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Man, A Wide Garden: Milan Kundera as a Young Stalinist

Jan Culik, University of Glasgow

1. The Context

Milan Kundera (b. 1929) belonged to that generation of young Czechs who enthusiastically
embraced the arrival of communism in Czechoslovakia in 1948. There were a number of these
young Stalinists who later developed into major cultural and political figures in post-war
Czechoslovakia. Many of them took part in the 1960s reformist movement, which culminated
in the Prague Spring of 1968. After the defeat of that democratic revolution, they became

dissidents, some of them ending in exile in the West.

Why did so many young Czechoslovaks in their late teens or early twenties embrace Stalinist
communism so ardently? Zdenck Mlynaf, the author of the reformist 1968 Czechoslovak
Communist Party Action Programme and a one-time fellow student of Mikhail Gorbachev in

Moscow in the 1950s, explained it rather eloquently in his memoir Mrdz prichdzi z Kremlu':

"I joined the Communist Party in the spring of 1946, when I was not quite sixteen. Thus I belong to the
generation of Czechoslovak Communists who were around twenty in February 1948, when the Communist
totalitarian dictatorship was installing itself, and my political experience is peculiar to that generation. (...) My
generation was made prematurely aware of politics by the stormy events of that period; at the same time we
lacked political experience. The only experience we had was of the war years and the Nazi occupation of
Czechoslovakia, and during some of this time we were still children. One of the chief results of this was a black-

and-white vision of the world, with the enemy on one side and his adversary on the other. It was either one side

"' In Czech: "Vstoupil jsem do komunistické strany na jafe roku 1946, kdy mi je$té nebylo Sestnct. Patfim tedy
ke generaci ¢eskoslovenskych komunisti, kterym bylo v inoru 1948 — v dobé zrodu komunistické totalitni
diktatury — kolem dvaceti, a moje politicka zkusenost je specifickou zkusenosti této generace. (...) Moje
generace byla generaci pfedcasné zpolitizovanou bouilivym vyvojem tehdejsi doby a zaroven byla generaci bez
politickych zkuSenosti. Jedinou zkuSenosti, a to jesté zpola détskou, byla 1éta valky a nacistické okupace
Ceskoslovenska. Tato zkugenost plodila predeviim Eernobilé vidéni svéta: na jedné strané nepiitel, na druhé
strané jeho protivnik. Zvitézit miize bud’ jeden, nebo druhy - tfeti moznost neexistuje. Jedina zkuSenost proto
vstépovala predstavu, ze vitézstvi spravné koncepce je prosté likvidaci, znicenim koncepce jiné. (...)
Opatrnictvim a zbab¢losti nam zavanélo vSechno, ¢im se nam nékdo snazil rozmlouvat primitivni radikalismus
v prvnich povale¢nych letech. (...) Byli jsme détmi valky, ale za valky jsme nikde nebojovali. (...) Nase
predstavy o socialismu byly pfed inorem 1948 a nékolik let po ném jesté primitivnéjsi a jednostrannéjsi nez
predstavy starSich generaci stalinskych komunistt, ktefi dogmatickou viru tu a tam ptece jen korigovali Zivotni
politickou zkusenosti." Zdenék Mlynat, Mraz prichazi z Kremlu, Index, Cologne, 1978, pp. 5-31, in English as
Night Frost in Prague, C. Hurst and Co., London, 1980, pp. 1-23.



or the other — there was no middle ground. Thus our unique experience drummed into us the notion that the
victory of the correct conception meant quite simply the liquidation, the destruction of the other. (...) We
perceived any argument used to counter our primitive radicalism as stemming from cowardice. (...) We were
children of war who, having not actually fought against anyone, brought our wartime mentality with us into
those first postwar years. (...) Before February 1948 and for several years afterwards, our conception of
socialism was even more primitive and one-sided than that of older generations of Stalinists who, despite

everything, had made minor adjustments in the dogma over the years."

