


population and artistic taste in Central Europe between the years 1815 and 1848, is mentioned in Kundera’s definition,
the development of nineteenth-century Central European literature took its course without Gustave Flaubert and his
deliberate vacillation between Romanticism and Realism. Finally, arriving at the twentieth century in Kundera's
historical survey, the chasm between Central Europe and Western Europe is rendered unbridgeable as Kundera posits
the notion of Central European Modernism as the complete opposite of avant-garde French Modernism in its realist
tendency and its sober disillusionment with the past.

If Central European Modernism is the antithesis of its Western European counterpart, the excerpt begs crucial
questions: What about “Eastern Europe”? What is its position in Milan Kundera’s cultural, literary and geopolitical
cartographies of Europe? As part of an attempt to ask further questions regarding my proposed questions, the excerpt
also invites the reader to return to an interview of Kundera by Philip Roth in 1980.

PR: And yet, are not the fates of Eastern Europe and Western Europe radically different matters?

MK: As a concept of cultural history, Eastern Europe is Russia, with its quite specific history anchored in the Byzantine
world. Bohemia, Poland, Hungary, just like Austria have never been part of Eastern Europe. From the very beginning they
have taken part in the great adventure of Western civilization, with its Gothic, its Renaissance, its Reformation--a
movement which has its cradle precisely in this region. It was here, in Central Europe, that modern culture found its
greatest impulses; psychoanalysis, structuralism, dodecaphony, Barték's music, Kafka's and Musil's new esthetics of the
novel. The postwar annexation of Central Europe (or at least its major part) by Russian civilization caused Western culture
to lose its vital center of gravity. It is the most significant event in the history of the West in our century, and we cannot
dismiss the possibility that the end of Central Europe marked the beginning of the end for Europe as a whole (“Most
Original Book™, 1980)

“Eastern Europe”, Kundera asserts, “is Russia” (“Most Original Book™, 1980). The need to distinguish Central
European culture, which according to Kundera has been part of the “Western Civilisation” and its artistic and cultural
movements, from Russian and Eastern European cultures reflects his anxiety for the fate of the Czech nation and
culture threatened by the prospect of extermination:

But after the Russian invasion of 1968, every Czech was confronted with the thought that his nation could be quietly erased
from Europe, just as over the past five decades 40 million Ukrainians have been quietly vanishing from the world without
the world paying any heed. (“Most Original Book”, 1980)

I also argue that Kundera’s choice of the term “Central Europe”, instead of “East-Central Europe” or “Eastern
Europe”, can be regarded as a continuation of the legacy of the Czech historian Frantifek Palacky (1798-1876).
Palacky claims that the Czech people are the centre and the heart of Europe and that the Czech culture functions as a
bridge between the East and the West:

The history of the Czech nation is in numerous respects more instructive and more interesting than the history of many
other nations. As the Bohemian Lands are located in the center, the heart of Europe, the Czech nation has for many
centuries been the central point where elements and principles of national, State, and Church life in modern Europe have,
not without a struggle, been in contact. The long conflict as well as the intermingling of Roman, German and Slav elements
in Europe is particularly evident here. (Palacky 2007)

Enhancing Palacky’s Czech myth, with its emphasis on the geographical and socio-political centrality of the Czech
nation and culture in Europe, Kundera universalises the angst accumulated from centuries of wars and oppression
and turns the plight of Central Europe into a shared “European crisis” (Kundera 1990, 11):

Husserl's lectures on the European crisis and on the possible disappearance of European mankind were his philosophical
testament. He gave those lectures in two capitals of Central Europe. This coincidence has a deep meaning: for it was in that
selfsame Central Europe that, for the first time in its modern history, the West could see the death of the West, or, more
exactly, the amputation of a part of itself, when Warsaw, Budapest, and Prague were swallowed up by the Russian Empire.
This calamity was engendered by the First World War, which, unleashed by the Hapsburg empire, led to the end of that
empire and unbalanced forever an enfeebled Europe. (Kundera 1990, 11)

