye ve
next sentence, that Mama is still awake and reflgatndlessly about her youth, her own thoughts
turning more ‘rapidly in her mind’ as she grows moagitated’ (58). As withiThe Jokis Ludvik
when he interrupts Helena's confession that shespbisfrom her husband, hastiness in pursuing a
plan leads for Eva to the ignorance of importafagrimation. For both Ludvik and Eva, speed leads to
an embarrassing disempowerment. And much like withis novel’s first section, the adjacent
description of Mama’s own disordered thought preessensure that the variations here work in
tandem to confirm a single-sided evaluation. WirilePart One a negative impression of speed is
followed by a positive impression of slowness, artFfwo a further negative impression of speed is
followed in the very next sentence by yet morehefdame.

This bombardment of variations criticising speedsr into Part Four, also entitled “Lost
Letters”. There the Czech émigré Tamina dreams gifoap of ostriches opening and closing their
bills ‘with unbelievable speed, as if they werengyto outtalk one other’, despite being ‘hopelgssl
mute’ (129). Later on in the chapter, with Tamiil ansure about what the ostriches are trying to
tell her or otherwise accomplish, the narrator ditieir motions with the trend of ‘graphomania’ttha
Tamina has experienced epitomised by her friend, Bihich refers to people’s growing obsession
with writing books despite having nothing of notediscuss (111, 127). This link suggests that the
speed of the ostriches’ speech signifies a despariat the face of mental emptiness and irrelevance
We speak quickly because there is a silence tlyaintly needs filling, before it can remind us of ou
vacuous nature. The less of import that we hawayo the greater the spiritual void that yawns teefo
us and so the more quickly we have to speak if iget@ fill it. Slowness of speech might in such
cases suggest the luxury of having the time to shawords carefully and because they are the very
best for the task at hand, rather than the resbiéing driven to say the first things that comeniod.

But lest this rather one-sided array of variatidesd to slowness becoming all too self-
assured, the reader will also begin to see fronh Raur a number of counterpoints. The novel thus
starts to resemble the series of variations bothafaml against both slowness and speed that were
charted throughouthe Joke Realising that Tamina merely sees him as a tgolhich to reclaim
letters to and from her deceased husband, whictefthieehind in Czechoslovakia before emigrating,
Hugo finds his words to her becoming ‘heavier aedvier as his delivery becomes ‘slower and

slower’ (157). This is a realisation of a partnarissuitability that counterpoints Kamila’'s realisat
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regarding Klima inFarewell Waltz But while the easy euphoria that follows Kamilaéalisation
seems a result of the miracle of technologicalkisied speed, Hugo’'s slowness shows that his
realisation has lead to despondence. He does net tie same advantage as Kamila of having
reached this realisation at a point during whichrebreaking the laws of physics seems a trifle, and
so rather than leading his thoughts to expand adsv® imagine the possible alternative roads down
which his life could go, it causes them insteadl&on up. In one novel, moving at great speed sees a
important and potentially difficult realisation metry optimistically; in the very next in the oeaya
similar realisation while not moving at spgamducesslowness as a sign of unease. On its own, this
later variation would merely depict slowness negdy. Viewed as a counterpoint to the finale of
Farewell Waltz it additionally suggests the worth of speed foo,the main difference between the
two moments of realisation suggests the possilitig had Hugo been in the same empowered state
as Kamila when mentally broaching the same reaisabe might have likewise been inspired to
view it not with sadness, but as demonstratingo#fggnnings of new opportunities.

Elsewhere are variations that confirm those alreadgountered inThe Jokedepicting
slowness as a signifier of physical weakness dredis. The status of a ‘student’ as ‘a very poor
swimmer’ manifests via him ‘swimming slowly, hisduwheld tensely high above the surface’ (166).
This is in stark contrast to his ‘athletic’ girnd, whose ‘fast’ performance leads to the student
experiencing the ‘litost’ that is the eponymousue®f Part Five of the novel (166-7). Elsewhere,
physical slowness is a sign of conditions moreosisi The narrator’s father, on his death bed, 3egin
speaking ‘slowly and with difficulty’, while in theame section Tamina’s slow movements are the
result of her ‘bleeding head’ (248, 253). Thes¢etatwo variations negatively portraying slowness
follow in a similarly close succession to the twaparate pairs of variations negatively portraying
speed in Parts One and Two. An insistent successieariations against one tempo in the novel's
first two sections is mirrored by an insistent |ssion of variations against the opposite temghen
penultimate.

This, then, is a novel that hears the certaintydpced towards speed in the previous novel
and desires to correct it, first by suggesting thatopposite tempo is the more valuable of the two
and then realising that bygnly doing this, it will repeat the same error from thier direction,
leaving a text no less reductive towards these ¢isetiman its predecessor, through valuing slowness
over speed. Seeing its mistake, the novel then sntveorrect the problem éfarewell Waltzin a
manner more genuinely supportive of its author'seapchallenging the certainty Barewell Waltz
not by replacing it with the opposite certaintyt by restoring the true aporia ©he JokeMuch like
the conflict between the devils and the angels hithvthis novel focuses, then, the conflict between
speed and slowness ultimately shows both as paligntiad as each other. The aporia seen within
The Jokeis awakened from its siesta by their quarrellingoligh this voyage into the interior of

Slownessis intent on continually moving onwards towardsvngextual destinations, through its
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treatment of its themes it is simultaneously uridfcd doubling back on itself when it needs to do s

in order to revitalise its author’s cherished aewsthof doubt.

The Unbearable Lightness of Being

The reader of Kundera’s most famous and commeyaaitcessful novel will observe a further array
of call backs to the variations charted throughpuévious texts, which produce a further
consolidation of the general aporia towards speeldséowness charted the JokeandLaughter and
Forgetting Amongst many possible examples is a refrain @iy opening variation froffihe Joke
which here sees the physical speed of Sabina gignifinner distress. While she is ‘walking fast’
away from a meeting of fellow Czechoslovakian exilghe is ‘disturbed’ by her realisation that she
and her supposed kin share nothing in comtidfental distress once again leads to a physicadspe
Elsewhere, Tereza awakens with ‘great reluctanaleile her dog, Karenin, is impatient for each day
to begin ULB, 127). Karenin's desire for a speedier start thereza is expressive of her love for life,
while Tereza's lethargy expresses her growing emi&l weariness. Mental distress once again leads
to a physical slowness. Both tempos can equallgxXbernal signs of inner trouble and so neither can
stand as a reliable indicator of an individualastof mind.

But a strong testament to the value of both a ssmtational and a receptional slowness is
loudly demonstrated blightness of Beirig love of repeating itself. The opening sequenweides
an image of Tereza lying in her new lover Tomagl, tsruck down by flu. Tomas feels that it is his
responsibility to nurse her back to health, sirteeIsas been delivered to him by fate, ‘like a chiid
a bulrush basket’ (6). This exact image is reitdiy the narrator on at least three occasion®, (16
203, 213). But while Hana Pichova suggests thah eggetition of this particular image adds new
possible meanings for the reader to contrast aggiasmage’s previous connotations, | would argue
that the image’s importance lies instead in it piimg a consistency that stabilises the fluctuating
context of Tomas and Tereza’'s livBsThe image is repeated to provide their love-stoith a
foundation that circumstances in their present sarmode. No matter in what location they end up,
or in what area of employment they find themseh@swith whom else either of them consider
sleeping, these narrative refrains restore todheground the romantic circumstances of their pabi
getting together. These repetitions surround areasingly fraught relationship with the solidity it
otherwise lacks and, through so doing, remind geeler of what exactly the lovers’ relationship is
worth. A narrator willing to slow down, to look dagards, not only gives Tomas and Tereza’s love a
secure footing, but demonstrates to the readethe@mportance of taking the time to pause her own
forward momentum and likewise look backwards, esigdo the romantic roots of a relationship on
the rocks. A representational slowness thus engesrthe reader towards a receptional slowness that

takes the time to note the importance of the rewitgyiimage. Through so doing, this receptional
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slowness consolidates in turn the value of theasgmtational slowness that kept bringing the image
back to the reader’s attention.

But elsewhere the reader will observe a differemt ®f representational slowness that
counterpoints the above. Tomas’ estranged son Simdascribed as having a ‘stammer... slowing
down the flow of speech, stressing or highlightévgry word... whether he wanted to or not’ (207).
This resembles the narrative’s own aesthetic, wpalses its own flow in order to stress or higtiligh
the circumstances that brought Tereza and Tomasgheg albeit the slowness here is beyond its
speaker’s agency.

Simon’s own stammering presenitsvilling representational repetition as less a pieviof
romantic security than a source of awkward parg)ysspecially when he actively seeks to establish
himself as authoritative in front of Tomas (207)hid discrepancy suggests that whether a
representational slowness proves empowering omglise/ering rests upon the speaker selecting this
tempo for a reason of his or her own or, converdsjng afflicted with it beyond his or her agency.
While the reader experiences the aesthetic beméfitee narrative’s occasional stammering each time
she is cast back to the opening image and reminfledw Tomas and Tereza got together, she can
see equally how, for Simon, empowerment and sgowduld result from the ability to speak quickly
and smoothly, without any repetitions. Neither siess nor speed can provide definite security as
much as the ability that the narrator enjoys bumddi lacks. This is the ability freely to choose
between slowness and speed in order to producdetiieed effect beneficial to a particular context o
purpose: to remind two wayward lovers and the reahgoying their story of the value of their
relationship, or to appear confident and asseitiieont of one’s estranged father. Through these t
variations, then, a potential aporia within this velo between representational speed or
representational slowness is somewhat modulatdtdebfocus being firmly placed upon the question
of the speaker or narrator’'s agency. This novainaltely sounds a reminder, then, that if we haee th
agency freely to choose between a mode of spestbwness for ourselves, either might potentially

be used to worthwhile effect.

Immortality

Kundera’s final Czech novel contrasts the inabitifyone of its intra-diegetic characters ever wkpi
the correct tempo with its narrator’s laudableigbib get this choice powerfully right.

At various stages of his romantic life, Rubengasil between slowness and speed and always
gets it wrong. He begins by wondering ‘what tempmutd sensuous adventure follow?’ (318).
Unlike Alexej in The Joke Laughter and Forgetting unnamed student, drightness of Beirig
Simon, there appears nothing stopping Rubens frelecting either option, beyond his own good
judgement. With his ‘young wife’, Rubens starts sfbw, postponing ‘for future years’ the most

intense methods of lovemaking — only for the coupldreak up with a ‘sudden, quick and easy’
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disappearance of feeling (318). A choice to be deads, in the blink of an eye, to a speedy divorce
Seeing his wife again over the following years, &ubdecides to utilise the techniques he previously
held in reserve, only for the speed with which lbeglso to be interpreted as ‘cynicism and lack of
love’, thereby spelling the end of their extra-rterencounters (319). Again, Rubens enjoys a free
choice; again, he gets it wrong. The fact thatdohecase he should have chosen the opposite tempo
stresses again that neither is unconditionallynevitably more useful than the alternative, nor enor
important than the selection process itself. Rubditsmma sounds as a simple refrain of Ludvik’s
own failure to make the correct choice at differgiaiges of his life iThe Jokewhen he too appeared
perfectly able to do so. The road towalswnesstself is never neatly linear, even 8®wness
begins to come into view over the horizon.

Ruben’s double failure is counterpointed by themnaiecision made by the novel's narrator,
who powerfully gets it right. O’Brien is correct arguing that though all Kundera’s novels critique
representational strategielsnmortality is the text where this process is placed mosttigvand
continuously under the microscofsdt follows that a reader sensitive to this criigonight turn the
tables on the narrator and investigate the reptaenal strategies that he himself uses to advhise
arguments. This narrator intrinsically encouragdé® tformation of a contract between a
representational slowness on his part and a recggptslowness on the part of his reader, both of
whom thereby transcend the particular trap thatrbivel is intent on dissecting.

Immortality analyses the rise of what its narrator refersstrnaagology’, or the replacement
of what was once ‘a logical system of ideas’ witlseries of suggestive images and slogans’ (127).
Stephen Ross argues that through the notion ofg'iagy’, the novel explores a society devoted ‘to
the constructed image in denial of the possibittysubstance’ and in which ‘the image is confused
with that which it purports to represeftmmortality is particularly intent on exploring how this
trend manifests via ‘a blurred distinction betweslvertising and campaigning’ that engenders ‘an
aestheticization of politics that appears to eniptf any ideological content? The divestment of
ideological substance from arenas such as theigadlihas transformed them into a dance of
imagology that would previously be restricted te thalm of advertising. Kundera’s narrator provides
the example of Marxism — once an ideology, but stripped down to imagology, its former content
displaced by the image of ‘a smiling worker withammer [along with] black, white and yellow men
fraternally holding hands’ — and the politician Band, who conducts his campaigns according to the
breezy slogan ‘life is good’ (127, 116).

As Misurella suggestdmmortality shows how this ‘reduction of ideas from logicalteyss
to isolated slogans and suggestive images’ hase@sed the importance of those who publicize and
manage public opinion — ad agencies, campaign neasafashion designers, in short those who
specialise in images rather than idéasn this world of imagology, then, the people conmtaith and
already adept at dealing with surface images, ratten complex arguments, find themselves in the

ascendant. And while it would be tempting for tlowel’s narrator hypocritically to court success by
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becoming an imagologue himself, he crucially adoptsepresentational slowness that sees him
skilfully eschew the very trends he seeks to deltryill soon be seen that not all of Kundera’'s
narrators make their choices with such unimpeaghgddd judgement.

Much like other fast representations such asrdesemonologue iThe Jokeimagology is a
form of representational brevity that requires atract between itself and a receptional speed on
behalf of its intended audience. Most advertisiagipaigns elide any difficulty or complexity that
might lead to the central idea of the campaign iregua long time to convey, or that will lead the
audience to be resistant towards the messagbeeing encouraged to receive, to feel unsettledsand
driven to question the message put forward, or gicpart. Advertisers seek the transmission of a
message that can be conveyed quickly and thatlikéivise be received without a struggle. An
argument of complexity and which is difficult fdnet intended audience to hear, or will take a long
time for it to get its head around, is completelydds with the internal logic of imagology and the
motivations of those who wield it.

Immortality is the longest of Kundera’s novels and so is ts&lfiimagology. That this status
makes it, from one perspective, also the slowestnmdere that the length of its narrating act esssur
that the duration of its concretization will occupyore actual clock-time than Kundera’'s other
novels!® It is the result of a slow narrating act that dedsa receptional slowness on behalf of its
audience and so necessarily implies a reader whotig the rush in which the narrator ®lowness
will very soon suggest we are all caught. The @mthe forges with his implied reader is the opgosi
of the contract that an imagologue would seek tgefavith his or her own audience. This voyage has
already observed another sort of narrative spesajting from the relationship between the duration
of the incidents being narrated and the lengthhef Harrating act that describes these events. The
main novelistic value of this particular slownegséhis that it allows this novel’s narrator to cepma
longer, more nuanced argument, through a thorougtaposition of two historical periods, that
escapes the urge towards a simple reduction thaldwwovide a temptingly easy, but false, nostalgia
for a simpler time when the problems identifieddignes’ present had not yet taken root.

Lengthy digressions from the story of Agnes andde@temporaries trace the particular traps
that this novel is intent on exploring back to #wly nineteenth-century Weimar of Goethe and his
real-life young admirer, Bettina Brentano. A comgan of these sections suggests that the past and
the present are more similar than distinct. Agnesrids the speedy pace of her city, where on the
pavement it is ‘impossible to stop for more thareéhseconds’, the roads are marked by ‘the incessan
movement of traffic’ and pleasant restaurants @iedd‘replaced by modern establishments selling
what is sadly known as fast food’ (21, 25, 43). gl the corresponding image of 1811 is far from
this intense, a single chapter describes an aribiéivin, Bettina’'s ingratiation with a group of
university graduates and an evocation of the ‘sl&ettina frequents, which together suggest that

her society is somewhat defined by these busy glacting as hubs of rumour and gossip (53). The
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already heavily urbanised pastlinmortality suggests that the trends Agnes finds so problerasgi
at least partially rooted in societal developmemisurring nearly two centuries previously.

And Bettina herself is a perfect imagologue of Kired epitomised in the late twentieth-
century by Bertrand. Her character demonstratemgular desperation to ingratiate herself with
Goethe and to control his immortality by seizindesoustodianship of the image of him that will
remain after his death. The narrator uses the rhetagf a ‘trampoline’ to explain how she uses other
people to launch forth her own self-image, whichiaglirectly equates her with Bertrand (184). She
is not a sole exception: upon being invited to ni&poleon, Goethe himself realises that ‘he had to
accept’, due to Napoleon being ‘an immortal’, s that for a man like Goethe who knows his
own ‘death is approaching’, the Emperor appeaiméag kind of trampoline as Goethe himself does
to Bettina (58-59). The past is again preventethfreductively being constructed as an easy site of
imaginative escape from modernity. The narrator whons against trends from advertising infecting
other arenas refuses to allow his concerns absuytresent to lead him to become an advertiser for a
false image of the past.

Perhaps most importantly for demonstratimgnortalitys worth as a slow novel to an author
wishing to encourage doubt over uncertainty, ib alees not allow the rise of a further generalisati
thateveryonehas always behaved the same. This potentiallyeus@ising trend is undercut by two
characters, one from each of its time periods: B@stwife, Christiane, and the modern-day Agnes.
Both desire not a beaming forth of the self viaaglass third party, as do Bettina or Bertrand,ebut
retreat from the ubiquity of such practice. Ratiamn attempting to enter ‘the great stage of hystor
Christiane ‘preferred to lie on her back in thesgrand watch the clouds float by’ (237). Agnes,
meanwhile, fantasises about herself executing lleescmanoeuvre known as ‘castling’, by which the
king ‘suddenly disappears before [the enemy’s] ‘e@5l1). The longest of Kundera’s novels, then,
undermines any hint of nostalgia towards the pastnaantidote to the present, but does not allow an
other breezy generalisation to stand in its st€hd.focus is always on the potential complexitylbf
the situations examined, rather than on perpet#tia fake tidiness of imagology.

While the past ofmmortality hints at all the problems of its present, the atarr utilises the
large cast of characters allowed by the sheer heofghis narrating act to avoid an equally redwetiv
thesis that humanity is, in any given historicahtext, unproblematically self-identical. O’Brien
describes the novel’s interest as lying in the gsses ‘by which individuals are bombarded with...
reductive representationS’ The narrator uses the full length available to Hiere to curtail this
bombardment, before further reductive represemtataan crash down around the reader. Length and
the concomitant representational slowness thusttseeeductive representations discussed by the
narrator displaced by the greater complexity arahoa allowed by the novel’'s own representational
strategiesmmortality thus presents a further case, between Rubens anththator, that testifies to

the value of being able correctly to choose ongtenver the other and of making the right choice at
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the right time. The right choice on display here uisimately that of a narrator selecting a

representational slowness for critiquing a praat&iant on representational and receptional speed.

Variations on Slowness

The narrator ofLaughter and Forgettinglescribes an exploration in ‘variation form’ asvieg a
clear understanding of the ‘theme’ or ‘situatiohat is its subject receding ‘into the distandg=(
227). His account suggests that variation forntheamanner utilised within Kundera’s oeuvre, leads
not to clarification, but to a greater uncertairsyd relativity about any reductively neat truths
regarding the essence of the theme under invesiigathis chapter’'s charting of the oeuvre’s
variations on speed and slowness as they buildrassglownesstself should demonstrate exactly
why.

Kundera’s first novel,The Joke lays bare a number of different varieties of sphead
slowness, so that, from the very start, neithemptems understood to be conceptually self-identical.
Through the unfolding sequence of variations, treder encounters physical and mental varieties of
speed and slowness, which are soon joined by remiatonal and receptional versions too. Speed
and slowness can each manifest as symptoms oéslisttowardice or weakness,as symptoms of
confidence and empowerment; they can, alternatively ways of thinking or being that are
strategically chosen, by speakers or by audientégse variations can manifest within the
represented narrative content, or via the repratientl strategies of the narrative discoursefitéel
one key early moment, the readefTbk Jokeas able to experience the value of choosing a temegd
slowness in order to counter the deleterious effeth representational speed.

As the sequence of variations continues througfbet Joke neither speed nor slowness is
entirely fixed as positive or negative. And thigrenchment of an aporia between the fluctuating
values of either tempo is usually consolidated fes $equence of variations continues beyond
Kundera’s first novebnd flows through those that follow Earewell Waltzappears to stand firmly
on the side of speed, before this move towardsiogytis abruptly curtailed as the next novel again
shows both tempos as potentially positive or negaflhere is no linear move towards a stance on
either tempo that becomes privileged over thoseé hiaae gone before, or that can be seen as
definitive. When one novel clears up the ambigtiigt preceded it, this surety is muted as the next
novel works to restore the uncertainty from whicé deuvre appeared to be moving away.

Yet it is not entirely impossible for this voyatimvards the interior oElownesgdo chart any
definitely emerging trajectory at allightness of Bein@nd Immortality see the oeuvre deploying
various strategies in consecutive novelkighlight the value of a receptional slowness anphrt of
its readers.Both of these novels deploy, through their own atare strategies, varieties of
representational slowness that guide the readearttsvexperiencing for herself the value of a

receptional slowness. The romantic bedrock of Toamk Tereza'’s fraught relationship is repeatedly
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re-inscribed as the narrator's pausesightness of Being'forward momentum encourage the delay
of the reader's own advancement by often casting daekwards. And a potentially reductive
argument, that would see the narrator lmfmortalitys critique of imagology devolve into an
advertisement for a glorified past, is avoided tigto his readiness to ask his reader to spend a long
time concretizing a lengthy novel, which can therefdisplay to her the nuance and complexity that
imagology eschews.

This is not to say that the general aporia betvgd@nness and speed carefully established in
The Jokeand re-established Iraughter and Forgettings completely replaced in either of these later
texts by an utter certainty in the greater valu®mé tempo over the other, as it soon will be i th
first French novel: the narrators’ positive usesegresentational slowness, in order to guide their
readers towards a receptional slowness, are coalesé¢d or counterpointed each time, by Simon
wishing to speak quickly and a situation where Rwbeeeded to be fast. Each tempo remains
depicted within both of these novels as potentipligitive and negative, so that the loss of aporia
seen inFarewell Waltznever wholly returns to trouble the oeuvre’s adsthef doubt. Yet this series
of variations moves inLightness of Beingand Immortality definitely towards consistently
demonstrating the value of slowness’ receptiongketa

It must be stressed, however, that these testanaeatboth guided by the narrators moving
slowly themselves and so are distinct from the mmoment, back in the very earliest stages of this
voyage, when the implied readerdie Jokéherself becomes responsible for slowing down Hedena
narratorial hurry. There is a luxury for the readéthese later Czech texts that arises from tthaeva
of receptional slowness being twice demonstratadairators choosing to be slow themselves. These
guided demonstrations of the value of receptiolmalizess inLightness of Beingndimmortality still
stand as well and good. But they potentially hdaeerore insidious effect of blunting their readers’
skills, by showing the worth of a reading pace gdidy the representational pace of the narrator,
rather than cultivating the reader’s ability to obe a receptional tempo on her own terms without
growing too used to inhabiting the tempo towardscWishe is encourage8lownesstself, however,
is a novel that provokes the implied reader toofelits narrator at a very different pace than the o

his own narrative strategies set themselves.
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finishes Immortality, say, a third sooner than a slower reader, wilspmably also finish Kundera’'s others
novelssooner by the same margin. S&éendilow, Time and the NovéNew York: Humanities Press, 1972) 65;
Currie, About Time: Narrative Fiction and the PhilosophyTofe (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2007) 21.

17 O'Brien, Milan Kundera and Feminisyi24.



44

Two: Slowness

“When things happen too fast, nobody can be cerédinut

anything, anything at all, not even about himsélf.”

1. The speediness @lowness

One key difference between Kundera's first Frenohehand the many variations on its theme that
have preceded it is that, for the particular edieggetic narrator in control here, the struggleneen
these tempos is now of prime concern. For the fim& in the oeuvre, the narrator himself provides
extended commentary on contemporary society’s ttwaus$ relationship with speed and the potential
antidote of slowness, the certainty of his argunfienslowness as a way of being leaving little room
here for the aporia between speed and slowneshdbkaiersisted in most of Kundera’'s Czech novels.
The majority of these earlier novels have featuestia-diegetic narrators advancing essayistic
observations of their own, which usually functidmaugh interpreting the intra-diegetic portions of
the novel in a manner that hopes to draw from tkegninsights upon the themes indicated by that
novel's title. This novel's title is evidentiglowness&nd so this narrator's extra-diegetic commentary
is the one of most direct relevance to the themeguinvestigation during this particular thirdtbis
thesis’ voyage.

The facet of the aforementioned “trap” examinedhini the narrator's commentary is far
from a recent or unique concern; the narrator'siygssc digressions slot alongside a rich critical
trajectory. Walter Benjamin’s analysis of Baudeadas the key starting point for a historicizatioh o
the rising anxieties regarding the changing pacdifefupon which the narrator fixates. For the
nineteenth-century writer, Benjamin argues, ‘nojscth demands more attention than ‘the crowd’
that dominates the rapidly expanding European scitidenjamin cites a wide range of authors,
including Poe, Engels and Valéry, and collates tiegictions as ones of ‘fear, revulsion and horaor’
the speed, the bustle and the anonymity that ctearses the city streets, which deliver to their
inhabitants a constant bombardment of new stinmalt seizes the nervous system like a perpetual
electric shock Writing in the early twentieth-century, Georg Sielndocuments the city space’s
‘rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp ditiomity in the grasp of a single glance, and the
unexpectedness of onrushing impressions’, whichtrasts vividly with the slower, more even
rhythm of small-town and rural existence and engendh simplifying uniformity that blots out
difference and distinctioh.

Two of the most influential postmodern culturakdhists, Frederic Jameson and David
Harvey, cite the worries of Benjamin and Simmelpessively, but both in a similarly dismissive
manner suggesting that no matter how worried wegerodernists, their descendants were to face far

worse. For Jameson, Benjamin’s account of modermisrarging from the new bodily experiences
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forced upon us by the city is ‘singularly antiquiitby the emergence of technologies vastly beyond
what Benjamin could have envisaged-or Harvey, Simmel's concerns can only ‘pale into
insignificance’ beside the sensory overload detiddsy rampant consumerism, though he accepts that
the psychological consequences of a blasé attiamdeexcessive simplification are simifarhese
concerns all manifest within Kundera’s first Fremabvel, though not only within the arguments his
narrator makes, but also via the manner in whichmag&es them, causing a rhetorical short-circuit
marked by a worrying collusion with the trends feeriks that leaves a seductively promising thesis
shot through with holes. My argument throughous tbhapter hinges on the ways in which the
essayistic narrator is novelistically challenged Kiyndera’'s text working as a complete entity of
which he is only one component part, which revehis narrator to be a disappointing advocate
whose choice of representational strategies woeldthgps leave fellow members of this critical
trajectory shaking their heads, rather than clagppim on the back.

The two primary narratives @lownessompare and contrast the speed of the modern era
with the sweet languor of the eighteenth-centung the erotic adventures of their respective
characters. Before and during the entomology cenfar that comprises the bulk of the contemporary
narrative, hosted at the same hotel at which tie-@hegetic narrator and his wife Véra are spemdin
the night, we are introduced to a heavily flawest.c&hief among the entomologists is Cechoripsky,
a former Czechoslovakian scientist expelled fromguost by the Communist regime and forced into
manual labour. Also present is the intellectual Berck, ‘the maiting of the dancers’, who
epitomises the modern trend of performing as thquesimanently in front of a camera and excels at
transforming complex phenomena into totalised @rhpps even imagological) soundbit8f(vness
17). We also meet the historian Pontevin, who psef@ dance not for the benefit of invisible mifig
but for a small audience at the trendy Café Gadeontevin’s young disciple, Vincent, an admirer of
the eighteenth-century and especially the MargeisSdde, is ordered to attend the conference in
order to disrupt Berck’s ambitions and ‘raise sonad’ (27). Following the conference, Vincent
attempts a seduction of the typist Julie that dyidescends into farce, literally alongside thenge
into chaos of the relationship between the telemisproducer Immaculata and her cameraman
boyfriend.

Against this madness, the narrator’s vision ofdlghteenth-century indeed appears an idyll,
one starkly distinct from the less valorising paytl of the nineteenth-century immortality. This
second narrative, juxtaposed with the beginning@asing sections of the above, but absent during
the novel's middle portion, recounts the plot olvafit Denon’sNo Tomorrow A ‘gentleman of
twenty’ meets at the theatre with the enigmatic Mad de T and is transported by coach back to her
chateau for a night of erotic enchantment (6). Af&olling and exchanging kisses on the lawn
outside, the young man, labelled by Kundera'’s narras a Chevalier, is taken by Madame de T first
to a pavilion and then subsequently to a secranbkain the chateau itself, where slow lovemaking

passes the time until morning. The next day, thev@ler learns that he has been used: Madame de T
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is attempting to mask the identity of her true,ggarm paramour, the Marquis, by displaying the
Chevalier to her husband. The Chevalier is instditd enjoy the night for what it was and return to
his true love, the better partner for having badingd sexual experience and learnt a valuable life-
lesson.

The closing chapters &lownessarry the Chevalier beyond the final pagedlofTomorrow
and directly compare his attitudes towards his ggpee with those of Vincent towards his own.
Vincent is unconcerned by his failure and excitbdw reciting to Pontevin and his followers a
heavily edited version of events that depicts hignaaglorious libertine. The Chevalier, though
unsettled by having been duped by Madame de T @&ndover, realises that the beauty of the
previous night remains unaltered by the morningigelations. As the two time periods collapse into
one another, with the extra-diegetic narrator, ¥iicand the Chevalier all present outside the abate
in the same moment, the Chevalier grows disturhe&¥ibcent's obsession with talking about the
previous night and ‘instantly loses his taste fayisg anything at all’ (129). While Vincent now
epitomises a modern “dancer” no less than Berak,Ghevalier decides to eschew both the dangers
and the rewards of public confession. Earlier i tlovel, the narrator tells us that ‘there is aetec
bond between slowness and memory, between speedfoagetting’ (34). The final chapters
consolidate this bond by suggesting that the slewrm# the Chevalier's experiences has preserved
them within a solid form less susceptible to dest@n. Vincent's memories, so hastily created,
become infinitely mutable, granting him a certairefdlom but also leaving him exposed to the
caprices of “dancers” more skilled than he. Thé& letween speed, “dancing” and sound-biting is
stressed further in the novel’s final paragraphsene the narrator watches sadly as Vincent roars
away on his motorcycle, presumably towards the Gafécon, impatient to give the performance of
his lifetime; the Chevalier, meanwhile, departsasely in his chaise, no audience waiting, no
performance required. The narrator concludes thathe Chevalier's ‘capacity to be happy’ with
these existential choices ‘hangs our only hope2)13

It does not take a remarkable astuteness to nibiie@arrator’'s complicity with the trends he
decries. The narrator pours scorn upon the spesind-biting tendencies of Berck and Vincent,
within a text that hosts a large cast of characterd discusses a wide range of subject matters
spanning two centuries, yet is no more than 3500QIs itself, denying its own representations the
opportunity to become more than one-dimensionaA.AMendilow suggests that ‘the time people are
prepared to devote to novel-reading does in nolsmedsure determine the length of novélEhat
Slownessis so short implies that its narrator considers &udience thoroughly attention-deficit.
Whilst Kundera’s first French narrator’'s reactionatand is well-intentioned and though he might
genuinely despise sound-biting, his arguments,henather hand, are so rapidly outlined that the
representations upon which they rely perfectly paatate the trend themselves.

The clearest showcase of Berck's “dancing” occarChapter 21, where he reduces the

complexity of Cechoripsky and his national culttioea series of speedy observations designed to
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showcase his gargantuan sensitivity. While waximglly about the plight of Cechoripsky and his
countrymen, Berck confuses Prague for BudapestEastern Europe for Western Europe, mistakes
the Polish Romantic poet Mickiewicz for a Czech amescribes Communist Czechoslovakia
extremely reductively as ‘an enormous concentrateimp’ Slowness64). Most important for Berck

is not the factual content of his utterances, Inat fiact of his stating them and their passionate
sincerity, given flight by their sheer pace. Therative documents the scientist’s objections and so
the reader o6lownesss, importantly, aware that Berck’s representaiare incorrect. Cechoripsky’s
final objection, however, is interrupted by theiat of Immaculata and her camera and so the reader
never learns from where Mickiewicz actually origem The speed of the narrative, like the speed of
Berck's discourse, refuses to be restrained bytithe-consuming delivery of facts and marches
inexorably on to the next chapter, in which Berdkterpretation of Cechoripsky is consummated by
Immaculata’s recording process and Cechoripskyinesomute and irrelevant. Because the reader is
privy to Cechoripsky’s internal monologue and sows him better than Berck does, she is aware of
the gulf separating the entomologist from the repnéation born from Berck’s performance. This fact
reveals the most rewarding way of read8lgwnessJust as Berck performs for the camera wielded
by Immaculata, the narrator performs for his owdiance, doing to his various subject matters what
Berck does to Cechoripsky. The task of the reasléo imount a more successful resistance than the
entomologist and not allow these representationgass for reality. Cechoripsky’'s resistance
demonstrates a subject defying its own objectifyirepresentation, while my reading here
demonstrates the intended audience of such repatiseis destabilizing the practice itself by
rupturing the chain of supply and demand.

Slownesshas received little academic attention in Engligtgugh more so than the two
novels that follow it)dentityandlgnorance The body of academic writing on this novel corsesi a
small selection of articles and a very brief epilego Eva Le Grand’s monograph, none of which
engage in close or concerted enough a reading &myt@ing like comprehensive. Karen von Kunes’
essay focuses too greatly on the representatiome rbg the novel, holding them as sacrosanct
without realising that the novel's questioning crek and his fellow “dancers” affects the novel’s
own representations like a backfiring gun. Kuneguanent that Cechoripsky illustrates ‘the didactic,
narrow-minded “Cezchism” of a nonadapting provihamentality’ is spectacularly indecorous,
blaming the entomologist for refusing to reflectr@es erroneous representation, rather than vice
versa’ Maria NEmcova Banerjee’s piece is more convincing, notimg ¢compromised nature of the
novel's arguments via its observation that its &erated narrative pace... works at cross purposes
with the lead theme of slowness’, though it lacldetailed evaluation of the aesthetic and rhetbrica
consequences of this contradicti¥nThe narrator's hypocrisy is made apparent wheneBee
describes the naming of his wife, Véra — the nafm&uwndera’s wife too — as ‘a sudden flash of
magnesium, exposing the travelling couple to theatural glare of celebrity’, illuminating the

correlation between the potential viewers of Bescképresentational liberties and the potential
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readers of the narrator's own, who become spestatbthe narrator’s self-exposed personal ‘fife.
Banerjee ultimately falls prey to the allure of tharrator's representations, however, describing
Slownesas ‘a homage to Denon’s novella’, which is akicadling Berck’s performance a “homage”
to Cechoripsky, rather than a blatant manipulattdre Grand too fails to interrogate the narrator’s
representations of either libertinismio Tomorrow*®

Most relevant to this chapter is NataSa Kexac's essay, which focuses dBlowness
‘fetishized imagery’ and so more deeply questidraia representational levélKovasevié laments
of the narrator’s idealised eighteenth-century ttre hungry, overworked, and diseased multitudes
remain absent from the pastoral landscape’ an8le@nessoverlooks vast historical complexities
and plays into the reductivist logic it denouncé¥ovacevi¢ focuses, however, on the political and
historical clichés forged via this mentality, whilagree with Fred Misurella that Kundera’s aesthet
system gives ‘art, especially ironic art... primaagpopolitics, and the novel... primacy over history,
psychology and philosophy?.While crediting Kovaevi¢'s observation that the soundbites decried
by the narrator are matched by those emerfyorg him as superficially resembling my own approach,
I am more concerned here with the ramificationghef“trap” of speed not on history or politics, but
on art and textuality and their resultant poteatial probe and illuminate. Ko¥avi¢ also strongly
equates the narrator 8fownessvith Milan Kundera himself, a link that the narkatis blurring of the
transparency between representation and originedtantly belittles.

The arguments and representations madslbynessnarrator, then, are not to be passively
accepted, but actively challenged, even deconsucthopefully with more success than
Cechoripsky’s silenced challenge of Berck. Manytiasi of Kundera agree that a deconstructive
approach to his work is not only the best way ofcielating its meaning, but one encouraged from
within the texts themselves. Nina Pelikan Strauss thoes against the grain when she argues that
Kundera’s work demonstrates that ‘the circular dlisses of... structuralism and deconstructionism
are murderous... [and] not only enable the vapopmatf cultural ideas but of human beings who
live by these ideas” John O’Brien, in an article that specifically refa Straus’ thesis, states that
Kundera’s frequent authorial intrusions — whicha8& contends work to fetter wild interpretations
and so make the text un-deconstructable — actteally a sense gflay by admitting that characters
are not real, questioning motivations... and so emcouraging the reader’s imagination to take
flight.*® The gulf between Straus and O’'Brien’s interpretai perhaps stems from their different
understandings of deconstruction. Straus porttagsliscipline as an orthodoxy no less homogenizing
towards its victims than Soviet imperialism towatids cultures it demolishéd O'Brien, on the other
hand, suggests Kundera’s critics apply the ‘sofetdeconstruction envisaged by David Lehman in
Signs of the Times: Deconstruction and the FaPadl de Manwhich ‘does not deny a text its basic
reference points or interpretive contexts — only itlea that there is onlgne reference point or
context’?° A deconstructive reading @lownessthen, does not involve becoming an embittered

textual nihilist, but simply questions the specitfioterpretive context” provided by its narratordan
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raises the possibility that the extreme speed witlich he makes his arguments means that the
representations generated in support of them gortkgnd against his intentions. His interpretation
of his material is not the most instructive or Hanial way of extracting meaning from it.

