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The Literature of Small Nations




Presentation by Jacques Rupnik: “Milan Kundera: Address to the Czech Writers’ Congress, 1967”

Some writers’ congresses are more significant, or anyhow more memorable, than the Party’s. In Communist Czechoslovakia, these events were frequent and much alike. Writers’ conferences could also be unpredictable, and sometimes could even signal profound changes in the relations between the government and the society. Some speeches mark an era, and reading them again today has a special resonance. One such speech is Solzhenitsyn’s denunciation of censorship in Moscow in May 1967, which inspired Guy Béart’s fine song “La Vérité”: “The poet has spoken the truth / He must be executed . . .” Less well known are the startling speeches delivered in Prague a month later at this Writers’ Congress, beginning with the one by Milan Kundera.

Kundera was by then a prominent writer—in the theater with The Keeper of the Keys (1962); with his story collection Laughable Loves (1963, 1965); and above all with The Joke, published in 1967 (the year of that congress), a novel that both evoked an era and ended it: a book that remains—for Czech readers but not for Czechs only—linked to the Prague Spring of 1968.* Kundera was teaching at the Prague Film School (FAMU) and had become one of the notable figures in a formidable burst of national cultural creativity. It was a time of exceptional originality and diversity: in literature (Hrabal, Škvorecký, Vaculík), in theater (Havel, Topol), and especially in film (the Czech New Wave with Forman, Menzel, Němec, Chytilová). With good reason, Kundera viewed the 1960s as a golden age of Czech culture, which was gradually shedding the ideological constraints of the government without suffering those of the marketplace. From that perspective, the Prague Spring of 1968 cannot be reduced to its political dimension and can only be understood as the culmination of a decade when the writers’ magazine Literární noviny printed 250,000 copies a week and sold out on the first day; a decade in which the emancipation of the culture was speeding the dissolution of the political structure.

Assessing the danger, the ruling power sought to take back control, and the Writers’ Congress of June 1967 became the theater of the struggle between the writers and the regime. The premises of the conflict had been laid earlier, in the 1963 Liblice symposium on Franz Kafka—a symbolic burial of “socialist realism.” The work of the Prague (German-speaking) Jewish writer, starting with The Trial, reminded Czech readers, forty years later, of another kind of realism, one that was quite disturbing to the current occupant of the Prague Castle—the head of the Communist Party and of the state, Antonín Novotný.

The 1967 Writers’ Congress offered a number of high points: First, in his speech, the writer Pavel Kohout criticized the Soviet Bloc’s anti-Israel policy during the Six-Day War and then read out Solzhenitsyn’s famous censorship letter. This was too much for Jiří Hendrych, the Party directorate’s watchdog for ideological orthodoxy, who abruptly left the room and, as he passed behind the rostrum where Kundera, Procházka, and Lustig were seated, hissed a memorable “That’s it, you’ve lost everything—absolutely everything!” The next day, Ludvík Vaculík—the author of The Axe and an editor of Literární noviny—took his turn. Seething over Hendrych’s exclamation of the day before, he violated all acceptable protocol and raised point-blank the basic issue: the confiscation of power by “a handful of people who want to make all the decisions.” He attacked the (Party’s) censorship and even the constitution. The break was complete.

Political history will, of course, preserve the explicit details of the writers’ conflict with the government: the temporary defeat of the writers in the summer of 1967, then their victory (also temporary) in the spring of 1968. The history of ideas will preserve, especially, Milan Kundera’s opening address. Like his colleagues, he attacks state censorship, but he approaches the theme of creative freedom from another angle. Adopting a historical perspective, Kundera considers the destiny of the Czech nation, whose very existence was not a sure thing, with its elites decimated after the Battle of White Mountain (1620) and then two centuries of Germanization; he returns to the provocative question formulated in the late nineteenth century by the writer Hubert Gordon Schauer: Was it really worth investing such effort to give the Czechs back a language suited to a high culture? Would it not be wiser to blend into German culture, at the time more developed and more influential? Now, nearly a century later, Kundera rhetorically takes up Schauer’s question anew and offers his own answer: Such a project would only be justified by an original contribution to European culture and values—that is to say, the universal through the particular. The vitality of the 1960s Czech culture appears to justify that ambition, that gamble. Now that surging culture, critical to the nation’s very life, requires freedom to exist. The argument for cultural autonomy and freedom of thought becomes a challenge for the censoring ideologues whom Kundera calls “vandals.” Emancipating the culture from the grip of power clearly takes on a political dimension.

But the question Kundera raised in 1967 also carries a startlingly contemporary resonance as he anticipates its further dimension: the fate of the small nations within “the vast integrationist possibilities that have opened up in the second half of the twentieth century.” . . . “The process of integration risks absorbing all the small nations, whose only defense can be the vigor of their culture, the personality and the inimitable traits that are their contribution.”* Containing the “nonviolent pressure of that integrative process within the twentieth and twenty-first centuries” could turn out far more difficult than was the earlier resistance to Germanization.