Kundera’s venture to define Central Europe remains deeply “Western” Eurocentric in its ostracisation of Russian and
Eastern European cultures. However vehement his attempt to establish “on centre stage” the centrality of Central
Europe in terms of politics, history and culture seems, Central Europe, with Czech culture as its heart, remains a mere
“laboratory”, where political and cultural experiments of Western Europe take place:

The destruction of the Hapsburg empire, and then, after 1945, Austria’s cultural marginality and the political nonexistence of
the other countries, make Central Europe a premonitory mirror showing the possible fate of all of Europe. Central Europe: a
laboratory of twilight. (Kundera 1990, 125).

Kundera’s “laboratory of twilight” (Kundera 1990, 125) concept therefore exposes the ways in which he uses history
not only as a fixed reference point, but also as a means to justify his understanding of the role and position of Central
Europe. The result paradoxically subverts as well as deconstructs his own carefully constructed premise of a typical



“Czech fate”, My argument finds its resonance in Liisa Steinby’s critique on Kundera’s eurocentrism in Kundera and
Modernity:

Kundera ignores the critique of Eurocentrism common in contemporary political and cultural debates. The postcolonial
perspective emphasizes that European history and art, or what in Europe is defined as rationality, cannot be identified with
history, art, and rationality as such, as assumed traditionally following the Enlightenment; critics of Eurocentrism see in
this generalization an unjustifiable claim to European supremacy. Conversely, according to Kundera, it is precisely
Europe—as a cultural entity—which today is threatened and in need of advocates. Rather than acting as colonizer, Europe
is in danger of being colonized (...). The first time Kundera experienced this happening was when the Soviet tanks rolled
into Prague and European culture was forced to withdraw. (Steinby 2013, 14)

The paradox lies in Kundera’s subversion of the role and position of Central Europe. Though he strives to portray the
existence of Central Europe as being under threat, that is, being colonised by the Soviet regime, Kundera nevertheless
fails to challenge and question the colonial ideology which underpins the dialectical relation between the coloniser and
the colonised, between the centre and the periphery. History is seen and referred to as absolute truth, instead of what
Michel Foucault terms as “technologies of power™ (Foucault 2003, 146), which means methods, mostly carried out by
education and military institutions, of constructing and instilling in the people the kind of belief and knowledge which
sustains and propagates the ideology of power. This paradox of “failed subversion”, or “failed radicalism™, can also be
seen reflected in Kundera’s life, from his involvement in the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia as an aspiring
reformist of Czech communism even after the Soviet invasion in 1968 to his subsequent public disputes with Vaclav
Havel which took place before he left his home country for France in the year 1975. By taking refuge in the traditional
concept of the Czech myth, as I have outlined, and by positing that the Soviet invasion is an inevitable part of the
“Czech fate”, Kundera places hopes on the Communist party and the “Czechoslovak autumn” (Herman 2013)
following the political unrest:

The significance of the new Czechoslovak politics was too far-reaching not to run into resistance. The conflict. of course,
was more drastic than we anticipated, and the trials undergone by this new politics were brutal. But I refuse to call it a
national catastrophe, as our somewhat tearful public tends to do today. I would even venture to say that, in spite of this
public opinion, the significance of the Czechoslovak autumn may even surpass the significance of the Czechoslovak spring.
(Herman 2013)

It is also worth quoting Vaclav Havel’s scathing response to Kundera’s optimistic, albeit some would say “naive”,
refusal to condemn the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968:

A quite logical link in this pseudo-critical illusionism...is Kundera's concept of the “Czech lot.” I do not believe in this
fate, and I think that first and foremost we ourselves are the masters of our fate; we will not be freed from this by pleading
selfishness nor by hiding behind our geographic position, nor by reference to our centuries-old lot of balancing between
sovereignty and subjugation. Again, this is nothing but an abstraction cloaking our concrete responsibility for our concrete
actions... I see the summit of Kundera’s entire illusionist construct, however, in something even further: we supposedly
stood -- for the first time since the end of the Middle Ages -- “at the center of world history,” because we strove -- for the
first time in world history -- for “socialism without the omnipotence of the secret police, with freedom of the written and
the spoken word [...]”: our experiment supposedly aimed so far into the future that we had to remain not fully understood.
What a balm for our wounds! And yet what bombastic illusion! (Herman 2013)

Havel, who would later become the last president of Czechoslovakia in 1989 and the first president of the
Czech Republic between the years 1993 and 2003, was apt to point out and also to expose the “bombastic illusion”
(Herman 2013) in Kundera’s essentialisation of the Czech nation and the predestination of Czech fate.