Questioning Kundera’s first French narrator irsthianner is an approach that would rescue
critic Arthur Phillips from his confusion. In hisistussion ofThe Curtain Philips shates quite
correctly, that Kundera strives to investigate wueld ‘by expressing only doubt, never certairty’.
Philips is then strangely bewildered by confrontimghin Kundera’s fiction a ‘haughty, brilliant,
moody narrator’ who continually confuses gross galisations for obvious and objective trufs.
Philips’ bafflement at the modus operandi of Kurdemarrators often standing in opposition to
Kundera’s stated novelistic ambitions is needlésgei consider the likely possibility that Kunder i
neither blind to how his novels function nor grgsky/pocritical, but instead achieves his goals by
expecting an active reader to challenge his nasdty herself. Stanislaw Barezak thus raises the
bar for critics interested in misreadifjownesavhen he witheringly describes its ‘overbearing and
pontificating’ narrator, who ‘leaves no doubt wiwasger that he represents the author’ and ‘relieves
us of the tiresome task of guessing [his] mess&de’' Testaments Betrayedkundera states with
force that he has ‘always deeply, violently, detdsthose who look for a position... in a work of
art’.* The particular narrator of the work of art in gi@s here, however, outlines a number of clear
positions in only its opening chapter, regardingntieth-century society having turned ‘indolence...
into having nothing to do’ and the sensuality betwé&hevalier and Madame de T arising from the
gentle pace of their journey, which is starkly clpgoned over the speed of the narrator's
contemporariesSlowness4-6). It is no great leap of faith to hypothesihattthe elements of the
subsguentnarratives that unsettle the narrator’s thesesiehwhe would perhaps notice if only he
had the time to re-examine them — are intendechtousl the reader in the doubt so cherished by
Kundera himself. Since the essayistic narratorinaatly contradicts the author’s stated novelistic
ambitions, it is little surprise that the novel which he is only one component part frequently
demonstrates his limitations and flaws as thinket iaterpreter.

Slownesstself is filled with clues that a deconstructioh its narrator’'s theses is a highly
suitable approach, even beyond the novel's dematiemtr via Cechoripsky that a speedy
representation may only survive by stampeding @gesubject’s objections. One primary clue stems
from the ramifications of the novel's choice of $erSlownesss the only novel by Kundera written
predominantly in the present tense. Genette sugtfest it is almost impossible to tell a story weitlh
locating it ‘in time with respect to the narratiagt, since [a narrator] must necessarily tell theysin
a present, past or future ten&&While all of Kundera’s novels baihe Jokeslip into the present tense
during the extra-diegetic sections in which the@rrrators address us directly or question their
characters, the intra-diegetic layersStdbwnesghemselves appear simultaneous to the narrating ac
What Genette describes as the ‘time of the nagatioes not occur months, weeks or even days after

the story being narrated, but concurredtlilark Currie warns that ‘the form of the presemtse in



50

the English verb... does not guarantee that the tiefierence will be in the present’ and so ‘a
narrative which is written in the present tenseusthmot be thought of as being tensed... differently
from one written in a past tengéThe verb tense does nu¢cessarilyilluminate anything important
about the temporality of a story’s narration. Joaat Harvey agrees that ‘present-tense narratives
cannot easily escape from having a “pastne€slownesshowever, establishes clearly in both the
opening and closing chapters that the narrator bmtives and departs from the chateau
simultaneously to Vincent, consolidating the imgres that the contemporary narrative is indeed
unfolding simultaneously to its narrating act. Gémestates that ‘the narratirace is very rarely
specified, and is almost never relevaftin Slownesgthis place is specified repeatedly as the same as
that of the “story place”, consolidating this serfeimmediacy, with the story and its narrating
process cohabiting not only temporally, but geoliegdly also.

The narrator is concerned that ‘when things hapgpenfast, no one can be certain about
anything, about anything at all, not even himséflowness114). But this applies not only to his
contemporary characters but also to himself, ferrtarrative being produced so close to its subject
matter robs him of reflective time and so he carinotself claim any certainty. One of the many
cultural analysts in the previous decade to makestdime lamentations as the narratoSlofvness
Carl Honoré, argues that ‘in the land of speednthe with the instant response is king’ and suggest
that ‘electronic media is dominated by what onenEhesociologist dubbed ‘le fast thinker’ — a person
who can, without skipping a beat, summon up a gtibwer to any questio?’ These observations
apply most obviously to Berck's speedy euthanati@exrhoripsky’s objections, but equally to the
narrator, who, through his immediate transformatidnstory into narrative, is perhaps le fastest
thinker of all. Monika Fludernik suggests that s of the temporal duration of an ‘act of nawati
by a narrator’ is necessarily compromised becahse'minutes and hours of speaking or writing
time... are usually not determinable from the tékSlownessclearly suggests that the temporal
duration of its narrating process is identicalltattof its story, beginning as the narrator andnhie
approach the hotel and ending as they leave themmapning, the act of narration occupying, like its
subject matter, only one night. If only the narratad given himself geographical distance between
the “story place” and the “narrating place”; if grile had given himself temporal distance, likewise,
and enjoyed time for reflection; if only the temabduration of the narrating act had stretched to
more than a few hours. With these caveats, thatoals arguments may have formed less vulnerable
to deconstruction. Or perhaps not: the opening iisef, ‘We suddenlyhad the urge to spend the
evening and night in a chateau’, clearly definesftillowing narratives as the result of an impulse,
and so the one sentence written in the past tengeiding space for reflection between the urge and
its reporting, sees the narrator fail to noticet thia narratives’ hurried genesis leaves them born
compromised$lowness3 [my italics]).

But it can be argued that the narrator's choicéhefpresent tense is, given his ambitions, a

logical one, or even a choice made through his agency that is misguided, rather than entirely
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without purpose. Much like the narratorlofmortality, he selects the mode of narration he personally
considers most conducive towards furthering higgere of the particular aspect of the ‘trap the dvor
has become’ currently under examination. For wewiaw Slownesghrough Derrida’s argument that
an archiving process ‘produces as much as it recth@ event®? The cause-and-effect sequence by
which an event occurs prior to its recording orsitdsequent representation is ruptured; individuals
no longer perform actions and then subsequentteadhem, but the potential for relation is what
births the temporally prior, but consequentiallcassive, original, this trend growing ever more
frenzied thanks to the archiving opportunities &tk by advanced technology. This model of a
present structured and formed ‘in anticipation tefrecollection’ perfectly describes Berck, whose
grand displays of sentiment are engendered by dBsillity of their dissemination by the cameras
controlled by journalists such as Immacuf&tincent fails to perform the perfect libertine wrdput
welcomes the possibility of reciting a revised asdothe next day, with this version the one
“archived” via the memories of his audience. Futtgpresentations both determine Berck’s present
and encourage Vincent's revision of his recent .pasie idealized counterpoint to both is the
Chevalier, for whom ‘no tomorrow’ exists and so &igperiences remain unpolluteslgwness132).

As we have seen, narrative theory posits that anative written in the past tense evokes the
future time of the narrating act, in relation toigihthe narrative content gast Narrating Vincent's
exploits via the past tense would necessarily evibikee moments in-between the story and the
narrating act, during which Vincent dazzles the éC&ascon with his doctored orgy, or Berck's
interview is broadcast to rapturous acclaim; reéato the temporal position from which the narrator
was telling the story, these events would alreaalyehhappened. The narrator's use of the present
tense, then, seeks to disempower the dancers lviregnfrom the novel’s temporality the spaces in
which the spoils of their dancing are enjoyed. Thetivation behind his choice is an entirely
worthwhile one.

In seeking to cut the dancers off from their sustee, however, the narrator chooses a mode
of offensive that simultaneously damages his owsitjpm by contradicting his call for slow refleatio
and so unlike his counterpart frommmortality, his choice of mode ultimately backfires, ill-juetly
since it furthers jusbneof his objectives in a manner that fatally underesi the entirety of the rest of
his project. He is more likémmortalitys Rubens tharimmortalitys narrator, making the wrong
choice at the wrong time. And since his choicehis one choice between slowness and speed got
badly wrong by one of Kundera’'s main narratorss ilso the one adversely to affect the entirety of
one of Kundera’s novels.

Through his severely compromised nature, the rarmatlects his fellow characters, most
notably Vincent. The nobly intentioned gesturestefcast being frequently undercut is a common
phenomenon withilslownesa&nd a further call that its extra-diegetic gestuesgiire an undercutting
of their own. No stance is allowed to stand undamset and no character achieves a position that

escapes compromise. Early in the novel, for exanpbmtevin’s criticism of Berck and his fellow
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dancers is immediately countered by Vincent's satige that Pontevin is ‘a great dancer’ himself
(24). The resultant debate is described almostiiptsform, devoid of much narrative commentary
surrounding the exchange of ideas, so that eachstases his position without the narrative granting
either a degree of agency that empowers one entuglubsume the other. Later in the novel,
Vincent's denunciation of dancing becomes even mooenpromised than Pontevin's. While
describing Vincent's passionate description of ‘ttencers and the deal they have struck with the
Angel’, which strongly evokes the links establisHestween angelic purity and totalitarian zeal in
Laughter and Forgettingthe narrator states that Vincent ‘climbs his hippkes as one climbs the
steps of a stairway teeaven blurring any distinction between the young maud &is enemy (71 [my
italics]). Vincent's speech deconstructs itself th& clash between its constative and performative
elements, much like the narrator's own lighteniagtfdenunciation of speed. The narrator’s primary
attack on modernity is itself challenged, by a ypuman who fatalistically describes the ‘gaze of the
cameras’ as ‘part of the human condition from namivamd suggests to Vincent that if he lived in any
of the past eras he and the narrator idealize, dwddnarbitrarily rail against other novelties, suh

the new cathedrals of the twelfth-century (72).sTiameless character’s dismissal of Vincent and, by
extension, the narrator as embittered reactionajgeears logical and stands uncontested. Indeed,
Vincent is portrayed as pathetic for being unablsummon a suitable riposte.

Most damagingly, by the novel’s close the thematiaffolding the narrator constructs in the
opening chapters has been buffeted to near-coll&psehe first page we are told that the addictive
ecstasy of speed results from the driver being t@blecus ‘only on the present moment’, which frees
him or her from the future and so leaves ‘nothioddar’ (3). Speed, then, leaves us in a timeless
present. But the associations made between sgeedancers and the cameras are soon compromised
when we realise that the dancers live not in tlesgmt but anticipating the future, from which they
are therefore far from free. And the idea of a tése present is soon reframed not as the dangerous
product of driving at speed, but as the luxuriousden of being resulting from the slowness and
anonymity enjoyed by the Chevalier. By the novellsse, the phrase ‘No Tomorrow’ is clearly
positively loaded, yet on the opening page, appied contradictory situation, it represents wihat t
narrator finds most problematic. Similarly, the epp@f the motorcyclist comes by the final pages to
evoke not a timeless present but a race towardstinee. We cannot say that the narrator’'s argument
changes organically with these shifting conceptidiecause by the novel's close the basic stance
propounded at the start still stands and the Chesaklowness remains fetishized. In his world of
constant motion, however, the narrator cannotseahat his argument is a web of hypocrisies and
contradictions. Harvey suggests that one majoreamunence of the postmodern world’s ‘speedup in
the turnover times of capital’ is the accentuatadnthe ‘volatility and ephemerality of fashions,
products...ideasand ideologiesyaluesand established practicé4’For the narrator’'s argument to
have a chance of success, he requires accessa®ddd values that remain stable enough to provide

firm rhetorical foundationsSlownessuggests that the pervasiveness of the postmadedition lies
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in its very cultural mechanics rendering unviabhy atance that seeks to destabilize it from within;
the rhetorical fixity from which we could build aenter-argument is irreparably effaced.

The narrator’s representations of his material ninweway that mimics the movement of the
vehicles from the novel's opening chapter. Suceesshapters abandon the extra-diegetic narrative
and perform a swift succession of introductionshimg past Vivant Denon’s various careers and the
novellaNo Tomorrow Epicurean notions of hedonism, an absurdly trigetdefinition of libertinism,

a summary of Choderlos de Laclos’ four-hundred paggelLiaisons Dangereusess brief return to the
narrator and Véra, Berck and his battles with tbktipian Duberques and, finally, Pontevin and the
Café Gascon, all in just the first twenty pagestiWHontevin, the narrative finally settles down dor
few brief chapters, before returning to a fullesadission ofNo Tomorrow where the brakes are
applied with more force and the subject matter ramen focus for an entire ten pages. The narrative
constantly generates new ideas but refuses to dwediny at length, rushing exhaustingly onwards
and letting each new diegetic layer make only &fbmpression before falling back towards the
horizon, the minute chapters encouraging the readerards and so increasing this bewildering
momentum. The sections where the narrative sdibieshe longest time are ironically during the
entomologist conference, which is reported uninofeied from Chapters 16 to 25 and from Chapters
29 to 42, again compromising their progenitor'suangnt, for the slowest sections of the novel
documentour era and it is the eighteenth-century representest glisruptively as a rush of surface
images.

This particular bad choice between slowness anddsigenot only the first and greatest to be
made by one of Kundera’'s main narrators. The mataifon of its consequences throughout virtually
the entirety of the narrative means that it is dlse bad choice that allows the most dramatic
recuperative response by the reader. For the reddenovel is a passenger of sorts, born along by
the motion of the narrative, yet one in a safeitrsthan a traveler in a recklessly speeding eehi
for she can break her restraints and force theedtivslow down without risking a fatal collisioe
can hijack control of the narrative vehicle oursshand force the voyage to maintain a sensibledspee
much like the reader dthe Jokéhas done considerably earlier, only this time easter scale.

Mendilow argues that ‘different novels lend themasslto being read at different speelis’.
The clue is in the title an8lownesss a book begging to be read slowly. Currie déssithe unique
temporality of a novel by explaining that though tritten texts, the future lies there to the rjght
awaiting its actualization by the reading’, thegaets of various readings of the same book ‘will al
differ from each other, so that some will finismdaso know the future, before othetsWe can
combat the dancers via a similar technique asthiganharrator attempts with his use of the present
tense, avoiding the rush for the future epitomizgd/incent in the closing chapter, neutering hid an
Berck’s “future orientation” by readin§lownesslowly and so deferring the arrival of its futu@ur
stand can succeed where the narrator’s fails, Isechis narration, through his choice in remaining

contemporaneous with its subjects, is forced tacmtteir heady speed, while we have the completed
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narrative preserved in front of us and so can dffortake time out for the reflection that revehls
aforementioned inconsistencies. We can also us&uthee, once it arrives anglownesss finished,
for a more valuable cause than Berck and Vincefhilé\for them the future is an appropriated space
in which their sound-biting representations willdedivered and the rewards enjoyed, for us it &an b
reclaimed as a space in which we challenge sudttigea

It is very possible to agree with the narrator'snueciation of speedy, soundbite
representations but be disappointed with its executThe reader can redeem the narrator by doing
his job for him and truly questioning such repréagons wherever encountered, by realizing that thi
is the key moment in the oeuvre for the readehtise to be slow for herself. Here, then, an ex¢rem
representational speed can be countered by a ietaiptlowness performed, on this occasion, purely
under the aegis of a reader working oppositelhéortarrator's own example. On the closing page of
Slownessve encounter the phrase ‘no tomorrow’, given iasesl significance through occupying a
paragraph of its ownSlowness132). A reader bewitched by the narrator willl fe’voked by this
phrase, both wonder at the Chevalier's nonchalamzk nostalgia for the century he supposedly
epitomizes. For a reader who considers the naisatims worthy but wonders just how deeply his
complicity with the trends he decries is ingraintgah phrase becomes a call to put the brakes on the
narrator's breathless onward momentum egatl Denon’sNo Tomorrowfor herself, an activity that
extends the concretization 8fownesdy continually inviting comparison with its owntémpretation.
The truly resistant reader will then re-re&tbwnessitself with the potential to use her own
receptional slowness to become what the narratsinesi he were but is not: a true advocate of the

cause against hasty, falsifying representations.

2. Making Slowness Slow

The narrator oSlownesstates that the most ‘interesting’ aspect abowtfanan famine is ‘that it cut
down only children’, alluding to the media’s deorsito leave adult suffering away from the cameras
(Slowness 12-13). The famine Kkilling only children is clearly an ifion generated by its
representation, but one that achieves a degreenafete actuality through its ability to producalre
world consequences of increased charitable suppdedia representations are shaped by
manipulation behind the scenes that encouragesid®nce to support causes that otherwise would
not provoke the same degree of interest. ThrougHslotvness characters perform similar
manipulations, designed to encourage support nowtwthy causes but for the public images of
Berck and VincentWe are unlikely to be swayed by these manipulatimtause the narrator lays the
mechanics behind them bare and we observe them #&aifistance as they unfold. Support is
constantly encouraged, however, for another argustill less deserving cause. The narrator clearly
disapproves of Berck and Vincent, which explainsywiheir own machinations are made visible,

while his love of the eighteenth-century phenomekioown as libertinism means the manipulations
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executed in its favour occur at an extra-diegetel and so remain veiled. By researching libestini
and bringing our findings to a re-readingQlbwnesswe can reach a mode of receptional slowness
that unravels the narrator's propaganda and deteriiair ourselves whether or not the cause is as
worthy as insinuated.

A slower look at the narrator's own representatipngves him to be no better than the
“martyr-king of the dancers” himself. Jameson ssggehat the process by which ‘the history of
aesthetic styles displaces real history’ woosutience via features that ‘program the spectattingo
appropriate “nostalgia” mode of receptidhThis “mode of reception” is pushed onto the reaufer
Slownessluring the opening chapter, where the narratorewdyrically about ‘loafing heroes of folk
song, those vagabonds who roam from one mill taheenaand bed down under the staSlofvness
5). ‘Have they vanished’, the narrator asks, ‘alentp footpaths, with grassland and clearings, with
nature?’, demonstrating a performance of kitsch wauld give his counterpart from Part Six of
Lightness of Beingnajor cause for concern (8).The opening sentence of this chapter's final
paragraph narrows the target of the narrator's#ymostalgia down to eighteenth-century France, hi
use of the luxuriant noun phrase ‘the inexpressiibheosphere of sensuality’ focussing the positive
impressions made by his earlier descriptions oémegc past onto this specific case-study (5). The
narrator begins his narration already convincethefperiod’'s superiority to his own and is desperat
to ensure that his audience works from the saneggrdtive context. The final pages work to certify
that the reader remains “programmed” to the “ngi&amode of reception” long after closing the
book, so that any further meaning-fulfilment is ikely to destabilise the narrator's portrayal of
libertinism. The happiness and comfort of the Clievds stressed as his chaise departs, whilst
phrases such as ‘he will be trying to stay as césshe can to the night as it melts inexorably ithto
light’ and, starting the final sentence itself,€tbhaise has vanished in the mist’, lend theseriesa
poetic fragility that suggests we should work tegarve them or, this proving impossible, cherish
them before they fade for good (132). Any intertagaof the Chevalier's era is thus made to appear
less a perfectly valid inquiry and more an undueelty.

And so the past in this speedy novel is the oppadi the past inmmortality, the slower
novel that precede8lownessaind that avoided such a naive advertisement fedactively posited
site of escape. Both novels compare past and pgresely the narrator explicitly on the side of
slowness fails to make this comparison with theyvddowness needed to avoid the imagological
representations avoided by the much slower stregegfihis predecessor. The first French narrater ha
unwittingly upheld his side of the contract imagptarequires between representational speed and
receptional speed, and so if a reductive imagdefhst is to be eschewed, this task will falléast
to a reader moving into a mode of receptional skssragainst the tempo of the narrator by stamping
on the brakes herself. It might be tempting to Ui fairly swiftly, purely by challenging the
narrator’'s quick reading dfio Tomorrow But the receptionally slowesbuntering of the narrator’s

representational speed will recognise tRatTomorrowis not just being misread in isolation from its
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cultural surroundings, but is being marshalled ae supporting example of the narrator's mis-
characterisation of the eighteenth-century andrtiifiem in general:No Tomorrowis allegedly
‘among the literary works that seem best to repriethe art and spirit of the eighteenth-century. (8
A slightly longer look at the spirit of the eightgh-century than the narrator himself has time for
reveals that it does not necessarily deserve thedjit the narrator attaches, since it is far from
offering the lovely yet defenceless counterpointfie ills of our era he hastily strives to make it
appear.

Libertinism posits that the natural process ofréefaces derailment by the artificial morality
enforced by the social state, which mostly fundiohrough its policing of women, the supposed
vanity of whom is shrewdly manipulated so that tfegi admirable when they uphold the arbitrary
virtues of modesty and constan€yThe problem this causes for libertine men — oneveniently
ignored by Kundera’s narrator, for it contradicts main argument — is that thdelaysimposed on
lovers [by the social state] — that is... the unreaste extension of the interval between the
emergence of a fantasy and the sexual act thatfhbiils and dissipates it' provoke a dangerous
idealisation that springs the fatal trap of Id¥&lowness may be an important component of a
libertine sexual encounter, but libertinism is bettharacterised by the intense desire to conquer a
fantasy’s object as swiftly as possible, beforerdason that illuminates love's perversity is echde
Catherine Cusset goes as far as arguing that fipesite of libertinage is love, as a delepg-lasting
sentiment’, which suggests that the antidote toeanodulture that the narrator fownesseeks lies
in an emotion that any true libertine would shuather than in libertinisrit

And libertine men are actually little different frothe contemporary characters by whom the
narrator ofSlownesds so troubled. Across libertine literature, twedg of male libertine can be
discerned: the petit-maitre and the dangerous“iahe former delights in clever wordplay and the
skilful seizing of opportune moments during whidhe tvanity of a targeted woman becomes
compromised, leaving her susceptible to the libets advance. The petit-maitre must end the
following liaison in a timely manner, for the suss@l functioning of a community of such relations
depends on the constant flow of short but satigfyfiairs; these adventures are ‘all the more sgen
when they are new’ and so a conquered woman musetened” to society so that she can become
the quarry of another m&hThe dangerous man takes the objectification of e step further. For
him, the modest libertinism of the petit-maitre gsntemptible. The dangerous man’s “grand
libertinism” begins with the similar goal of encaging a woman to depart from the principles she
professes to cherish, but his ultimate victory stefinom exposing this departure to the largest
audience possible and so laying bare women’s statuthe most faithful guardians of worldly
hypocrisy’#* Just as Laclos’ Valmont targets the famously usiaghable Madame de Tourvel, the
‘attraction that a dangerous man finds in a wonsadiliectly proportional to the complexity of the
plan’ her conquest requires, for the subsequerglagon of his victory will then attract maximum

admiration® And so while the petit-maitre and dangerous mi ahust be experts at detecting the
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moments during which a woman’s virtue becomes \walle, the dangerous man must be
additionally what Feher describes as a ‘skilful gargandist™?® Cusset confirms that libertinism
emphasises ‘the social image of man’ and that ‘seduwomen [thus] serves one purpose: social
success*’ Here also the rhetorical use to which libertinisnput by the narrator @lownes4ails his
argument: the dangerous man at least is entireiufé orientated”, his actions determined by the
possibility of his representing them to a futureliance, and so he is no less a dancer than Berck or
Vincent.

Libertinism, then, is neither especially slow na@pecially private. Many critics would
disagree with the narrator 8fownessrguing thatNo Tomorrowis representative of this century and
with good reason, suggesting that not only haséireator misrepresented the nature of libertinism i
positing it as the antidote to the problems ofduatemporary era, he has also mistakenly taken
Tomorrowto be a typical example of libertine literaturetthas not. For Fehefo Tomorrowgives
arare example of duplicity’s joyful triumph’ and compes ‘a unique manifesto in favour of libertine
politeness® Nancy K. Miller is particularly keen to stress tthhe sexual freedom supporters of
libertinism cite as its main strength is primardndrocentric and relegates women to the role of
‘launching’ the careers of young men, who ultimateécome sexual oppressors and, biologically and
socially, will never face the negative consequenmepromiscuity that threaten the women they
subordinaté? Miller specifically citiesNo Tomorrowas the only libertine text that allows a woman to
perform a libertine seduction of her own and ‘esctie rule of consequenc€James A. Steintrager
argues thalNo Tomorrowdoes not reiterate contemporary discourses but ‘Seesemantics of the
libertine novel and of the literary female orgasmdergo important modifications’> While
eighteenth-century representations of sexualityichlly constructed female pleasure as clearly
discernible via obvious signs, which a libertineubneed to read in order to identify his own séxua
capability, No Tomorrowframes Madame de T's sexuality as undecipheraldethe suggestion of
her true paramour, the Marquis, that she is anamgasvhich Steintrager argues leaves the narrator
unsure of whether or not she was “faking it” durithggir night together. Earlier libertine fiction
presumes a transparency between the sign and d¢hdiesli of female pleasure as ‘a relatively
unproblematic given®? The process of canon formation, which selectsquaar texts as intrinsically
representative of their eras, is often unrelated text's actual commonality with the dominant mood
of a period and more the product of a particulanigdayroup selecting the texts that posit their own
interests as universal valugsWe can discern a similar agenda behind the narct&lowness
selection ofNo Tomorrow He begins convinced of libertinism’s superiotityhis own era and so is
forced to select an entirely unrepresentative that elides most of its problematic conceits. A
counterattack against the trend towards generalisdecried by Simmel, Harvey and Jameson and
unfortunately epitomised by Kundera’s narrator ¢@nlaunched through the reader exposing the

fallacies of the latter's argument and, throughising, restorindNo Tomorrovs atypicality.
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The narrator's manipulation does not stop at tleegss of textual selection and affects his
representation itself. Selecting as brief a texNasTomorrowto propound the slowness of its era of
origin over the speed of our own is clearly not thisest of rhetorical manoeuvres. If the typical
length of fictional texts from a given era paralghat era’s experience of consciousness or
availability of leisure time, as has been positgddxts such as Calvinol$ on a Winter's Night a
Traveller, then positioningNo Tomorrowas typical of the eighteenth-century suggests aneegen
flightier than our owrt? But despite my criticism of his methodology, | ieek that the narrator’'s
commitment to slowness is relatively pure, as maestrated by his most obvious interference with
Denon'’s story, which transforms it from a continsquece of prose into an account punctuated and
fragmented by numerous digressions, chiefly thdsbeotwentieth-century narrative. Ingarden argues
that ‘every concretization of a literary work istemporally extended formulation. The time span
occupied by a given concretization may be greatenmller according to circumstancésSlownes's
narrator successfully produces a slower versiddaf omorrowin which the reader’s concretization
of Denon’s story occurs over a longer period otlreg time — unless she becomes so absorbed by the
narrator’s version that she skips ahead to discibtsy@utcome sooner — but again a nobly intentioned
act backfires. Because of what occurs during tips g&tween each instance of relation a diffelkant
Tomorrow emerges, one the reader is very unlikely to coizrdnh the same way she would its
original. Assuming her reading ®do Tomorrowis uninterrupted by other literature — which its
brevity makes unlikely — its concretization will ks purer than that made possible by the narmtor’
version, where each section of his variation wéllunavoidably coloured by its juxtaposition witle th
intervening material. It becomes an effort for teader’s interpretation dflo Tomorrowto avoid
paralleling the narrator's own inability to congeetthe story from any perspective other than tiiat
a facile comparison with our own era. Every actD&hnon’s characters is given an unconditional
positive framing by its opposition to the farcioature of Vincent and his contemporaries, beyoerd th
horizons of the original text. The reader is impélhgainst forming her own, impartial judgements
regarding the Chevalier or Madame de T's behavisuce the narrator’s value system hovers over
the fragments of Denon’s text and constantly tlemestthe displacement of her own. A successful
retrieval of a pureNo Tomorrowthat allows the reader her own opinions, whichegeitates
retrieving the original text, thus becomes akinatmiding an attempted seduction on the part of
Kundera’s first French narrator, one mirroring togerformed by the libertine characters he
evidently idolises.

Further interferences with Denon’s text are relivinconsequential, such as the ‘bench’ on
which SlownessChevalier and his mistress sit being, in the ioddy ‘a grassy bank [that] appeared’
before them $lowness28)>® While the bench is merely found, implying thahés been placed there
and sat statically awaiting discovery, the vertpegred’ implies that the original’s ‘bank’ has aed
spontaneously in order to facilitate the eveningyents, better evoking an unfolding conspiracy to

which even the natural landscape is pfAW further modification occurs during the interrigpt of
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the lovers’ first exchange of kisses: Blowness Madame de T realises that her seduction is
proceeding too speedily and so ‘stands and det¢tdésrn back’ Slowness29). Denon’s narrator,
however, reports that ‘silence fell all around \W& heard it... and we were frightened. We stood up
without saying another word and began to walk dgaivhich portrays the break as jointly
instigatec’® We could argue that Denon’s narrator fails to gefladame de T’'s manipulation of the
event and assumes that he enjoyed equal agenayiveutthat ideologically-driven misrepresentation
is a dominant theme iBlownessit is safe to assume that the narrator’'s valboseof Madame de T
as ‘lover of pleasure’ and ‘guardian of happindsatls him to provide her with the greatest degfee o
agency in shaping the night's course as is pos§8ievness120). More damaging than these minor
misrepresentations is one that unseats the logtacchuseSlownessnarrator to citeNo Tomorrowin
the first place. The Chevalier’s journey from thedtre to the chéateau is described as a ‘smooth and
pleasant’ opposite to the speed of the narratargeznporaries (6). In Denon’s original, howeveg th
pair change horses twice, while phrases such gistning speed’, ‘the lurching of the carriage’ and
‘an unexpected jolt’ create a sense of hurried nmoma leading almost to chadsAt the start of
Chapter 11Slownessnarrator admits that his description of MadameTde'bodily roundness’ is his
own invention; elsewhere, he discloses that Denoatsator is never actually labelled as a Chevalier
(32, 6). Drawing attention to these interpellatieesves to veil thoseot directly acknowledged, for
the reader may trustingly assume that all similanipulations are likewise laid bare, when the
alterations that most forcefully prostitufdo Tomorrowto the narrator's argument are those
uncovered only by a direct comparison of both texts

We must also consider how the change®NinTomorrovs form and perspective between
original and representation affect its meaning. Tdrener is told in the first-person past tense, the
latter summarised in the third-person present. $hift in narrative voice transforms the story from
confessional to exposé and robs the original nar@it the agency to describe his own experiences,
paralleling him with Cechoripsky, whose life-stoiy similarly appropriated for the motives of
another and who is likewise unable to prevent tkarper's trail of misrepresentations. More
important is the shift in tense. At the closeéNaf Tomorrow the narrator states ‘I looked hard for the
moral of this whole adventure... and found ndiiéAs explained, use of the past tense evokes the
future space of the discourse itself, in relat@mvhich the story being reportedpast The title of the
novella itself suggests this future space, withseusrguing correctly that ‘a title that contaihs t
word “tomorrow”, even if only to deny this word, abviously not ignorant of tomorro. The form
of the aforementioned verbs ‘looked’ and ‘foundthar them to the mentality of the narrator as he is
leaving the chateau, not of his reporting futuré. $¢e is not saying that the story has no moral, o
that he has not discovered a mosaice but merely that he was unable to divine it sornea
temporally and geographically — to the night's dgeRlacing this statement at the very close of his
narration leaves it lingering in the reader's mianatd arguably encourages the reader to deduce a

moral that the narrator wishes he had discernedesoo
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Few texts suggest how large or small is the tenigapa between the time of the story and
the time of the narratioNo Tomorrowmakes no explicit statement, but the beseechirtgd the
reader to remember that | was twenty years oldgesats the narrator is embarrassed by his youthful
naivety and so implies a gap of many yeaiBhere has thus been plenty of time for the mardle
discovered.Slownessnarrator writes a moral into the novella, butsthelates to the actions of
Madame de T within the time of the story and doeseaxplore the possible consequences of these
actions on the Chevalier, which would become appanaly some time between the story and the
narrating act, a time that Kundera’'s narrator effad-eher’s description of the “dangerous man”
brand of libertine experiencing ‘a strange nostaligir the time of his own innocence, that former
time when he was in love with the woman who sodllytintroduced him into society’ suggests a
probable fate foNo Tomorrav’'s narrator, whose arguable humiliation and abangmnt by Madame
de T — combined with his realisation that her desisi is merely a front for her sexual pursuitsnay
well turn him into a “dangerous man” hims#if.

Viewing No Tomorrowas a utopian manifesto for libertinism is only sbke if we, like
Kundera’s narrator, take its title at face valuat Be state of “no tomorrow” valorised &owness
final page is not only a counterpoint to the futoreentation of Berck and Vincent, but a mode of
existence that robs us of the time needed to iliama both the morals and the consequences that will
prove certain courses of action are less fruitfiaint they initially appear. The narrator’'s use & th
present tense to remove fr@lownesstemporality the future space in which Berck anididént will
enjoy the spoils of their dancing is perhaps masgaoided because it places too much emphasis on
the likelihood of their dancing succeeding, dem@aistg the narrator’'s strong internalisation of his
era’s mentality. The broadcast of Berck’s interviaith Cechoripsky may be critically panned;
Vincent may fail in his performance at the Café ¢camsand become a laughing stock. The future
space that the narrator denies these characters Wmn become one of consequence and, perhaps,
of realising that forging a reputation through remesentation is unviable.

Slownesstellingly dodges the question of Madame de T'sspme anorgasmia. IlNo
Tomorrow once the narrator has been told that Madame ‘ther$elf feels nothing [and] is made of
stone’, he nonchalantly replies ‘I wouldn’t haveegsed...” and his lengthy conversation with the
Marquis continue$! Either the lack of direct commentary on the remianklies that the narrator
wishes to rush past it, embarrassed by having deesived by a performance suggesting the opposite,
or, conversely, the ellipsis suggests a smug aatish at having given his partner what the unséill
Marquis evidently cannot. We could also presumé tifia Marquis is lying in order to unsettle the
narrator’'s confidence. It is impossible to resdinamn the narrative whether or not Madame de T is
anorgasmic, or, extrapolating from this, whethenaot a representation can be said to hold truesto i
suggestions. In the sound-biting present day, hewsdliere is no room for the narrator’s reading of
No Tomorrowto preserve this ambiguity. After describing thflerementioned conversation, he

informs us that ‘the Chevalier could laugh up héege, because [Madame de T] had just proven the
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opposite to him’ $lowness120). The narrator does not state that it isemrfor the Chevalier to
presume this, but the show of confidence is entihégd invention and the Chevalier's counterpart in
No Tomorrowdemonstrates no such sure8lownessnarrator reads intdNo Tomorrowa much
stronger link between representation and realiy tfhe text supports, which subtly mirrors an gverl
trusting reader’s conclusion that the represemtatidNo Tomorrowwithin Slownesss faithful to its
original. By comparing the two texts and discovgrihe differences outlined here, the reader ceases
to be SlownessChevalier and becomes his counterpart from Demamiginal, in a much stronger
position to combat the manipulations of Berck amdcént because disabused of the faith that speedy
representations can claim sovereignty.

Reader-response theory provides a model usefddiasolidating my reading &lownessas
a dissection of how the speedy culture decriedtdynarrator derails our ability to unpack and learn
from ambiguous texts likBlo Tomorrow or evenSlownesstself. Iser argues that ‘communication in
literature... is a process set in motion... by a miyuastrictive and magnifying interaction between
the explicit and the implicit, between revelatiordaconcealment. What eoncealedspurs the reader
into action, but this action is also controlledvlyat isrevealed the explicit in its turn is transformed
when the implicit has been brought to lifelf we can describe a reader who follows this maxtel
what the thematic concerns 8lownessvould position as a good reader, then the narmdtStowness
is a bad reader dflo Tomorrow To make ofSlowness truly novelistic experience, we must be the
opposite sort of reader to its narrator, one wéthrhore time on our hands. What is concealed about
libertinism will spur the implied reader into a pess of revealing, one simultaneously inspirechiey t
gulf within the contemporary narrative separatingawvBerck reveals about Cechoripsky to the
camera — and what Vincent plans to reveal to Pimtalvout his night with Julie — from what the
reader can see these revealings veil. Likewiserghéder's unveiling of libertinism’s true colourdiw
be guided by what the narrator reveals abdaitTomorrow which provides its original as a logical
starting-point. And what is made explicit withBlownessabout bothNo Tomorrowand libertinism
will be transformed by the knowledge brought byeareading, from a fair argument that offers
libertinism as a viable alternative to our contenapp era, into just another symptom of this era’s
conversion of difference and complexity into hajyoy manipulated soundbites.

Slownessbecomes an effective antidote to the trends tices precisely because of the
contradictory situation of it proposing a promisisgt of values that it consistently fails to pubin
practice. Iser and Jauss both agree that the wlaevork of literature is directly proportional tis
refutation of a reader’s expectatidig\n initial expectation is set up and then demdaislas soon as
the reader first spots the novel on a bookshoff,ghel promises of its title at odds with its sliess.
This trend continues throughout the reading prqcassthe novel's peformative and constative
elements continue to be at war with one anotheSldwnessvere already slow, out of the box, the
reader would finish without being compelled to peri the future meaning-fulfiiment that makes a

genuinely slow text of both Kundera’s work aNd Tomorrow The latter text becomes especially
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valuable via its metamorphosis into a site in whibb expectations of it conceived through the
narrator’'s representation are demolished, so ti@atambiguitiesNo Tomorrowalreadyestablishes
within its own universe are joined by those it sagbon the text that seeks to manipulat8liwness
thus encourages a transformation within the reamer that lifts her above the problems of her &sa,
she is not just told by the narrator but experisrfce herself both the deficiencies of speed amd th

truths illuminated via a slower way of reading teetual worlds spread before her.

Few of the individual points tha&lownesanakes about speed or slowness are entirely new. The
distinction in this extended variation on the thefingen the variations seen throughout the preceding
novels is the appearance of a narrator aligningséihspecifically against speed, while unwittingly
betraying his own project by aligning his own regenetational strategies clearly on speed’s side. The
reader here is not in the company of a narrator vekes the time to combat speedy, reductive
representations via a representational slownesgsobwn. She is, instead, in the company of the
character who makes the bad choice between slovaresspeed that most pervasively affects the
entirety of one of Kundera’'s novels. And becausedabnsequences of this choice manifest not only
on the level of the narrative itself, but throughthe narrative itself, it is the bad choice thaisin
dramatically allows the novel's reader to step np aorrect its effects. The key distinction in this
novel from the variations upon its theme that pdedié then, is its mobilisation of this theme mler

to provoke a particularly affective and challengimgperience within the reader herself.

This is not to say that this is the first textdondera’s oeuvre to see its reader experiencing
the value of a receptional slowness. But slowingrmi8lownesss a more challenging proposition for
two key reasons. Firstly, the two immediately ptiexts,Lightness of BeingndImmortality, allow
their readers to get comfortably used to the namsamoving slowly themselves and so making the
responsibility for electing to do so considerab&gsier; the readers of these texts are guided t@ward
slowness by the momentum of the narrative, rathen cthallenged to stamp down on the brakes for
themselves.Secondly, slowing down Helena’s monologue Tihe Jokerequired engaging with
relatively brief sections of text and a reductiveage of Ludvik that could be countered by making a
not particularly arduous choice to turn backwardsve pages in the same novel. To effectively slow
down Slownessits reader has to make an extended journey @utkid novel, even outside Kundera’'s
oeuvre to Denon’®lo Tomorrow in order actively to challenge the rush onwarfladai just a brief
section of text, but much of the narrative credtgdhe very quickest narrator.