There was a considerable number of other, iconic, young Stalinists apart from Mlynat and
Kundera in Czechoslovakia at that time, for instance the writer and journalist Ludvik Vaculik
(b. 1926),” an energetic and active journalist, who, like many others around him, gradually
discovered the limitations of the political system he had helped to build and started rebelling
against it. Vaculik’s experimental novel Sekyra (The Axe, 1966) is an almost menopausal
"novel of disilusionment", expounding that whatever may have gone wrong with the
Czechoslovak experiement with communism had done so by the early 1960s. Subsequently,
like many of his colleagues, Vaculik became a major protagonist in the reform movement of
the 1968 Prague Spring and a dissident writer after the Warsaw Pact invasion of August 1968.
The poet Pavel Kohout, who would recite his political poetry” to vast crowds in the early
1950s, the supreme embodiment of the emotional blindness of the young Czechoslovak

generation of Stalinists, followed the same route as Vaculik and the others. Jewish writers

% see Jan Culik, "Ludvik Vaculik", Dictionary of Literary Biography: No. 232, Twentieth-Century East European

Writers, The Gale Group, London and Boston, 2001, pp. 386-392.

3 "Ja nemohu zpivat skromng,

radosti jsem bez sebe,

predstavte si, ze se do mé

zamiloval SNB.

Pranic nedbam o starosti

pranic nedam na fe¢i.

Vzdyt u ¢lena bezpeénosti

nejvic budu v bezpeci

(I cannot sing modestly,

I am beside myself with joy:

Imagine, a policeman

has fallen in love with me.

I have no worries.

I ignore gossip.

Surely, with a memeber of State Security,

I will be most secure.)
in: Podivihodni kouzelnici: Citanka ceského stalinismu v feci vazané z let 1945-1955, ed. by Antonin
Brousek, Rozmluvy, London, 1987 p. 133. For Kohout's biography, see Pavel Kosatik, Fenomén Kohout,
Paseka, Brno 2001, Jan Culik, "P¥ipad Pavel Kohout — historie o tom, jak vas vyplivne stado", Jak Cesi
bojuji: Vybor z Britskych listii, Libri and Ob¢anské sdruzeni Britské listy, Prague, 2003, pp. 562-573, also
http://www.blisty.cz/art/9568.html, in English Jan Culik, "The Kohout Phenomenon",
Europe-Asia Studies, Vol. 54, No. 5 (Jul., 2002), pp. 815-817.



http://www.blisty.cz/art/9568.html

Ivan Klima and Arnost Lustig* became supporters of Stalinist communism primarily because
of their traumatic experience of having served time in Nazi concentration camps as children.
Lustig, when confronted with the question "How could you have supported Stalinist
communism"” just shook his head and put on a frustrated expression, knowing that he was
asked to explain the inexplicable to a member of a younger generation without "that

experience".

"The communists always tried to recruit the most idealistic, the most courageous and the most
enthusiastic people for their Party," reminisces Heda Kovalyova, the widow of Rudolf
Margolius, a communist Foreign Trade Minister, who was executed in 1952, in the 1999 film
A Trial in Prague by Zuzana Justmanova.’ And indeed, Kundera extols the idealism of the

young Czech communists in the early 1950s:

"So the Communists took power in February 1948 with neither bloodshed nor violence, but greeted by the cheers
of about half the nation. And now please note: the half that did the cheering was the more dynamic, the more
intelligent, the better. Yes, say what you will, the Communists were more intelligent. They had an imposing
programme. A plan for an entirely new world where everyone would find a place. (...) They rapidly set about to
realize their dream, that idyll of justice for all. (...) But since the idyll is in essence a world for all, those who
tried to emigrate showed themselves to be deniers of the idyll, and, instead of going abroad, they went behind
bars. (...) And then these young, intelligent and radical people suddenly had the strange feeling of having sent
out into the world an act that had begun to lead a life of its own, had ceased to resemble the idea it was based on
and did not care about those who had created it. Those young and intelligent people started to scold their act,
they began to call to it, to rebuke it, to pursue it, to give chase to it. If I were to write a novel about that gifted

and radical generation, I would call it In Pursuit of an Errant Act."’

* See Ale§ Haman, "Arnost Lustig", Dictionary of Literary Biography: No. 232, Twentieth-Century East
European Writers, The Gale Group, London and Boston, 2001, pp. 233-242.