I propose that Central Europe is not Kundera’s “laboratory of twilight” (Kundera 1990, 125), but instead a
brawling pub where cocktails of ideology, as reflected by its history of physical and socio-political violence in Central
Europe, a region marred by Nazi occupation and Communist oppression, are served. A mélange of blatant betrayals
and subtle propaganda which led to collective ethnic cleansing, culminated in pogroms and post-war repatriation
policies, as well as personal brainwashing of prejudice gilded in the name of nationalism, Central European history is
a distillation of dark humour and (e)strange(d) politics. In Emil Hakl’s Of Kids and Parents (O rodidich a détech),
published in 2002, translated into English by Marek Tomin and released as a film adaptation in 2008, social(ist)
problem, as well as Kundera’s Czech myth, is presented “with a human face” and challenged by two familiar faces.
Father and son go on a drinking odyssey around Prague and discuss the so-called “European civilisation”, family,
immigrant life, post-war repatriation, fleeting memories, death and nihilism, among other random topics over pints of
beer, glasses of much stronger substance and typical greasy pub food, with occasional “draining” intermissions at the
men’s toilet. A “pub crawl” through the social and political upheavals of the twentieth century, of which the impact
can still be felt on a personal level, Of Kids and Parents exposes the absurdities embedded within the common
question in the Czech language “So what’s new?” [“Tak copak je nového?”] and within any attempt to fix and fixate
on the “central/periphery” dichotomy as readers, along with the characters, become inebriated with and sobered from
the (re-)constructed narratives that bind individuals together equally as “kids” of regimes and ideologies as well as
“masters”, according to Vaclav Havel, of their own ever-changing fate.






concoction of nostalgia choose to leave the pub in passivity. This reflects how years of fear and censorship have
moulded a habit and mentality of non-confrontation among the citizens of the region.

In the conversation between a 44-year-old son and his 71-year-old father which takes place in a pub, the
Czech myth is not only constantly referred to, but also mercilessly demystified and deconstructed:

“...Why exactly are you here, do you even know?”

“Because you made me.”

“Well that's true, sorry about that, it happens... But why do you live in Prague all your life?”

“Because I'm afraid of changing my life for the worse. Prague is the only place where I can live.”

“And how do you know that if you’ve never tried it anywhere else?”

“Spending a week or two in some other town is more than enough time for me to see that I'd go bonkers from the
nothingness, the lack of ambiguity, the seriousness of people’s lives there. Once you become a tailor there, all you can do
is tow the line and remain a tailor until you die because that’s how everyone sees you no matter how hard you try to be
something else.”

“And what don’t you like about that?”

“It's boring! To take on one role and act it out until you completely decompose!”

“Whereas here?”

“Life unfolds here as if it were a comedy by Fri¢, or some touchingly naff Italian porno... Like the assassination of
Heydrich performed by a children’s puppet theatre...”

“And you like that?”

“I like that very much.”

“What, for goodness’ sake, do you like about it?”

“The theatrical dimensions, the small space. The way a gangster has a similar social standing to a minister. and vice
versa. All the clowning. All the messing around and rubbing of elbows... All those stories about how someone used to
drink beer and play cards with the president...”

“A total circus.”