Slownessthus sees its reader directly encouraged by theatods arguments to become
mutineer, replace him as captain and take soleaooft the vessel and responsibility for its course
herself, ultimately turning aside a series of reéidecimages entirely through her own burgeoning
interpretive thoroughness. As a relatively latgaipthen,Slownesdas the clear value, for an author
constructing an oeuvre based around the privilegfradpubt over certainty, not only in demonstrating

to his readership the dangers of placing too madth fin the speedy representations made by his
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narrator, but in also stoking this readership’digttio use a slowness of its own in order to disttea
them. This is an ability for which the novel itsidfa perfect site of practice, but which the reada
continue to use whenever suspicious representatim&ncountered in the world around her, both
beyond this particular novel and beyond the oethaieis moving into its closing phases.

Yet two potential problems emerge from the oewsprovision of such a training ground,
which compromise the fitness of this novel forang within the later stages of a novelistic projec
intent on an agenda of doubt over certainty. Kirgthe oeuvre’s mobilisation of a narrator whose
sheer speed drives his reader to slow his text dmwinerself necessarily compromises the wider
project of which this narrator is a part, througioeducing a novel so brief that it simply lacks the
space or time for the variations necessarily t@ @aag doubt upon the worth of the eponymous theme
itself. Though previous novels such Hse JokelLightness of BeingndImmortality have variously
demonstrated the values of a receptional slowrtbes, these positive depictions of receptional
slowness have always been contextualised amorgjsices of slowness that prove much less fit for
purpose than a heady dose of speed. The very idsbbwness, even alongside the increasingly
common positive appraisal of its receptional varigself remained multi-faceted and with qualities
not only positive, but negative too.

The narrator oSlownesspraise is directed towards slowness itself asiidigg principle of
one’s very means of living and being. And so thek laf textual space within the novel for variations
that might contextualise a valuable receptionalvekess alongside other varieties — which could
suggest the narrator is misguidedly reductive faiging the tempo so conclusively — runs the oisk
leading the reader’s victory in quashing his speegjyresentations to appear more than just a
confirmation of the worth of receptional slownees $uch a task, but instead proof of the narrator’s
arguments regarding the essence of slowness it$®ifreader of the two previous novels, then, while
never moved towards such an independent act ofirgjodown as is the implied reader $iowness
should nevertheless retain more of a nuanced vieshwness itself than the reader of the very novel
that centres on it. Through its mobilisation offsacfast narrator in order to cultivate the reaglern
independent skills, the oeuvre might unwittinghadethe reader towards the same entrenched
certainty as this narrator. The novel is thus img#a of accidently compromising the oeuvre’s
manifesto of doubt at a relatively late moment, whe might wish instead to be bolstering it,
returning instead to the certainty &hrewell Waltz(though regarding the opposite tempo) and
undoing the good work of the following three novelsrestoring the sense of aporia tirarewell
Waltzunfortunately dismantled.

Secondly, through enabling such a powerful coniittg being of its reader's own skills,
there is the danger &lownesslso flouting its author's stated manifesto thitoligaving its reader
with little if any vestigial doubt in another arendhat of her own abilities. This raises the guoesof
whether or not an oeuvre coveting an aesthetioobdshould, towards its close, leave the readar of

late novel feeling so supremely sure of herselt la scepticism towards speedy and false
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representations be overshadowed by her own awalsarest of certainty in her ability as a crusader
against such representations. A more slyly Kunde@ary might emerge from his later texts moving
their readers to doubt not only the nature of ti@rtes within the text, but also their own abilities
concretize or work with the very novel in front tifem. These later texts might place their own
themes on display in a manner similalSiownessmaintaining the first French novel’s affectivdlpu
of the implied reader down into the textual spaself, but without allowing their own readers swch
comprehensive victory over these novels’ own rhesdband representational dilemmas.

Kundera’s second and third French novétientity and Ignorance see the oeuvre move
further towards its close by testing two potentiedans of resolving this twin problem at the heért o
Slownessaffective response upon its own reader, whilekstig with the first French novel’s general
means of engaging with themes that have playedvabin previous Czech texts. Fédentity and
Ignorancewill likewise engage with themes that have sounitechore minor variations throughout
the Czech novels preceding them, and again thrautghsifying the affective ramifications of these
particular themes as they play out through thdicglahip between text and reader. On these later tw
occasions, however, this affective pull plays ouaimanner that leaves their own implied readers fa
more doubtful not only of flaky representationst biitheir own powers of analysis and interpretatio
also. These next two novels will use their mobilmas of the themes of identity and ignorance to
ensure that a powerful doubt is cast into this pasdicular arena theblownesdeaves completely
untroubled. Anddentitywill answer this second problem generatedshywnesin a manner that also
avoids the first problem discussed earlier, toor Fdher than reductively clearing up an aporia
towards its eponymous theme that sounds throughmutheme’s variations within the Czech novels,
in Identity the opposite occurs. The failure towards whidbntity pulls its own implied reader
becomes the very instrument through which loudgoumds a counterpoint missing not only from
Identity itself, but which is almost continually minimisédroughout the variations upon identity

within the Czech novels preceding it.
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Three: Variations on | dentity

If one of the ideas explored by Kundera’'s secoreh&n novel is correct and it is the gazes of our
fellow human beings that fill in and so delineat& adentities, then within the English-speaking
academic community at leasdientity itself has yet to achieve much of a persona obwa. George
Steiner's comment thatdentity is ‘a novella about which there is virtually nothino say’ has
apparently become received wisdom and remains| mowy, uncontestetildentity becomes by its
final lines, however, a complex text as deservih@m extended engagement as any of Kundera’'s
others.

The book’s two protagonists, Chantal and Jean-Mare a couple in crisis, as the latter
worries that his lover's identity is growing ince#agly mutable and eventually completely
amorphous. The chain of events, set in motion lan-Marc’'s realisation that Chantal becomes a
different woman depending on a multitude of corgexter which he has no control, speeds towards a
twist ending that casts the identity of the not&lf into doubt, manoeuvring the reader into thme
position as that of its main characters, the retetip between reader and text suddenly mimicking
that between Jean-Marc and Chantal. The novelftmedions much like its predecessor, which stirs a
longing for slowness that demands its reader Heegglly the brakes and so transcend what the
narrative demonstrates, both performatively angtadively, is problematic about our society.

Identity, however, does not allow such an easy victory. 8spect of the ‘trap the world has
become’ that Kundera examines here is not as htfaigvardly escaped as that of speedily reductive
representations, involving as it does the splinterof our very selves, and so the more the reader
parallels Jean-Marc in his desperation for a cottel@ver, the more the identity dflentity will
thwart her attempts and become unstud&ntity thus facilitates less the counter-attack promjmed
Slownessand more a capitulation. While its characterstfigih an impossible constancy, its reader

can only accept that instability is here to stay.

Even a cursory examination of Kundera's Czech dittreveals that these themes, like those of
Slownessare not new concerns, but reverberate througimoeh of his oeuvre from an early incident
in his very first novel,The Joke Variations on the consequences of this inciden¢ad throughout
not only the rest of that novel, but continue bad/dhe Jokehroughout Kundera’'s Czech fiction on
their way towards$dentityitself.

These variations chiefly hinge on exploring themifecations of what, from very near the start
of The Jokeis almost continually posited as identity’s intimstability. Identity is extremely rarely
set or stable, and this fact leaves us open towsirilegrees of reshaping. There is considerabdy les
likelihood of an aporia resembling that generatigrs between slowness and speed appearing here, for
this mutability much more frequently leads to dasgblan to victories. The particular irony revealed

here is that individuals can very rarely activatecontrol their own potential for mutability wittne
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same efficacy or reliability as can third-partieeonseek to shape them for their own ends. Even
characters adept at shaping the identities of sthppear less able to control theivn identity than

the people or organisations who in turn seek t@ahhem. If any set of Kunderan variations fits the
model we have seen Simpson locate within Cervaotgg’ variations withirDon Quixote which he
describes as comprised of repetitions of ‘the sgemeral idea’, then it is the Czech variationshan t
theme of identity explored belowThe almost constant illustrations of the dangersdentity’s
mutability, and the minimisation (or outright mugynof the very small number of variations that seem
to promise a respite from such a process, seedhations on identity lack the obvious series of
points and counterpoints already demonstrated nvithe Czech variations on speed and slowness.
The Czech novels instead depict a variety of sinatthat, far more often than not, sound the same

warning about what might sadly come to seem posijetthe oeuvre as approaching a basic truth.

The Joke

The chronologically earliest major event within tharrated story-time of Kundera'’s first novel sets
into motion a series of consequences that offeuraber of early key insights about the nature of
identity within Kundera’s oeuvre, which will contia to reverberate throughout this novel and those
that follow.

Ludvik's exile by the communist authorities amongs black insignias is precipitated by
him mailing a postcard on which he has written i@Em is the opium of the people!... Long live
Trotsky!” (TJ, 34). Ludvik is self-admittedly an extremely ocgali young man, who struggles to
attach himself to any cause or to take matter®esli, not least the politically-charged atmosphere
surrounding him at University in the newly Commuir@zechoslovakia. Instead, he has a predilection
for ‘silly jokes’ at the expense of those who rewelsuch a climate, such as his overly serious
girlfriend Marketa (31). Ludvik here resembles Karalhimself, in that a written text that might seem
on the surface to be a denouncement of Stalinisgoiag by authorial intent, nothing of the sbAs
The Jokeitself has been misread and appropriated, so &sotiis much smaller text written by a
character withinThe Joke The authority of Ludvik’s interpretation of hisvo writing is swept aside
as his private joke lands him in front of a ‘plenaneeting’, during which he is expelled from Party
and University (46). Without holding a single sesahought that actively wishes harm against the
regime, Ludvik nonetheless is shaped, by the atomsaof those that hold all the power in his
country, into a dangerous political dissident.

Ludvik’s identity is neither static nor under higito control; he appears to enjoy less agency
over it than do his persecutors. It is impossiblgismiss the regime’s image of him as simply false
for Ludvik soon understands that the image congduof him is ‘more real than [his] actual self’
(50). His ‘non-resemblance’ to their constructisriperceptible’ only to him, so that even if he goe

possess a solid self beyond it and in contradidtiah this is, in effect, completely irrelevafdy this
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self is denied any agency over his actual idemtitierms of both his appearance to those around him
and the resultant options made available to hin). (btte mutability of our identity at the hands of
people holding power over us is further stressedLvidvik’s description of the black insignia camp
as ‘a production line designed to turn us into iso&d, the same mutability that allowed the regitme
fashion Ludvik into a dissident also facilitatingetfurther transformation of both him and his feto
into a fixed identity useful to the communist cai48): While the first manipulation of Ludvik's
mutability facilitates his removal from Czechoslkvsociety and his confinement outside it, the
second manipulation then allows him to be moulded &a labourer that will prove useful to the
regime’s ends. And this is not a mutability intimenly to Ludvik that could be envisaged as altesu
of his cynical lack of belief in solid causes; thgh the number of dissidents confined alongside him
it is posited as dangerously commonplace.

But in a moment of optimism, the very mutabilityaths taken advantage of by outside forces
perhaps also allows possibilities for control totéleen back by the people these forces seek teshap
Ludvik is able to navigate the world outside thenimj camp by donning ‘a dark suit’ (108). He has
recently observed that his new love interest, Lusiccompletely transformed’ by the ‘modern cut’ o
a new outfit and looks ‘completely different’ inaaof the dresses he encourages her to try on (79-
80). This epiphany has revealed to him that clgthdnes not merely sit on top of a static identity
belonging to the person beneath it that exists poidhe clothing being put on, but instead holus t
power more actively to construct the identity thaburports only to signify. By manipulating this
process, Ludvik is able temporarily to shed his odentity as dissident, a construction perpetuated
by the mining uniform he is forced to wear, andlaep it with that of civilian. That the identity
written onto him by his enemies endures, afterskistencing, not via a permanent branding, but via
the apparently brittle significations of objectattttan be removed and replaced, means that this
constructed identity and his enemies’ power to &gt are both unstable, since access to different
uniforms allows it to be overwritten. This variatiseems to present a key modulation on Ludvik’s
earlier experience: no identity is permanent, figr very mutability that allows others to shape ay m
simultaneously open up our potential to wrest bamhtrol and mould ourselves in a way that allows
an escape from their power.

The promise introduced by this optimistic variatis soon muted before it can stand as a
genuine counterpoint, much like the optimism praatlby further variations across the Czech oeuvre.
Ludvik’'s escape from the camp is only a brief resspior a man whose identity has indeed become
fixed in a manner more long-term than is initialpparent. The fixity of his dissident status is
suggested by Ludvik having no option after his liisge from the black insignias other than
continuing for a further ‘three years’ as a mirthg taint attached to an identity first shaped ugto
identity’s mutability then apparently working toriit any further mutability that might see Ludvik
reclaiming a lasting agency over his selfhood (1A8)well as manipulating Ludvik’s mutability, the

regime also holds a stronger power than is atdipgiarent to calcify it once it has served its pag
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Any deviances from the new identity provided bysdn power now appear only temporary, as the
suggestion we can take back control is here draaibtiminimised.

By the time that Helena first meets Ludvik foraalio interview, however, his fortunes do
appear markedly improved and so this modulatiohi®keeming success seems itself modulated. He
enjoys his own ‘office’ (23) and works in ‘resedral an institute (175). The role of manual labaure
is clearly far behind him and so he could perhapddscribed as having refashioned his identityequit
effectively. But the fact that he has escaped ¢ihe aissigned him is neutered by the fact that Ise ha
absolutely not escaped the dark mentality creayetib earlier experiences. Fifteen years after his
expulsion from University, his actions are stillvgoned by the bitterness and thirst for revenge it
caused (3, 175). His successful climb up the enméyt ladder over the previous twelve years only
throws into a sharper relief the fact that, thohghoutward circumstances have improved, the actual
core of his selfhood remains that forged by théauties fifteen years ago.

That Ludvik has been unable to transcend the tiegsedentity fashioned by his expulsion
explains the cynical tone he takes towards the Bid€ings cultural rite that he observes during the
novel's seventh part. The ritual suggests to Ludsi@ime old pagan superstition according to which
transvestism offers protection from evil spirit26@). This might seem an inaptly dismissive
conclusion for Ludvik to reach, since his earliscagpe from the black insignia camp by donning a
disguise has demonstrated this supposed suparstitigractice, the exchange of clothing and thg pla
of clothing’s significations allowing a temporamlief from his persecution. But the later exchaofje
a miner’s uniform for that of a scientific reseagchas absolutely not allowed him to exorcise his
own evil spirits — those implanted inside him fifteyears ago and which still compel him towards
revenge. His upward mobility having done absolutedthing to alleviate his intense inner darkness
shows that the identity that initially resultedrfrdhe communists’ fashioning has grown so fixed tha
the very notion of lastingly changing it by puttiog a different outfit now seems, despite his earli
moderate success at playing with such a potefiakly ridiculous. The identities written onto bg
those in power appear absolute and branding toctre, while those that we can write in a
counterattack are fragile and ultimately unablepémetrate far beneath the skin. Identity is most
definitely mutable, but others seem to have muchensoccess at taking advantage of the emergent

possibilities than we do ourselves.

That our identity is so open to being shaped bemstiproves still more threatening to Lucie. Lusie i
first encountered via Ludvik’s narration, in whishe is described repeatedly as his sole soura®y of
during his time as a black insignia. She is regbrtariously to be ‘a gift from heaven’, a
‘supernatural force’ and ‘not a corporeal woman boly a transparent pillar of warmth striding
through a land of never-ending frost’ (77, 111, 1Hather than having a solid identity written onto
her and then fixed, she appears as a series of witd, fluctuating abstractions whose sole purpose

appears that of facilitating Ludvik’'s salvation. fing Ludvik’s third stint as narrator, and follovgn
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her departure from his life, she is described ailgdreturned to her former abstract state’, asitih

this reported abstractness is her default modesioigh prior to a meaning or purpose being assigned
by her value to the narrator, but demonstratingvikisl apparent ignorance that the identities he has
previously granted her are any less incorporeaB)1&ostka’'s own narration describes Lucie
variously as possessing a ‘saintlike simplicity,a'little lamb’ and as a ‘dove’ (227, 244).

Lucie’s malleability — and particularly its genddrnature — has been well explored by both
Frances Restuccia and John O’Bri&iheir works both oversimplify matters by limitinkgeir focus on
malleability to Kundera’'s female characters, sineehave already seen how the same mutability that
leaves Lucie prey to problematic constructionsdehtity by Ludvik and Kostka has done the same to
Ludvik himself and his fellow dissidents. Betwedern, Restuccia and O’Brien nonetheless achieve
one of the few actual debates that can be chartexhgst the relative scarcity of English-language
literary criticism on Kundera.

Restuccia compares the male characters’ variemsifigs of Lucie with the two contradictory
readings of the post-card that starts Ludvik's diainRestuccia argues that ‘just as the indeteatan
text is apt to have a meaning imposed on it (os fetped”), the ‘nebulous’ and ‘malleable’ Lucie is
also, it seems, ‘inevitably abus€dshe concludes that though Kundera means ‘to dvemmnen)
certain strength in their resistance to totalitéisen’ through their very indefiniteness, with Ludie
particular this indefiniteness backfires and leakes open to an often abusive shaping by male
character§.O’Brien, meanwhile, argues that Lucie, while p@hthe most abused of all Kundera’s
female characters, is actually the one ‘most resipéanfor subverting or exceeding the narrow male
conceptions of womer.That O'Brien finds something more unambiguouslypewering in Lucie’s
transience than Restuccia perhaps points, veryrainetowards how the identities of critics
influences their readings of the identities of Karals characters, since the female critic is fareno
tentative than the male in ascribing Lucie’s transe with any unambiguous strength.

If O’Brien’s stance regarding Lucie were the ondtdresupported by the text, then Lucie
would present a powerful counterpoint to Ludvik,onds we have seen is coerced into an identity that
at first he does not recognise, but that soon besdmarmfully fixed despite a handful of promising
signs to the contrary. If Restuccia’s counter-staiscbetter supported, then Lucie would represent a
further variation that consolidates the portrayaidentity’s mutability as threatening. The bessea
study for testing O’Brien’s view against Restucsi@merges from Lucie’s vacillating occupation,
between her various framings by Ludvik and Kostiathe two contradictory poles of one of the
binary oppositions most critiqued by contemporamihism: that women are both perceived to be
and represented as ‘either Madonnas or whéres.’

After trying to sleep with her and failing, Ludvittributes Lucie’'s frustrating sexual
reticence to her ‘virginity’, with the goddess-likgialities attached to her by him strongly dependen
on her perceived purity (111). Kostka's later ntorareveals that in her younger days, Lucie was

regularly gang-raped (221). While her identity &gin is entirely a fictive construction, her idént
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as rape-survivor appears, to at least a partiafhatgr extent, real, since it is rooted in factants
that actually happened, even though the eventsgtaait Lucie this solid identity result from a
horrific act of violence against her body that llas power to shift it, against her will, from one
position within the patriarchal binary to the other

Yet Kostka's view of Lucie after discovering thiformation is ultimately no more realistic
or munificent than Ludvik’s. The manner in which ¢fka goes on to describe her shows that his
conception of her identity is almost as much arrabsconstruction as is Ludvik’'s. The attributesla
characteristics attached to her identity as rapessr, by Kostka, have more to do with this
identity’s rooting in a patriarchal cultural frangirthan with the factual reality of her past. Firstl
Kostka regards her sexual history as making up'vesy essence’ and so his understanding of her
identity is no less rooted than Ludvik’s in an adsen with her sexual status (221). More insidipusl
Kostka imagines that Lucie requires a ‘total foggiess’ that alone holds the power of ‘divestingha s
of its validity, undoing it, erasing it out of timeher having been raped leaving her in need of a
spiritual redemption that Kostka’'s faith in God mseathat only he can provide (234). Kostka
compares himself favourably to Ludvik, who, becalisaloes not know God, cannot forgive the sins
of those who cast him from the Party with the sameposed benevolence that Kostka can forgive
Lucie’s past, Kostka thereby bizarrely equating si@tus as “fallen” woman with the Communist
zealots who caused Ludvik’s own fall. The horroattinas been inflicted upon Lucie is not only
posited as something she has brought about hebs¢lfias additionally transformed her into a topl b
which Kostka can prove his spiritual superioritytt@ novel's main narrator. His suggestion that
Lucie ‘humbly give herself up to God'’s order’ eviegames her supposed cure as mirroring the act of
subordination to patriarchal authority that cautied cure’'s necessity — virtually a corrective rape
itself (236).

O’Brien repeatedly insists that Kostka views Luageven more of a Madonna than Ludvik
does, but the evidence above strongly suggestsphesite’> And even though Lucie’s identity to
Ludvik as virginal is factually inaccurate, whilerhdentity to Kostka as rape-survivor seems i, t
latter identity too still sees Lucie’s identity asharmful construction. Despite the gang-rape bamg
actual event, the notion that it leaves Lucie iedef forgiveness and spiritual redemption, while
simultaneously rendering her a source of sexuaptation, demonstrates that Lucie’s identity before
Kostka is still less real than authored, for thagbutes are the product of a specific culturand
patriarchal — framing of rape, rather than derivimgnsically from the crime itself.

Though the narrators are indeed shown to construdtiple falsifying accounts of her
identity for their own personal conveniences anédse O'Brien’s optimistic reading of Lucie’s
malleability is hard to justify without some seroteservations. She herself does not seem to draw
any noticeable empowerment from their mistakegatn, the reverse appears true: Ludvik's framing
of Lucie as virginal and Kostka's as “fallen” womemneed of redemption both actively facilitate her

further mistreatment at their hands. Since Ludwkrbearingly pressures her for sex without at all
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understanding why she is reticent, the later traghwexperiences at his hands directly results from
the identity he has imposed upon her being ignoofrihe first. And these accounts both equally
accentuate her perceived sexual status in ordieante her as an appendage of both male narrators’
own situations: her supposed virginity alleviatbe bleakness of Ludvik’'s time with the black
insignias, and Kostka's beliefs regarding her stas rape-survivor provide him with a misguided
opportunity to redeem his own spiritual identityhéEe constructions may well relativise each other,
but Lucie suffers no less from their results andhgomutability of identity proves no less dangerou
to her than it has to Ludvik. To focus on her #@pito demonstrate the fragility of imposed identity
constructions arguably sees a critical readinghefriovel repeating the same appropriative gesture
made by Kostka and Ludvik, as Lucie’s own consityemiserable experiences these identity
constructions become of secondary importance tghtss that other people can gain via them. Her
power to destabilise identity constructions maybmterest to us as readers, but is of no obvimes

to her as a female character. This power assigna hae that she did not appear to ask for and tha
sees her deriving not a single benefit for herseffyve only experience her suffering as a resilhe
identities written onto her and never actually s@nding them to enjoy a life free from their
influence.

Though | would therefore side less with O’'Brien andre with Restuccia, this is not to say
that Lucie’'s example only reiterates the point adse made, via Ludvik, that the ease with which
others can write identities onto us is almost uniflg harmful to those who are thus reshaped. One
important distinction is that Lucie’s various idiiiels, unlike Ludvik’s, result not from a political
regime, but through pernicious gender stereotylpgse thus reminds us that the shaping of idesstitie
is not always at the hands of those overtly intwali power, but can result through everyday
interactions in which less visible exercises of pownd privilege remain unchallenged. Ludvik’s
experiences taken in isolation are in danger ofgssting that were the particular regime that
persecutes him to fall, then such examples of nilittabeing taken advantage of would likewise
cease. For Ludvik they may well do, but Lucie’'s ex@nces suggest that more insidious
manifestations of power will continue to shape &as the lower scales of more deeply ingrained
hierarchies. The communists’ fashioning of Ludwkthus relativised as merely one variety of an
exercise of power that worked via other avenueg loefore their existence and so will likely long
outlive them. We cannot, therefore, pin the blameooe particular regime and imagine that after its
overthrow people will be free from being malignshioned. Ludvik has perhaps even unconsciously
learnt the true power of shaping people accordinlgis own needs from his own refashioning at the
hands of the communist authorities into a dissideimer who will meetheir needs. The practice of
manipulating the mutability of others thus survitleough perpetuating itself between one hierarchy
and the next, as people shaped due to their loitigrogn one hierarchy in turn attempt to shapestho

occupying a lower position than them in others.
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By the close of the first stage of the voyage itfie interior of slownessThe Jokehad
established a clear aporia between the conflistioghs of various forms of both slowness and speed,
an aporia that its final sequences worked hardbtsalidate. By this same stage of the voyage into
the interior of identity, an aporia appears fasslékely, since the malleability of identity hasdpe
portrayed with an almost overwhelming cynicismthié final sequence therefore produces a sign of
doubt regarding the ubiquity of such a trend, il e fresh, rather than supportive of the material
prior to it.

Ludvik is contrasted in Part Seven against Zemawdlom he finally meets face-to-face for
the first time after his expulsion and exile fromitersity. Zemanek was a guiding force behind the
shaping of Ludvik’s ironically intended postcardara signifier of outright dissidence and the shgpi
of Ludvik into a bitter man obsessed with revened Zemanek’s own mutability counterpoints
Ludvik’'s by appearing advantageous to him persgnadither than dangerously opening him up to
reshaping by third parties.

For Zemanek has successfully changed from the nfam expelled Ludvik for a jocular
remark about Trotsky to his former’s self's verypopite: a man who has recently ‘saved a student
from expulsion’ following a later political ‘prank(271). Ludvik realises that Zemanek has
‘completely abandoned his former views’, to theeextthat if he and Ludvik ‘were now to frequent
the same circles’, Ludvik would always find himstlking Zemanek’s side (271). Ludvik suddenly
sees the time he spent planning any form of revaggist him as completely wasted, since the man
against whom he has plotted essentially no longatse Zemanek’s mutability is empowering —
rendering completely futile Ludvik’s long-term hapef resolving his inner darkness through
somehow hurting him — because, unlike Ludvik orieube appears to remain in control of it. As the
political fashions change and regimes begin to mamainst their earlier architects and stalwarts, so
too can Zemanek, ensuring that however societysstie can always remain on top and untouched
by either the people who suffered through his astiduring previous years, or those who want to
displace the old guard. Mutability is here refranasda sign not of vulnerability but of endurance, a
process of resistance that facilitates survivabsgwvarious political epochs with often wildly veny
agendas. So for one rare residenTbé Jokethe possibilities created by the intrinsic mutigbiof
identity are personally valuable. These possibdgitare not taken advantage of by a third party who
seeks to shape Zemanek, but by Zemanek himself.

But Ludvik is a focal character througholite Joke while Zemanek never is, and so it is
Ludvik's reactions to Zemanek’s successful margh@glliof his own mutability that are heavily
emphasised, rather than Zemanek's own perspeckiis. lack of any narration from Zemanek's
perspective strongly minimises the potential voluofethe variation arising from his personal
experiences, onto which the reader has no direadaw, allowing Ludvik’'s anguish to override the
potential for Zemanek’s success to play out asua tounterpoint to Ludvik's previous failures to

overcome his status as wronged dissident. Deniedaf@ll future capacity for a revenge dependent
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on Zemanek’'s identity remaining ‘petrified’, Ludvikxperiences Zemanek’s changeability as
‘horrible’ (271). For the more an individual becangersonally invested in an identity other than his
or her own remaining stable, the more distressengrishe will find its fluctuations.

Kundera’s first novel thus ends with a variatioatteounds a further warning to the reader by
moving her to consider the value to her own memtalth of goals that require the stability of adhi
party, the maintenance of which can never be gteedn For when our own goals are utterly reliant
on a vanished third-party stability, our only optifmr avoiding Ludvik’'s despair is to take advamtag
of our own mutability in a way he has never meahilhg been able to do, through allowing these
goals of ours to change likewise, to adapt aloreg#é changing situation that has highlighted these
goal’s impossibility. The novel avoids informing iteader of whether or not Ludwkill be able to
change his own goals, or whether or not he willticore experiencing the hate locked within him for
the past fifteen years by the communists’ shapinggim, even though Ludvik now knows for sure
that this hate can never defuse itself throughnmgeeand so the need for him to take advantagesof hi
already proven mutability for himself sounds loutlemn it ever has before.

The immediate aftermath of his discovery suggésas Ludvik will not be able to adapt
alongside Zemanek, but the deeply introspectivéesaluative nature of the closing chapter offers
very fragile promise that change might be possiblehe apparent variation provided by Zemanek is
not entirely muted, for it still sounds as a raxaraple of someone lastingly able to take advantdge
his mutability for himself. But the novel's deniaf Zemanek a stint as narrator ensures that the
closing emphasis is not so harmoniously on thendeficountering of Ludvik's inability to take
advantage of his own mutability against Zemaneaiisrph. The Jokenstead ends by emphasising a
note of indefiniteness regarding whether Ludvik darally seize for himself the mutability that
previously has only been taken advantage of byrsthend by stoking the hope of a sympathetic
reader that he will. The closing focus is less onumusual example of a character who has
successfully changed, and more on one who urgaeatys to but may well remain stuck in the mould

imposed upon him by his enemies long ago.

“The Hitchhiking Game” !

A hope that individuals such as Ludvik might leéortake the lasting advantage of their mutability
that they desperately require is not encouragedhtsy short-story. The very possibility that our
mutability might be beneficially activated for oahges is reframed here as laughably naive in tbe fa
of the possible dangers.

This does not immediately appear to be the case.ahonymous ‘girl’ of the story, fearing
that her boyfriend is put off by her bodily inseties and so finds other women ‘more attractive and
more seductive’, pretends to be a lascivious Hilik+2 The couple are beginning a two week

‘vacation’, which functions here as a seemingly agmtaphor for the girl's hopes of enjoying a
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temporary respite from an identity of shame andetpxsince a vacation is a supposedly pleasurable,
temporary suspension of a more mundane life wattinige resumed once the break is ougr, 87).
That the identity she chooses is that of a hitotthiddso serves an aptly metaphorical function, twvhic
reveals her own state of mind regarding her newdomutability: a newly fashioned identity is
something she can hail at a moment of her choosafgly inhabit while it takes her where she wants
to go, and then easily depart. At first, the rdie plays appears shaky as ‘a touch of the old gnxie
mars her performance (84). These initial nervesigiide and soon she is acting ‘with an ease that
astonished her’ (88). To assume a new identityotsemtirely effortless, but practice quickly makes
perfect. Furthermore, there appear no obvious darigdaking advantage of one’s mutability in this
way: the girl is easily able to throw off her raace alone (92). It might be wondered what exactly
Ludvik was finding so difficult. The identity of éhtext itself also appears a happy fit with thd'gir
optimism, for as a short-story it might be a simyldight, breezy interlude in any reading schedule

But vacations are not always the happy affairgested by the brochures and hitchhikers
might alternatively be seen as rather recklesgdayathe dangers to which their actions exposmthe
At the start of the story, both characters undadstahat is unfolding as merely a ‘game’ (82). What
eventually unfolds throughout that evening's dinaed the following dehumanising sexual encounter
rapidly becomes more of a nightmare. After sex,dineis ‘glad’ that ‘they would again be the two
people they had been before’ (104). But the naathortly ends on the suggestion that returning to
her previous identity might be far harder than aigfirst apparent.

The interpretations of this story by MisurellaB@en and Banerjee all ably explore the
dangers of the couple’s game, but without reallyelling upon the key producer of the woman’s
distress? | would argue that the problems directly resudnfirthis identity template’s fictional nature.
The identity that the girl wishes to fully assunoe the duration of the game is modelled on a pre-
existent fictional norm or stereotype that she slsoto imitate: that of a female character ‘out of
trashy literature’ (88). Unlike the roles of bit@issident and whore in need of redemption foragd o
Ludvik and Lucie respectively withifihe Jokethis role is not directly imposed upon the gidrh an
external source, but follows her own selection pfefabricated template. This might seem a famtasti
idea, from which an individual like Ludvik mightadily learn the ability to select a model that
displays the wished for characteristics that h&daand slip easily into a new identity, which is
already crafted and merely waiting to be inhabited.

But trashy literature is designed as escapisantnot for psychological nuance or realism,
and so offers a poor mirror for an individual toaigme how its situations might be genuinely
experienced. If such literature represents a gdrawel brochure itself, for alternative identgjehen
it is one that fails to represent the destinatidh & particular care for accuracy. The girl thhsases
this template unaware of just how dehumanisingy \whl experience the events that result from her
selection, which are perceived by her as the dinpgosite to the idealised, ‘romantic’ nature she

initially attributes to the role (88). She becomapidly unhappy as her boyfriend becomes ‘vulgar
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and lascivious’, orders her to pose naked acroggmr@o and gloats during sex that he only kisses
women he loves (104). This is clearly not to sat tio one finds this sort of sex fun, but the theat

this girl is repeatedly described as ‘sobbing’ ®sjg that she is very clearly not doing so her$éié
importance of the fictional nature of the templa&efurther stressed when the boyfriend, too, is
revealed to know the ‘literature’ from which heeidity is being emulated (103). And while knowing
the role only through fiction leads to her takirigon without a real consideration of how she
personally will experience it, it correspondingbatls to her boyfriend having observed only how
fictional women react to such treatment and sogpeompletely unable to read obvious signs that the
real woman in front of him is getting little to nmeasure from a situatiosheis evidently finding
distressing. Her experiences might counterpointwisi to see Ludvik able to marshal his mutability
for himself, by warning that even self-activatedtafility should come with a health warning. The
reader is warned not to wish for an identity purlegcause it seems the enjoyable opposite to an
identity currently causing problems. Fictional misdenore specifically, are dangerous because they
provide very little insight into how they will bexperienced in reality. The mutability that has bedk
the girl into such a situation is then unable tipheer check out with the same ease. What appeared
vacation becomes a one-way trip into a situatiofonger wanted.

The final chapters of this story see the girl simhply trapped in a fantasy role that has
become a horrifying reality, but apparently stucktween a prior self terrified of being thus
dominated, and a new self who relishes it and whi almost, though not quite, usurped the prior
self. This juxtaposition of two contradictory sedvies evidenced by a sense that the resultant sex
appears described from two contradictory viewpgie#sh taking control for a moment before falling
to the other. That she remembers having crossttladden boundary’, into sex divorced from love,
‘without objections and as a full participant’ ién the face of both her ‘loud sobs’ only a moment
before and an attempt to kiss her partner thaoughly turned away (104-105). The persona that
exists willingly on one side of this boundary does seem to remember the protestations litera8ly ju
advanced by what appears a separate persona naddamgbjections to this move.

Despite the ostensible victory of the self emyirebmfortable with the situation, there is no
entirely neat progression that sees an old persgaly swamped by a new one. Immediately after
the apparent victory of a self described as comayleiomfortable with what is happening, this vigtor
appears reduced by the girl feeling ‘horror at tneught that she had never known such pleasure’
(105). The hitch-hiker of trashy literature whonmeshitially wanted to become is a woman who
would feel only the pleasure of such a humiliatithe girl from the start of the story would feelyn
the horror. That both these emotions now co-exiggests not a complete usurpation of one self by
the other, or a collapse into an amorphous mes®vefy possible self, but a simultaneous
experiencing of the situation from the perspectif/i¢he old self and the perspective of the new. Her
mutability here proves so distressing not becaugsais to a total fragmentation, but because it is

only apartial mutability and thus results in an uncomfortablertay of two opposing identities. She
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does not so much finish the story completely amoughas much as she becomes simultaneously two
different people, with contradictory stances towgatbe sexual practices in which her body has
become immersed, each existing bound to the difffieat is ultimately most distressing is perhaps not
the memory of the sexual humiliation itself, bu¢ tlact that as the awkward girl she possesses the
memory of enjoying it as the fictional hitchhikemd as the fictional hitchhiker she possesses the
memory of having felt only distressingly degraded.

The very fictionality of the hitchhiker identity iperhaps to blame for this final distress as
well as the distress earlier experienced throughstxual humiliation itself. Fictional identitiesea
portrayed here as too flaky to take a solid ho&d] this particular fictional identity done so, tiid in
question might feel only the pleasure of the situmtand no longer the horror. So while the new
identity’s fictionality is at first problematic baase it gives the girl no insight into how she will
experience the results, it is ultimately problemégcause its overwriting of her previous identiy
never be thorough enough. Once she cannot es¢abe imight wish it would instead go all the way,
since this would equally alleviate the horror oingecaught between both. She thus ends up unable to
complete either of the manoeuvres that, at the sfahe story, both seemed so easily feasible: she
can neither go all of the way into bringing a paasgly fictional identity into the realm of the reabr
cast it aside so that she can return to the old.

This story thus appears less hopeful regardingrth&bility of identity even thaihe Joke,
which suggested, if only through Zemanek as a mggthcounterpoint, that it can be an advantage
when seized for ourselveBlutability here isnot only dangerous when other people marshal it to
shape us for their own ends. Modelling new ideggiton pre-existent templates initially appears a
wonderful and safe idea, but a failure to consither precise nature of these templates means
mutability can be equally dangerous when used lgedves. This story warns of jumping into a role
that appearsto offer everything needed to escape aspectsdividnal might wish were otherwise,
but which is better off left as fantasy. It alsormsathat mutability modelled on fictional templates
may never be powerful enough to overwrite prionittees and so is in danger of leaving a hybridity
of selves old and new, each distraught at expéaieagpects of the other.

The boyfriend is ultimately horrified at what thiel ¢nas become and turns off the light so that
he can avoid looking at her (105). The identitytto$ text as short-story is revealed here not ta be
parallel to the girl's ambitions for a brief datiee with the identity of hitch-hiker. It is insteéae
result of a narrator who mirrors the boyfriend witthe text by switching off his own illuminatiorf o
the couple. The ‘thirteen days’ of vacation that tioyfriend unhappily knows lie ahead of them
directly conjure, for the reader, the potentialtess of story, occurring over a precisely delireat
time-frame, that the narrator flees from havingetb(106). It is not inevitably a short-story dt, &ut
a potential novel cut short in its youth, by a ator whose shrinking away only further turns up the
volume on the dangers of taking advantage of petsoatability, through depicting these dangers as

too traumatic for him to continue observing andoréipg. Through taking advantage of his power to
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control the nature of the text's identity, thenistinarrator gives both himself and the reader the
freedom to leave behind the situation in which toeiple themselves are glued, leaping out of a
vehicle in which his characters remain stuck wth doors firmly locked. Through his power over the
text, the narrator is advantageously able to etiliee mutability of a third-party, exactly alongsithe

main character within the text appearing completgigble to achieve what she wishes with her own.