> In a personal conversation in Glasgow in 1989.

® for a review of the film, see Political Communication, vol. 21, no. 4, Oct-Dec. 2004, pp. 517 — 520.

7 In the Czech original: "Tak se stalo, Ze se komunisté zmocnili v tnoru 1948 vlady nikoli v krvi a nasili, ale za
jasotu ptiblizné jedné poloviny naroda. A ted’ davejte pozor: ta polovina, co jasala, byla ta aktivnéjsi, chytiejsi a
lep$i. Ano, namitejte si, co checete, komunisté byli chytiejsi. Méli velkorysy program. Plan Gplné€ nového svéta,
v némz vSichni najdou své misto. (...) Zacali rychle uskuteciiovat sviij sen, tu spravedlivou idylu pro vSechny.
(...) Protoze vSak podstatou idyly je to, Ze je svétem pro vSechny, prokazali se ti, co chtéli emigrovat, jako
popiraci idyly a musili odejit misto do zahrani¢i za miize. (...) A tehdy ti mladi, chytii a radikalni lidé méli
najednou divny pocit, ze poslali do svéta ¢in a ten zacal zit svym vlastnim zZivotem, pfestal se podobat jejich
pfedstavam a nedbal na ty, co ho zrodili. Ti mladi a chytii lidé zacali tedy kiicet na svij ¢in, zacali ho volat,
napominat, honit a pronasledovat. Kdybych psal roman o generaci téch nadanych a radikalnich lidi, nazval bych
ho Pronasledovani ztraceného c¢inu." Milan Kundera, Kniha smichu a zapomnéni, 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1981,
pp. 14-15, in English: The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, HarperCollins, New York and Faber and Faber,
London, 1996, pp. 10-12.



It can be clearly seen from this literary extract, as from many other works written by Milan
Kundera, that, just as many other Czechoslovak intellectuals who were ardent Stalinists in the
early 1950s, Kundera was deeply traumatised by the fact that he had been duped as a
youngster into believing that a Communist Utopia was possible. Yet another former
communist, Petr Pithart, argued in his dissident period many years later® that the feeling of
guilt resulting from the awareness that their idealism had been used by the Stalinist regime
when they were young, was the main catalyst for the communist reform movement in
Czechoslovakia in the 1960s and the Prague Spring of 1968 was for these communists a "self-
purifying provocation”. Pithart in fact points out’, drawing his conclusions, among other
things, from his analysis of Milan Kundera’'s views expressed in the autumn of 1968, that it
was only the Warsaw Pact invasion of August 1968 that rid the former young Stalinists, who
had become reformist communists in their thirties and forties, of their guilt of having helped

turn their country into a Soviet colony.

Kundera’s remorse at having been foolish enough in his youth to support Stalinist
communism led him in later years to develop a whole theory of impaired human cognition
and a related theory of unforeseen consequences emanating from deeds that have "escaped",
got out of the control by their perpetrators, i.e. the theory of "blowback" (to use CIA-speak).
These themes recur in many of Kundera’s mature works. The experience of his younger years
turned into an essential motivation for his mature creative writing, the chief purpose of which
is to warn against deficiencies in human perception'®. At the same time, he evidently sees his
youthful enthusiasm for Stalinist communism as deeply embarrassing and is trying to hide it
by various means. Paradoxically, displaying a rather Orwellian attitude, Kundera has, for
instance, attempted to "erase" his award-winning, Marxist literary analysis of the fiction by
the Czech inter-war avant-garde writer Vladislav Van¢ura Uméni romadnu (i.e. The Art of the
Novel, 1960), replacing it with a different volume of literary essays under the same name (7he
Art of the Novel, 1986)'". In his communist period, Kundera wrote three volumes of lyrical

poetry. It is significant that his later works contain diatribes against lyricism and lyrical

¥ see "J. Sladegek" (a pseudonym of Petr Pithart), Osmasedesaty, Index, Cologne, 1980, p. 20.
9 ..