“But a merry one.” (Hakl 2008, 105-106)

Though the lure of Prague as a “merry circus”, or a theatre of black comedy, and the spirit of dynamic “ambiguity”
shared among the Czech people are evoked by the son, the notion of Prague as the metropolitan centre of Europe is
challenged by the son’s response to his father’s question “But why do you live in Prague all your life?” (Hakl 2008,
106). The son chooses to remain in Prague for fear of a worse living condition had he lived elsewhere. His remark
reflects a paradox typical of a nation or a culture which has long been struggling to establish its identity through
insularity. The inferiority complex of “the small space” (Hakl 2008, 106) tends to be perpetually aggrandised. The
son’s answer therefore embraces yet, at the same time, refutes FrantiSek Palacky’s celebration of the Czech nation as
“the heart of Europe” (Palacky 2007) and of Milan Kundera’s jubilant optimism in his depiction of the Czech fate.

The father’s side of the story, however, further subverts and challenges the dialectical relation between
“centre” and “periphery”. He recounts to his son the story of his father’s migration to Croatia, which formed part of
Yugoslavia from 1918 to 1991: “The thing was that Father joined Tito’s army in the last year of the war, him — a
factory owner — and no one could talk him out of it! He joined the Partisans to serve in the thirteenth proletarian
army, as he never failed to point out...” (Hakl 2008, 28). A capitalist by circurnstance, the father’s father left home to
make his fortune in the city and later in a foreign land as an entrepreneur: “He was the youngest of four children, three
of whom were brothers and so he got some money from his father to start him off and went out into the world to make
his fortune, that’s how it was” (Hakl 2008, 30). The promise of a post-war socialist Croatia attracted the likes of the
father’s father: “And why Croatia? To tell you the truth, I don’t rightly know why he went there, but a lot of Czechs
did in those days. I guess they saw it as a land of opportunity.” (Hakl 2008, 30). The family remained in Croatia under
Josip Broz Tito’s regime and witnessed the violence which took place as Tito’s “benevolent dictatorship™ yielded less
benevolent results to the Czech migrants, albeit those like the father’s father who had assisted in the National
Liberation Army and Partisan Detachments of Yugoslavia war effort, following the conflict between Tito and Joseph
Stalin:

But when the war was over the executions and prison sentences began anew because the great comrade Tito began settling
accounts with his enemies, first it was the former gendarmes, the monarchists, you know, and then Communists started
getting rid of Communists, as always happens everywhere, you know, it’s always the same story, the only difference
between events of this kind is the way they're later interpreted. (Hakl 2008, 28)

When “Communists started getting rid of Communists” (Hakl 2008, 28) in Zagreb, the irony and absurdity of war and
warring ideologies became more evident in Croatia than in the “merry circus” of Prague in Central Europe, the heart
of Europe. Faced with persecution and unjust treatment, particularly in the form of Tito’s nationalisation policy, the
family left their home in Croatia for Czechoslovakia. Little did they know that their plight of being the victims of
conflicting and confusing ideologies did not end when they left Yugoslavia. “Titoism”, ironically, has been translated
into a threat in the region of Central and Eastern Europe, as Anne Applebaum points out in Iron Curtain: The
Crushing of Eastern Europe 1944-56:

Eventually ‘Titoism’, or ‘right deviationism’, became a very serious political crime: in the Eastern European context, a ‘Titoist’
was someone who wanted his national communist party to maintain some independence from the Soviet communist party. Like



“Trotskyism’ the term could eventually be applied to anyone who objected (or appeared to object, or was accused of objecting)
to the mainstream political line. “Titoists’ also became the new scapegoats. If Eastern Europe was not as prosperous as the
West, then surely ‘Titoists” were to blame. If shops were empty, “Titoists’ were at fault. If Central European factories were not
producing at the expected level, “Titoists’ had sabotaged them. (Applebaum 2012, 271)

The “theatrical dimensions™ (Hakl 2008, 106) of violence for which the son later expresses his fondness was therefore
waiting for them in Central Europe:

“...What was it you were asking me, oh yes, why our family came back. Well, for one thing, immediately after the war
they started nationalising and even though my father had a few perks on account of his activities in the resistance and they
let him sell the factory, in other words, he didn’t lose absolutely everything, even so he’d had just about enough of it. His
idea was to come back to Bohemia and set up a tie-making factory with his cousin Vilda, all he ever talked about was how
he and Vilda were going to have a lirtle tie factory and how they were going to live in peace and quiet. So they sent me to
Prague in 1945, T didn’t really want to go, I wanted to go to the naval academy, didn’t I... So my parents came up in 1948
and within two years the Communists had thrown my father in prison and I'd gone to work in a factory.”