Lifeis Elsewhere

Kundera’s second novel does not provide particuliolid a counterpoint to prevailing trends. It
continues the critique of the manoeuvre tiae Jokeultimately suggests is urgently needed by
Ludvik: that of marshalling control of one’s own tability. More specifically, it advances this
critique by furthering the focus from “The Hitchinlg Game” on utilising this mutability through the
following of fictional templates. But unlike therbfrom that story, who does not realise the dasger
of shaping herself around such templates untilats Life is Elsewhereees the young poet Jaromil
attempt a refashioning of his identity that mighitially appear much more likely to function as
expected. For his refashioning differs from hersfojowing a template of the character's own
authoring.

Throughout Part One, Jaromil is bullied by his rpeand awkwardly virginal. The
embarrassing imprint upon both his brow and hishahg of his mother's overbearing love, which
dogs him throughout his childhood, leads him tdeaten up ‘several times’ by his classméatdézart
Two of the novel abandons the characters and tbRar One in favour of the strongly magic-realist
story of Xavier, for whom ‘sleep is life and life but a dream’ and who ‘goes from dream to dream as
if he were going from one life to another’ (62).Vi&x is everything that Jaromil is not, enjoying a
dashing physical prowess and an effortless way wdmen. In stark contrast to Jaromil’s vacillation
outside a bathroom, inside which he knows a nakednawn is sitting ripe for his predatory
observation, Xavier leaps straight into an unknewaman’s bedroom through an open window, saves
her from an abusive partner and wins a promise fr@mto run away with him (55-62). He also
rescues a series of revolutionaries from imminewetceation (75). Misurella vividly describes Xavier
as ‘a man of action and success, leaping boundamsekicing women, winning fame and affection
while destroying authority figure$® The relationship of this story to Jaromil’s is kepclear, though
Xavier’s dislike of ‘the pettiness’ that makes ‘m&emi-men’ might cause the reader to wonder what
opinion the latter might hold of the former, welney ever to meet (69-70).

By the end of Part Four, however, Jaromil’s sitraBppears to have changed for the better:
he has successfully seduced a woman and feelthddirst time, a proper adult (154). It is revehle
very soon afterward that the poet Jaromil and tiearder Xavier are not so distinct as Keats’ dream
guide within his “The Fall of Hyperion” imagines:aXier is a character in ‘a fantastic story’ autliore

by Jaromil (166%° As CristinaSandru argues, the poet ‘imaginatively creates’ ¥aws someone
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‘who possesses all the attributes that Jaromil egisio have but does nét.He thus resembles the
template of the hitchhiker adopted by the girl vibiags to rid herself of her bodily insecurities)yon
this template is one of Jaromil’'s own authoring. aRlaromil’s first girlfriend flirtingly calls him
‘Xavier' herself, his successful taking on of Xavseidentity appears confirmed (167). Through
carefully creating his own template, rather thanging into one prepared by others, he seems to have
successfully refashioned himself, achieving a &athich the main characters from the two previous
texts explored here have failed.

A link soon appears forged between taking advantsigone’s own mutability and taking
advantage of other people’s: Jaromil's sketchingaaf entirely new self-portrait’ is followed by a
realisation that his lover now ‘belongs to him mtran ever’ and ‘is his creation’ (222, 226). Hs ha
just denounced her to the police for failing toommh them herself of her brother’'s imminent flight
from the young communist country, an action thawvocably alters his girlfriend’s destiny by leayin
her languishing in a police cell. Any residual gady at her independence is gone, replaced by the
same sense of grandeur at having sacrificed a ihddote to revolutionary ideals as enjoyed by
Xavier. Jaromil is now in control of reshaping natt his own destiny, but that of others too. Tgkin
control of one’'s own mutability appears just thestfistep towards taking control of mutability in
general.

But the sense that Jaromil's assumption of Xasipgrsonality is watertight is soon rendered
ambiguous. Xavier's betrayal of his own lover was prompted by jealousy in the first place, but by
an ardent desire to rush towards the ‘rattling gahthat sounds in the distance like ‘a nightiregsl
thrill’ (75). He is obviously on the way to placifgmself in some considerable danger, since the
revolution he is intent on assisting is still unfiolg. That the revolutionary forces Jaromil waltsid
have already seized power means that his own saglyosevolutionary act can be accomplished
within the comfort of a police station. And aftas Imtervention, Jaromil winds up back at home with
his mother and compares himself to Keats, a futrample of the disempowered poetic precedents
who have been haunting him throughout the novelfrpen whom he appeared to have torn himself
away (226). While Jaromil now feels ‘manly’, he harhaps become more of a parody of Xavier
than Xavier himself (226).

Yet Jaromil is clearly not the same man of thdierasections, since he has at the very least
found a woman devoted to him and stuck up for émlutionary ideals. Rather than remaining stuck
as his old self or completely taking on the neventhhe resembles the state of the girl at the dbse
“The Hitchhiking Game” through being something of@verlay between two selves. Unlike her, that
his control over his own mutability has not gonletla way causes him no discernible distress. There
appears no experiential clash between the two selwgressions of his situation. He experiences
only the joyous grandiosity of a Jaromil who knotisat his actions at least halfway resemble
Xavier's, and none of Xavier's annoyance that thest@ns have not entirely avoided being coloured

by Jaromil's trademark pettiness. If his transfaioma into the alternative identity has indeed got
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stuck like that of the hitchhiking girl, it appedtshave got stuck at the exact ratio most conautiv

him feeling all of the triumph and none of the desp

This status of relative comfort is not to outldst tlose of the novel. Part Six abandons Jarontileat
above point and features the very earliest diretgriuption by one of Kundera’'s extra-diegetic
narrators. His role here is apparently to hypoteeai model of textual indeterminacy that he opposes
to Jaromil’sinability to assume completely a new identity of téwvising. The narrator tells us that ‘a
novel has much more freedom’ than a person and niemades this by jumping forward several years,
to the time of Jaromil’s now ex-girlfriend’s releasom prison (230).

The identity of the novel itself, though, is faorin as free as this particular narrator insists. It
enjoys a mere image of freedom, one marshalledrigri@tor working according to his own motives.
That this narrator is really in control, ratherrithe novel itself, is attested to almost immedyate
after he speaks glowingly of the novel's freedotrcan only move to a different time because the
narrator himself knocks down the ‘observatory’ fromhich he was viewing Jaromil and his
contemporaries and erects a new one (230). He ewmsiders several possible sites, which he
successively dismisses as ‘not important’ to his awerests, and candidly admits that the novel has
previously discussed Jaromil’'s youth because it hiaschoice that it do so. His valorising of the
novel form’s intrinsic ‘freedom’ is thus stronglyimmised by the fact that his novel, for one, it no
free. It might well be mutable, but as the oeuvae already often shown, mutability in no way equals
freedom when it is so ripe for seizure by a thiadty. A novel that was as free as this narrator
suggests would go wheitewanted, rather than working to its narrator’s lmdd This particular novel
is free to go only exactly where a strongly setémasted narrator commands it to go.

It quickly becomes clear that Jaromil is not tharator's favourite person: he somewhat
gleefully denounces him as ‘foolish Jaromil, a mémo never knew anything about anyone!’(229).
Considering that he has made these feelings dteigrperhaps no coincidence that the events seen
from the newly erected observatory happen to dejaicbmil’s ex-girlfriend revealing that when she
claimed to be visiting her brother in order to dede him from fleeing the country, she was actually
visiting an older lover (236). Her brother was rrepkanning to emigrate and so Jaromil’'s grandiose
sense of having uncovered a traitor is based upmver-story designed to mask the fact that hed fir
lover was cheating on him. And his grand love-steag, to the girl in question, only a vignette er h
own life. His two supposedly most magnificent attually only further reveal the extent of his pett
self-delusions. Xavier, then, he most definitelyna.

Part Seven sees Jaromil arriving at a party aétarand members of the media, where he
starts a fight with a painter. Jaromil is carriéike’ a tender, desperate fish’ out onto a high drajc
and trapped outdoors, where he falls back intmtlevays of impotent ranting (254). As a resultof
failed physical confrontation that Xavier wouldatfessly have won, the poet eventually dies at ‘no

yet twenty years old’ of ‘pneumonia’ (259). Withotlte narrator's manipulation of the novel's
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freedom through his digression to the future, thia,reader wouldtill see the Xavier identity fail
under the reassertion of Jaromil’'s old weakness$.sBe might also maintain the illusion that through
both his denunciation of a traitor and his haviag b woman fawn over him exclusively Jaromil had
moved a substantial part of the way there, rathan bnly ever having been Jaromil. The narrator’s
temporal intervention leaves Jaromil not just dafidr an at least partially successful stint asiav
but stresses that he was deluded in ever imaghrimgelf to have come close to being Xavier in the
first place.

Sandru’s conclusion that the alternative models a#ntity constructed by imaginative
possibilities like Xavier are ‘subversive’ becatisey represent selves ‘that could be’ is thus redea
through the achronological intervention of Part, $oxmiss the point that Xavier represents a model
that, despite being one of Jaromil’s own authoraay never convincingly actuali§&wWere Part Five
to be followed immediately by the events of Paneé®eSandru might have a stronger case, since the
evidence would then better support an interpretativat the template’s partial success indeed
suggests that Xavier is someone Jar@oilld be. Part Six’s revelation sees the narrator sirgsbat
what appears a subversive potential is ultimatadyenof a reactionary kick in the teeth. This is toot
suggest conclusively that an individual can neake tadvantage of his or her mutability, but tharev
self-authored models are very much restricted iatwiey can achieve. They perhaps even allow less
mutability than the externally-authored templatemdd by the girl of “The Hitchhiking Game”,
since even the double-image of Jaromil and Xavigragent at the close of Part Five is exposed as
illusory. He was never really a hybrid of the tvimatt collapsed back into the former, but only eust |
Jaromil.

| would charge the narrator, then, with manipulgtihe supposedly free novel to assume its
new perspective in Part Six specifically so thedezacannot miss the proof that the narrator knows
will be revealed, in its new location, of the exteri Jaromil’s failure to be anything other than
Jaromil. He cannot just leave Jaromil dead, buttsvany impression that he was ever successfully
Xavier to be buried alongside him. The inabilitweealed here of Jaromil to take advantage of his
personal mutability and become Xavier to any megfnindegree at all is thus counterpointed with a
textual mutability of which the narrate successfully able to take advantage. The notiahghople
in positions of authority or power can shape trentdies of others with more efficiency than people
can shape themselves should by now be familiar. tBist is the loudest variation yet where the
indeterminacy taken advantage of by another isifspaty textual, manipulated by a visible narrator
who seems to possess an ulterior motive and ks diwalms in stepping into the foreground and
reconstructing his novel’'s architecture in ordebttimg this motive to fruition.

As Jaromil lies dying, the identity that his matheas previously hoped to fix upon him
throughout his life is reinscribed as she calls hirtbeautiful little boy’ with the ‘hair of an antje
(260). This novel ends by reminding its reader ttat total failure of Jaromil’'s own attempted

manipulation of his mutability is not to be takenasuggestion that we are simply host to inewtabl
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core characteristics that will resist any refastiignThe closing emphasis stresses that Jaromyl onl
ever constructed Xavier as a fantasised oppositentadentity that was written onto him by an
overbearing external influence, working accordingt$ own self-interests. Our identities, once agai

are vividly susceptible to shaping, but just veayety in a way that we will ever be able to utilise

positively or safely by our own hands.

The Book of Laughter and Forgetting

Kundera'’s fourth novel continues to demonstratestirae dangers already seen in the texts preceding
it. Mirek, for example, attempts to rework his owdentity in the eyes of those around him through
the seizure of letters that attest to feelings towaan ex-girlfriend of whom he is now ‘horribly
ashamed’ (F, 15). The émigré Tamina, meanwhile, seeks toenegriher own lost letters not to
manipulate her identity, but to safeguard it framesaasure enforced by distances both geographic and
temporal. Since ‘her entire being contains’ onlyatvBhe can keep in sight from her past, as her
memories fade so too do the very ‘contours’ of igentity (119). While Mirek attempts to take
advantage of his mutability for himself, Taminaeaipts to lock a decaying identity that already
exists into place. Both attempts predictably f&imilarly to Ludvik and Jaromil, Mirek cannot
activate his own mutability for his own ends; semiy to the girl from “The Hitchhiking Game”,
Tamina cannot turn off her own and prevent a folyngtiable self falling away from her reach.

The experiences of Marketa in Part Two, however; swggest a rare counterpoint advanced
through a focal character achieving what Mirek @anfrom the start of her marriage to Karel,
Marketa has lived under the weight of being ‘thétdyeof the two’, her identity within the pairing
strictly delineated as such during the ‘contracida during the start of ‘every love relationshipl).

This role is contrary to a former ‘untameable, tidnes’ persona with which she appeared to be
happy (52). By the end of her portion of the nohelvever, Marketa is on the verge of winning back
this prior identity by cheating on her husband with mistress. That she will successfully break out
of her imposed mould is not entirely certain, thougseems that with the encouragement of her
friend Eva, she will indeed be able to shed thatiewritten onto her and return to the prior itign
submerged by the gendered codes that suggest amanheat on his wife, but not a woman on her
husband (71). Taken on its own, this is a promisnagnent within a sympathetic character arc.

And yet the narrator’s authority over the vivid tigsd amorphousness suggested by the very
form of the novel works to counteract any true peledence that Marketa might be able to achieve.
As suggested at the very start of the thesis, Biartsees the novel that formerly appeared rather
disparate framed instead as one ‘in the form ofatians’, (227). Furthermore, each of the character
from the prior sections of the novel are definedly narrator here as existing ‘for Tamina’, whose
novel this therefore most definitely is, even whasduring the majority of it, she is entirely sthge

(227). The textual identity of this novel partiallyokesLife is Elsewhergin which the seemingly
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distinct story of Xavier is later revealed to bestary-within-a-story written by Jaromil. But the
digression inLife is Elsewhereappears as a lone aberration in a text that, upisorevelation, has
otherwise followed a single character and a sipeline. Xavier is then revealed to be the fiotb
creation of this single character, so that eves tligparity originates from a creative act perfatme
within the same diegetic space as the rest ofdtiera And the subsequent departure to a futureespa
in Part Six ofLife is Elsewherés still bridged by the presence within both tizenes of Jaromil’s ex-
girlfriend. The set-up oftife is Elsewherés thus a far cry from the series of five sepasiteies that
Part Six ofLaughter and Forgettinghen suggests is one primary story, Tamina’'s, arsgtaof
variations upon her experiences, the unity of attarahat one would expect from a novel provided
by Tamina being placed at the top of a hierarclay #ubordinates all others to h&vhile Jaromil
effectively creates his own variation existing aficional remove from himself, the narrator of
Laughter and Forgettingathers a series of stories existing at the saegetic level as each other
and marshals them around the cause of a singlaabkamho, within the fictional space of the novel,
is objectively no less legitimately real (or undeidlan they. The potential textual amorphousness of
this novel is thus by far the greatest encountardtie oeuvre so far, and yet, like the lesseruxt
amorphousness dfife is Elsewherethe mutability resulting from this amorphousnisslso easily
marshalled around a narrator’s specific goals.

These are goals with which it is easy to feel ngyimpathy than with the effective though
somewhat cruel underlining of Jaromil’'s completéufa to become Xavier. Nor are these goals born
of the fear of what is unfolding that motivates tregrator of “The Hitchhiking Game” towards taking
advantage of the textual mutability there, throagtting his story short. O'Brien fairly suggestsith
the ‘intrusive narrator’ is ‘invoking authorial fiain the hope to ensure that, ‘in this novel inierh
erasure is shown to be an inescapable feature ®f palitics and sexual politics’, it becomes
‘impossible to erase Tamina’, since she becomesgnt even in her absenéglt could alternatively
be suggested that the narrator is providing hea, lagely exile, with a community of individuals wh
have experienced similar events, so that she rgelogver has to be alone. Both of these motivations
would suggest a textual mutability being taken atage of for perhaps the most nobly intentioned
reasons behind any manipulation of another bodyiahility in the oeuvre.

By framing the text in this way, however, rathban letting each of the stories he has
gathered and the characters who inhabit them remaireir disparate state, the narrator stamps down
hard upon the potential Marketa previously appe#oeshjoy to use her own mutability for her own
ends. Marketa's efforts to take control back over ldentity become insignificant, as her life is
suddenly rendered redundant on its own terms, asrébained agency she formerly lost to her
relationship with Karel is again lost to a spiritwaelationship with Tamina. This is a relationship
where the very contract describing its terms, avhich Marketa has no say since she is not even
aware of its being drawn up, can only ever reledptieto a status of secondary importance, since

every other character exists only ‘for’ Tamina aeder Tamina for any of the other characters (227).
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Tamina is the woman the narrator places in frorthefmirror, while everyone else must be happy to
remain merely her reflection. While O’'Brien’s reagliis definitely correct regarding the potential

alleviation of Tamina’s own erasure, he missesitthiey that a woman on the verge of escaping the
erasure of her own agency has her burgeoning ratiamof this agency itself erased, through the
operation of the very structural device that O’'Brianvisages as coming to Tamina’s aid. A potential
counterpoint to prevailing trends, then, ultimatslyitches to become a further confirmation of the

trends both within this novel and in those precgdtin

Immortality

The final Czech novel again continues to highlighé common dangers that result from our
mutability. Two important moments, however, vergtigively counterpoint this trend with extremely
fragile notes of optimism.

Immortality suggests several ways in which characters’ agawvey their mutability is,
familiarly, less than that of third parties who tdathem with a particular identity and then limitya
further capacity for shaping. Faces, for exampé never be unique, but are instead akin to the
‘serial number’ of a car, stamped by a ‘Creatortoorach bare model to provide it with a fixed
identity, (, 13). Once we exist within this world, stuck witlhe face our Creator has chosen, a
misdirected form of our own personal agency caritlim further: a youth, who sounds much like
Jaromil, joins the Communist party in the beligtthe is gallantly distinguishing himself, whenifie
in fact condensing himself into a mere ‘revolutipnenage’ (237). And once we have returned to our
Creator, the machinations of other people stilhlivin this world will control our lasting imagetaf
our deaths (83). Together, these three examplesmmte a moment before birth during which we
are cast into a particular shape beyond our chgpaimoment within life during which an attempt to
take back control leads us only into inhabitingeady-made script that is all style and no substance
and an ongoing lack of freedom after death thad see immortal identity left at the mercy of those
who remain behind. Our lack of full, fruitful cootrover our identities appears across these example
to be enduringly eternal.

After his death, however, Goethe personally atgéwaiis mutability in order to thwart the
goals of his admirer, Bettina. Throughout his li@&gethe attempts to resist the efforts of Bettma t
guarantee her own immortal image by wielding iewacably to the eternal reputation of the artist.
Though she appears to succeed through publishieg firivate correspondence &3oethe’s
Briefwechsel mit einem Kind@n the afterlife he is able to get his own ba8B)( Bettina has not
anticipated that denizens of the afterlife can tgd®to look the way they did at any time in thizied’
(96). Goethe takes advantage of this mutability asglimes the visage of an old man, heightening its
decrepitude via a deliberate ‘scare-crow get upthat Bettina’'s carefully constructed immortalisy

damaged through its close association with sudolish-seeming figure (96). Not only can he safely
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select from a number of templates, unlike the waajority of the characters so far, but he can also
modify them to his specification once chosen, ideorbest to serve his purpose. A figure attempting
to control Goethe’s mutability for her own ends$has defeated by him taking it back for himsel&ain
victorious counter-attack.

This success story is modulated not only by beingtdd by the visages that Goethe has
already worn, but by the very fact of it occurrimgthe afterlife. It thus leaves only a slim hopatt
such a manoeuvre might be possible in the realdyarithout the powers we are only granted once
we have departed from it for good. Belief in thessability that our mutability can be advantageously
used for ourselves could even be described asagedrhere, rather cynically, as a faith as growssdle
as a faith in Heaven. And either way, Goethe’swseinf his own mutability in Heaven does little to
assuage the image that will forever remain of himiarth thanks to Bettina’s manipulations.

The second moment that offers a potential countetrgo the oeuvre’s prevailing trends
arises via the sequence before Agnes’ untimelyhdead car-crash, when Agnes achieves a moment
of contact with a supposed prior state that exi&®re any identity is written onto a body. A
dichotomy is drawn here between ‘self’ and ‘beintye former is the construction written onto the
latter (287). That this is matural state is exaggerated by the natural landscapehbatsurrounds
Agnes and aids her regeneration, as though seteew deing what a sprawling cityscape is to the
countryside, or an imposition that unavoidably dgst the purity of what it touches through
transforming it irrevocably into its opposite. Baging can apparently throw off the self imposedrupo
it, in an act of rebellion experienced by Agnesaaspecial, unforgettable’ moment of ‘happiness
(287).

A couple of major caveats ratchet down the volurinthis potentially powerful counterpoint
to the majority of the variations charted thus #&gnes is very soon killed and so the reader never
learns how much strength Agnes’ being actually ©idlal ward off the seemingly inevitable future
attempts to enforce any particular self back upolt might well be able to survive back in the diiel
of a city, or it might alternatively prove too filggto endure when separated from the landscape tha
inspired its rebirth. The second caveat resultmfter very thrall, in this sequence, to the natural
environment, which has been interpreted by Ricardkin to a possession by the lands¢apenes’
belief that she is re-engaging with pure being mitgelf be a mere product of this bewitchment, the
landscape attempting to lure her to remain indtsdrs by providing a facsimile of an experience tha
Kunderan characters before her have found unre#isbature might only be constructing a new self
for her, one in thrall to a different sort of emnment and that imagines it is free, rather than
returning her to the purity of being.

Between Goethe and Agnes, then, two potentiallynmimg new options emerge for dealing
with the difficulties that result from our mutalyli These largely arrive from opposite directions,
since one involves all the physical appearancemainidual has ever enjoyed becoming a set of

templates that can be selected from at will, wtiile other potentially involves the shedding of all
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identity templates and a return to a purity thas Ibeneath them. The potential success storieg abou
harnessing mutability from texts such Bse Joke“The Hitchhiking Game”Life is Elsewherand
Laughter and Forgettingnostlylead to failure, or to greater danger; the onlackxample that leads

to neither, that of Zemanek ifhe Jokeis modulated by the construction of that noveltsat his
success story is drowned out by the vividly nadaterror of Ludvik. The aforementioned
modulations of these twin victories iimmortality are more akin to strong caveats than total
minimisations, especially in Goethe’s case, sineéshat least a focal character who does inarguably
manage what the girl from “The Hitchhiking Game”dadaromil do not. Agnes’ victory is more
guestionable, yet still introduces a possibilitywere before seen and which, however strong the
caveats, is only arguably rather than definitivetyealised, since whether or not the environmest ha
aided her or bewitched and deluded her is left gotis. These incidents depart from the majority of
previous variations through providing a pair ofaclexamples that allow some optimism to remain,

rather than none at all, even if this optimism rexa&ver minimised.

Variations on | dentity

The Czech variations on the theme of identity dogmnearly as far towards establishing the sort of
aporia documented throughout Chapter One, fordkis texplored here show that both personal and
textual identities are usually ripe for shapingtbiyd parties with agendas of their own. And when
individuals attempt to take control of their own tathility for themselves, this process either faits
runs dangerously awry. In only a small number agationable or muted cases are Kundera's Czech
characters able to maintain control of the mutgbihat results from the instability of their idéres

and utilise it to their own advantage

The closing scenes dthe Jokeplace Ludvik in a situation where he needs to takerol of
his identity and change, through reshaping or eladding the bitter persona written onto him long
ago by his expulsion from University. His goalstaghat point have required the long-term stability
of another character, Zemanek, the only charaoténat novel (and virtually the whole oeuvre) able
safely to control his mutability for himself, and who is no longer the man Ludvik needs him to be
in order for his planned revenge to function. Téader is left in a state of doubt regarding whetiner
not Ludvik’s goals will be able to adapt alongstte third-party whose own fluctuations these goals
failed to predict.

“The Hitchhiking Game” and.ife is Elsewherepresent two possible means by which a
character like Ludvik might achieve such a requeatnBoth of these involve the modelling of a new
self upon fictional templates and both are iniaportrayed with enough optimism to seem
empowering ways out of an impasse like Ludvik's.eQittional template is borrowed from a pre-

existent source; the other is authored by the iddat himself, in a concerted attempt to craft ane
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identity that throws off the qualities written orttdm throughout his childhood by his overbearing
mother.

Neither option works. The girl of “The HitchhikinGame” is left stuck as a nightmarish
overlay of two different selves with diametricaipposite experiences of the situation in which they
find themselves, while Jaromil appears fixed inirailar state between his old persona and the
idealisation of Xavier, before the extra-dieget&rator’'s manipulation of the novel’s textual idgnt
impresses upon the reader that he was, actually, emer Jaromil. Neither sort of template, self-
authored or otherwise, offers a safe way of hainggte mutability that still far more often places
characters under the thrall of others. That botiratters seemed so confident of their success only
makes their ultimate failures sound the louder.

Later Czech novels continue to present confirmatitiat the mutability of our identity only
leaves us dangerously open to shaping by thirdeganivhile minimising any examples that might
begin to emerge as potential counterpoints. TheataarofLaughter and Forgettingrases Marketa’s
burgeoning ability to shape her own roles and §ications for herself, while ilmmortality Goethe’s
ability to harness his own mutability at will, irrder to thwart Bettina’'s efforts to manipulate it
herself, is possible only in the afterlife and holdtle power over the artificial image of him tha
remains down below. Agnes, meanwhile, apparentlyrme to a state of pure being that exists
independently of any identity template at all, et newfound status can readily be interpreted as
confirming Ricard’s sense of her falling under tieall of the environment itself. If these two
examples fromimmortality do suggest a greater proportion within a singie ¢f more optimistic
notes than generally heard in the texts precedini is through demonstrating the very tentative

beginnings of a changing trend, rather than a perarrived at.
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Four: Identity

“If he had known her only with the face she shoves h
colleagues, her bosses, her subordinates, woultfdte have

moved and enchanted hini?”

1. Identity under fire

The problems that plague Chantal and Jean-Maraigh@ut Kundera’s second French novel begin
during a rendezvous at a small town on the Normaodgt. Jean-Marc mistakes a distant stranger for
his partner and so becomes worried that the lattdentity cannot be as vivid or coherent as he had
previously imagined. Chantal, meanwhile, after mggiver the increasing feminisation of men and
the consequence that they will ‘never turn to labker again’, has an experience in a local café th
cruelly demonstrates the opposite, with two hypeascaline figures leaving her feeling severely
threatenedI@entity, 13). The couple reunites in Chantal’s hotel roarhere a typically Kunderan
misunderstanding provides the catalyst for the nedea of the narrative. A shaken Chantal attempts
to lighten the mood by discussing with Jean-Magrcdights that prompted her conclusions regarding
masculinity, but can only repeat ‘Men don't turnlémk at me anymore’ in a tone that suggests to
Jean-Marc that this fact has left her severely wedn(22). Jean-Marc and Chantal later discuss her
job in advertising, a vocation that excels at tifegion of objects with identities often wildly atlds
with their practical purpose, such as the infaseii nuclear weapon ‘Little Boy’ that ended over
100,000 lives in a single afternoon (29). Jean-Rdarealisation that Chantal excels at an occupation
that bores her and so is intrinsically two-facedHer stokes his impression that the woman he loves
is splintering into a collection of jumbled iderd#’, each as remote from the person he imagined her
to be as they are from each other.

The largest portion of the narrative concerns @ianreception ofa series of letters from a
secret admirer, whom she eventually realises is-B&c. Still misinterpreting her earlier comment,
he wishes to return to her the joy of being admireithout realising that her strongest desire i& no
for the absence of such attention. Chantal arrateshe mistaken conclusion that Jean-Marc is
attempting to end their relationship through thevaduted means of proving her willingness to have
an affair; he, meanwhile, is torn between happirmdssnagining that his attempt to ‘rid her of the
depressing sense that men no longer turned to dbdier’ is succeeding and jealousy that she is
hiding the letters, rather than informing him ofr leelmirer’s existence (88). Jean-Marc decides to
bring the situation to a close via a letter infarniChantal that its author is permanently moving to
London. Anticipating the failure of their relatidip and deciding to punish Jean-Marc for his

perceived motivation, Chantal announces her owardee for England.
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The final third of the novel sees Chantal jourteeyondon with Jean-Marc in pursuit, neither
character particularly prescient of what they exgecresult. As the events in the narrative grow
increasingly unlikely, Chantal meets a group of kmaaites en route to an advertising conference, but
leaves them behind on departing the train. Afteimig sight of her on the crowded London platform,
Jean-Marc assumes a surveillance position on ahbemgosite a seemingly random house; Chantal,
by complete coincidence, is inside, about to partak an orgy. She has wavered, prior to this,
between viewing the mutability epitomised by herotfaces as positive or negative, between
embracing her proclivity for conforming with hernmediate surroundings, or discarding it. The orgy
appears a test for the former position in eithehdiomy, Chantal’s individuality melting in a masfs
flesh, though the results of this test quickly eeounambiguously negative. Here, a burgeoning
propensity for being shaped by the attitudes ardladjies of those around her means that ultimately
she is left with no identity of her own at all. Stealises that ‘the beginning’ of her self ‘is mame’,
but cannot remember even this (88). Longing forgresence of her lover, who would offer a vital
anchor for her identity by reminding her of this shdasic component, yet inextricably separated
from him, Chantal eventually loses her memories anein the power of articulate speech, all of
which are nothing without the basic building blaakher identity on which they depend for a firm
foundation. She is eventually assigned the namarofe’ by one of the men in the room and appears
completely unable to shake off this imposed idgntiie wrongness of which fills her with ‘icy horro
(149). Her initial two-facedness has ultimately techer being as open to shaping into a fixed form,
by another person and of his or her choosing, @asdkt majority of the characters in the Czeclstext

Chantal's perspective occupies a weightier progorof the narrative than Jean-Marc’s and
so the struggles faced by her own identity appkarmore vividly. She is earlier established as
transgressing one of society’s most omnipresenésofl behaviour by feeling happy at the potentials
established by the death of her young child; shes tAppears to have held a strong ability to
experience her own feelings, unfettered by a mlityakinat would see her fall in line with prevaign
moralities. But her inability to reveal to Jean-Mdhis intrinsic aspect of her identity, because sh
‘was not confident of his reaction’, is a stark myde of her fear of these codes causing her
individuality to instead become repressed (39). rAspntation made by the advertising executive
Leroy, Chantal’s employer, contextualises this fdasther people’s reactions as a shaping forc&upo
Chantal by demonstrating its pervasiveness thrauigbaciety: Leroy hypothesises that the majority
of individuals dislike the erotic as ‘the source tbeir troubles... their complexes [and] their
sufferings’, yet will always, even if the interrdgais invisible at the other end of a phone, affihe
opposite (48). Chantal’s inability to speak her awimd is only one instance of an epidemic of such
behaviour.

Yet she has not always been so easily shapealtfeelypinions of third-parties, resisting the
efforts of her former sister-in-law to enmesh herilarge and close-knit family group and refusing

her then-husband sex in order to avoid immersinrgetiefurther via another child (30). Chantal’s
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agency over her self is at that point particulathpng, the clearly demonstrated demands of thepgro
of which she is a member prompting not compliangedefiance. This individuality survives the start
of her subsequent relationship with Jean-Marc: gghease ‘dismissing any notion of marriage’,
surfacing within the context of her decision to maduto a new apartment with him, makes it clear
that this decision is at odds with what the moresaziety would demand of her (32). Furthermore
Chantal and Jean-Marc'’s relationship readily suisveodes of gender normativity, since he earns ‘a
fifth of what she earns’ and is essentially a keph (113). Again, this is the continuation of @8y,
unshapeable individuality that was present in harrimge: her ex-husband is physically smaller than
she, which the rest of the family unit, includitgstman’s own sister, finds hard to understand.

Somehow, by the segments of the narrative trexte@e would label its ‘zero degree’ —
against which segments taking place chronologiclier than this default temporal location can be
identified as flashbacks — Chantal has lost thevipusly established strong, individual identitydan
become almost chameleonically shapeable, eventeadly into another woman altogetfdihis has
always been a potential danger: her sister-in-lapresses surprise that during the years in which
Chantal has been bolstering her financial posisiorthat she can leave her husband, she managed to
keep her plans so well masked (32). Chantal haayalWween conflicted between flaunting the most
individual aspects of her identity and suppressivegn, but, during the course of the novel, thestatt
option gradually smothers the former, until theida culmination of this trend places her at the
epicentre of a cruelly dehumanising orgy and theasition of a whole new identity that she cannot
escape.

Why Chantal undergoes this damaging transition lmarexplained by the environment in
which she works. Just as Foucault has suggestégbtisans not only house bptoduceprisoners,
advertising companies like Chantal’s place of emplent produce advertisers, whose job relies upon
the almost infinite mutability of objects and pempind the power of the advertiser to harness’ this.
This specific environment takes these ramificatimna higher plateau than in the sort of environmen
described by Foucault, because in these mutalslityerely a means to an end — that of producing
agricultural workers, or soldiers, or prisoners,ongnce formed presumably must remain stable so
that they can continue to do the jobs or otherwexwe the purposes that they were shaped for in the
first place — rather than, as mutability is for edising, both simultaneously a means to anarahn
end in itself. Leroy’s world is dependent on thedarction of individuals themselves invested with
the ability to manipulate indeterminacy and muithileven in ideas or experiences that should
remain inviolate: a world in which the differencetlveen a mother kissing her baby and two lovers
locked in an erotic embrace is nothing sacred bertety a trick of perspective (34). An exchange
between Leroy and Chantal on the train to Londanatestrates that her inhabitation of this world has
rendered her as multi-faced as the objects shesaqgykn, relishing the epiphany that ‘all statements
and positions carry the same value, can rub agaimstanother, nestle, snuggle, fondle, mingle,

cuddle, couple’ (129). The narrative stressing @laantal was formerly ‘infuriated’ by such a dénia
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of the concrete distinctions between things hidtighow it is the presence of her employer who has
cultivated in her this attitude (129). Chantal'seza, which is based on taking advantage of muitgpbil
has foisted upon Chantal herself an excess of parsoutability, so that an unchecked plasticity is
now all of which she is capable. A rare exampla character who seemed relatively closed to being
shaped by third-parties has unfortunately beerciateby her choice of occupation, so that she has
become as open to shaping as the majority of tleelCeharacters who have preceded her.
Jean-Marc’s portions of the narrative demonstmaday intertwined concerns. He has dabbled
with a multitude of career paths but is unableind bne that satisfies. The sole person he idestifi
with, other than Chantal, is a beggar who livea mearby park, for Jean-Marc imagines that his lack
of ambition places him similarly at ‘the margin thie world’ (79). Also dominating are worries —
stoked by his early flirtation with a career in noéige — that the actuality of the body and its
imperfections is ineradicably dehumanizing (63).i/the eye is supposedly the window to the soul,
where resides all that is most individual, it igdered by a windscreen-wiper like mechanism over
which we have little control and therefore is, slit@aeously, the starkest sign that we are littleeno
than factory-produced automatons (11). His prinfagr, however, hinges upon the unravelling of
Chantal’s identity, since his failure to stake agal for himself in the outside world means thatishe
his primary means of feeling and experiencing. Jdarc also imagines the very stability of the self
to be dependent upon maintaining close persoraisakhips, which function as a ‘mirror’ in which
an individual can contemplate memories from the ffeeg would otherwise vanish (11). Jean-Marc’s
mostly lonely past and present are both therefepeddent on Chantal’s identity remaining constant,
similarly to how Ludvik all the way back ifthe Jokedepends upon the stability of the changeable
Zemanek, and so crucial to Jean-Marc’s angst isntiteon that Chantal is transforming from ‘a
beloved woman into the simulacrum of a beloved wuomthe collapse of her identity robbing his
own of its cement (96). Jean-Marc evidently conegiwof a “real” self that possesses a totalized
coherence, in spite of his experiences with Chasuiggiesting that it is the coherence that he ingsgin
lost that is now the unreal simulacra and not thetfired series of selves that she is becoming.
Jean-Marc’s confusion between reality and simulacis not confined to Chantal. Each of
Jean-Marc’s letters to Chantal, except for thet,fiis signed C. D. B (56). Chantal makes several
erroneous guesses as to the initials’ meaning éefar narrative reveals that her lover has donmed t
mask of Cyrano de Bergerac: the seventeenth-cehbanine of the intellectual (rather than sexual)
variety, a poet, a playwright and the proto sciein@®n author of Other Worlds: The Comical
History of the States and Empires of the Moon dedSurf Had Jean-Marc read Kundera's Czech
fiction first, he might have become aware enoughhef potential dangers of modelling an identity
upon an external template to eschew such a coursactmn. Much like the girl from “The
Hitchhiking Game”, his misunderstanding of the téatgis specific nature causes his plan wildly to

backfire.
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The name commandeered by Jean-Marc is most comna@siociated not with the real
Cyrano, but with the fictionalised image of him wivas the central character of a hugely successful
play by Edmond Rostand, first performed at the é28dint-Martin theatre on 28ecember 1897,
which in the following year broke all records féwetitre takings and soon toured across Europe and
America’® The plot of Rostand’Cyrano de Bergeragrovides a direct template for Jean-Marc’s
actions inldentity, involving its eponymous hero attempting to sedRoxanne by-proxy, through
writing eloquent love-letters that he passes towi@ra man to whom she is physically attracted,
hoping that once she has become besotted withnigisistic prowess, Cyrano can reveal himself as
the letters’ true author without fearing that htsygical inadequacies will any longer count against
him. Jean-Marc’s assertion that he is ‘becominga@gr.. the man who declares himself to the
woman he loves from behind the mask of another riterefore clarifies to which Cyrandentityis
referring and establishes that for Jean-Marc tketity of the real man from the seventeenth-century
is invisible behind that of his fictive namesak&)&The Cyrano that he is becoming is Rostand’s,
rather than Cyrano’s.

