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Foreword

These two texts originally appeared in Le Débat.

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

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

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

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

—Pierre Nora






89 Words

for Pierre





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



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

A translation is beautiful only if it is faithful. It’s the passion for faithfulness that makes an authentic translator! With this in mind, I decided some years ago to put right the foreign editions of my books. It wasn’t easy. I had to leave many publishers for others who still took literature seriously: Claude Gallimard, Aaron Asher, Kathryn Court, Roberto Calasso, Christoph Schlotterer, Robert McCrum, Ivo Gay, and Beatriz

































































































































































Praise for the Work of Milan Kundera

“Lovely. . . . These essays have fresh resonance as Ukraine remains under siege by Russia. . . . Kundera is characteristically incisive.”

—Kirkus Reviews, on A Kidnapped West

“In these early essays by the Czech writer and dissident, [Kundera] focused on the relationship of Europe’s central ‘small nations’ like Czechoslovakia and Ukraine to Western culture and argued that their cultural identities were increasingly threatened.”

—New York Times Book Review, on A Kidnapped West

“Offers insight into contemporary debates . . . We should welcome the context Kundera gives for the struggles between Russia and Europe, and the plight of those caught between them. His defense of small languages, small cultures, and small nations feels pressing.”

—Claire Messud, Harper’s Magazine, on A Kidnapped West

“Kundera is a virtuoso. . . . A work of the boldest mastery, originality, and richness.”

—Elizabeth Hardwick, Vanity Fair, on The Unbearable Lightness of Being



“Kundera has raised the novel of ideas to a new level of dreamlike lyricism and emotional intensity.”

—Newsweek, on The Unbearable Lightness of Being

“It is impossible to do justice here to the subtleties, comedy, and wisdom of this very beautiful novel. Milan Kundera is an artist, clearly one of the best to be found anywhere, who says that the good (and evil) that issues from men’s souls matters much more than the deeds of a State. And he says it with passion, with good humor, and with love.”

—Salman Rushdie, on The Joke

“A thoughtful, intricate, ambivalent novel with the reach of greatness in it.”

—John Updike, on The Joke

“The Book of Laughter and Forgetting calls itself a novel, although it is part fairy tale, part literary criticism, part political tract, part musicology, and part autobiography. It can call itself whatever it wants to, because the whole is genius.”

—John Leonard, New York Times

“Deeply and impressively subversive, in more ways than one . . . Kundera’s condemnation of modern life is broad, but his sympathy for those who create and suffer it is deep.”

—Time, on The Book of Laughter and Forgetting



“An absolutely dazzling entertainment. . . . Arousing on every level—political, erotic, intellectual, and, above all, humorous.”

—Newsweek, on Slowness

“Audacity, wit, and sheer brilliance.”

—New York Times Book Review, on Slowness

“A novel of possessive passion. . . . Gets us turning the pages in excitement and alarm, and Kundera’s wit keeps us turning them to the very end.”

—San Francisco Chronicle, on Identity

“Erudite and playful. . . . An impassioned account of the émigré as a character on the stage of European history.”

—Maureen Howard, New York Times, on Ignorance

“A voice masterful in its antennae for ‘the human condition.’ . . . For Milan Kundera, life is plainly both elsewhere and where it has always been: in the eye of its fiercely intelligent, endlessly ruminative beholder.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer, on Ignorance
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