“Hmm, that’s the way it goes.”

“Exactly, you'd think people would learn their lesson, but they never do, especially not here in Bohemia. That’s why my
father wanted to return, on account of this pipedream about a land of milk and honey that all the Czechs in Yugoslavia had
envisaged in a fixated sort of way, they kept sighing about how great it was going to be when Doctor Bene§ and his wife
Hana returned to Prague Castle and they’d have sausage and Pilsner beer and go for a stroll in Stromovka Park... And
about Honza Masaryk, you know, and how Churchill won’t let Stalin take... and so on and so on.”

“Churchill was one of the first words I registered as a child, Churchill and Krushchev.” (Hakl 2008, 29)

When the father’s father was in Bohemia, Yugoslavia was envisioned as an El Dorado. When the father’s father
and his family were living in Yugoslavia, Bohemia haunted his dreams as he looked upon his native country as a
land of milk and honey. The lived and living experiences of three generations of the characters in Of Kids and
Parents put to question and eventually dismantle the centrality of the centre/periphery dichotomy as a means of
structuring national identity, which is reflected in the fixed cultural territories of West, Central and East Europe
stipulated by Milan Kundera.

To conclude, Kundera’s attempt to fix and fixate on the Czech fate and the position of Central Europe as
European civilisation’s “laboratory of twilight” (Kundera 1990, 125) can be heard echoed in the most common
question in the Czech language “So what’s new?” [“Tak copak je nového?”’] which, I imagine, is constantly being
uttered in numerous pubs in Bofivojova Street and beyond:

“So what’s new?” I asked.
“Nothing’s been new in this world for more than two billion years, it’s all just variations on the same theme of carbon,
hydrogen, helium, and nitrogen,” Father answered. (Hakl 2008, 10)

From the excerpt, the father takes the question literally, instead of its typical meaning “how are you?” which most
people would have understood it to mean. Emil Hakl’s treatment of such a question, which culminates in the
father’s reply “Nothing’s been new in this world for more than two billion years” (Hakl 2008), exposes and
ridicules an individual’s as well as a nation’s constant need to detect differences and define meanings to the point
of obsession. Mutability, the father points out, is not only the heart of natural phenomena but also the basis of life,
both on personal and national level, itself:

“Something’s always happening! Even if you're sitting at home in your comfy armchair, something’s always
happening! Increasingly sophisticated viruses are continuously trying to reprogram the way your cells work, antibiotics
have almost lost their potency, organisms are being cloned, almost every day an animal species disappears from the planet,
the darkies have got the atomic bomb, that’s not enough for you? Entire nations are being displaced around the world, is
that not enough for you?” (Hakl 2008, 53)

The world of mutated violence and distorted ideologies that is Central Europe is not a passive laboratory where
political experiments are carried out, quantified and recorded in neat tables and diagrams. What is new in this
region, as well as in life, cannot always be detected, understood, quantified and explicated. “The world”, Vacalv
Havel asserts, “is not composed -- even though it would be very comforting to think of it that way -- of dumb
superpowers that can do everything and clever little nations that can do nothing” (Herman 2013). In this world, as
in life, nothing is black and white. There are no fixed “centres” and “peripheries”, only the rise and fall of power.
Whatever one’s stance is regarding these matters, true to Havel’s liberal spirit, they are now at least open to debate
after years of silencing. And where else does a good debate take place? Perhaps we shall find a pub in BoFivojova
Street with a certain grumpy-looking landlady and spark this debate with a dubious cocktail of the region’s history,
but this time refusing to ever leave our seats in submissive silence.
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