Jean-Marc’s attachment to the fictional Cyransetdees some scrutiny. Firstly, Jean-Marc’s
appropriation of an earlier appropriation threatémsundo the historical specificity the novel's
arguments are provided via their focus on thetlantieth-century advertising industry, by evokang
similarly-pervasive manipulation of identity thaddh occurred at Rostand’s hands over a century
before. No further reasons for Jean-Marc’s appadion of Cyrano, beyond their shared propensity
for seduction via the epistolary, are provided bg harrative, but many are discernible: Cyrano’s
grand denunciation in Act Two of Rostand’s playbafth artistic patronage and subordination to
dominant mores for the sake of prestige, for examptesumably bolsters his attractiveness to the
similarly self-isolating Jean-MarcFurthermore, Cyrano’s noble declaration that fa sake of his
friend’s happiness he would ‘destroy [his] own’ ngs the motivation behind Jean-Marc’s
correspondence, for in seeking to return to Chahilmyriad potentials for erotic adventure that
were rendered singular by her relationship with,Hmis likewise attempting to bolster her hapmnes
at the potential cost of his oWirAnd Jean-Marc’s antipathy towards the physicadifythe human
body does not make his ready identification wittman defined by the size of his nose as anomalous
as it may appeatr, for this feature distinguishesa@y from those around him and so provides Jean-
Marc with a consoling counter-argument to his desleacy over our bodies demonstrating
commonality rather than individuality.

While the previously strongly individual Chantdhen, is increasingly losing control of her
self through a growing mutability, Jean-Marc is abing to assume a new identity of his own. But his
appropriation of Cyrano is problematic in a simieay to his dependency on the seemingly stable
Chantal, for both the letter-writing Cyrano and ttenstancy Jean-Marc covets in his lover are now
similarly fictitious distortions, his assumption tife former therefore doomed only to advance the

dissolution of the latter, productive of strategilat only fray her further. Jean-Marc’s identibot
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begins to dissolve. The moment he dons the mafit€ycano, his actions begin to contradict his
earlier motivations; despite his anxiety regard@igantal’s growing mutability, he suddenly begins
writing letters intended to return her to a poirten her life held infinite potential, increasingr he
identity’s fluidity rather than chastening it. Thisssumption of a fictive identity renders him as
unstable as he sees Chantal, pleased with thet gffetetters are having on her and simultaneously
‘stung’ by it (89). Similarly to the girl from “Theditchhiking Game”, Jean-Marc does not fully
understand what he is getting into until he isverchis head.

Once he has become Cyrano, Jean-Marc is unableate ©ff his hold, continuing to write
Chantal letters despite the increasingly deletsrigifect they are clearly having on the two of them
and their relationship. He has become Cyrano inemaays than he can himself detect, not merely
able to write a moving love-letter, but embodyirigoathe man’s own blurring of the real and the
fictive between his own self and his fictional ma¥er by Rostand, unable to distinguish between his
own motivations and those of the usurper who hiesntaver his identity. His letters plant the iditia
thought in Chantal’s mind about visiting London anis, later, their continuing effects that spénk
anger in Jean-Marc that goads her onto the traémseas, where her identity loses its last vestifes
stability and ceases to be her own altogether. 2haas now walked out of two relationships: her
first departure is motivated from within, the sigha healthily feisty being resisting the contreko
her identity of an invasive family group, leadirmghter becoming a successful careerist and findpcial
autonomous; the second departure is forced uporbyhéine machinations of a fictional character,
further stoking her burgeoning instability and ewegiring a series of situations that leave her stisck
‘Anne’. By the novel's close, then, the possibéiitioffered by mutability have run so catastrophical
awry that both characters’ potentials for happirsggsear eroded. Jean-Marc may have been better off
accepting that Chantal’'s growing instability is nber reality, rather than remaining so reliant lom t
constincy of her identity for the conabcy of his own that he unwittingly locks both in an

increasingly destructive cycle.

2. Shatteredl dentity

The final pages ofdentity render each of my above arguments at best debataddl potentially
irrelevant, while at worst completely erroneousattal may not work in advertising; Jean-Marc may
not have written her a series of erotic letterpiresl by nineteenth-century theatre; they may never
have met on the Normandy coast.

At the exact point of no return for Chantal’'s hepbkat a stable identity of her own might
break out from the imposed template of ‘Anne’, shddenly finds herself in bed with Jean-Marc, one
having disturbed the other in waking, alarmed, flmiream. Chantal is now so terrified of her lover
transforming into ‘a snake or a rat or another nthe’ second he strays from her sight that she will

remain fixedly watching him, the light on, ‘all fig and ‘every night’ (153). Rescuing this twisbfn
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its potential triteness is the presence of the-fiesson narrator, hovering suddenly overhead after
absence from the rest of the text almost uniquKtndera’'s oeuvre, pondering a barrage of vital
guestions that colour the reflections lingeringttie mind of the reader upon finishing the novel
moments later. The focus is not simply on the shouleality of the majority of the narrative, but on
the narrator’s inability to deduce for certain eitlwhich of the two characters has been dreaming or
at which point reality was usurped by fantasy.

Developing Genette’s structural analysis of diegétvels in Narrative Discourse Brian
McHale argues that postmodernist fiction often glgk in ‘deliberately misleading the reader into
regarding an embedded, secondary world as the gyintegetic world.® His words perfectly
describe the vast majority ddientity, which the reader trustingly assumes is the ‘prymdiegetic
world’ but may be merely a dream occurring withie bedroom location that the narrative reveals in
the closing pages. Earlier dream sequences dedcfiben Chantal’'s perspective are potentially
shifted a further narrative level upwards, becomilngams within a dream, not narratives in the
second degree as they first appeared, but narsativene third degree, which Genette describes as
‘meta-metadiegetic’; the novel's geographic locasiare effectively dismantled, the portions of the
narrative ostensibly set within a restaurant, dicef a train carriage or a London townhouse all
potentially occurring instead within the couple’sdboom!® McHale suggests, however, that in a
typical postmodern novel this deliberate obfuseatibthe genuine narrative level of each portion of
the text is ultimately followed by a revelation tiees ‘the true ontological status of the supposed
“reality”... revealed and the entire ontologicaiusture of the text consequently laid bdfen the
therefore atypicaldentity, this security never arrives, continually defert®d the narrator's own
inability to work out at which point reality fall® dream, leaving him as much in the dark as the
reader is at the close of a first reading. Theatarts slew of questions poses a direct plea to the
implied reader and so, much like but even moretiyw#ran within the closing passages3éwness
she will likely be compelled after finishing thextdo begin again with specific objectives in mind.
The text’s projection of its reader into the spaceupied intra-diegetically by Jean-Marc, relative
Chantal, becomes apparent during the couple’s oeum her hotel room. Their conversation is
reported twice in consecutive chapters, via thesgemtive of both participants, one of Chantal's
replies to Jean-Marc’s interrogation subtly chagdoetween versions, from ‘Yes, men, they don’t
turn to look at me any more’ to ‘Yes, indeed, mem'tturn to look at me any more’ (22, 24). The
instability of Chantal and the instability of thext here directly merge, becoming one and the same.

While Jean-Marc assumes the mantle of the fictio@grano, the implied reader is
encouraged to assume the mantle of the fictioral-Béarc, confronted by the personally threatening
rebellion of an entity that appeared stable. ‘Wheadhed this story?’ and ‘At what exact moment did
the real turn into the unreal...?’ are two questilikedy to be at the forefront of the reader's masl
she turns back through the narrative (152-53). Bbtine narrator's above questions suggest multiple

answers, none of which are watertight. A look btglough the novel is likely to revolve around a
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search for clues as to the unreal nature of theatiae, in order to determine at which point it da
definitively stated that either character haststddreaming. Many such signs are discernibdeshef
which may have appeared innocuous during the limégding.

The highest frequency of the most obvious signand Chantal: in only the second chapter,
she wakes ‘in the middle of the night after a lalngam’ (5), the awakening failing to prove that the
following narrative is real since a sleeper cake liife is Elsewhere Xavier, move seamlessly from
one dream to the next; later on, Chantal imagihesis ‘just the dream of some poor wretch’ (78);
shortly afterwards, a switch in location is madel4stene with a simple ‘Then she rang at the door of
a graphology service’ (92), evoking the disjoinggibgraphy of a dreamscape; moments later, after an
unlikely encounter with the same shady charactieesmset at the beachfront cafe, Chantal declares
that she must be hallucinating (94-5); finally,eafarriving in London, she is certain that ‘what is
happening is not real’ (122). None of these instarallow the reader to say with complete assurance
at what point reality turns to dream, collectivebrving to muddy rather than clarify, but numefical
these signs ensure that Chantal is viably the deeam

A similar, though less typically representativaggestion that the dreamer is instead Jean-
Marc appears when he is described as feeling ‘advdautiful dream were descending on him’ (137).
But a subtler and perhaps, thus, ultimately momsyssive case can additionally be made for him,
beyond the above declarative statements pointimgarals Chantal. A fifth of the way into the
narrative, Jean-Marc dreams about searching font@hacross unfamiliar streets, only to find her
‘wearing a stranger’s face’ and shout her nameniatéempt to restore her lost identity (32). Aslwel
as foreshadowing their later trip to London, thikectly evokes Chantal's strong desire during the
orgy for her lover to find her and call her name foecisely the same reason (150). An idea
originating from Jean-Marc’s perspective thus meuinflecting a scenario involving Chantal, while
he is ostensibly off-stage. Similarly, Chantal’'aujoey to London is littered with crude sexual
innuendos, illuminated by their presence alongsidee vivid discussion of various bodily functions
with her fellow travellers: the Channel Tunnel, &tample, is described as ‘a round black hole into
which, like a snake, the train was about to glide31). The train is then described as ‘going down’
and ‘going deeper and deeper’, further consolidaiis mimicry of the movements and rhythms of
sexual intercourse (131-32). These passages fanotd only as the narrative’s rehearsal for the
upcoming orgy but also, through establishing aaflicerrelative between phallus and train, between
the sexual and the mechanistic, as a surreal omation of Jean-Marc’s thesis concerning the
mechanical aspects of common bodily experiencexeCagain, his absence from the scene is
countered by concerns earlier established via bispective colouring the narrative progression.
Finally, the exact situation that dominates thalfimvo chapters is anticipated by statements mgde b
Jean-Marc precisely halfway through the narratimebbth page-count and chapter numbering
concerning ‘two people in love, alone, isolatedvirthe world’, Jean-Marc arguing that such a couple

would flounder due to having nothing about whichtatk (76). The re-emergence of these anxieties



99

during the final pages further demonstrates theysWean-Marc’'s consciousness holds over the
narrative by transporting an idea established withihat is possibly his dream outside into the real
world.

But any certainty the reader tfentity might gain from these observations is threatened b
the detection of elements established first via nfdd& perspective pervading scenes later
experienced exclusively by Jean-Marc. The tattomesh who threatens her in both the Normandy
café and the graphology office is later encountdygcher lover in London (140). Also requiring
negotiation is the fact that the concerns raisedutghout the narrative by Jean-Marc and directed
towards Chantal become, in the final chapter, tbpposite, with heseemingly desperate to prevent
the decay ohisidentity (152). The novel closing on Chantal'srieeeegarding Jean-Marc'’s transience
at the very least suggest the possibility thatdieaming portions that establish instability abraat
originate from her own perspective, with her owrking worries displaced within the dream onto
Jean-Marc’s worries about her. What the aforemaaticappearances of a tattooed man identically
described from both Chantal and Jean-Marc’s petisqgsc makes unlikely — though not at all
impossible — is that the narrative is the proddi¢ctvo separate dreamers.

Either way, even if discounting this possibilityese possible, then doing so would far from
solve the narrator’'s conundrums. No certain ansaarbe found regarding the point at which reality
turns to dream, while the identity of the dreameuld still hold at least two arguable possibilities
Chantal’s sister-in-law declares at one point 8fa herself must be dreaming, raising the unlikely
though tenable option that the entire narrativa dream of hers involving the trials and tribulago
befalling her brother’s flighty ex-wife (111). Thigospect suggests that even the final chapters are
themselves a continuation loér dream.

The above paragraphs explore only a number of patereactions to the text's suddenly
naked indeterminacy. The salient point is that mura secondeading, ldentity manoeuvres the
reader’s concerns away from an engagement withpénsonal indeterminacy of its characters and
towards its textual equivalent. What, exactly,hie story ofldentity? Safe at home, Chantal dreams
about a rendezvous on the Normandy coast thatysatathe end of her relationship with Jean-Marc;
after returning from a weekend away with his partdean-Marc falls asleep and imagines authoring
a series of letters that result in her fleeing tindlon; after receiving a series of letters from an
unknown admirer, Chantal falls asleep and imagidesn-Marc to be their author; after an ill-
conceived plan to restore his partner’s confiddmekfires, Jean-Marc falls asleep and imagines her
leaving him; en route to the United Kingdom aftgliting from her lover, Chantal dozes off into a
nightmare predicting what awaits her there. Thérgseffect of the novel hinges on the questions
posed by its narrator in the penultimate chaptenaiging unanswerable and each of these
contradictory outlines remaining equally plausible start of each chapter, or each paragraph, or
each sentence, becomes a potential point of disdatian, shattering the narrative into a series of

potential dichotomies between dream and realityvidDd.odge cites permutation as one of
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postmodernist fiction’s trademarks, the selectimasle by older novelists regarding which material to
include or eschew abandoned in favour of ‘incorpogaalternative narrative lines in the same tét.’
As it has just been establishedentity potentially includes not just a couple of suclematives, but
over fifty. Furthermore, while Lodge states that the resultanfusion is usually resolvable through
‘ranking the alternatives in an order of authenficihere this proves impossible, since there is no
evidence favouring one potential point of disembgdn over the myriad othets.

Just as it does relative to McHale's argument miggr narrative levels, then, by Lodge’s
template toddentity goes further than the average postmodern novélpmy creating uncertainty
but refusing to resolve it to any meaningful extdm prioritise one point of disembarkation between
reality and dream over the others in order to exasafter its loss, the narrative’s coherence ddd
for the reader to mirror Jean-Marc even furthesuasng in ignorance that reality resides with the
stability that is now a mere simulacrum, rathemnthath the text's exposed instability. Each word of
the novel carries the potential of signifying ertldeeam or reality, but never fully realises either
identity, potentially both but refusing to becorselidly, either.

This instability ruptures not only the novel’s rative but also its characterisation. Every fact
the reader learns about Jean-Marc or Chantal's lihering the initial reading is potentially a
fabrication conjured by the other's dream, or eusntheir own. Jean-Marc may not have a
terminally-ill friend who inspires him to mull ovehe relationship between memory and identity;
Chantal may not have left her ex-partner and foanjpb in advertising. All aspects of either’s
biography become open to question, including thgsmn which my earlier arguments have hinged.
Various theories of the importance of charactdogsatn novels posit a strong link between our
investment in the coherent identities that areroffieen as a common feature of most fiction and our
investment in the coherence of our own identiti¢arold Bloom likens the ‘literary representation of
character’ to ‘a normative mimesis of ego, as Vfére stable, whether in actuality it is nbtLiterary
characterisation is thus likened to a form of derniis proponents frantically attempting to effabe
transience of their own selves through modellinigezent fictional characters, the existence of whom
posits an exterior coherence that these charaapgrsar merely to be representing. For Leo Bersani
the sort of identity-formation reflected in fictiahcharacterization is not merely comforting bugai
to our safety, working to sublimate into intelligglstructures ‘the potentially limitless aggressaiegs
of desire.*® Hillis Miller argues that ‘realistic novels haveedn a puissant reinforcement... of the
illusion of selfhood’ but have also, simultaneousigonstantly and explicitly deconstructed that
illusion’ and ‘shown belief in unitary selfhood twe an effect of the misreading of sigtfsHillis
Miller highlights the prevalence of self-servingnid only alluded to by Bloom when he argues that
even the most ostensibly realist novels problematie sanctity of selfhood in passages that clearly
deconstruct the notion of character itself, yet afeen passed over by critics blinded by

presuppositions regarding the solidity of their adentities?’
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It is arguable that readers would not approach itemwlike Kundera looking for familiar
characters in order to shore up their own idemstiied so such an argument is inappropriate here.
Strongly identifying with Kundera’s characters heugh they are real peopleagninvolve the sort of
contract between reader and text that the likeljiemce of an often explicitly postmodern writer
would be too shrewd to make. Stressing this pbimiyever, runs theashger ofprojecting a specialist,
academic understanding of characterisation ontadarship large enough for the English version of
Lightness of Beingo enjoy bestseller status ahdughter and Forgettingatnd Immortality also to
achieve widespread commercial sucéé&ombined with the fact that Kundera’s novels araréty
taught in Britain, in schools or in universitiethis success suggests an audience sizeable though
unversed in the theoretical abstractions partictdasstudents of literatur®. Furthermore, of all
Kundera’s nine novels excepheJokeandarguablyFarewell Waltz Identity ironically appears until
its final pages the most realist, lacking the tradek extra-diegetic, metafictional narrator whaeaft
draws explicit attention to the fact that his cleéees are inventior®.lt is at least feasible, then, that
most readers would place as much faith in the tyeali Chantal and Jean-Marc as theorists of
novelistic characterisation argue readers ofterceplan most fictional characters. Hillis Miller
concludes his own exploration of the role of nast@di characterisation in consolidating our own
identities by suggesting that, ultimately, the rddiaem’s casting of identity into doubt is safes it
problematising always doused by a final reaffirmatieven if this reaffirmation is merely the effect
of the reader’s recognition that it is a coheraartative voice that has been advancing the praofice
deconstructior! Identity, however, pushes Hillis Miller’s vision of thisfearecovery to breaking
point. The realisation during the start of Chagiity that the previous narrative is merely a dream
initially acts as just such a reaffirmation of itign relegating Chantal’s dissolution and Jean-&/&r
doubts to the realm of the unreal. Just as theerdadls more secure, however, the final senteoices
the novel shatter her security afresh and lealveoken as the narrative concludes, since in thengak
world itself Jean-Marc’s identity is potentially stippery that Chantal cannot lose sight of him for
even a moment. It could be argued that the preseiite narrator during these two chapters isfitsel
a reaffirmation of identity, the text suddenlydited with first-person pronouns and so demonsgatin
a strongly subjective voice previously absent, /leittablishing the identity of a new character who
should wield control and authority over the texuit B this narrator, control and authority are ligta
absent, the first paragraph overtly from his per8pe including a torrent of exactly twenty quesso
about his own text, the character to whom the nead®y presume to turn for security thus riddled
with doubt (152). While for Hillis Miller the ficanal interrogation of identity always ends at sesaf
point, ‘recovering what was lost in simulated otidiistic form, beyond its lossldentity uses its
ostensible moment of restoration, as the loverskamiato pull the rug out from beneath the reader
with even greater violence, the transition fromaaineto reality only seeming to offer security before

threatening its characters afrésh.
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But the aforementioned instability of the narratitgelf is potentially even more disruptive to
the reader’s own identity than are the above raatifobns of the ongoing instability of its charaster
Charles Taylor and Daniel C. Dennett both stresdrtiportance to our identities of narratiid=rom
their perspective, identities are constructed biy amntinually rehearsing and retelling stories d@bou
ourselves. Presumably, in order to do this, we @@edss to inspirational models that provide ub wit
ready examples, such as those we encounter indienél media, and so the stories we tell about
ourselves cannot avoid inheriting a fictive qualldarrative fiction not only provides the readethwi
fresh potential models for the narrative constarctof her own identity, but configuring the eveats
a novel into a coherent narrative — via the kindn&faning-fulfilment or ‘concretization’ strategies
described by reader-response theorists such asdbemaand Iser — functions also as an active
rehearsal of this process. While the instabilitydentitys characters robs the reader of the comfort
afforded by seeing the supposed stability of hen adentity reflected back at her, the instabilify o
the novel’s narrative threatens the very procedbyrevhich our identities are initially formed. Being
able to construct one’s life as though it wereoaysis described by Taylor as ‘not an optional &xtr
if he is right, then losing faith in the ability tetrieve a story from a text presumably comprsége
emergency, particularly when, during the first fiegd the story appeared, deceptively, so easily
retrievable?* The fractured narrative dflentity resists all piecing back together and the more the
reader fails to concretize the novel into a cohenanrative, the more her tools may become blunted
and the more she may come to doubt her abilitphwietize the narratives that sustain her own self.

One result of our dependency on narrative is thabrder to have a sense of who we are, we
have to have a notion of how we have become, amhefe we are going® While Kundera’s Czech
novels rely mostly on the past tense &ldwnessaalmost exclusively on the present tenskentity
from its first chapter haphazardly blends the tamntaining both the conjugations ‘she sliced’ and
‘she imagines’ (4-5). These narrative flushes artally discreet, the next few chapters remaining
settled in the past tense, before Chapter Eigtitbes entirely to the present. By the final thifdhe
novel, chapters alternate seemingly at random legtwiee two, neither tense remaining specific to
either character or to passages asynchronous ervwosie with the zero degree of the narrative’s
plotting. As explained previously, the tense ofaarative necessarily positions both the narrator a
the reader temporally in regard to the events bdeggribed, the past tense projecting the narrating
act forward into a time later than the story arelphesent tense making the story and the narrating
potentially simultaneous. The narrative lofentity wrenches its reader backwards and forwards
through time, in one moment positioning her indeiaately later than the story events being
described, in the next anchoring her alongside tloera paragraph posits a reader looking temporally
back at a Chantal who has ‘found’ a letter from &@mirer; in the next, the reader, displaced iretim
finds herself alongside Chantal as she noticesithi signed’ C.D.B. (56 [my italics]). Where the
reader is located temporally in each sentence neaypdhind where she was located a sentence

previously, destabilising her personal chronolog@iis temporal disorientation continues into the
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chapters most likely to be set in the waking wotlay narrator stating $eetheir heads, in profile’,
before describing how Jean-Matdéd to raise himself a little’ (153 [my italics]). Bothmarrator and
reader remain temporally unstuck as the novel ghdsyery final clause that is not reported speech
(‘And then:’) capitulating to this instability byatking any verb at all, the narrator no longer even
attempting to establish where he and the readed dterelation to the story.

Neither Identitys narrative nor its characters, then, are likadyprovide succour for the
reader’s hopes for a stable identity of her owra Wie above theories regarding both narrative and
character, it can be argued that these key featditd® novel form function much like Lacan’s natio
of the mirror-stage of self formation, reflectingd at readers an image of human identity as stable
and coherent, thus facilitating the joyous repassif our irreparable incoherence, the pleasutbeof
reading process thus the pleasure of the infamingtat his or her image of false stabififyThe
penultimate chapter dflentityis a stone flung at this mirror, bringing back iqay theinstability
this textual mirror's falsely stable image seeneele helping suppress.

This argument suggests that the extra-diegetiatwis uncommon absence until the novel's
final pages is the result of him having fled infdihg, hoping that by ducking out of view he will
ensure that his own image will not appear in theroris face when it shatters into pieces. His
guestions regarding the nature of the text thus @k a renewed urgency as a direct plea for the
reader’s assistance, pushing her to find the amssseethat the broken mirror can be put back togethe
and he can step back out into his world with tHatire impunity enjoyed by his counterparts from
the Czech novels. The narratorldfe is Elsewherevas able to control the contours of his narratove t
fulfil his chosen goal of denouncing Jaromil ascédully as possible, while the narratorlafughter
and Forgettingwas able to extend control over the most amorplobadl the Czech texts in order to
enshrine and support the experiences of the oteerlginely Tamina. The narrator fentity, by
comparison, has so little control over his own twt he has run into hiding, needing his reader’'s
intervention if he is ever to step back out of bleelroom and into the daylight. And the reader ghoul
be very keen to assist him, considering that har mentity too is reliant upon the stable images of
character and narrative that it needs to cemeotitsfoundations.

Slownessa novel in which the reader can intervene totgeéfact, is thus followed by a novel
in which its narrator urges his own reader to wegee, but which then proves doing so impossible.
The shaping force that the reader is asked to bedomherself is revealed to be ultimately powesles
in the face of a textual instability that resislisastempts to interpellate it according to the deef
third parties. The number of possibilities raisgdte narrator’'s questions might suggest thateke t
is bountifully mutable. But it is ultimately notally mutable at the hands of the reader at allgfmh
of the possible ways its narrative and charactens lbe concretized into specific identities is
undermined as soon as the reader catches a gliofipmgy one of the many alternatives discussed
above. While Chantal, within the dream, is distiregyg assigned the identity of ‘Anne’ and appears

to be able to do little about it, the moment tleigttitself is called what it is not, it dodges gimrout
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of the way and the stable identity that the redderfixed upon it crumbles to dust in her palmgeLi
Ludvik all the way back inThe Joke who was left needing to change goals that weterlyt
dependent upon the stability of a third-party whsisted instead on being ever changeable, therreade
of Identity will have to learn to abandon goals of her owrt tik@wise hinge upon the stability of a
third party that she is exposed here as havingamtral over. It now falls to her to complete the
manoeuvre that the reader Dhe Jokemay have ended Kundera’s first novel hoping Luduakild

complete himself.

BetweenSlownessand Identity, the text most dramatically in need of slowing doly its reader is
followed by the text whose identity appears mostndatically in need of stabilising. Both of the
French novels so far therefore engage with the esemps of variations leading into them through
being the text in that sequence that most overthcgs the theme under discussion on the
representational level, thus asking the most demgnthsk of the reader and, through so doing,
highlighting most overtly her own relationship withe theme under examination as it plays out
across her experience with and within the text.

But the similarities end here, for the decisivetaty allowed bySlownesss followed by a
resounding defeat. This novel works oppositelylownesshrough its narrator imploring his reader
to concretize the text's own identity in a way tiighen demonstrates she cannot, after a text &hos
narrator does not realise that he needs any helgllabut across which the reader can very
meaningfully intervene. A French text that placéstree front and centre of its representational
strategies a theme that has already appeared im mioor variations in the novels preceding it, in a
manner that plays up its own implied reader’s skiis followed by a text that makes a similar
manoeuvre in order to play up its implied readdirisitations. A return through the narrative of
Slownessifter finishing it once leads to the reader’s tqalma return through the narrativeldéntity
leads tats reader’s bewildered defeat.

Previous novels may occasionally leave Lacan’sanislightly scratched, but never to an
extent that could not be smoothed over by an oafsanably experienced restor&he textual
mutability they demonstrate is generally safely shatled by their narrators, while the actual events
of the narratives and the biographies of the characre never as inchoate as the narrative and
characters ofdentity. “The Hitchhiking Game”, for example, might powdty warn of the dangers
resulting from a character seeking to take advantdder own mutability, but everything other than
the present identity of that girl remains completahble. Nothing about her biography beforehand is
ever cast into doubt and the actual events andtiits of the story remain entirely unambiguous.
Likewise with other characters such as Mirek andrkdia in Laughter and Forgetting The
significance of their lives might be reframed by tharrator redefining them in Part Six as existing
only ‘for Tamina’, but the given events of theiobraphies are not themselves cast into the sort of

doubt that leaves the reader completely unablesttuck what has actually happened to them. The



105

same is true also of the events of each of theatiees within Laughter and Forgettingwhich
likewise are reframed as ‘for’ Tamina, but whicmatheless survive, like those of all previous texts
without ever being subjected to the same doubtoawttether or not they even happened to the
characters involved. The same is true of the evafral other texts. Chantal may or may not work in
advertising or have ever visited the Normandy Goakile Jean-Marc may not have a terminally ill
friend, but Ludvik was definitely exiled to the blkainsignias before seeking revenge through Helena,
while Mirek definitely chased down letters to hisgirlfriend. Narrators are still able to contrbese
narratives without them ever even approaching s into amorphousness. As such, their readers
can always spy within them a stable reflectionhef $orts of coherent narratives and characternsatio
that Bloom, Hillis Miller, Taylor and Dennett suggere so vital to our identitieklentity is thus the
first text that causes its reader to need to ss&bé third-party for herself, if her own cohereis¢o

be guaranteed.

Yet in smashing Lacan’s mirror for good, leavingnita state that even an expert would be
unable to restore, a text in rebellion has comishitelecisive act of vandalism. The result is a tiext
the reader absolutely cannot control through shipiinnto any particular form. The extent of its
instability thus allows this text to succeed whemany characters, from Ludvik to Chantal, have
succumbed. And the narrator and readeldeftity both, therefore, necessarily fail where many acts
of shaping in the previous novels have readily saded.

The Czech variations on this novel's themes makenthe failure staged here all the more
frightening. Since the implied reader’s inability ¢ontrol this text’s instability is also her inktyi to
turn it into one example of the sort of mirror reegd for the maintenance of the stable identitytof
onlooker, then the reader’s own stability must ¢f@e be threatened by her failure, which in turn
will leave her more open to the manipulation takelwantage of by the myriad third-parties of the
previous novels. This text's rebellion is not jagtcessful at resisting third-party attempts tgpshg
this very resistance threatens the fidelity of shaper’s own identity. Resistance becomes a form of
direct attack. If the reader tdentity has come here via the previous novels, she mgireaiate now
that despite the previous texts frequently showmngtability’s dangers, she herself was never
amongst the most likely casualties, for the texiast tmade these warnings always offered her
relatively stable images, through their consisyeatherent narratives and characterisations, that s
could utilise as part of a rehearsal for her owabiity. The guarantor of this safety is what is
shattered here.

But the reader may yet gain some optimism frora &xperience. The very fact that the text
shrugs off any particular form imposed upon it ditper the narrator or the reader herself, potiptia
makes a less stable identity appear a little lasgerous than demonstrated by Chantal’s experiences
within the novel, or by the experiences of the vasjority of Kundera’s Czech characters throughout
previous texts. The instability of this text islehst resistant to being fashioned according talthi

party needs and so makes the very practice of-gfarty shaping appear less powerful and endemic
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than across previous texts. Through the text sgpgisituation in which the reader is encouraged to
become a shaping force, she may potentially leane,ifrom her own lived experience, that such
shaping forces are not always as powerful as tmagine themselves to be and that instability can be
harnessed as a defence mechanism to throw off edpidgntities, instead of simply leaving us open
to attack. This is a message that many main cleasaencountered throughout the Czech texts might
find extremely comforting. Lik&lownessthen, this second French novel still potentialigenders a
valuable epiphany through its intensification of fbull on the reader of a theme that has rippled in
and out of focus throughout Kundera’s Czech nowalen if this particular epiphany arises through
its own reader’s failure, rather than through heccess. The notion of a readerly failure itself
becomes redeemed as, from the ashes of the re&ustisited inability to concretize the text intoya
stable form, rises a powerful message of optimism.

BetweenSlownessand ldentity, then, a dramatic shift in approach on the parhefoeuvre
can be detected, even while both novels contineesdme project of dramatically turning up the
volume on the representational varieties of theatians upon their eponymous themes that have
resounded throughout the earlier Czech nov@lswnessallows its reader a powerful success that
thoroughly trains her in turning aside reductivepresentations under her own steam, but
inadvertently runs the risk of replacing the ae#thef doubt found throughout most earlier novels
with a reductive certainty about slowness in alftrms.ldentity, conversely, pulls its own reader
towards doubting the extent of her concretizindités, while staging this very failure in a manner
that plays out a freshly loud and un-moderatedatian upon the theme under discussion and teaches
her too that failure can lead to lessons even malgable than those that spring from success. This
fresh variation provides a true and encouragingh@point to prevailing trends in both this novel
itself and those preceding it, throughout which muity and amorphousness have never so vividly
allowed any body, textual or physical, to escapeantied interpolations as successfully as does the
second French novel itself.

The following chapters will demonstrate the oeumteving even closer to its silence by
finding a strategy occupying a middle ground betwdmse ofSlownessindldentity. a novel whose
late variations on its theme pull its reader towaed valuable success, and a novel whose late
variations pull its reader towards a valuable faijiare followed by a novel whose late variations
place the focus not so much on whether or notvits implied readecansucceed, but on whether or
not the knowledge she obtains and might worthilg isssomething that shmughtto possess and
make use of. The question obuld that has resonated throughout the audience’s exm=s of

Slownesa&ndldentityis suddenly downplayed so that the questioshaiuldcan sound its loudest.

! Milan Kundera.dentity. Trans. Linda AshefLondon: Faber and Faber Limited, 1998) 34. Furteégrences
will be provided within the text.
2 GenetteNarrative Discourse35-6.
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| gnorance
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Five: Variations on Ignorance

Kundera’s most recent novel at the time of writilgmorancewas originally published in Spanish and
Catalan and not originally intended to see thetlgfhday in its original French form at all. Liteya
translator Zuzana Krugkova cites this fact as evidence of ‘the ambivatent the relationship’
between the author and his French critics, an aamfdaice arising from the expectations of his
audience being widely missed I8fownessand Identity.! Ironically, though, of the three French
novels considered hergnoranceis the one most likely to meet the wants of a restdp enamoured
of Kundera’s Czech work. Through exploring the tithsg return of two émigrés, Josef and Irena, to
Czechoslovakia in the years following the collaps€ommunism, the novel's thematic concerns and
geographic setting themselves return to those ofdéta’s earlier textsUnlike SlownessndIdentity,

the major characters dfjnoranceare, bar one, all Czech, while the vast majorityhe narrative
takes place in Prague; furthermore, the novel fesws existential situations contextually contirigen
on recent Czech history to an extent far beyontdh#he previous French texts and closer to all of
the Czech texts savmmortality. Ignoranceshould also be of interest through appearing dniguhe
most personal of all Kundera’'s novels. Its porttagh Josef and Irena’s returns to a changed
homeland as even more alienating than their ingidles is arguably a direct riposte to critics who
have disparaged Kundera’s own decision to remakramce.

The novel itself comfortably fits the mould estabéd by Slownessand Identity in
encouraging an activity of its implied reader, dalilled during a repeat reading of the text, whic
enables the reader to engage directly with theifspdacet of ‘the trap the world has become’
examined within, which in this case is our igno® both ourselves and others. Irena is geneaally
victim of ignorance, while Josef stands as ignoeganwitting champion. The narrator’s exploration
of ignorance is compromised by he himself utilisihg same strategically advantageous ignorance he
depicts via his characters and so potentially gamgy ignorance within his audience too. The reader
of Ignorance can make a positive stand against the narrat@f®ws alignments with ignorance
through becoming cognisant of both the deficienoethe narrator's arguments regarding Homer’s
Odysseyand the submerged identity of the novel's mostartgnt character, who is not any of the
candidates most obvious during the majority of tiéal reading. The implied reader will also
become aware through this character, howevernthtaall cases of generating ignorance should be so
easily countered and that the strategic constmiaifdgnorance can sometimes be extremely difficult

to challenge.

Just as has already been demonstrated respective fiost two French noveSlownesa&ndldentity,
the eponymous theme placed at the front and cehiignorancealso reverberates throughout much
of Kundera’s Czech texts — though perhaps not @& dktremely (perhaps bafflingly) one-sided
manner suggested by Igor Webb. Webb stakes annedirdofty claim when he describeall® of
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Kundera’s characters as ‘rebels in the name ofviddal integrity and truth-seeking against
totalitarianism.® Were this the case, then the variations outliredughout this chapter would be
extremely repetitive and offer little in the waymfrked variation at all, for each text covered lou
feature a series of characters overcoming an igweramposed upon them externally from the
political sphere, through a firm commitment to #mowledge of self, others and the world around
them that the totalitarian authorities deny.

This is readily demonstrable to be not the casanywbf Kundera’'s characters hold a deep-
rooted ignorance of themselves, of their fellowd af the world around them, which they are not
always especially keen to alleviate. And ignoraiscenuch more than just a passive state inflicted
upon these characters of supposed integrity byotiaditarian regimes that rule the fictional worlds
which are set all of Kundera's Czech novels skmmortality. Robert Proctor explores and gives a
useful name for a concept that will become increglgiimportant throughout Chapters Five and Six,
which he labels as ‘agnogenesis’, defined as ‘ignoe making (or maintenancé)Ygnorance, like
knowledge, can be ‘something that is made, maiathand manipulated by means of certain arts and
sciences’, or ‘activelyengineeredas part of a deliberate planhProctor provides the convincing
examples of both the tobacco industry and the UBamyi producing ignorance as an active strategy
to further their own ambitions. And while the mdéfprof the examples in Proctor's collection
continue this examination of powerful organisationsnstitutions generating ignorance in those they
seek to control, Proctor also raises the intrigyiagsibility that this is not all agnogenesis isdjdor:
the generation and maintenance of ignorance carealerge as ‘the best defence of the wéak.’

Many of Kundera's Czech characters demonstratér tbesn active commitment to
agnogenesis and so heavily problematise Webb’snclabdt only through being in ignorance, but
through seeking to perpetuate it in others too. &ones they practice agnogenesis to further goals
that appear obviously rather malign, but at otimaes agnogenesis is wielded as a potential, if not
always successful, defence against the demandsnagukitions of totalitarianism. And ignorance
does not only appear more positively depicted M&bb’'s model suggests when it is strategically
generated in others. When totalitarian forms ofvking the world attempt to construct not so much
ignorance, but a new vision of truth itself thakowrites the old and, through so doing, distorts th
very idea of what truth actually constitutes, detdiely maintaining one’swn ignorance can also

appear a more beautiful way of being than one basmehd the pursuit of knowledge.

The Joke

My prior analyses of Kundera’s first novel withirh&pters One and Three of this thesis have already
suggested that Webb'’s claims might be somewhatysisakce all of the main charactersTihe Joke
appear deeply ignorant of themselves, of othersadutide world around them. Some, even after they

have come into knowledge, hold a deep commitmetit ighorance in other areas of their lives. To
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pick one example of many: Helena, during a talkhwitidvik, excuses her own memories of how
glorious it felt to side with the dominant forcédsdughout Eastern Europe’s recent political history
with the casual justification of ‘how were we toduan that Stalin had ordered loyal Communists to be
shot?’ [TJ, 187). Helena clings to ignorance as a form ofahdefence, the state of not having held
all of the facts exculpating her from blame or maspbility over historical injustices that she east
unwittingly cheered on from the fringes.

Webb’s one-sided reading of Kundera’s charactechallenged elsewhere, too. At the same
moment as Helena makes her excuses to Ludvik, $ienidtaneously generating and maintaining her
ignorance about his vindictive intentions towares, Isince what she takes to be the start of a grand
romance is really part of his long-planned reveagainst her husband. For Helena, playing up a past
ignorance of her own provides a strategy for exwusier prior actions; for Ludvik, the favoured
strategy involves generating ignorance in anotleesgn in order to further his own somewhat cruel
ambitions. And at this point in the novel, Ludvikniself remains ignorant about Lucie’s past, still
mentally constructing her as a transcendent ideat@inity existing above and apart from all edyth
problems. His deliberate generation of ignorancddetena is counterpointed by the ignorance that he
is unaware remains within himself.