Thus the discussion of the particulars of Czech culture’s place continues in Kundera’s reflection on the fate of the small Central European nations, and anticipates in some regard their dilemmas in a Europe that is growing ever more global. It is also the link between Kundera’s speech to the 1967 Writers’ Congress and the essay to appear in 1983 in Le Débat on “A Kidnapped West, or The Tragedy of Central Europe.”

—Jacques Rupnik




Address to the Czech Writers’ Congress: The Literature of Small Nations

(1967)

My good friends,

Even though since the dawn of time no nation has lasted forever on the planet Earth, and though the very notion of “nation” is relatively modern, most take their own existence for granted—an obvious thing, a gift from God or from Nature, here perpetually. Their populations are able to define their culture, their political system, even their borders as their own creation, and therefore subject to debate and discussion, whereas their existence as a people they see as a given, exempt from any debate. But the troubled and disjointed history of the Czech nation, which has moved through the antechamber of death, has allowed the Czechs to avoid falling into that sort of misleading illusion; the existence of the Czech nation has never been experienced as taken for granted, obvious, and that very uncertainty is one of its major attributes.

This phenomenon was most flagrant early in the nineteenth century, at a time when a handful of intellectuals tried to resuscitate first Czech, that nearly forgotten language, and then a generation later the already half-extinct Czech people. That renewal was a deliberate act and, like any act, it rested on a choice between “for” and “against.” Even those inclined toward the “for,” the intellectuals coming from the movement for Czech National Revival, recognized the weight of the other side. They knew—for instance, Matouš Klácel discussed it—that a “Germanization” would have simplified life for the Czechs, offering their children wider opportunities. They knew, too, that belonging to a larger nation confers a greater weight to any work of the intellect, and broadens its significance, whereas science articulated in the Czech language—here I quote Klácel himself—“circumscribes recognition of my assiduous work.” They were aware of the difficulties that would face the modest peoples who, as Jan Kollar said, “only think and feel halfway” and whose level of education—I quote Kollar again—“is often mediocre and feeble; not living, merely surviving, they neither grow nor thrive, only vegetate; put forth not trees but only weeds.”

A thorough awareness of these arguments as well as of the counterarguments places the question of “to be or not to be, and why?” at the very foundations of the modern existence of the Czech nation. That the protagonists of the national awakening favored that existence posed a great challenge for the future: They set for the people the task of justifying, forever, the correctness of their choice.

It was utterly within the logic of that “non-obviousness” of the Czech nation’s existence that in 1886 Hubert Gordon Schauer threw a scandalous question into the face of the young Czech society already starting to slump into its smallness: “Would we not have brought more to humankind if we had joined our creative energy to that of a larger nation whose culture is markedly more developed than the Czech culture, just new growth, as it is? All our efforts to revive our people—were they worth it? Is the cultural value of our people great enough to justify its existence? And another question: Will that value in itself be enough to arm it in the future against the risk of losing its own sovereignty?”

The Czech provincialism that was content to vegetate rather than to live saw Schauer’s query—substituting doubt for false certainties—as an attack on the nation, and for that reason decided to exclude Mr. Schauer from the project. Nonetheless, five years later, the young critic F. X. Salda declared Mr. Schauer the greatest figure of his time and his essay a patriotic act par excellence. He was not wrong. Schauer had only pressed to its extreme a dilemma familiar to all the leaders of the Czech National Revival. František Palacký wrote: “If we do not lift the nation’s spirit upward to greater, nobler activities than those our neighbors undertake, we shall not manage to guarantee even our own existence.” And Jan Neruda went further: “We must raise up our nation to the world’s level of consciousness and education, if we are to ensure not only its prestige but its very survival.”

The leaders of the Czech Revival linked the nation’s survival to the cultural values that the nation should produce. They hoped to measure those values not in terms of their usefulness to the nation but rather by criteria—as was said at the time—relevant to the whole human race. They aspired to bring together the world and Europe. In that context, I would underscore a specific feature of Czech literature that has produced a model fairly rare elsewhere in the world: that of the translator as a major, if not the principal, literary actor. Overall, the greatest literary personages of the century preceding the White Mountain debacle* were translators: Řehoř Hrubý of Jelení, Daniel Adam of Veleslavín, Jan Blahoslav. The celebrated translation of Milton by Josef Jungmann established the fundamentals of the Czech language in the era of National Renewal: Czech literary translation is still considered among the world’s finest, and the translator commands the same esteem as any other literary figure. The reason for the major role played by literary translation is obvious: it is thanks to translations that Czech established and honed itself as a full-fledged European language, European terminology included. Indeed, it is by way of literary translation that the Czechs founded their own European literature in the Czech language, and that that literature created European readers who read Czech.

For large European nations with what is termed a classical tradition, the European framework in which they evolved goes unremarked. But Czechs, having alternated periods of waking and slumber, have missed several important phases of development of a European mentality, and have time and again had to adapt to its cultural framework, to take possession of it, and reconstruct it. For Czechs, nothing has ever constituted an indisputable possession—neither their language nor their belonging to Europe. This means a perpetual choice between
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