DoleZel's reading ofThe Jokeis more nuanced than Webb's unsatisfyingly monialith
interpretation of Kundera’s entire oeuvre. For Gele Ludvik ‘emerges as the most reliable narrator
and, therefore, his representation is used to stghge degree of unreliability of the other namrsité
According to this account, Ludvik excels at theatteg down of veils® DoleZel is suggesting that
rather than all Kundera's characters battling agjaignorance through a search for truth, certain
characters hold a much more active relationship igihorance than others, Ludvik's representations
acting as a beacon that illuminates the ignoramddsn the representations made by his fellows.
Ludvik's scorn towards the delusions held by ottiearacters suggests that he himself would argue
DoleZel’s conclusion to be true. It readily appe&mvever, that even DoleZel's much more modest
argument than Webb'’s itself misses how deeply aiogiship with ignorance is ingrained throughout
Kundera’s works, for Ludvik is clearly no betteraththe other characters whose representations he
supposedly dismantles.

As the various narratives that comprise the naegitinue, it becomes clear that the co-
ordinating force behind’he Jokedeploys its mutually relativising, first-personiees in order to
make the same ignorance that permeates each @rarawpresentations even starker, Ludvik's
included, demonstrating how he too is ignorant angnsubstantial ways. DoleZel’'s model is thus too
neat. Kostka's revelations in Part Six regardingikls past, which unveil to the reader the ignoeanc
of Ludvik’s assumptions about Lucie’s ‘virginity/demonstrate one obvious counterpoint to Dolezel’s
argument. Kostka’'s representation here directly@sdo the reader the veiled nature of Ludvik’s own
sense of the world, so that in this moment it isstka's narration that reveals the unreliability of

Ludvik’'s. There are also examples of Ludvik's pronocements being undone by other moments
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within his own narration, which not only further stress his uiatglity, but starkly ironise it. His
amazement ‘at the incredible human capacity fansfi@ming reality into a likeness of desires or
ideals’, for example, seems to be directed chiaflyHelena (181). But Ludvik himself, even after
realising that his revenge plan is also based oraige ideal rather than reality, clings just as
ignorantly as before to his sense that Lucie iseed from conflicts, tensions, and dramas’; indeed
his realisation of his ignorance regarding Helema&gital situation only drives him even deeper into
hisunrealised ignorance about Lucie (203). Knowledgeria area appears to deepen his ignorance in
another, suggesting that when knowledge is expegttnas unwelcome, ignorance becomes
something of a protective bunker. As one veil imtaway from Ludvik's eyes — and not through his
own deliberate actions — he swiftly buries his hieagnother.

If we can say that any one character fulfils tled-tearing role that DoleZel attributes to
Ludvik, it is perhaps just as likely to be Kostkais Kostka's eventual revelations about Luciessp
that finally catalyse Ludvik's own aforementionezhlisation of how entrenched his ignorance has
become, and how damaging was his shaping of Lumeigtity into the virginal girl he needed to get
through life with the Black Insignias. But neithdoes Kostka entirely fulfil the basic tenet of
DoleZel's model that one character exists to illuae the ignorance of the others, without his or he
authority itself being compromised in turn: Kostkalepiction of Ludvik as embodying ‘rationalist
scepticism’, for one, is undone by Ludvik’s nawvas showing the same absolute, irrational faith in
his revenge plan and in his impressions of LucidHakena holds in both Ludvik himself and in
Communism (245). The trend is not any one charaoteelling at the tearing of veils over and above
the others, but each character’s perspective mytillaminating the ignorance of representationatth
illuminate, in turn, the ignorances endemic to diisher own, less like a single beacon as Dolezel
imagines and more like a hall of mirrors.

It should be suggested, however, that this profcesdions more by coincidence than through
a conscious desire on any single character's marfutther the cause of knowledge for either
themselves or their fellows, since few of the rgprgations’ illuminations of ignorance appear the
deliberate result of another character’s thirsttfoth-seeking. And whenever the tearing down @& on
character's misrepresentations by another doesupeokinowledge, prior to Part Seven, it is usually
within the mind of the reader, rather than thaaonbther character. The reader notably receives the
additional knowledge of Lucie’s past earlier thamdizik himself, who remains ignorant of it while
the reader is no longer. The reader likewise knthas Helena is being cruelly manipulated before
Helena knows this herself. The reader thus becanrgh seeker herself purely by moving from one
page of the novel to the next, experiencing thauctide ideals generated within previous pages
demolished as she precedes, while Ludvik and Heleven perspectives remain veiled.

It seems, then, that Webb’s argument is vigorowsigtradicted by Kundera’'s first novel
alone. The only committed truth-seeker here is gyestihe reader herself. While the characters within

the novel mostly remain so ignorant, the novel disggly gifts her with knowledge in advance of the
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characters who most need it and so moves her teriexge how being a truth-seeker actuédigls
She might experience a strong, readerly satisfactiocoming into knowledge before other people.
She might alternatively wish that the charactersldoonly know what she does. Both these
possibilities would see her experience for hertledf worth of knowledge over ignorance, either
through the personal satisfaction it brings heraasuccessful truth-seeker, or through her own
knowledge highlighting the mental voids within tblearacters who do not yet know what she does
and who, fuelled by their ignorance, thus continaeact in ways ultimately harmful to both
themselves and their fellows.

h But the reader might, conversely, be driven tostder whether or not a move towards
knowledge should always be considered pleasurableseful, since further variations withifhe
Jokedraw out the sense that knowledge can insteadsdered deeply invasive towards the subject
that become&nown After all, Lucie’s past involves a heavily perabtrauma that it seems entirely
reasonable she would not like many people knowbaug particularly a total stranger to her like the
reader herself. The reader’s initial satisfactidoowt realising the truth underlying Lucie’s terror
during Ludvik’'s pushy advances might even soon appe her unpleasantly voyeuristic. The reader
comes into this knowledge via Kostka’'s recountihgaming into it himself, in a section that reads,
with its series of short, sharp, occasionally ciqugdstions and demands for Lucie to speak when she
is understandably reticent, much like a police riogation (231-33). The reader thus learns about
Lucie’s past by effectively eavesdropping on aetirttgation, receiving intelligence acquired for her
through a degree of coercion but without havingges her own hands dirty. Not only is this
information delicately sensitive, but the very prss that sees it come to light suggests too tint-tr
seeking can occasionally be more of a grubby agtikian a praiseworthy one.

The reader's potential satisfaction about hern oprogression into knowledge is
counterpointed also by the Czech novels’ most gestyiicharming portrayal of the value of being and
remaining ignorant. In Part Six, Kostka states thatone knows’ the exact origins of the Ride of
Kings folk procession (262). But rather than seghkmdiscover them, he argues that ‘just as Eggptia
hieroglyphs are more beautiful to those who caneatl them... so too, perhaps, the Ride of Kings is
beautiful because the content of its communicakias long since been lost and gestures, colours,
words, come more and more into the foreground, iigwttention to themselves and to their own
aspect and shape’ (262). Unlike in the instancesri®d above, Kostka knows he is ignorant in the
very same moment in which he is being ignorant, eeghrds this state of affairs as worthy of
celebration.

That this particular variation shows ignorancstich a sympathetic light can be at least partly
illuminated by Eagleton’s analysis of ‘meaninglesssi within Kundera’s novels offering ‘a blessed
moment of release’ and ‘a temporary respite fromwlorld’s tyrannical legibility® Eagleton’s essay
describes the totalitarian worlds in which are thet majority of all Kundera's Czech novels except

Immortality as environments in which ‘reality becomes so pEwedy, oppressively meaningful that
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its slightest fragments operate as minority signsame utterly coherent texf. The regime under
which Kostka and his fellows live presses its afieno marshal all of life around a single yet
overarching schema of factuality to such an oppressxtent that it demands that every aspect ef lif
and every area of politics and society must, agesepuisite for its own legitimacy (and safety),
transparently and unambiguously support a pre-thibexd and universalising brand of knowledge.

The Ride of Kings appears glorious because Kstignorance of its roots provides its
symbols with absolutely no obligation to point toything outside themselves, to exist purely and
freely as aesthetic forms, in opposition to how tbgime governing his country demands that every
aspect of life be organised as signs marshalledayds towards the same greater purpose. The effect
of the regime’s practice is unwittingly to highligthe beauty of thenknown, of the pieces of culture
and society that through their remaining unknowadalenot be forced to point outwards to anything
larger than themselves. A totalitarian world thesds to Kostka's ignorance about this ritual
facilitating his viewing it as something of a lodaisy in an redeveloped epistemological landscépe o
ugly tower-blocks. Were Kostka to work harder tteahte his ignorance by committing himself to
researching the ritual’s roots, then he would abyube acting much like the regime itself, through
not being content to let the colours and shapessandds of the ritual remain happily separate from
an obligation to point to a supposedly greater eaugside itself.

Kostka's satisfaction with remaining ignorant amdelling in the joy that this allows the ritual
to bring him is thus a defence against the venamigational drives that sustain totalitarian idegglo
It should also work to counterpoint any satisfattioat the reader athe Jokehas been deriving from
her own path from ignorance to knowledge during tlowel so far. Rather than the path from
ignorance to knowledge always marking a positiveypmssion, she here sees a case where to take this
route would involve destroying a thing of beautg tnnocence of which, in a world where little else

is allowed to remain similarly innocent, only theserver’s ignorance can preserve.

Shortly before the novel’'s closing sequences, tNéabb’s claim has become increasingly hard to
support. This is not only due to Ludvik, Helena dadoslav remaining ignorant in ways they do not
even know that they are ignorant. In addition ie,tthe reader may have come to doubt the ethycalit
of always being a truth-seeker herself, while KastKack of knowledge about the Ride of Kings

shows a further reason to abstain from the proaeswhich Webb imagines all of Kundera’'s

characters vicariously to engage. Kostka knowsshgriorant and is more than happy to remain so.
But perhaps all the evidence needed to suggesthhb’s point has some merit would be a general
trend that sees at least the majority of the mharacters becoming aware, by the close of the novel
of the extent of their relationship with ignoraraoed expressing an active desire to develop beyond i
in the time remaining. The final sequences of theeh potentially serve this purpose by showing

three of the four main narrators each arriving poaerful moment of revelation.
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Ludvik, for example, finally realises the exterfithis ignorance towards Lucie, coming into
the knowledge that he had only ever constructeddsea function of [his] own situation’ (250). This
is shortly before the even grander revelation thiat plan for revenge is based on the ignorant
misconception that Helena and Zemanek are stillitam (288). These big epiphanies occur
practically alongside those experienced by HelerhJaroslav. The former finally learns that Ludvik
has been using her as part of his planned reve2f@4). Ludvik's motivation in telling her this
stems at least partially from his recently-acquikedwledge about how he has been mistreating
Lucie, showing that, like ignorance, knowledge tao generate via a ripple effect, the removal ef th
veil around Ludvik’s eyes prompting him to remoue turn, the veil around Helena's. And shortly
after, Jaroslav realises his son, Vladimir, hasnbeanspiring with his mother to deceive Jaroslav
about taking pride of place in the Ride of Kingstieal, when he has instead bunked off to attend
motorbike races in nearby Brno (305). The closiaguences thus launch a rapid-fire of epiphanies
that shifts each main character away from the @noes they have both experienced themselves and
generated in others throughout the previous sextion

But this is not enough to suggest that Webb isaliely proven correct. For the characters to
be described as trudeekersfor one, they would have had to reach these apigls through their
own direction and agency, rather than stumblingnuigh@m. The sequence, furthermore, is far from
one of victory or triumph; judging from what hapgén the immediate aftermath of these epiphanies,
each of these characters would likely have muckepetl to remain ignorant. Helena rushes to Kill
herself and is only saved by her newly-arrived rgnoe about the actual contents of the pills slse ha
taken, while Jaroslav very shortly after has athetdack. Despite showing a series of ignoranceb ea
being undone, the final sequences of Kundera's fiovel do not focus on the potential triumph of
these epiphanies, but on the pain and uncertdiatythe new knowledge brings, once it destroys the
delusions that were sustaining these charactees.li

The final sequence also provides a potential ¢if seafeningly loud) counterpoint for the
rather unsympathetic generation of ignorance witetena by Ludvik throughout much of the rest of
the novel, through the aforementioned case of Wadconspiring with his mother to make Jaroslav
believe that he was taking centre-stage in the Rfde€ings ritual, when he was not (305-06). The
example demonstrated by Vladimir is not a decigivebsitive portrayal of the practice, for as
suggested the reader has a strong window ontold&oslistress when he finds out the truth. But
Vladimir could hardly have predicted that his fatheuld react with a heart-attack and his reasons
for the deception are, if not clear-cut, at leastier to sympathise with than Ludvik's openly cruel
sexual manipulations, which are not even directgirst the person upon whom he seeks to avenge
himself but work through selecting a vulnerable &mrelation of his target as a prop that will slyor
become collateral damage.

Earlier chapters show that Vladimir has alreagheatedly stated, entirely reasonably, that he

does not want to be involved with the Ride of Kinlgis promise to take part is dragged out of him
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through what could be described as emotional blailk(h27-29). Since his son is fifteen, Jaroslav
perhaps should respect his individuality withouensively pushing him to validate Jaroslav’s life-
choices through repeating them himself; had herlitl to his son with an empathic understanding of
him as a separate being, then Vladimir's act ofoggnesis would never have been necessary and he
could have been free to be his own person. Onttier band, Vladimir could reasonably be expected
to have put himself through one day of activitiesdid not want to do in order to bring joy to tharm
who raised him. But even should the reader plaisepihint above the others and so refuse to regard
this act as definitively sympathetic, she shoulteast recognise it as less ovenlyympathetic than
Ludvik’'s overtly demeaning agnogenesis within HelerThe scene facilitated by Ludvik's
agnogenesis within Helena leads, after all, to esatescribed by Banerjee as ‘sadistic ribaldry’ and
by O'Brien as ‘abusive! Whatever the faults of Vladimir's own agnogenedidalls far short of
these descriptors. Towards the end of the noveh,thgnogenesis itself appears a little less olsiyou
cruel a practice, even if not yet an entirely sythptc one.

It could be suggested as a caveat to the trajectory | aming here that a central character
being aligned to an extremely sympathetic sort gsfoagenesis is already demonstrated earlier, via
Lucie. But her failure to reveal her history of sakabuse to Ludvik is not what | would strictlylica
agnogenesis. If a simple lack of providing all poissinformation could be counted as producing
ignorance, then everyone alive at this momentnretivould be guilty of generating or maintaining
ignorance about a vast number of concerns thgtahenot immediately mentioning in the present. If
the reader does not open every conversation byliagevhat she had for breakfast that morning, the
very concept of agnogenesis would surely be cheabbeyond any usefulness by referring to such
an omission as such.

Lucie’s history is admittedly a different mattdrrough being directly relevant to the situation
in which she and Ludvik find themselves. But evenisis impossible to say that Ludvik’s ignorance
has been (and is being) generated by Lucie aparteliberate strategy, with the concerted gdal o
keeping him in the dark for her own strategic b&gnefven though, considering the extremely
sensitive nature of her background, it would seéerly excusable for her to be doing so. Firsthe s
makes little attempt to hide the fact that sexifies her, so the consequences of her past ardyclea
on display for Ludvik to read and interpret with atver degree of empathy or people skills he can
bring to the situation. Secondly, she does nothigiherately to generate in Ludvik the idea tha sh
is a virgin, which is an erroneous conclusion meaderely under his own steam (92). She confirms
his idea by nodding, and so at least maintainggim@ance that Ludvik has generated for himself, bu
very weakly; the idea of actively working to keegr Ipast a secret is foreign enough to her that she
can only do so via a non-verbal confirmation ofigmorance already generated beyond her conscious
intent. And she willingly tells Kostka that sherist a virgin without any pressure; it is only the

specific details of her previous experiences thatthen drags out of her through a pseudo-
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interrogation — during which, again, she makes ctiva attempt at deception beyond briefly being
silent and so refusing to provide Kostka with eittie truthor a lie that would keep it hidden (231).

If Lucie’s actionscan be described as agnogenesis, it is a muted, alemtsely passive
variant, rather than an active, strategic commitméfadimir, on the other hand, actively lies about
attending the Ride of Kings and conspires withrhigther to preserve the illusion. And though the
reader might side with either him or Jaroslav abwiuether or not it was the ethically correct course
for him to take, the potential is definitely thete consider that given Jaroslav's evidenced
unwillingness to respect his son’s clearly stateshes, Vladimir had little choice. It could also be
stressed that this specific act of agnogenesisdeagned to keep Jaroslav happy, unlike Ludvik's
own agnogenesis being designed to make one pergeraile through directly hurting another.
Either way, after a novel where an extended aagobgenesis is part of a cruel plan of revengetbase
around dehumanising a target who had little diyetctldo with his expulsion from University, a ditec
concerted attempt to generate ignorance in anahlepart of a calculated plan is rendered, via

Kostka’'s son, with a tentative sympathy.

The characters in Kundera'’s first nowdl have a deep rooted relationship with ignorameech like
their more recent compatriots ignoranceitself. Not only are they ignorant of their own\sd, of
other characters and of the world around them, ibutudvik’'s case he deliberately generates
ignorance in another in order to fulfii mostly ungyathetic goals against her husband. The most
successful truth-seeker here is the reader hergletf, simply by moving through the novel, acquires
knowledge about the extent of each character'srgree comfortably before they do themselves.

The novel does not cleanly value knowledge oveoiignce, for coming into knowledge can
be deeply painful for characters like Ludvik, Hedeand Jaroslav and destructive towards the beauty
Kostka locates in the nebulous Ride of Kings. Ang ihard to judge in turn that the majority of the
variations discussed so far neatly prove the valugnorance over knowledge. This is not only
because the ignorance characters hold regardingatber often leads to their mistreatment of their
fellows. As well as this, the truths from which ayance protects characters like Ludvik and Helena
are unsettling precisely because of circumstanongerelered by their prior ignorance. Had Ludvik
known the truth about Lucie’s past, for examplewwaild likely not have treated her in a way that
then proved deeply painful to him once her pastdwade to light. And had Helena known the truth
about Ludvik’s intentions towards her before becamembroiled with him, she would not have got
deeply enough involved for the later realisatiorthese intentions to so shame her. Ignorance often
sustains itself by placing people in situations ehthe most comfortable outcome is to remain
ignorant, but which earlier knowledge could haveoided altogether. If knowledge is painful,
ignorance is still mostly to blame, and so havireer knowledgeable in the first place would

generally appear, by this point in the oeuvre gdhe preferable way of being.
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Even lest this mark a victory for the cause of\wlealge over ignorance, however, both the
means by which the reader learns of Lucie’s padt Kaostka’s argument about the Ride of Kings
prevents it from being decisive. The reader wilp&fully remember that regarding particular aspects
of the world around her, it is not only ethicallgunder but also far sweeter to be forever ignorant.
And the late variation provided by the revelatidratt Jaroslav’'s son Vladimir has deceived him
suggests that even a decidedly deliberate generatiggnorance in other people can be viewed with

at least a tentative sympathy.

Farewell Waltz

A very early sequence irarewell Waltzsees the worth of knowledge brought down an aafditipeg,
by suggesting that behaviour either self-defeabndharmful to others is not always the result of
ignorance and can be perpetuated in full knowlezfgle reasons behind it. When Klima states that
he keeps cheating on Kamila because he covetsihatellous flight — filled with tenderness, desire
humility — bringing [him] back to [his] wife, whahg] loves more with every new infidelity’, his self
awareness of both the morally questionable natinésactions — hence his resultant ‘humility’ -dan
the motivations fuelling them appear to do nothiagprevent their continuancé&\(, 30). Indeed,
since Klima candidly describes his ‘loathing’ and fdistaste’ towards himself, this example echoes
one possible conclusion from aforementioned vaniatiin The Joke which show ignorance to be a
potential blessing (30). And considering that ldk-knowledge is functionally useless in encourggin
a positive change, ignorant is how he may as valetremained.

But this is not to say that the novel differsnfrdhe Jokeby concertedly valuing ignorance
over knowledge. The further that the reader progerdfact, the more that louder variations on the
side of knowledge suggest that the reserve is ffbe. fact that Klima might as well remain in
ignorance is counterpointed by his act of agnogeregainst Ruzena, the unsympathetic nature of
which surpasses that of Ludvik’'s cruel generatibigworance in Helena fromihe Jokesince Klima
does not even have the excuse of having been isaedaby the regime that imprisoned Ludvik.
Throughout an excruciatingly extended sequencem&liconsistently lies to Ruzena about his
motivations for encouraging her to abort their @hstressing that he is deeply in love with her and
committed to leaving his wife, but wishes for theglationship to begin unstained by a commitment to
a child conceived before they properly got toge(ddr61). It would be difficult to argue that Klima
intending to leave Ruzena, once the unborn chiitof the way, is information that she is betitr
not holding before reaching a decision.

As matters go, Ruzena’s ignorance about Klimatsnitions can only ever be temporary, for
Klima’'s agnogenesis comes with a fixed shelf-lifdere she to undergo the abortion with the promise
of a relationship with Klima as a reward, then Kdisiplan would be fulfilled and, the moment that he

returns to his wife, Ruzena would suddenly be \emywledgeable indeed about the true nature of his
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plan. Much like the various degrees of knowledgat thart Seven oThe Jokebrings to Ludvik,
Helena and Jaroslav, this realisation would be lgggginful. But also similarly to at least Ludvika
Helena, rather than Ruzena wishing that she hagrnearnt the truth, she is much more likely tolwis
that she had come into knowledge much earlier abhtér decision about how to act could have been
made with the facts in hand. So while the earlatation in this novel sees knowledge as functignal
useless in a manner that suggests Klima may ashae#i remained in a blissful ignorance about the
reasons for his infidelities, this later variatiomunterpoints it not only by re-inscribing the geatmn

of ignorance in another person as self-servinghekrit also affirms the positive value of knowledg

in combating such a manoeuvre and in preventingtwd state in which a prior state of ignorance
then becomes an object of nostalgia.

It should be pointed out that Ruzena’s tragic llebnically undermines this ode to
knowledge by preventing the future state, in whshb would have wished for earlier knowledge, ever
from arriving. But this does not prevent the reasking, through Klima’'s conversation with Ruzena,
the case for knowledge over remaining ignorant res result of another character's self-serving
agnogenesis. And after all, at the later point wRemena reaches for her anti-anxiety medicatias, it
knowledge that the pill on top is actually Jakub@ison that she would have found particularly
helpful and her ignorance of this fact that killsr hFor all the myriad minor variations that coblel
charted within this novel, no single incidence grfidgrance could save a character’s life as surely as
this one piece of knowledge.

Klima’'s attempts to manipulate Ruzena into an tisoralso feed into a much larger, extended
variation upon the nature of ignorance that rumeugh much of the novekarewell Waltzcan be
read as an exposure of Jakub’s extremely deeperdgierance about the comprehensively malign
nature of humanity itself and its disposable aftittowards the sanctity of life. This particularly
pernicious example of a character’s ignorance eesefipm Jakub’s satisfaction at returning to Skreta
the poison pill given to him long ago. Soon to ematg from Communist Czechoslovakia for good,
Jakub is advised by Skreta that ‘the tablet coelfuist as useful elsewhere as here’ (75). Jakulesep
that ‘the tablet was part of this country’ and stsithat he wants ‘to leave in this country evangh
that belongs to it' (75). Combined with the nawats comparison of the purges that led to Jakub’s
arrest with the rehearsal for this human-on-huniatemnce that was the regime’s earlier war against
stray dogs, Jakub’s rebuttal to Skreta presentaripgment that life becoming cheaply disposabge is
historically and culturally specific phenomenonhtsed to the machinations of a malign political
regime and its knock-on effects upon its populd@8). Were Jakub’s argument to be born out, then
in other countries — including America, which isex Jakub is heading — the absence of this specific
regime would facilitate an entirely more positiv@luation of human life that would render the need
for such a pill completely anomalous. Here Jakugemables the ignorantly reductive reader of
Kundera’s novels that the author criticises in Rigface to the second English-language version of

The Joketethering the ills that he sees around him tdrteiglious influence of the Communist regime
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and stopping his analysis there, rather than mouingvards and viewing these ills as signifiers of
something much larger within human nature itself.

Firstly, as Banerjee points out, Jakub’s belieft thignity necessitates the power to depart
from life at a moment of one’s choosing can beddaback to the Roman Stoics, meaning that it is
hardly the specific result of living in a totalitan communist state that he grandiosely images it t
bel? And within Farewell Waltzitself, the lack of regard towards life shown le tcommunists
against both dogs and humans is, contentiouslgllpbed with Klima’s aforementioned desperation to
manipulate Ruzena into having an abortion. It wdaddreductive to say that the novel is anti-abartio
per se, or that abortion itself is deployed agyaier that humanity as a whole devalues life, drey
merely within a singular political context; whatally is deployed for this cause is Klima tricking
Ruzena into putting herself through one for reasmsely cowardly and self-serving.

A further illumination of Jakub’s ignorance emesgiuring the aftermath of Ruzena’s death,
once she has mistakenly swallowed Jakub’s pillaf@rmath unfolding in juxtaposition with Jakub,
ignorant of the tragedy he has set in motion, dgviowards the Czechoslovakian border while
imagining that he is leaving the specific countryihich life has become worthless behind for good.
The exact nature of this aftermath and the wayhiclvit illuminates Jakub’s naivety is prepared for
during the earlier sections of the novel, prindipdhrough how both Ruzena herself and Olga are
shown to read detective novels (104, 233). For azeRa’s death is investigated, this text itself
transforms before the reader’s eyes into just sualork of popular fiction. The inspector muses, for
example, that ‘if we adopt the murder theory, weehto accept that someone slipped into [her]
medicine tube a poison that could be mistaken fieraf [her] tablets’, before asking ‘who might have
had an interest in killing this woman?’ and runnatglength through the proof both for and against
each possible suspect, while the novel's main chbars are assembled before him as in the
dénouement of a Christie novel (265-89rewell Waltzdoes not start parodying the reading material
enjoyed by Ruzena and Olga as much as, followingeRa's death, it suddenly and exactly
appropriates its tone and structure. A psycholdigicamplex character whom the reader will likely
have found it extremely hard not to see as a fpeait of her sympathies is effectively killed agay
becoming a prop for a sequence plucked straight fgenre fiction designed for the purpose of
scintillating entertainment. This sequence’s chaape of Ruzena’s genuinely tragic final hours
suggests how in detective fiction, death itselfinéversally cheapened through its transformatida in
disposable entertainment.

Ruzena and Olga are clearly not the only peopliéénworld to find entertainment in such
works ! By assuming the mantle of this form of genre distpopular the world over, in a chapter that
reads like nothing else in Kundera’s oeuvre, theehadds to its portrayal of Klima’s self-serving
demands for an abortion further evidence that thec® communists are far from responsible, as
Jakub imagines, for life becoming worryingly cheapeir regime is not the cause of this trend, but

merely one further manifestation, alongside comsenabortions and a love of murder packaged as
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entertainment. And though Jakub leaves Czechosiaysilieving Ruzena is safe, his despondence at
the fact that he nonetheless did think that Ruzessessed his pill, yet did nothing to take it back
leads him to realise that ‘he was leaving his drdyneland and that he had no other’, indifference to
death making Jakub ignorantly believe that he caity ever belong to the similarly indifferent
Communist Czechoslovakia (272). The novel persisteimderlines his entrenched ignorance by
presenting the far more despondent — but apparpralymatic — argument that Jakub will readily find
a home no matter where he ends up, for similarfggs of life having grown cheaply disposable as

the necessity of possessing poison, appear somewdamic across the globe.

The Book of Laughter and Forgetting

Kundera’s fourth novel contains variations thatetiose before, which further reiterate the ways in
which characters can be ignorant of their own sehm of the people around them, while sometimes
working to generate ignorance in other peoplelieirtown ends. But it also marks the strengthening
of the close offhe Jok&s previously tentative recontextualisation of agewesis by doubling back on
the entirely cruel generation of ignorance in Raedy Klima in Farewell Waltz Laughter and
Forgettingshowcases instead sympathetic examples of an adgliberate manufacture of ignorance
that appears increasingly as a valid survival sgyat

Characters here continue to be ignorant of thareatf their own actions and hypocrisies.
Mirek, for example, believes that ‘the struggle mén against power is the struggle of memory
against forgetting' l(F, 4). This belief might lead the reader to expeatkto stand as the preserver
of historical facts in opposition to the commumigime’s attempts at erasure, which is epitomiged b
the opening chapter’'s detailing of President Gdtlisaremoval of reminders of his executed
colleague Clementis. Mirek appears oblivious, haveto the fact that his mission to reclaim lost
letters once written to an ex-girlfriend is not attempt to stave off state-enforced forgetting by
preserving the endangered past in memory, but orgréngthen the account of the past that he
wishes were remembered by seizing all evidencstatteto the contrary. He is now embarrassed of
her and so wishes to take hold of any documentstreern their time together.

Mirek remains ignorant that his own actions atielidifferent to those of the police he is
seeking to evade and the larger forces whose beledre on, represented in this novel not only by
Gottwald, but in Part Six too by a fictional simeia of the later President Husak (217). Memory can
be manipulated to further a forgetting just as lgaes it can be marshalled to defend against this
practice. This hypocrisy is never spelt out byrbgel's narrator, but Kundera himself utilises akac
the same terminology to present an argument tradkeciyes Mirek’s understanding of his situation in
the non-fictionalThe Curtain,when he states that ‘man is separated from the. phgttwo forces
that... co-operate: the force of forgetting (whéshses) and the force of memory (which transforms)’

and similarly inTestaments Betrayaghen Kundera argues that ‘Remembering is not dgative of



122

forgetting. Remembering is a form of forgettifThese statements clarify the author's own position
in a manner that suggests the flaws in Mirek’s ithesid his consequent ignorance towards the
hypocrisy of his actions are, by authorial intenkeast, indeed designed to be illuminated by ant al
reader able to make connections that remain bluad&direk himself.

Part Four contrasts Mirek’s retrieval of lost éett with Tamina'’s efforts to secure personal
diaries that she hopes will shore up her fading orées of her dead husband. As Banerjee suggests,
‘Tamina’s devotion to memory is motivated by a desiot for beauty’, like Mirek’s, ‘but for lifet®
Tamina is intent not on doctoring the past to malkgpear more attractive, but on preserving idas
personal monument. But this is not to say that hameatly counterpoints Mirek through being
unambiguously on the side of knowledge, for in ortle acquire her own lost artefacts she
consistently generates ignorance in the acquaiesarghe has made since her flight from
Czechoslovakia. Tamina leads one friend, whom gped will collect these documents when he
visits Prague, to believe that they are ‘politidalcuments’ rather than ‘personal diaries’ and love
letters, since this deception better correlates whe colourful impressions Westerners hold about
émigrés from countries like Tamina’'s and so wilpbfully make him more willing to play his own
part in what he will then consider an exciting deafd30). Shortly after this, Tamina deliberately
speaks ‘in an undertone’ so that her friend doesrealise she is using her phone to make an
expensive international call to her Czech fathemave that again appears, at least to Tamina, as a
necessity, born out of her status as a low-paidigrant who cannot afford to make the calls herself
(138).

A systematic cultivation of ignorance in these emple, then, genuinely seems to Tamina to
be a necessary strategy to alleviate the consegsi@fihaving fled from a country of totalitariaderu
rather than a move designed to prevent inconveniattis from coming to light (as for Jakub in
Farewell Waltz or to further seedy revenge fantasies (as fowvikuoh The Jokg The reader might
not entirely approve of Tamina manipulating heerids, but considering Tamina feels she needs her
diaries back in order for life itself to be survbl@, and she has no intention of deliberately harming
any of her targets, these moments of agnogenesiess unsympathetic than Ludvik’s or, especially,
Klima’s. Since Tamina genuinely feels that she sedmaintain her memories of her husband for
life itself to be endurable, it is also an easiample to sympathise with than Vladimir's. And #rh
friends were to find out, it is highly unlikely thehey would rush to commit suicide or have a heart
attack, instead of being mildly nonplussed.

On the other hand, this act of agnogenesis imatgly fruitless, since Tamina never recovers
her diaries. The reader might even wonder thatTadina told the truth to both of her colleagues,
they might have been better moved by her genuiseard acted more enthusiastically to help her.
The need for agnogenesis perhaps comes from a ¢oimtditioned towards such a move after living
for so long in a totalitarian regime, rather tharotigh actual necessity. There is no direct evidenc

either way, and so the reader can only wonder Bxhotv useful bringing these characters into the
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truth of the situation would have been for Tamifilke reader of this novel is left to dwell upon the
uncertainty of whether or not a commitment to réingethe truth would have proven more successful
than a reasonably sympathetic agnogenesis.

Tamina’s actions are ultimately no more sucaggbfin a slightly earlier act of agnogenesis,
one for which it is even easier for the readeryimEathise with the need, as the magazine editor R
straightforwardly lies to her police interrogatdrat she does not ‘know anything’ about allegedly
having hired a known dissident to work for her (98pte the distinction between this and Ludvik's
own appeals to his interrogators as recounted m Haee and Part Five ofhe Joke when he
proclaims his innocence, he is saying nothing oth&n what to him is the simple truth, and nor does
he attempt to lie by denying any knowledge of hgvient the offending post-card. On this rare
occasion, when agnogenesis could be directed gbebple actively seeking him harm in the very
moment when they are doing so, Ludvik was indeednsitted to telling the truth. This earlier novel
thus denies itself a potential variation that woédre portrayed a moment of active agnogenesis in a
entirely, rather than ambiguously, sympathetic vas though the oeuvre wishes to deny the reader
such a straightforwardly sympathetic example of pinactice so early on and to generate only
compromised variations like Vladimir in support ibf before presenting cases where characters
genuinely and convincingly believe it to be neces$ar freedom, or even for life itself.

R.’s agnogenesis fails to save her from punistirasrsurely as does Ludvik’s truth-telling
before his own interrogators, but principally besmshe immediately backs down as soon as her
interrogators contradict her account (98). We mayaer how events might have played out had R.
stuck to her story, rather than switching in thielbbf an eye from deliberate agnogenesis to a full
blown confession. Strategic and deliberate it maybut concerted it is not.

Agnogenesis being marshalled in this novel noty doy members of the regime like
Presidents Gottwald and Husak, but also as a defagainst the direct consequences of the regime’s
persecution — be it exile or interrogation — noekghs facilitates subjecting the value of an active
agnogenesis to a greater consideration than ipréngous texts. The counterpoints here, while lyardl
deafening, are louder than those provided by theteucounterpoint of Vladimir, who is hardly
fighting for his life or liberty. This novel's revaluation of the practice of agnogenesis can sttl
entirely redeem it, because even when marshalledpathetically it never appears particularly
successful. The variations in this novel are thibeg most concertedly desire the process of re-
evaluation itself, more than they do a switch frdistrusting a concerted agnogenesis to viewing it a
unambiguously the best option in the situationsae@. The reader dfaughter and Forgettingnay
more clearly see its sympathetic potential tharrélaglers of earlier novels, however much she doubts

its efficacy.
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The Unbearable Lightness of Being

This novel further engages with the trend advarme@amina and R. frorhaughter and Forgetting
which highlighted the potentially sympathetic nataf generating ignorance in others, even if these
particular instances did not turn out successfullymas, too, demonstrates an entirely sympathetic
act of agnogenesis when he attempts to protedtémtity of an editor who commissioned an article
critical of communism, through falsely denying tha&t can remember the editor's nartd B, 181).
Unlike R., Tomas does not back down and continode t even under a fairly rigorous examination.
Like both R. and Tamina, however, Tomas’ attempdsséill not entirely successful, though in a way
he could not have predicted. He continues his ddmeimaking up a physical description that
unwittingly reminds his interrogators of anotheit@dwho has nothing to do with the offending
article (182). His defence of one man thus succdadsonly by placing another in the firing line. A
well-intentioned agnogenesis can backfire agaargets other than those intended.

As well as this further variation that attestsamgnogenesis being a sympathetic form of
defence, albeit one that never appears to worktasded, this novel also places the most concerted
emphasis within the Czech fiction on how the irtiegetic material Kundera’s narrators turn towards
in order to support their theses can, on occagahto support it at all. While scrutinising Tomas’
uncertainty about whether or not to initiate adhineeting with his new lover Tereza, for example,
the narrator argues that ‘There is no basis fdingsvhich decision is better, because there ibagis
for comparison. We live everything as it comese kan actor going on cold’ (7). Very shortly after
however, Tomas’ decision to contact her is prompietis recollection that Tereza'’s first visit, \ehi
ill, made her resemble a child in a ‘bulrush baskeéis memory leading him to realise that ‘He
couldn’t very well let a basket with a child infibat down a stormy river’, for had Moses not been
saved from a similar situation ‘there would haverb@o Old Testament, no civilisation as we now
know itl’ (10). For Tomas, this mythological or tosical precedent functions as exactly the sort of
rehearsal for a current situation that the narrateems the lightness of being denies us. Our
existential lightness is arguably framed here agé¢lason for our reliance on such mythologies, whic
while doing little to alleviate the fact that wencet ourselves enjoy a literal rehearsal of each
decision, stand nonetheless as an immediate disgro¥ the narrator’'s argument that our decisions
can call upon ‘no basis for comparison.’ Interaginthe narrator of.aughter and Forgettindhas
already contradicted his fellow’s central thesisi$elf, stating that ‘historical events mostly ingta
one another without any talent’, highlighting thadt all of his narrators are ignorant of the same
notions as otherdF, 18).

A sign of narratorial ignorance more entrenchemughoutLightness of Beinghowever,
arises from this narrator’s continuing project tmase between the existential modes of ‘weight’ and
‘lightness’ ULB, 5). Many signs emerging from the material he wses case-study to explore this

dilemma suggest that neither potential answer igra@rant as the very practice of presenting the tw
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modes of being as mutually exclusive opposites.dfigoing determination to value one of the two
gualities as positive and the other as negativairsrblind to the fact that the evidence he calsnu
only undermines the very foundations of the birthat he is attempting to evaluate.

To select one of many examples, Tomas’ careergghftom surgeon to window-cleaner is
overtly described as one from heaviness to ligistii&89), but, shortly after, we hear of the freaquyen
of such transitions following the 1968 Soviet-legidsion of his country (206). It is not that thisans
that Tomas’ transition, posited as light, is ingtegatly weighty, for viewing it via the lens ofen
pole of the binary opposition rather than the otkexps the binary intact, and being part of a trend
occurring frequently amongst the Czech intelligent®es not itself quite fulfil entirely the defiilins
of “weighty” provided in the novel's opening chaggeBut it is enough to say that a trend descridsed
light, due to moving Tomas away from a job he dgegpdres about to one he disregards, is
simultaneously a transition repeating itself acrbgs local population and so also displays definite
qualities of weightiness. Tomas’ move is thus dbatie as neither strictly light nor weighty, for
these are continually presented as discrete cé¢sgand his move contains elements of both. These
observations are applicable also to the tanks witlth the Russians subjugate the local population.
Obviously heavy and weighty, described by the tarras made of ‘tons of steel’, it is nonetheless
these that catalyse Tomas’ supposed fall to liggg{80). Again, lightness and weight fail to be as
entirely discreet as the very nature of the nariatovestigation suggests that they must be.

This narrator, then, has an unfortunate proclifdtypresenting evidence that undoes the very
cause it is marshalled to corroborate. He alsditiksluck in utilising for this cause a text oiiglly
composed in Ancient Greek, seemingly misinterpgetire philosophical writing of Parmenides. The
narrator suggests during the novel’'s opening tletmenides ‘saw the world divided into pairs of
opposites’, one half of each being labelled ‘pusitand the other ‘negative’ (5). This reading loé t
sixth-century BC philosopher is far from tangent@the narrative, since it is the very catalydtibd
the narrator's extended inquiry as to which of gaer of ‘light’ and ‘weight’ fits each valuation.
According to this narrator, Parmenides decided ftirathis pair, ‘lightness is positive, weight nége’

(5).

The implied reader dfightness of Beindoes not need to seek out anything about Parmenides
herself by going outside Kundera’s text and theaorreng to it, for the evidence that the narrator’s
opening thesis is based on a misconception alrapggars in front of her throughout the narrative as
she proceeds through it for the first time. Butyoohe text attributed to Parmenides survives today
and so locating the source of the narrator’'s msgigpuld not prove too laborious, though it becomes
readily apparent that the crucial elements of s seem at odds with what Kundera'’s narratorsfind
in it. Banerjee is the only English-language critiosely to engage with this section of the nobel,
strangely does so by relating it not to the texittem by Parmenides himself that the narrator of
Lightness of Beingppears to be citing, but to a text simply caPedmenideswritten by Plato around

a century after Parmenides’ deédtln the fragmentary text attributed to Parmenidiessklf that is
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usually referred to a®n Nature however, the Ancient Greek narrator is informé¢deagth by an
unnamed goddess about the true nature of the watith is starkly different from the ignorant
constructions that she has seen put forward by hkimd. Parmenides’ narrator is told that humans
‘laid down two forms in their minds for naming, afhich one is not right [ie: negative],
‘distinguished opposites... and set up signs sepdiram each other — here the bright flame of fire,
gentle and very light, in every way the same wislelf [ie: self-identical] and not the same witle th
other. And then, off by itself, contrariwise, thiolght...*’

We can see being decried here the same trendofwstracting the world around falsely
discrete binaries that is epitomised by the narrafoLightness of Beirig own clinging to the
categories of lightness and weight as though therxewentirely self-identical and discontinuous from
each other. The goddess’ lesson for Parmenideseveswwhich Kundera’s narrator completely
ignores, is that ‘everything is full at once oftitgand of obscure night’, much like, as stated abtwe
Russian tanks cannot be said wholly to epitomiglettiess or weight, since they display and contain
elements of botf The narrators of both Parmenides amghtness of Beingppear, then, to labour
over the same misapprehensions, but while the foisnghown the error of his ways by the goddess,
the latter remains unable to see the true qualiiése evidence he investigates in the hope afirsgl
his dilemma, evidence that should lead him towdgdming the same lesson as his counterpart from
antiquity, yet does not appear to do so, despite diearly being aware of this counterpart’s
precedential experiences. His seemingly deep-déadf ibat the world must operate along binaries
leads him to misread evidence to the contrary, fdtin and without the narrative that comprises hi

investigation into which side of the supposed hiramtween lightness and weight is best.

Variations on Ignorance

The characters of Kundera’'s Czech fiction are bletar from all the truth-seekers idealistically
imagined by Webb. If indeed this role truly belorigsanyone related to Kundera’s oeuvre, it is
perhaps to the readers of it themselves. As earliha Jokethe majority of Kundera’'s characters
demonstrate a deep-rooted relationship with ignroeathey are ignorant of themselves, their fellows
and the world around them. They are also oftenlu@ebin actively generating ignorance in others.
There is a general sense of aporia, however, regashether or not ignorance is a positive or
negative state in which to exist and even whethemob committing agnogenesis is an unsympathetic
course of action. While the sense that ignorandsiss often comes from a prior lack of knowledge
that could well have helped characters avoid fallinto the very states in which ignorance then
becomes coveted, in a select number of other dgresance appears genuinely and meaningfully
sweeter. And the reader ©he Jokeeven if she usually finds it satisfying to gethe truth far more
efficiently than the characters in the novel, widlrself come into knowledge that she may doubt that

the character it concerns would be happy with memling, at least not without her own consent. Not
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only are the characters’ relationships with igneenot inevitably negative ones, but the value and
even the ethicality of knowledge itself is broudgfib Kundera’s trademark doubt. Though Webb's
reading is definitely misguided and Kundera’s cherss are far from all truth-seekers, it is faisty
that everiThe Jokealone goes quite some way towards demonstratangadh not always have a good
reason to be as Webb describes them.

Further novels continue to present both favourabl@ unfavourable portrayals of ignorance,
while also praising and picking at the worth of whedge, particularly in its capacity as the
transcendental ideal that Webb imagines a deep domemt to would provide the best defence
against totalitarianism. Whenever knowledge app@arthe ascendance, a positive portrayal of
ignorance or a sure sign of knowledge’s limitatichimes in to unsettle iEarewell Waltzmakes a
fairly consistent cas®r knowledge. While an early variation within thisveb presents knowledge as
functionally useless in encouraging any more syhgtat behaviour than the actions arrived at
through ignorance, this is loudly counterpointed potentially even drowned out altogether by a case
where knowledge would easily have saved a lifaldb turns the dial all the way towards presenting
agnogenesis as negative, through Klima demongfratossibly the cruellest example in the entire
oeuvre.

Laughter and Forgettingon the other hand, advances a tentative trengested towards the
close of The Jokebut unrealised in the following texts: examplesaofleliberate agnogenesis now
increasingly emerge that are at least not crueligntioned, even while their execution never works
out successfully and so which leave the readeoifess doubt about whether or not agnogenesis is
the best course of action, even in situations wheappears as a valid form of self-defence. Ev@n s
Laughter and Forgettingefuses to resolve an aporia surrounding the dtkiatus of the practice by
showing how agnogenesis is also the main weapddeddy key members of the ruling regime such
as Presidents Gottwald and Husakghtness of Beinglso introduces the fallibility of one of
Kundera’'s extra-diegetic narrators, through dematisg how its own narrator is blind to the subtler
nuances of the material that he is seeking to at@luNot even those characters with a virtually
omnipresent view of Kundera’s textual worlds caevitably shrug off the ignorance experienced by
the majority of the other characters living andalineng within these worlds, even when they

themselves are concertedly in search of a truth.

1 Bernie Higgins and David Vaughan. “Czech BooksladiKundera’signorance a novel that offers insight
into exile and memory.’Czech Radio 7, Radio Pragyattp://www.radio.cz/en/article/55813, last accelsse
February 2014)

2 Due tolgnorancenever making clear the exact dates of Irena asdfdovarious returns — which critic James
Wood argues is a conscious obfuscation — it is Baejmbe to determine if the novel takes place in
Czechoslovakia or the Czech Republic, the latteulting from the Velvet Divorce of 31 December 19%98e
narrative gives the impression, however, that @uos very soon after communism’s fall and so thhaug this
thesis | label its setting ‘Czechoslovakia’. Seamés Wood. “Laughter and Forgetting.he New Republic
(December 23, 2002) 36.
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Six: Ignorance

“[Memory] is only capable of retaining a paltry tle scrap of the past, and no
one knows why just this scrap and not some otiveres. the choice occurs

mysteriously, outside our will or our interests.”

1. Ignorance explored

Kundera’s most recent novel at the time of writsgps the return of the intra-diegetic variety of
narrator who has characterised the majority ofnimgels since.ife is Elsewhergbut was markedly
absent from virtually the whole of the second Fremovel, Identity. Much like the narrator of
Slownessvas keen to investigate slowness, the narrattgrafranceis the first whaactively seeks to
put ignorance itself under the spotlight as thenprarea of his essayistic commentary’s study, rathe
than arriving at the theme of ignorance as a canpbf a different subject matter.

While the first French narrator follows many otlessayistic commentators who have explored
our society’s intensifying relationship with speéghorance remains a subject that has not been paid
as much attention as it might warrant. Andrew Béninas very recently observed that while a ‘vast
area of philosophy is designated as epistemologiyeary of knowledge’, the other side of the coin,
ignorance, is a potential avenue that has beensaloompletely ignored The narrator ofgnorance
could therefore be described as something of d&biader, striding out through his essayistic
investigations into relatively uncharted territarie

Bennett’'s own historicization of ignorance dwellslength on early Greek philosophy and
locates within it a paradigm shift in understandirgf ignorance, a shift epitomised by the value
afforded ignorance by philosophy pre- and post-&ociand the importance of literature in taking up
the mantle once post-Socratic philosophy has @astrance out. The philosophy of Socrates is
distinct from what follows because it revels in moWledging both its own ignorance and the
limitations of knowledge in generdlFrom Platonic philosophy onwards, conversely, ignoe
becomes something starkly to repudiate. Benneistoiticization then draws a sharp distinction
between post-Socratic philosophy and the spherétevhture. Literature is framed here as the
inheritor of the willingness to dwell in doubt amicertainty that philosophy cast off, from Plato
onwards, as it began to resemble more of a sciditegature for Bennett is, distinctively, ‘the p&a
where ignorance can be entertained, explored, etiact variety of discourse friendly, ‘unlike many
forms of philosophy’, to ‘self-contradiction, peepity, aporia? While Andrew Martin argues that
‘second-hand acquaintance with ignorance appeacbtaimable’ and ‘first-hand cognizance,
untenable’, Bennett's model refutes this by praagniterature itself as a similar sort of solutitm

these conundrums as some would argue that Godleuttabxperience ignorance for himself, sought
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through keeping Adam away from the Tree of Knowkedliterature providing a space in which,
before its reader’s eyes, ignorance is continuatlgompassed, articulated and perfornted.’

Literature perhaps offers a perfect environmemnihior this narrator’s attempts to fill the very
gap in knowledge observed by Bennett. Yet previmausators called into service within Kundera’'s
Czech and French fictions have often fallen preyarious ways to ignorance themselves. It remains
to be seen whether or not this is less likely tppem when ignorance is the prime subject under
investigation, or if, conversely, this French ngoras closer proximity to such a subject-mattenks
him even more likely to fall under its influencep shat the ignorance here is ‘encompassed,
articulated and performed’ within the novel's pagesnuch by him as by his intra-diegetic charagcters
just as it has been by at least one Czech nasatore him. The French trilogy itself has alreadgrs
one narrator pick entirely the wrong mode of repngation for his own task and need his reader to do
his work for him, and another who is so terrifiefichs own material that he has run into hiding and
can only beg for his own reader’s assistance wirsghwhat is ultimately an unsolvable conundrum.

Ignorancefocuses on the unsettling return of Irena and Jus€fzechoslovakia, decades after
the now-fallen Communist regime forced their resipeanigrations to France and Denmark. Irena in
particular is returning unwillingly, provoked by thé&ustration at her French friend Sylvie, whose
fetishized impression of Irena as a long-sufferxge, desperate to return home and resume a life
held long in stasis, betrays a cutting ignoranckesfa’s reality. If Sylvie knew Irena at all, siveuld
realise that Irena’s exile, though initially ‘impegsfrom the outside’, was ultimately ‘the best ome
for her life’, setting Irena free from her imposingpther (gnorance 23). Irena’s strong conviction
that her home is now Paris is confirmed during fiest night in Prague, her old friends totally
uninterested in her happy experiences abroad, mmgoSylvie in their capacity for remaining
ignorant of Irena’s true feelings. For Irena todoeepted in their company would require amputating
‘twenty years from her life’ and stitching her dist past directly to her present, equivalent to a
surgeon cutting off her forearm and attaching reerchdirectly to her elbow (43). Also unnerving is
the country Irena remembers having all but vanistfemligh the love she once felt for Prague is still
evoked by the sleepy backstreets behind &tag Castle, the majority of the city has been sklre
Western, capitalist values, which are worryinglybedied by Irena’s current partner, Gustaf, whose
decision to open an office in the city provided ih@mediate excuse for Irena’s return. Irena’s
experiences here have much in common with Kundeegerts of his own, the author describing in
The Curtainreturning to Prague after the Velvet Revolutiomyadn discover ‘ideological stupidity’
replaced by ‘commercial stupidity’, Irena therefer&ind of authorial surrogate much like Sabina in
Lightness of Being

Gustaf’'s move to Prague demonstrates an ignorahtrera’s reality similar to Sylvie’s: he
believes that by so doing he is forging a conneatiith Irena’s ‘city’, which, in actuality, is frorher
own perspective no longer Prague but Paris (23stdbs ignorance further galls Irena by riding

roughshod over not only her feelings for Pragud, Brague itself, reducing the complexity of its
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history and culture to a series of trite commerslafjans displayed on T-shirts (101). Irena cas thu
be characterised as a victim of the ignorance dh theer lover and her friends, suggesting that
ignorance, in refutation of the worth affordedytdertain philosophical positions, is not nece$gari
prize-worthy humanistic value, but that there iagtexist hard and fast truths about a person that
need to be acknowledged by her supposed famihiamsder to avoid leaving her grievously wounded.

Josef's own return to Czechoslovakia proves alstredising. The majority of his space in the
narrative involves a reunion with the surviving nimrs of his family, chiefly his brother. Josef
initially appears, like Irena, the subject of tigadrance of people who are ostensibly ‘closeshito
‘in the world’ (59). Josef's brother and sisterkaw, for example, brazenly enquire after his Danish
wife, not realising that her recent death is onghefdefining events in Josef’s life. Unlike witieha,
however, the ignorance of others does not botheefas much as it suits him ‘fine’: Josef considers
discussing her death as a ‘betrayal’, and so keelpis Czech family in the dark about their lack of
knowledge is for him strategically advantageou®{1The narrative appears to depict him reaching a
series of illuminating revelations, such as theufoof his life — presently his dead wife — remagpiim
Denmark and so Prague no longer representing deviabme for him, leading him to leave
Czechoslovakia during the final chapter for whatrse the final time. Some revelations involve Josef
becoming cognisant of his own ignorance: thougleflemmembers becoming a vet in order to spite
his family, he is reminded later that his decisieas fuelled by a genuine love for animals, arguably
demonstrating a further instance of ignorance mgan invaluable tool, self-ignorance here allowing
him to shore up an identity-affirming sense of tkde (152).

But the most damaging way Josef is ignorant of blfris one of which he remaingaware,
involving his treatment of two women in the past gresent: an anonymous girl from his school
years and, in the final chapters, Irena herself.r@rieving his diaries and reading about his cruel
treatment of the former, Josef is relieved thaish@ow nothing like ‘the little snot’ who, throudfis
artful blending of ‘sentimentality’ and ‘sadism’trengly resembles Jaromil froiife is Elsewhere
(83). The developing interaction throughout thealdetween Irena and Josef, however, suggests that
by its close Josef has changed less than he inmgiie pair meets by chance at a Paris airport en
route to Prague, Irena remembering that many yagosJosef approached her at a bar in a potential
liaison that was never realised. Josef, on therdtaed, enjoys this encounter with an ‘agreeabid’ a
‘pretty’ woman too much to admit that he cannotfleever having met her before (48). The resultant
dinner date, on the final night of Josef's retum Rrague, sees a close emotional connection
established, the characters’ narratives convergimthey swap near-identical stories of their oabin
homeland no longer holding any meaningful tiesldwdhg sex, however, when he fails to recognise
the ashtray that he gave her during their firsefbmeeting, Irena suddenly realises that Josef has
never known who she is: her frantic attempt tohit to refute this charge of ignorance by saying he
name — an echo of Chantal's desperation that soenetabilise her identity, through the same

manoeuvre, towards the closeldéntity— is met only with an ‘awkward’ silence (186). Toowardly
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to acknowledge her distress, Josef can only diggah&r drunkenness, wait for her to pass out — a
transition he finds ‘sadly laughable’ — and, desp#alising that he has ‘a chance, certainly It ta
help someone, and... to find a sister’, leave tbeelhwith Irena naked and unconscious (191-92).
Within the novel's final paragraph, the narratieuptly switches between two consecutive sentences
from describing Josef entering a taxi outside thtelhto describing his flight over Europe, the pace
accelerating in order to match his desperatioedod Irena and Prague behind.

Kundera has stated that within his fiction sexulasions generate ‘an extremely sharp light
which suddenly reveals the essence of charactefssams up their life situationéWhile James
Wood argues that the above scene ‘struggles to mhakdrictionless fucking somehow significant’,
the scene actually offers a particularly stark epanof this common Kunderan manoeu®rEhe
victim throughout the novel of the ignorance of frieends, family and lover — much like Lucie Tine
Jokeis the victim of Ludvik’'s ignorance — Irena finalineets someone she imagines knows her, only
to discover that she is a bigger stranger to hiam tto all the others; despite seeing his own redisrn
illuminating a series of valuable epiphanies, idahg one regarding his ignorance of himself, Josef
remains ignorant of the fact that he is still thamiature boy whose romantic manipulations led an
earlier, unnamed girlfriend to attempt suicide. sTfinal ignorance of Josef’s is just as key to his
identity as both his decision to keep his familydgant of the death of his wife and his ignoraneero
his real motivation for becoming a vet. Throughelpthen, the novel suggests that we cultivate and
evenneedthe ignorance that so distresses Irena, withinaivgs and in others, because it buffers us
from unsettling truths, in Josef's case regardiigfailure to change. While Josef generally learns
throughout the novel exactly how he and those atdum are ignorant, through becoming aware of
the disparity between present knowledge and redlity ultimate lack of self-awareness manifesting
through his behaviour towards Irena represents wimatrew Martin would describe as a perfect,
Edenic ignorance, undisturbed by comparison betwéeat he knows and what he thinks he ought to
know? But this Edenic (or intransitive) ignorance, odésiEden, becomes, if anything, even more
damaging than what Martin calls its ‘transitive’ @nticipatory’ alternative: Josef departs from
Prague without his belief that he is no longer tedlous teenage self being ever problematised,
completely unaware of the resultant potential & broken Irena to follow the same sad path as his
earlier partner. Josef’s strategic relationshiphvignorance has so naturalised it that he has grown
unaware of its true pervasion within his own cheeac

The sole notable academic discussionlgiforance in English is a chapter of NataSa
Kovacevi¢'s, Narrating Post/Communism: Colonial discourse anddpe’s borderline civilisation
Here, Kovaevi¢ explores the novel’'s depiction of ‘the new “foneigss” of Prague brought on by
capitalist privatisation®® The novel allegedly ‘exposes the... economic gmation of Eastern
Europe by (primarily) Western capital and rethinke legacy of communism in light of the new
situation.™® This reading is certainly easily supportable bycmwvithin the text, including the

aforementioned condensing of Prague’s culture meezy slogans beloved by Gustaf, the sudden
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blitz of English language signs that replace thasviously in Russian (95) and the swapping of a
propaganda image showing a Czech clasping hands aviRussian soldier in favour of a near-
identical alternative where the two hands are ndvitevand black, which Josef imagines a lazy
imposition of Western liberal values culturally maagless to the supposedly homogeneously white
Czechoslovakia (73). Kovavi¢ is also correct to suggest tHghoranceis unusually conciliatory
towards the departed regime: an old friend of li€ra girl from a poor family’, describes with negy
how the pre-1948 bourgeoisie and their descendeatsaged to seize control of the country within
mere days of Communism’s fall, a cynical thouglmately fair point that the novel never attempts
to undercut (164-65).

Kovacevi¢ constructs, however, too easy a dichotomy betwesmlera’s oeuvre pre- and post-
1989, her chapter beginning with the argument beatypically critiques the Communist Eastern
Europe by continually showing it up against a ‘dematic’ and ‘enlightened’ European tradititimat
the West has done a better job of maintaining,tbeh begins in his French novels, particularly
SlownessndIgnorance to criticise the West too for also betraying thé&itaget? Such an argument
perfectly highlights the proclivity for reductiveadings that emerges from studying Kundera via any
ideological lens: throughout his six Czech novédsndera suggests that the irrationality of the
Communist regime is merely one manifestation ofieoge-wide trend, which in the West manifests
in the Parisian riots of the sixtielsife is Elsewherg the banality of sex and nakedness when stripped
of all transgressive potentialgughter and Forgettingand the kitsch of vacuous protest marches
(Lightness of Beilg The West does not begin to take flak only in fnench trilogy. For the same
reasons as | criticised Kosevi¢'s reading ofSlownessn Chapter Two, then, there is more evidence
here that investigating Kundera'’s depiction of atipalar political regime seems doomed to lead to
ignorant reductions.

The narrator ofgnoranceworks overtime in rectifying the absence of catithinking about
agnoiology noted by Andrew Bennett, offering noedheory of ignorance but many, which prove
ostensibly incompatible. My above paragraphs hawvehed upon the novel’'s vacillation between
ignorance as a condition of which its carriers nemmaware and ignorance as a useful, albeit self-
defeating, strategic orientation. Within the exdragetic portions of the narrative, the narratondelf
adds to these suggestions about ignorance’s naywleectly outlining three theses hard to recancil
The first occurs in only the second chapter andtiseatens to hold sway over the reader’s
interpretation of much of the novel: discussing tfi#ferent etymological roots of the various
European words for ‘nostalgia’, the narrator suggésat the Spanish ‘anoranza’ can be traced back
to the Catalan ‘enyorar’, which in turn is rootadthe Latin ‘ignorare’, charting an argument —
especially likely to strike a chord with the nogelnitial Spanish and Catalan readership — that
ignorance is a painful state inflicted by circunmg upon an exile or émigré, his nostalgia for his
homeland essentially expressing ‘My country isdaay, and | don’'t know what is happening there’

(6). According to this first stance, then, a rettothe country in question would presumably ali
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ignorance, not, as with Irena and Josef, eithdicint or leave it invisible. Much later, the nator
outlines another position, similar to the firste tignorance that causes historical events to bettemw

or even falsified results, apparently beyond ounticd, from the inability of our memory to retain
more than ‘a paltry little scrap of the past’ (12@jnorance again appears a condition inflicted, no
strategically assumed. Between these two thedr@sever, the narrator forgets himself and lets slip
another: discussing Josef's ability to live so cortably away from his roots and family, the narrato
candidly informs us that ‘as segments of theirdimeelt into oblivion, men slough off whatever they
dislike, and feel lighter, freer’, depicting eithet best, ignorance and man in a grudgingly happy
partnership, or, at worst, ignorance as a condéidively encouraged (76). In addition to the fowhs
ignorance demonstrated intra-diegetically, thewe, tlarrator himself highlights at least two more:
while one depicts humankind as the passive vicfingrmorance, like Irena, the other more resembles
Josef’s deliberate utilisation of ignorance duddstrategic advantages.

Martin defines intransitive, Edenic ignorance & ‘state of being unacquainted’ with either ‘a
cultural archive’ or ‘the textual embodiment of kviledge.”® The opposite sort of ignorance is
described as ‘transitive’, where the amount of imfation that is unknown has itself become a known
guantity. On the surface, the narrator appearak® & stand against the kind of ignorance repredent
within the narrative by Josef's Edenic lack of pieace about the true extent of how deeply his
naturalised ignorance has become ingrained. Theerafntioned passages detailing at length the
etymology of ‘nostalgia’ across several languageguably represent a comprehensive cultural
archive, while the narrator's arguments elsewheake figures likely to be obscure to the average
English or French reader, such as the Icelandi@anticpoet Jonas Hallgrimsson and his other small-
nation compatriots: Petofi, Mickiewicz, Presereradila, Shevchenko, Wergeland and Lénnrot (111).
Elsewhere the narrator introduces a parade of @abmak cultural figures, including Neruda,
Voskovec, Werich, Hrabal and Skvorecky (136). THoulgese passages provide very little actual
knowledge of the artists in question, they at |edstt the reader to their existence and to hae lit
she knows of them, at worst transforming her ignoeafrom intransitive to transitive. Even if she
remains ignorant of anything more substantial thair names, this ignorance is at least starkly
illuminated for her as a potential stepping-starie further knowledge.

These sections, however, mark a dramatic excegtmm how, elsewhere, ignorance is a
condition the narrator can never quite shrug affndnstrating that even when ignorance itself is the
sole avenue of investigation rather than a compllair a different subject-matter, a narrator of
Kundera’s can still end up becoming seduced bghtsms. Throughout the novel, the experiences of
Irena and Josef are contrasted with those of Odgsmgproximately three millennia previously, much
like Slownesscompares the actions and mentalities of its chamscwith those of Denon’'slo
Tomorrow The narrator locates in Homer's poem a sourcelfermodel of the Great Return that
Sylvie throws so ignorantly at Irena. This ‘foungliapic of nostalgia’ shows Odysseus forsaking a

life of ease and comfort with the lusty sea-nympdly@so in order to return to his native Ithaca,



135

following a twenty year absence precipitated by Thejan War (7). Odysseus, the narrator argues,
chooses ‘the apotheosis of the known (return)’ oamtent exploration of the unknown (adventure)’
and, through portraying him thus, ‘glorified nogialwith a laurel wreath and thereby laid out aahor
hierarchy of emotions’ (8-9). The complaints of §rés about the ignorance of people like Sylvie are
thus ‘a lost cause’ (9). The narrator's depictioh tbe Odysseyis not the straightforward
misrepresentation dllo Tomorrowmade by his too-hasty counterpartStownessbut deserves a
similar scrutiny.

Through its focus on Odysseus’ desperation to metoirithaca, the narrator’s reading of it in
Ignorancefits a discernible pattern that receptions of tbherp following the Second World War have
focussed on the pain experienced by both its ha the community left without him by his
displacement? This narrator takes the trend further by arguilsg ¢hat Odysseus’ displacement will
continue even after his homecoming. Much like teading ofNo Tomorrowwithin Slownessthe
narrator of Ignorance extrapolates beyond the end of the poem’s narratind states as an
unproblematic given that following Odysseus’ refthis fellow Ithacans showed the exact same lack
of interest in his experiences abroad as do Irefnigsds in Prague towards her own (34). Reviewer
of IgnoranceHugh Barnacle correctly suggests that ‘this seeousiter-intuitive’, since it is easier to
imagine, given the generic hallmarks of the emdlition, the Ithacans ‘packing the halls to heaatwh
their long lost king’s been up t& There is indeed little evidence in the poem itselsupport the
narrator’s vision. Homer's narrative ends mid-sceaen after Odysseus’ return is revealed, leaving
little space to discuss his reception by the Ithacdédut even so, directly contradictilgnorance
Odysseus’ first night after discarding his disgusapent with his wife Penelope so ‘enchanted’ by
his stories ‘of all the pains / he had dealt outttter men and all the hardships / he’d endureddiim
that ‘sleep never sealed her eyes till all was.®l@The first person he spends quality time with once
the crisis is over wants to hear all about his eigl

The narrator providing this false image of an Ithapathetic about Odysseus’ exploits seems
to fulfil two shaky rhetorical needs: firstly, theage counters what the narrator views as Homer’'s
irresponsible ‘hierarchy of emotions’, establisi®dthe poet's supposed glorification of nostalgia;
secondly, it frames the novel’s similar depictidnirena’s experiences as completely ahistorical, by
equating them with an identical case-study thauwed three millennia previously. But to read the
Odysseyas straightforwardly glorifying nostalgia and retus to misunderstand the poem, meaning
that this first need arises from a misreading améaultimately unnecessary; a less ignorant repdin
can detect much that undercuts the strands supgahe narrator's own interpretatiéhThe Odyssey
already contains as much material problematisirigrmeas it does material glorifying it. Most
strikingly, Odysseus’ fellow soldier, Agamemnonaches his homeland only to be immediately
murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and subsequégmhents in the Underworld that ‘for [his] return
Zeus hatched a pitiful death’, wishing that, likehilles, he had been allowed to die at Tto6yhe

swineherd Eumaeus, kidnapped by Phoenicians frenowih homeland of Syrie, eventually reaches
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Ithaca and ‘the house of a decent, kindly man / gikres [him] all [he needs] in meat and drink’; tha
this is a observation made by Odysseus, rather Euamaeus, does not reduce its significance in
countering the strands of the narrative glorifyirggurn, for it demonstrates Odysseus himself
becoming cognisant of the fact that a comfortaifdecan be achieved far from one’s birthplate.

A further potent example of nostalgia being protdésed results from the fate of the
Phaeacian seamen who transport Odysseus durinfintiiestage of his homecoming, crushed by
Poseidon on their return voyage while in sighthait fellows on the Scherian shore, their friendd a
family therefore unlikely to remember Odysseus’ pdgation to reach Ithaca with benevolefte.
Andrew Dalby wryly suggests a similar argument winenobserves that ‘by the end of the poem,
Odysseus has wiped out two generations of [Ithhgasng men; that's when we wonder... whether
his return has been the best outcome for the @itje should also remember that Odysseus never
intends to remain in Ithaca. Though his need alnmstediately to leave and travel until he locates a
‘people who know nothing of the sea’ has beendtéti upon him much earlier by the seer Tiresias, it
means nonetheless that his return cannoti&atrthermore, immediately upon waking from histfirs
night with Penelope in twenty years, Odysseus digsndorms her that he intends to conduct a series
of ‘many raids’ — presumably against other islareéssuggesting that even without Tiresias’
instructions he would not have remained on Ithacddng? Throughout the poem, then, the notion
of return and the state of nostalgia that fuetsdt depicted with scepticism just as readily ay Hre
glorified. That the narrator misses the vast aafaycidents in theddysseyluring which nostalgia is
problematised mirrors his resultant attempt to femlatise Homeric nostalgic for himself via an
argument that directly contradicts one of the feasgages which returnis actually depicted happily,
together making his own allegiances with ignorataably vivid.

Arguably cultivating ignorance for reasons of camieace via his reading of ti@dysseythis
narrator may be far more like characters stretcHmogn Ludvik to Josef than he would be
comfortable admitting. His investigation into igaace has not made him any less likely to suffer
from it himself or facilitate the spread of it ithers. The implied reader gjnoranceis one who, if
not aware of this text already, will — much liker lseunterpart irSlowness- be galvanised enough by
the narrator’'s negative portrayal of ignorancedel tompelled to put his own representations to the
test, reading around the topics in question anagbrg this new knowledge to a returnlgmorance
itself. Calvino’s argument thathe classics are the books that come to us be#rauogs of readings
previous to ours’, their true worth therefore ofeersing through our ‘surprise... vis-a-vis theioot
that we had of [them]’, perfectly describes thesljkresults of this practice, the portrayal of the
Odyssewithin Ignorancecombining with any notions regarding Homer garddrem elsewhere, the
former especially falling prey to demolition whdretreader experiences what the poem actually has
to say>* Homer’s work is thus transformed lynorance— similarly to how Denon’#lo Tomorrowis
transformed byslowness- into an arena in which ignorance is brought piton sight and challenged.

During a re-examination ofgnorance then, the reader will not merely follow the n&ors
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arguments but actively call him out for the ignamarhe shares with his characters and has been
cultivating within her own mind too. But distinctoin and even more important than the new
awareness of the narrator’s ignorance during tiiexamination will be the implied reader’'s new
awareness of her own. Throughout the initial regdirearing the narrator’s talk of ti@dysseythe
reader will at least be aware that she is encomgteeadings of an exterior narrative construct
concerning which there are likely to be alternativerpretations. Conversely, for the vast majooity

the initial reading, the reader will be almost aety unaware of heown Edenic unawareness that the
character who best encapsulates the novel's concand warnings is one even more adept at
strategically cultivating ignorance than both Jaa®d the narrator, though for reasons that areaperh

much more justifiable.

2. Overcomingl gnorance?

First-time readers olgnorancewill be, almost inevitably, ignorant themselvestbé novel’s most
important character, even when this characterésgmnt on-stage right in front of the reader’s eyes.
This is not Irena, Gustaf, Josef or the narratort the mostly invisible Milad&

Towards the middle of the novel, Josef's diary iestrreveal a high-school romance with a
nameless teenage girl, whom Josef treated wittmamature and brazen cruelty (72, 83). The central
chapters then fluctuate in perspective, flittingsthpo between Josef's reminiscences about his past
behaviour and the experiences of the girl hersetip is so desperate to make a grand gesture in
response to her abandonment by him that she aiesujmide via taking sleeping pills while alone on
a snowy mountainside (106-108). Miscalculating bibih required number of pills and the fact that
the temperature would rise over the afternoon iestian rather than fall, the girl survives but kse
her left ear to frostbite, transforming her into @ahamed recluse (118-119). Her narrative is then
quietly dropped. Throughout this section the garfnains nameless, referred to by the narrator only
via third-person pronouns. If any certain ident#tattributed to her by the reader, it is argudiigly
to be that of a young Irena, for a chapter obviptrslm Irena’s adult perspective precedes the @napt
introducing the teenage girl's suicide attempthaiit any obvious sign that the third-person female
pronouns in the former chapter and the latter refelifferent women (101-102). Much later, however,
in one of Kundera’s deftest character moments téle@age girl who lost an ear is revealed to be
Milada, an ostensibly unimportant character intaztliin one chapter near the novel’'s start as a
workmate of Irena’s ex-husband, before fading fittwn reader’s sight until this disclosure very near
the novel's end.

Milada’s centrality to the novel’'s thematic concelin expressed via both the literal centrality
of the defining events of her life within the spaok the narrative and the near-symmetrical
positioning, respective to the novel's opening alubing chapters, of her first appearance and later

unveiling. The novel is literally constructed ardumoth her presence and her absence, around both



138

the reader’s ignorance of her importance and ientsal exposure; it is a novel about Milada, and
whenever Milada goes offstage, it is a novel fotaldid. She is the perfect counterpoint to Irena,
whose real identity is similarly invisible to frida such as Sylvie, though despite, rather thanuseca
of, Irena’s own wishes.

It would perhaps be unfair to highlight the implieglader's ignorance regarding Milada’s
importance for the entirety of the first readingy there is no conceivable way that her importance
could be known. The reader has not yet been tempttid the apple that brings her own prior
ignorance out into the open. But the point at witleh reader could plausibly become cognisant of
Milada’s significance is much earlier than the p@twhich the narrative explicitly reveals thae sé
the teenage girl described in Josef’s diary. Thetratientive of readers holds enough information to
determine the teenager’s true identity by the pibiat the narrative recounts the amputation ofelaer
When Milada is first introduced, a physical destoip unusually long for one of Kundera’s narrators
informs that her hair is the ‘same’ as it alwaysvigenever Irena has seen her, ‘covering the eas an
falling to below the chin’, the usual scarcity eich specific details in Kundera’s novels givingsdbe
additional emphasis (39F Irena additionally observes that Milada’'s othepsddtractive face
wrinkles unbecomingly as she speaks but, since evaal talk to ourselves while we look in the
mirror, Milada must imagine herself to be beaut{f8®). The unnamed teenage girl ironically does
just this immediately prior to her suicide attemptrutinising her still visage in a mirror and
concluding that she is ‘very beautiful’ (108). # likely that the vast majority of readers will not
notice these small clues; furthermore, while it Idoaonversely be argued that these clues are
supposed to make it immediately obvious that tlemage girl is Milada, if this were so then there
would be no need for the narrative to refer to dwy via pronouns, rather than explicitly providing
her name. From the moment the above clues aredqa@dnd an acknowledgement of the teenager’s
identity being that of Milada thus becomes condaliw@ossible, however, it can be stated reasonably
fairly that the reader who does not recognise si@norant — ignorant, ironically, in a similar nmamn
to Josef in the Paris airport, when he fails tdiseaas Irena approaches him that he has met Irena
before (48). Later on, when Milada and Irena meetlie second time, Irena directly remarks that she
has never seen Milada with any other hairstyley fo Milada to ‘sidestep’ the topic, which provile
a late opportunity for the reader to realise harshde’s significance and connect Milada to the
teenage amputee, shortly before the connectiorxpdicély revealed (161). Even Irena herself,
depicted throughout the novel as the victim of idreorance of others much like Lucie Tine Joke
demonstrates ignorance towards Milada, impressethéyact that she has ‘no charade’ when, in
actuality, her entire routine is dedicated towanasserving her secret (44).

Milada further demonstrates, similarly to Josef @hd narrator, the strategic motivations
behind cultivating ignorance in others. And, alsowith Josef, this tactic proves self-defeating,
though for Milada to an even greater extent. Wfilemas’' agnogenesis ihightness of Being

backfires against another colleague who is pegged @dissident through Tomas’s false description,
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Milada’s strategies backfire against her own pdagdfior happiness. In order to keep people ignorant
about her ear, she has developed via ‘enormougpliie an ‘elaborate system of precautions’,
shunning deep connections or romantic relationshiqusfinding a hairdresser far from anywhere that
might lead to chance encounters with friends (1@&)mately, however, her life is one of lonelingss
Milada wishing she could escape to another plametrevshe would not feel so oppressively defined
by her mutilated form (192-94). This last point meghat Milada proves additionally important to the
narrative by encapsulating — even more so tharaleenlosef — its central argument de-emphasising
attachments to places of birth. The most harshigidr of her strategy’s failures perhaps involves it
being designed to keep people thinking Milada isubiéul when, as discussed above, Irena thinks she
is not, for reasons beyond Milada’s awareness oirah Milada is therefore ignorant herself thag th
motivation behind her cultivation of ignorance ithers is doomed to failure before she even began,
even while the cultivation itself is extremely sassful. Unlike with Josef, then, who by the end of
the novel is hardly well-balanced as a person last yet to suffer personally from the most self-
defeating ramifications of his allegiance with igace, Milada more starkly showcases to the reader
this strategy’s potential negative consequences.

Milada’s cultivation of ignorance does not diffeorfn Josef's own solely through more clearly
demonstrating the pitfalls of such a strategy, dab through directly making the reader complicit.
Just as Milada’s strategies leave her friends, mbsiously Irena, unaware of her past, the middle
portion of the narrative neglecting to use her ndesves the reader similarly in the dark; the
strategies she uses in her daily life to keep hiends unaware of her past are mirrored by the
strategies employed within the narrative. It cob&largued that these sections do not demonstrate
Milada herself cultivating the reader’s ignorancdirely through her lone efforts like she does with
everyone else in her world, as much as they demaiaghe narrator assisting Milada in her secrecy,
since it is presumably he who selects between pnopen and pronoun; we have already observed
both the narrator and Milada separately alignivith ignorance rather than against it, and so the
former making use of his omniscience in order tthier the goals of the latter makes sense. By the
novel's close, the narrator has broken this cohtndtty Milada, this breach correlating with the eth
sections of the narrative demonstrating the nargaimblematising the ignorance encouraged by Josef
and experienced by Irena: in order further to poidtise, and even directly combat, the deliberative
cultivation of ignorance at the hands of people vah® not him, the narrator eventually refuses to
allow Milada to perpetuate her deceptions, revegaler true identity to his audience, at first
implicitly, then explicitly.

Of course, the details provided about Milada’'s stéee and lonely schedule ensure that it is
highly unlikely that she would be happy with theadof every possible reader of the novel being
made aware of her secrets. But though the naretposing Milada raw to his reader makes his
failure to notice his own complicity with ignoranelditionally ironic, this move is presumably

positively intentioned. Firstly, the narrator migbdy, it rescues Milada from the trap her life has
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become, making her visible to a large audience wwhesumably, will be sympathetic to her pains
rather than harshly judgemental, perhaps enabliiigdsl to realise that the motivations underlying
the strategic cultivation of ignorance are usualyf-defeating. Secondly, Milada’s unveiling is the
most crucial scene in the novel due to it simultarsty illuminatingand alleviating the reader’s own
ignorance, so that during a repeat reading of twelnshe will be aware of Milada’s presence during
its middle chapters, able to say her name for Heamd so restore to her the potential to livefe full

of the experiences that she is currently denyingdie

But there is still another means by which Milad@sliberate cultivation of ignorance is
different to that of Josef and the narrator — ameahat seriously questions the sense of nobditjé
narrator's decision to unveil her presence, astpaddy the above argument. While Josef and the
narrator oflgnorance attempt to engineer ignorance for less than synepiat reasons, Milada is
arguably appropriating the process in order togmtoherself from a judgemental society that, adtlea
partly because she is a woman, will always judgewweth as a person via her body and will, thus,
disparage her because this body has become whategudatory norms of this society would
interpellate as imperfect. While Josef represdmsiegative side of deliberately cultivated ignoean
then, Milada follows Czech characters like Vladinhiaughter and Forgettirlg Tamina and R., and
Tomas, through demonstrating its more sympathetiergial as a defence mechanism, however much
it ends up limiting her.

By this argument, the narrator should not have nthdemanoeuvre of unmasking her true
identity to the novel's audience, however beneuwbfemtended he may have been, because her
decision to engineer ignorance in others has affisen her experiential knowledge of living as a
disfigured woman within a patriarchal culture, erigatial knowledge of which the narrator is himself
ignorant, leaving him — along with everyone elseovidnot Milada — hugely lacking of the right to
reveal her presence, however much they are convithad doing so would only help her in the long
run. The narrator, so keen to alleviate others’oignce at some junctures, but only further
entrenching it at others, should thus not have dmathe pact made to keep Milada’s identity and
bodily-status secret, and should instead haveseshlthat in a powerful distinction from Josef's
engineering of ignorance in Irena, Milada’'s owratggy of agnogenesis is one with which no one has
the easy right to interfere. And yet none of thpets escape the fact that Milada’s lifetime of
agnogenesis fails to demonstrate a positive patmiythis practice: her decision to become invesib
is still one that makes her lonely and unhappy,levitis necessity unavoidably testifies to the
continuing presence of the oppressive regulatorgilypanorms that generate this necessity, the
dismantling of which would ensure Milada could eppy without needing to align herself with a
sympathetic but still self-defeating practice ofiagenesis in the first place.

The above cognisance of Milada's importance tortheel also casts fresh light upon its
intertextuality with theOdysseyfor Milada is not the only character referredindgnorancewho

strategically engineers ignorance of his or hemtite Sheila Murnaghan points out that it is
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Odysseus’ ‘inherent inclination to disguise... t&viousness and... his continued cautiousness’ that
endear him to Athena and distinguish him from lgdsastier mes’ Athena indeed informs Odysseus
that ‘anyone else, come back from wandering long laard / would have hurried home at once,
delighted to see / his children and his wife. Ohrmt you.?® Murnaghan goes on to argue that in the
world of ancient Greece, Odysseus’ willingness igguise himself is especially venerable, since
recognition, achievement and status are so culjuraportant and closely bound together, Odysseus’
humbleness in eschewing these sharply distingugshim from the prouder and therefore doomed
Agamemnort® Certainly, had Agamemnon taken the time to gaifetligence and been willing to
assume a disguise, it is unlikely he would havadédwed so rashly into the hands of Clytemnestra and
Aegisthus, just as Odysseus avoids murder at thdshaf Penelope’s many suitors. Crucially, the
narrator oflgnorance,though he summarises much of the poem in somel degglects to mention
these incidents even in passing. This arguably ceep a deliberate attempt to avoid depicting
Odysseus as a man who actively chooses to cultigatgance in others for a valuable and necessary
reason. Odysseus is able to achieve his homecowtiilg his fellow veteran is not because he is
willing to make it a slow one and defer the momehitts fruition, chiefly through revelling in the
possibilities created by destabilising his identityorder to inflict upon his enemies ignorancenisf
presence and plans. Odysseus may, therefore, hdehlkereader of Kundera’'s three French novels,
finding a vital strategic use for slowness anddhstabilisation of his identity and even going tiert
than the only sympathetic engineering of ignoranihin the third novel in presenting ignorance’s
possible positive side, his own cultivation of umagness in others even more justifiable — as starkl
necessary for preserving his life — than Milad#sd he appears to cultivate ignorance non self-
defeatingly to an extent that Milada does not,swbile she remains fixedly disguised by the navel’
close, except to its reader, Odysseus is abledadadn his masquerade and be reunited with friends
and family, in stark opposition to his lonely moderounterpart, who practically has neither as a
result of maintaining her masquerade.

But the reader’s knowledge of other sections of@kgsseyalso not summarised by Kundera’s
narrator, howevemnsettles Odysseus’ position as ignorance’s waathyocate. After restoring order
in his own household, Odysseus journeys to the fariis father Laertes, where, for no conceivable
reason, he tests this ‘man worn down with yeasshkart racked with sorrow’ by approaching him as
a stranger, one who has himself met Odysseus am afff land, only deigning to reveal his identity
once his father is completely brok&rn this passage, very soon before the poem’s clesean see
that Odysseus’ proclivity for disguise potentialiggins to overcome him and that, though he first
hides his identity for vital reasons, he contintgesultivate ignorance more for his own amusement i
a manner that could, as it has with Milada, becomee of a curse. When an awareness of Milada’'s
disguised presence, then, combines with a more ledengnowledge of th©dysseythan facilitated
by the summary provided by the narratorghorance the reader of Kundera’'s novel is led to

consider the contrasts and similarities betweeradldils disguise and that of Odysseus, but will be



142

unable to establish if the latter is entirely pigsitor negative. While Odysseus would only have to
mention the fate of Agamemnon perfectly to juskify own initial engineering of ignorance, therais
hint that he has inadvertently set in motion adrémat might later ensnare him, albeit one that the
point at which the narrative ends means we camstablish will become enduring or not. We simply
cannot say, therefore, if Odysseus is a contradtlitada, a counter-point to the novel’'s general
depiction of ignorance as self-defeating and so thra¢ makes the novel embrace the author’'s
declared ethos of prioritising doubt over certajmdy, conversely, an identical case to Milada'saof
once-necessary activity becoming self-defeatinglyesched, meaning that the novel's general thrust
remains unproblematised. Bringing new knowledg®oéda and theOdysseyback intolgnorance
then, is conducive ultimately only of further urtegmty. But this is an uncertainty from which the
implied reader ofgnorancecan powerfully learn, like the reader lofentity, who capitulates in the
face of an indeterminacy that cannot be resolvéa amy particular identity mould and thus learns
from this experience that not all instabilities ape for shaping. She may now be kinder to those w
demonstrate ignorance, the realisation that notryewporia produced by the novel and its
intertextualities can, or (as with Milada) ethigahould be resolved, leaving the knowledge that
ignorance will always be a state with which we rigzme some degree, acquainted.

It is worth considering as an addendum that Kuntdareelf could be said to perform the same
strategic cultivation of ignorance that we havesfseen via his characters, through his selecfion o
the fictional situations he has included within thgd French novel. In justifying to his criticish
own decision to remain as an émigré rather thaarmigtg triumphantly to his country of birth
following the fall of Communism, he has arguablgwskd the evidence by depicting characters who,
coincidentally just like Kundera, are happiestffam their homelan& A novel desiring to embrace
doubt over certainty might have chosen to incluaea variation, a character in counter-point who
longs to return to his or her place of birth andsleo joyouslylgnoranceappears entirely certain that
returning from exile will be a disappointing exparce, but is hardly a textual laboratory objectivel
discovering this to be the case; Irena, Josef amgpethetically — Milada are arguably happiest away
from their place of birth because their author imdelf. Through its author’s very possibly
unconscious urge to demonstrate the flaws of hiegrwishes for him, this novel might only be
furthering ignorance of the seemingly plausiblesgafity that homecomings can be happy affairs too.
Having digested the novel's arguments in the masoggested in the previous paragraph, the reader
should remember to consider the facts of Kundesa/'s agnogenesis without coming down too hard
on him, even if Kundera’s cultivation of ignoran@garding the possibility of a happy return from
exile cannot be considered quite so sympathetieallyan Milada’'s defensive cultivation of ignorance

regarding her identity and her disfigurement.

The reader’s return throudgnorancesees Kundera’s third French nolehve her with the lingering

guestion of how to solve a problem like Milada. the surface, this echoes a situation from all the
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way back inThe Jokewhereby, through Kostka's discoveries about Luttie reader of that novel
also comes into sensitive knowledge regarding aafencharacter that that character would not
necessarily want her to know. Towards the end abeasstart, the ethicality of holding a piece of
knowledge itself is brought into question withiretimind of the reader herself, through the figure of
an outed female character. An oeuvre intent onoeixm the world through doubt rather than
certainty thus returns to a previous dilemma, whiktes a reader exploring the world herself, throug
the texts before her, and causes her to stumble ppeate information, therefore making her doubt
the very ethicality of exploring when it leads lm@o places where she may be unwelcome.

But this is not just a straightforward replay betvery early situation regarding Lucie. As
suggested in Chapter Five, Lucie is engaged inx&eraely passive process of agnogenesis, if she
can be described as engaged in agnogenesis @halteader never learns of any concerted series of
strategies by which she deliberately produces mmm in those around her; despite their extreme
sensitivity, her secrets are kept more by accideah by design. Milada could hardly be more
different, since the procedures of her entire &fe built around concealing her injury and these
procedures are laid bare before the reader. Thiereasf The Jokehas a reasonably fair cause for
doubting that Lucie would want her secrets knowmlt@nd sundry, especially without her consent,
but there is absolutely no evidence to suggestdhatwould not be comfortable with opening up to
the right people. All the reader knows for certarthat Ludvik's intense lack of delicacy leads to
Lucie not being able to open uphon. Conversely, the reader lifnorancecan be entirely sure that
to drag Milada out into the open would definitelgdaconclusively override the wishes that are
governing her entire life.

Previous sympathetic examples of intra-diegeti@arabters using a strategic, concerted
agnogenesis, working through direct manipulatiod amert lying, are directed against either one
individual or a handful of specific people, ratliean against everyone who could possibly ever meet
its progenitor. Vladimir lies to his father abotiteading the Ride of Kings, but is obviously finéhw
the friends he runs off with knowing that he isBmo instead. Tereza'’s strategy for reclaiming her
lost letters is dependent upon keeping her twoeaglles ignorant, while R. and Tomas’ own
sympathetic acts of agnogenesis are directed omgrds their interrogators and the authorities that
they represent. Milada, on the other hand, is sgiroducing ignorance within virtually everyone she
encounters, regardless of any more discerningrierit®lot only is this the largest pool of people
within whom any character is strategically genagtignorance as a defensive manoeuvre, but the
reader herself is necessarily included. Vladimerekza, R. and Tomas presumably would not mind
the reader knowing the truth, as long she has asorefor telling the more limited number of people
their strategies are directed against. Milada alrdefinitely would. As a corollary of this extensiv
reach of her attempted agnogenesis, it is alsanthst temporally extruded of any throughout the
oeuvre, encompassing not only a moment during waispecific task is being furthered, but instead

continuing throughout decades of Milada’s adu# hihd with no end in sight.
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The sabotage of Milada’s agnogenesis, by theat@rintent on uncovering ignorance within
and generated by other people much more rigorothelyp addressing the ignorance within and
generated by himself, thus leads to the readervamnitw the single piece of knowledge that most
explicitly resembles contraband. And yet this cab#énd knowledge is perhaps not knowledge that
the reader will easily accept that she should eggimssessing. For one, it potentially allows her to
experience the common but no less considerablsfaetion of a reader getting to the truth, which
reaches its peak during a turn back across thd timeeigh both the middle portion where the student
remains unnamed and two scenes either side ofiitglwhich Irena meets Milada and observes her
hairstyle. This is not like the knowledge the raageins during the final scenes ldentity that at
some point reality has turned to dream, for thg paissible realisation to which this knowledge kad
is arrived at through it continually frustratingetheader’s efforts to do anything practical withamd
it is only partial knowledge, for the text’'s amooutsness means that there simply is no exact pbint a
which reality turned to dream. This knowledgenist knowledge that the reader can use to do
something to the text dflentity that the text oldentity does not want her to do, since it effortlessly
slips out from every shape imposed upon it. Thewktedge gained towards the end Ighorance
could hardly be simpler or clearer by comparisdme€ earlier moments in the text become moments
where the reader can feel an easy satisfactionatikg more than she did during her initial voyage
through the novel and more than the character wadblwould have her know, without any doubt
about whether or not she is factually correct.

It is, more often than not, satisfying to look kawer any text after knowing the twist and see
how earlier clues were covertly building towardarider the reader’s nose, to keep in mind theezarli
more ignorant experience of those moments and cartham against the new knowledge of what
they are really signifying, of what was really gpion. The precise way in which this novel engages
with such a trend through its careful laying outwefiat can come to be recognised as neatly
identifiable signifiers appears designed to makentppossession of the contraband knowledge about
Milada and showing off with it during a second negdas receptionally pleasurable as possible. The
character most concertedly trying to hide is the thrat the oeuvre makes particularly satisfyingub

In addition to the pleasure this knowledge givesrimder as a reader, once the thrill of truth-
seeking (and truth-finding) has died down it miglldo seem useful to her as a potential friend to
Milada. Any guilt she feels about breaking Milada&gnogenesis during these earlier moments is
potentially tempered by the idea that the knowleMjlmda is attempting to keep from virtually
everyone is surely not nearly as sensitive asrshgines. As well as being the most extensive case o
a self-defensive agnogenesis in terms of bothrgadih and its duration, it might also seem thetmos
disproportionate. Her missing ear is unlikely tcdime as major a talking point as she appears to
think and the majority of people who discover & aardly likely to decry or disown her. Revealing t
an individual like Milada that her secret is knoamnd that the knower’s opinion of her as a person

remains unchanged might even be the first steprasathis individual relinquishing her agnogenesis
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and resuming the full life that her rituals are pbetely denying her. On the other hand, this ispfym

not the reader’s call to make. And given the shegent to which Milada is desperate to keep her
secret, even a well-intentioned and friendly attetopreassure her that she need not be could cause
her to retreat even further.

Slownesshas been established as the novel most in nestbwfhg down by its reader and
Identity established athe novel most provoking of the need for its idgnib be stabilisedgnorance
continues this affective pull within the late Franariations on the themes of slowness, identity an
ignorance, through being the novel that most pratreely taunts the reader herself about whether or
not she ethically should know something placedramtf of her. It demands the most insistently that
she think for herself whether or not a new piecknaiwledge is appropriate for her to have, and even
to use against another person’s express wishegh@ther or not she should, herself, have been kept
in ignorance. She observes the most temporallynsixte and entrenched generation of a self-
defensive ignorance throughout the oeuvre alongdiie character’'s sheer determination in
maintaining it, yet almost inevitably feels a redylesatisfaction in breaking it and also considers
whether or not the character in question mightvabti benefit from her ability to further it being
taken from her beyond her agency. Kundera’s vanatthus move even further towards their silence
by leaving the reader of the third French novelhwite most tangled and personally affective
dilemma about the possession of knowledge itsald, @out the positives and negatives of herself

being kept in ignorance.
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Conclusion

The previous six chapters have charted a voyagaughr Kundera’'s Czech fiction and into the
interiors of the three French nove®lownessldentity and Ignorance exploring three series of
variations on these three novels’ eponymous themsethey ripple in and out of focus across the
Czech texts fronThe Jokeo Immortalitybefore taking centre stage in the French novetbef own.
This voyage into the interiors &lownessldentity andlgnoranceultimately becomes a voyage into
the interior of their readers’ own selves too, dgrivhich their skills and limitations are placedsno
concertedly into the spotlight, conducted by anvoeseeking with an increasing urgency to prepare
its readership for a coming time when it sensesithaariations will be all played out.

Kundera’s first French novelSlowness loudly extols the virtues of slowness while
spectacularly failing to demonstrate them. Fortelyafor its all too speedy narrator, however, this
gulf between the novel's constative and perforneatements makes it not a failure but a surer
success. By outlining a set of promising valuesdauimonstrating a lack of them, the novel draws the
reader into its core through encouraging her tocaatize it through applying these values to the
narrator's own arguments, the values’ worth illuated by a slow reading of the novel that exposes
the narrator’s representations of libertinism areh@n’s novellaNo Tomorrowas just as flawed as
the results of reductive sound-biting that the aiam himself denounces. The ignorance engendered
by speed and the value of slowness in facilitatingore nuanced understanding of the world are thus
both demonstrated within the novel and so the aegusof its narrator are fundamentally upheld,
albeit through the reader becoming a far betteressmtative of these arguments than he.

His second French novdfentity, itself lacks what Jean-Marc most craves in hignga
Chantal: a stable and consistent identity of ite.ovhroughout a first reading of the novel, thedeza
follows Jean-Marc’s increasing concerns about theability and ultimate amorphousness of the
identity of his lover, which alters alarmingly deyking on a multitude of factors and appears a
pervasive effect of her close proximity to the atigang industry, itself dependent on manipulating
the mutable identity of products and serviddentitys closing twist, however, diegetically shifts the
main locus of transience from Chantal to the tesdlf, the narrator confessing that not even hebean
sure at which point in the novel reality turneddi@am, or which of the novel's characters is the
dreamer. The implied reader now becomes much éke-Marc, eager to restore the lost stability of a
body now almost infinitely mutable to help shore tlyg coherence of her own self, focussing
therefore, during each successive reading, lestherfortunes of the characters and more on the
narrative itself, seeking to delineate the exactnmt of the switch from reality to dream. It is,
crucially, the impossibility of this task that meaithe identity ofldentity itself can never be
maintained: the start of potentially any sentenoeld contain the shift from reality to dream,

splintering the narrative into a multitude of pddsialternatives, none of which can crystallise as
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definitive. This is a text whose identity is soifluhat it ceases to be mutable altogether, registny
attempt to fix it into the single form the readeight need to prevent her own identity being
threatened in the collapse. Any self she assigasitivel is effortlessly shrugged off and so she can
only give up any attempt to stabilise it.

Kundera’s third French novelgnorance shows an extra-diegetic narrator struggling to
understand the eponymous existential conditionlemgnorant of the fact that he suffers from it
himself and so furthers it in others. While exphgriignorance principally via the intra-diegetic
characters Irena and Josef, with the former usagpearing as the unwitting victim of the ignorance
held by the latter concerning both his own hypaeesisand the emotional needs of the people around
him, the narrator performs his own ignorant redudiof Homer'sOdysseyThis is an ignorance that
the reader can call out and surpass through bgnger own knowledge to Kundera’'s novel, in a
similar manner to her exposure of the first Frenatrator's soundbites of libertinism and DendNs
Tomorrowwithin SlownessBut the reader also discovers that ignoranceldhwat be denounced too
speedily. Much as the reader lafentity ultimately parallels Jean-Marc in desperately segkid
restore a shattered stability, the readelgobrancewill likely parallel Josef through being ignorant
herself, during an initial reading, of the novelfsie primary character, revealed by the narrator's
unmasking, very near the novel's end, to be thetlgnasvisible Milada. But rather than feeling
unproblematically satisfied at a further demonairabf ignorance being overcome, this time with the
narrator's assistance rather than despite his &ivdy, the reader may look more kindly upon Milada’'s
reasons for generating ignorance in those aroumdahe view this behaviour as undeserving of
condemnation, even though this sympathetic depicifaagnogenesis proves extremely self-defeating
and limiting, rather than liberating. The readeryrsanply feel that the knowledge she has gained of
the extent of Milada’'s presence is knowledge the & not herself entitled to possess, perhaps
coveting instead an overturn&tk of knowledge that would handily eschew the dilenohavhat to

do with it altogether.

These, then, are Kundera's three French novelsv&ations on slowness, identity and ignorance
have played out in major and minor key throughouh#tera’s Czech oeuvre, long before their taking
centre-stage in the three novels that carry thenes. None of these texts are exploring new themes
unique to them, only placing themes covered elsesvf@ the first time in the foreground in a way
that plays out, more overtly and intensely thaang of the previous variations, through the redders
interactions with and concretizations of the takismselves. For Kundera’s three French novels are
ultimately novels that know that they are approaghthe final stages of their author's novelistic
project. The series of variations on the three gpmus French themes that have sounded before
them serve to highlight how, withiSlownessldentity and Ignorance the distinct nature of these
themes’ late variations becomes the very ammunitibrthe oeuvre’'s campaign to prepare its

readership for a time when there are no more vanigfeft to come and any future voyages through
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other oeuvres must be conducted without its guiglanbese late variations show the same awareness
of impending death that Adorno locates within take Istyle of Beethoven, yet this awareness has led
to a keen interest in preparing the readershipwiihbutlive them, through drawing it deep intaeth
textual centres of the novels that use these ltations as their foundations. The first of thésee
mobilisations is an arguable misfire for a projecveting doubt over certainty, leading to the
following two texts seeking to retain the first texpulling into its centre of the implied readerbelf,
while trying to correct its oversights. The lattemparticular does this through achieving a paléidy

apt irony for such a late flourish of an authortsas Kundera — a man so unambiguously keen on the
power that the novel form enjoys in facilitating @udience, through this audience’s voyage through
the textual worlds before it, to discover the vabieloubt over certainty, of questions over answers

Slownessncourages of its own reader a manoeuvre faeditan a much smaller scale for
the reader ofrhe Jokewho could slow down the heady onward rush of kil representations of
Ludvik and, through turning backwards against Halenongoing momentum, recognise the
inadequacies of these representations. In demainstridne value of a receptional slowness, it also
follows the two novels immediately precedingliightness of Beingnd Immortality, though these
novels do so by asking their readers to follow thpresentational strategies and pace of their
narrators. The reader 8lownes$iot only has to be much slower than the readdihef Jokdhrough
turning backwards through an entire novel with klemge brought from outside the oeuvre itself, but
she must do so through breaking free from and nigriiack against the headlong representational
rush set by the first French novel’s own speedyatar.

The late variation upon slowness that compr&esvnesstself thus asks more of its implied
reader than the variations on its themes precdtiimye asked of the readers of previous novels. Th
reward is the nurturing of the reader’s skills dentifying representations false through their shee
haste and in discovering the truths shrouded bertbatn through her own diligent slowness, even
when to do so requires the gathering of materiatside the oeuvre altogether. The gulf between the
narrator's persuasive argument and the mode thretgbh this argument is made sees the novel
providing the impetus for the reader to go throtlgh double-checking, but leaves her to get on with
actually doing it entirely independently. It thugsaas by far the most intensive training grounthe
oeuvre for seeing through and overturning, entinahger the reader's own steam, the reductive
imagology explored in the previous textmortality. The loss for this component of the oeuvre
results from the hasty narrator who the novel nalssto facilitate this nurturing producing a texthw
no time for the aporia between slowness and spestdcharacterises the majority of the previous
novels, which has been particularly helpful for thehor’'s coveted aesthetic by contextualising and
moderating the generally positive valuation of mimmnal slowness withirThe Joke Lightness of
BeingandImmortality. Furthermore, the sheer efficiency with which thader ofSlownesgan call

out the narrator's misrepresentations for hergadf prove them false might see the value of thesskil
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nurtured here downplayed by an entirely certain, dhds, anti-Kunderan faith in her own newly
unveiled abilities.

Identityreverses both of these potentially problematicdse®n the surface, this novel seems
to be confirming the variations upon identity witreach of the Czech novels, as the mutability of
Chantal’s identity leaves her open to a hellisthaging and Jean-Marc's attempts to stabilise it via
adopting the fictional template of Rostand’'s vemstd Cyrano only makes the situation increasingly
fraught. These experiences would seem wholly familo the vast majority of Kundera's Czech
charactersldentity, however, is ultimately the only French novel aptb treat its central theme in a
manner completely unlike any of its previous vaoiaé, which does more than just intensify a pull on
the reader that is already exerted to a more memtent elsewhere. Each time previous variations
sounded similar warnings about the dangers regultom our mutability, they did so via texts that
remained themselves basically stable. The readearlier texts are never asked to piece togetieer t
basic facts of these texts’ characters or narrattared thus never see their own identities thredtene
through the removal of the stable mirrors that eheexts still provide. And not only is the reader
required to construct this mirror for herself thgbucontrolling the seeming mutability @dentity —
this novel then makes manipulating its identity fioe reader’'s own purpose resolutely impossible,
thereby providing by far the loudest counterpomtvariations that have sounded both within this
novel, through Chantal, and throughout earliergexta the majority of Kundera’'s Czech characters,
through showing an unstable body using its ownalrifity in an unambiguously successful act of
resistance against efforts to shape it.

While the late variations that compriSéownesgdraw the reader of that novel towards the
most powerful success within its own sequence gatians, the late variations that compridentity
draw its own reader towards failure. This readell igarn that some bodies cannot be readily
controlled, even when she seemingbBedsto control them. The comfort blanket this textoils her
emerges from this very failure suggesting thatgbldity that Chantal and her Czech predecessors
might ultimately have longed for is not perhapseslutely necessary as it may have appeared, since
the unstable identity of this text refutes virtyadlll previous patterns bgot leaving it open to be
manipulated by third-party hands. If this text daa anything that it wants without the instability
fuelling this freedom ever becoming dangerous, hernaps so can the reader too. She is, thus, not
only dragged towards a failure, but is encouragedd see that failure can illuminate just as suasl
success and that not all problems need to be soMa@ugh the novel’'s closing questions and the
threat cast upon her own identity both provokingtbesolve what is unsolvable, these late variation
on identity loudly impress upon the reader not ahigt not every question she encounters can be
answered, or every riddle deciphered, but that sioms these failures are themselves more valuable
than successes and can lead to insights that assuaould have caused to elude her.

The late variations on slowness and identity, tHmtome the respective backbones of the

novel most crying out for its narrator's momentwrbe slowed down and the novel that seems most
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in need of its own reader granting it a stable fithenThe first is a goal that, if the requisitefat is

put in, is readily achievable; the latter, despityy amount of effort, remains impossiblgnorance
sees the oeuvre move a stage further towardsdttheough the late variations on its own eponymous
theme finding a thorny middle ground between these positions. The narrator’s ignorance of his
own ignorance resembles the lack of insight int® dwn position demonstrated by the narrator of
Lightness of BeingHis outing of Milada, meanwhile, sees the nowaekhall the way back tdhe Joke
where the reader of that text too encountered wemsnformation about a female character, without
that character having any agency over this discdodBut much likeSlownessntensifies rather than
merely repeats an opportunity already providedtlier reader ofThe Joke so too doedgnorance
intensify its own reader’s dilemma.

This intensification occurs in a number of waygsty, we can be much more sure that
Milada would not want the information regarding Iseicide attempt and disfigurement known than
we can about Lucie’s infinitely more passive andually accidental maintenance of her own secrets.
The reader ofgnorancedirectly sees that a very deliberate generatioigmdrance in everyone she
could possibly meet, save her hairdresser, hasntee¢be guiding principle of Milada’s life, so the
reader’'s coming into knowledge overturns Miladaiire reason for being. The reader’s insight into
Milada’s existence, furthermore, demonstrates Hmvstrategies behind this generation of ignorance
are themselves directly responsible for keepingidalated and lonely, prompting the question of
whether or not preventing an individual like heonfr maintaining the illusion might actually lead
towards a reconciliation that ultimately sees hettds off. Beyond this problem, there also resés th
purely selfish conceit that the text's placementvbiit can later be identified as obvious signifigfrs
Milada’s secret would make such an outing of tieisret peculiarly satisfying for the reader. This is
not just the most overtly contraband knowledgehim veuvre, then: in addition, Milada’s concerted
and deliberate generation of ignorance is bothribst satisfying of such cases for the reader takore
and the most potentially valuable for its perpetraio have broken. Here, the impossibility of
stabilising Identity is replaced by a marrying of thpossibility for turning aside the false
representations @lownessvith an added ethical problem that might leaverdasler longing instead
for theimpossibility of the second French novéhe reader can call Milada out in front of the only
friends she has far more easily than the read8&tafnesgan slow down the first French novel, yet
is left to wonder whether or not skbouldin the face of Milada’s long-term and ongoing sésnce,
even when Milada may herself be the one most hddgexlich a theft of agency.

The fastest novel so far, promptiagd requiring the hardest stamping down on the brakes
that the reader can leave it stationary in theblayand check its representations elsewhere, and the
novel formed of the variations on identity that arest provoking of attempts to stabilise it, aresth
followed by the novel formed of the variations @mdrance that generate the strongest dilemma
within the reader about the virtues of remainingsél ignorant, through highlighting the personal

and ethical problems that emerge when texts taiedhder into places where the characters would
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consider her resolutely unwelcome. The voyage énféihm of variations that characterises Kundera's
oeuvre becomes, here, less of a voyage and moeecoincerted trespass. The late variations on
ignorance thus lead the reader into a peculiatting irony. Through constructing the strongest
dilemma yet of whether or not the reader herseffukh either enjoy new knowledge for her own
pleasure or use it to help those it concerns, s khve remained altogether ignordgmorancesees
Kundera’'s voyage highlight, for the reader of thiexy late phase, that the intellectual curiosity
underlying such a voyage might only lead her towaygestioning whether staying at home might not
have been the wiser or even the more ethical option

Ignorancetherefore continues the trend of these late vanation slowness, identity and
ignorance already established within the previamgets: they remain the gravity that allows the late
novels that use them as their foundations to gl readers most forcefully inwards towards their
textual centres. The reader of the first Frencheh®vpulled in through the gap between the narsato
infectious love of slowness and his own intenseedpas a result, she is thoroughly trained in geein
through false and reductive representations fosdierThe reader of the second French novel is
pulled in by the closing revelations about the 'serebulous identity and the narrator’'s subsequent
barrage of direct questions; as a result, shadisdeealise through her own frustrated effortg that
all texts she will encounter on future voyagerd Wi easily concretized into a finished form or all
answers forthcoming, and that future failures okhlmn themselves present valuable messages if her
failure can be looked past, thereby reducing hedne always know the final answer. And the reader
of the third French novel is drawn in by the préagaon, at the end, of new knowledge about a
character invisibly present before the reader itiezascenes, that, while potentially usable foe th
pleasure of herself and the benefit of anotherjnmdsnher nonetheless that the very curiosity aboait
world that will lead her to embark upon future vgga, under different captainships than Kundera's,
might itself be responsible for intrusions intoqe#a where she should not be and lead towards thorny
dilemmas that she might rather forsake altogetheolving good intentions that can twist around and
be experienced by their intended objects as gresopal violations. Nothing at all should remain so
sacrosanct that it cannot be probed or questionetieven the ethical value of the voyage itself
should be taken for granted when it uncovers westlutely wishes to remain hidden

It might be argued as a moderation of the impodasfany characterisation of Kundera’s late
variations on slowness, identity and ignorance iwithese three French novels, that this pull they
exert upon their implied readers is actually lessld with their lateness and more to do with the
simpler fact that in these three novels they asrqd at the front and centre. Could these late
variations drawing the implied reader into the textd engendering these lastingly memorable
successes, failures and dilemmas have as much songidy with their having taken centre stage in
these novels as with their lateness? If so, theramayysis here might tend less specifically towards
theory of the lateness of these variations and neweards a theory of how Kunderan themes appear

in their own novels compared with how they appear in the notreds do not bear their names. An
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alternative means of exploring the place of thdseet French novels in Kundera’'s oeuvre might
therefore compare their treatments of slownessitityeand ignorance not with the appearances of
these themes in earlier novels, but with thesadegarbvels’ treatments of their own primary themes
to compare the treatment of slowness witBiownessvith the treatment of jokes withifihe Joke

One aim of this thesis that would not have beehbyesuch a project is the intent to show
that these three French novels do not see Kundeedtof the subject matter that has kept him in
business up to that point and reaching towards thewes, but intensifying the affective pull upon
the reader of themes that already resound througheubetter regarded and more critically visible
Czech texts. And even if this approaghre engaged with in the same depth as the approaein tak
here, it would still mark the French novels asiddtin how the themes there are consistently dihat
in a similar way as already charted throughoutttmesis. The prime butt of history’s black humaur i
The Jokeis Ludvik himself. The characters in Kundera’'s dhinovel who waltz towards their
farewells are the soon-to-emigrate Jakub and tbe-smdie Ruzena. The characterdnmmortality
most concerned about how they will or will not leenembered by posterity are Agnes and Goethe.

These texts may of course lead their readers msider their own relationships with each
eponymous theme as they consider the roles thesthphay respective to each character, but never so
consistently through this relationship being puledurgently down into and diffused throughout the
textual space itself, so that the theme plays bit$ soudest through what the text prompts itslieth
reader to do (or attempt to do; or consider doirai)justwith butto the text and the characters within
it. The implied reader oThe Jokefor example, will likely spend portions of theuab holding the
same faulty assumptions about Lucie as Ludvik, afetolutely nothing within the text pulls her
towards attaching the same immense significandautie’s virginity, so the joke is never aimed at
the reader with anything like the force it is aimegd_udvik. Throughout these three French novels,
the titular themes consistently relate to the iefathip between text and reader in a way that tey
not, as a hard rule, throughout the Czech novelghe extent that her own experiences with these
themes effectively displace those of the novelsémsible main characters, rather than playing out
alongside them. The extreme pull of these variatigithin the French novels, then, is absolutely not
an inevitable result of the themes taking centagestit is a result of their taking centre stagéatsr
moments in their sequences, within later novels.vBychever of these two routes an analysis
voyages towards the French novels published atirthe of writing, the conclusions about what is
happening distinctly in these French novels shaaldain basically the same. The lateness of the
variations on slowness, identity and ignorancetaedateness of the French novels built around them
have much in kind.

These late variations’ overt keenness to pullrtiraplied readers deep down into these
French novels potentially even accounts for whgéheovels appear such simply structured and brief
reads compared to the Czech works. From the oditsjdihey want to appear as accessible and

innocuous as possible, so that they might drawhé greatest number of potential subjects upon
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which they then can work. Adorno’s description atel style as ‘prickly’ is, in the late variations o
these three themes of Kundera’s, neatly reversadthis metaphor gives the impression of an
unpleasantness on the surface of texts that disgtsrthe potential audience enough that they stay
away. The outside surfaces of Kundera’s late takts not to disconcert, but to invite. Adorno’s
adjective suggests an imposing image of cacti,ifigraway those that would consume them.
Kundera’s late variations on slowness, identity eymbrancewantto work more like Venus flytraps.
They entice the implied reader in, then they classund her. Only once their textual juices have
worked they way upon her, they must let her gathst what she has learnt can be carried with her
across her future voyages.

It remains to be established whether a fourth ¢hh@rovel would follow the pattern set by the
late variations on slowness, identity and ignorasioewn here; whether it, too, would hone in on a
theme already often in the background of the ea@eech novels in a manner that producéste
variation on that theme that fits the pattern ohiMhhave shown is, consistently, the late nat@ithe
central variations on slowness, identity and ignoeawithin the French novels published at the time
of writing.! The late variations on these three themes, noest)econsistently show both a
knowledge of the oeuvre’s impending silence andkdenest urgency within these sets of variations
that the readers of this oeuvre be pulled intaeés built around them and left with lasting skiéind
lessons they might carry while journeying beyond4 it begins to see its death approaching asla re
possibility, the oeuvre responds, through the Vatgations on slowness, identity and ignorance, by
intensifying attempts to draw in and prepare thake will outlive it. In Slownessand Ignorance
these lessons are intensified versions of thoseey@a via previous, minor variations from the Czech
novels; inldentity, the lesson arrives via an experience that isugniq that novel. The final irony of
these three novels, however, perhaps directs itsmtk at Kundera himself. Despite these late
variations’ urgency to pull their readers deeplypitheir novels and provide them with a particylarl
affective series of successes, failures and dilesnthase do not seem to be novels that are bedng re
as keenly or as critically even as Kundera’'s eaflieech texts. While the implied readers live to be
drawn in by these late variations on slowness,tigeand ignorance and provided with skills and
lessons to endure once the oeuvre has playeaadisniotes, the actual readers outside the texsaapp
to be busy doing (or reading) other things. Kunderkeast appears to be an author well equipped for

appreciating the funny side of this discrepancy.

1 Adorno’s analysis of Beethoven raises the pogsibif individual late texts departing from thatthar’'s
consistently established late style, as Adorno esge the case with BeethoveilVBssa Solemnjscomposed
between 1819 and 1823 and first performed in 1824e years before Beethoven’s death. See “LatekWor
without Late Style” inBeethoven: The Philosophy of Muskd. Rolf Tiedemann. Trans. Edmund Jephcott
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998) 138. Given thatavehidentified a consistency within the latenesshef
eponymous themes withBlownesgsldentityandlgnorance | would like to consider the possibility that@ufth
French novel whose main theme doed stand in the same relationship to the manifestatmthat theme
within the Czech works might similarly be descrilzed‘Late Kundera without Kundera’s Late style”.
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