ibid., p. 21.
12 See Jan Culik, "A Self-Referential Paradox: Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being",
http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/Slavonic/KUNDERA19.htm
" First published in French as L "Art du roman, Gallimard, Paris, 1986, in English as The Art of the Novel, Grove
Press, New York and Faber and Faber, London, 1988.



poets.'? He has also decided to suppress the publication of all his work prior to Smésné
lasky", arguing that like composers, writers are fully entitled to determine which of their
work should be published and which should be suppressed. Since his pre-Smésné lasky output
has not been published in Western languages, Kundera’s construction of his literary self has
worked rather well. Editors should respect the author’s individuality, argues Kundera. Here,
again, a political motivation seems to have been a catalyst for the creation of a whole literary
theory. Kundera passionately defends the author’s right to determine what he does with his

own work:

"Aesthetic wishes show not only by what an author has written but also by what he has deleted. Deleting a

paragraph calls for even more talent, cultivation and creative power than writing it does. Therefore, publishing

what the author deleted is the same act of rape as censoring what he decided to retain."

Kundera also strictly controls public information about his life. He distrusts journalists. Until
recently, in western editions of Kundera‘s works, his "official biography" consisted of only
one sentence: "Milan Kundera was born in Czechoslovakia in 1929 and since 1975 has been
living in France." In an interview with the British writer lan McEwan'”, Kundera said: "We
constantly re-write our own biographies and continually give matters new meanings. To re-
write history in this sense - indeed, in an Orwellian sense - is not at all inhuman. On the
contrary, it is very human." Kundera mythologises his own life. Thus, in an interview with

Philip Roth'® he says:

"Then they expelled me from University. I lived among workmen. At that time, I played the trumpet in a
jazzband in small-town cabarets. I played the piano and the trumpet. Then I wrote poetry. I painted. It was all
nonsense. My first work which is worth while mentioning is a short story, written when I was thirty, the first
story in the book Laughable loves. This is when my life of a writer began. I had spent half of my life as a

relatively unknown Czech intellectual."

Leading Czech literary critic Milan Jungman pointed out that these statements are distortions

of reality, that they are kitsch:

12 See in particular Kundera’s novel Zivot je jinde (Life is Elsewhere), 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1979, Knopf, New
York, 1974. In this novel, Kundera condemns what he sees as immaturity and destructiveness of the European
lyrical avant-garde, as well as their political views, which are based on emotion.

13 originally published in three separate volumes, 1963, 1965, 1968.

' Milan Kundera, Testaments Betrayed, Faber and Faber, London, 1995, pp. 268-269.

'’ Tan McEwan, "An Interview with Milan Kundera", Granta, 11, 1984, pp. 34-35



"Those who used to know Milan Kundera in the 1950s and the 1960s can hardly recognise him in this account.
But even if these arbitrarily selected insignificant facts were true, the self-portrait has been retouched to such a
degree that Kundera‘s real appearance has vanished. Everything essential that formed Kundera‘s image as a
leading intellectual of the past few decades of Czech history has been suppressed. (...) It is characteristic for
Kundera as for no other author of his generation that from the moment he entered literature for the first time, he
became extremely popular and well-known. Even his debut Clovek, zahrada $ird (Man, a Wide Garden, 1953)
produced passionate debate and his third collection of poems Monology (Monologues, 1957) moved like a
tornado across the territory of the then Czech literature. (...) These days, we may wonder while reading this very
banal poetry what was so stimulating in it and, mainly, why it gave the magic impression of an exceptional work
of art. It just shows how pitiful was the standard of Czech poetry at that time. (...) By the end of the 1950s,
Kundera’s name had become extremely well-known and overshadowed many older and more significant authors.
The young poet soon learnt what it was like to be treated like a celebrity, he became a pampered child of young
literature, his star shone permanently and whatever the author produced, whether it was poetry or journalism,
was greeted with more and more interest. Kundera was one of the most stimulating and penetrating authors, one
of those who brought new dynamism into Czech culture by their critical attitude, by being able to avail

themselves of lessons from history and by showing how barren [Stalinist] dogmatism was in literature and that it

. . . . 1
was necessary to break its manacles and to give new quality to literature. !

In Testaments Betrayed, in a discussion of Franz Kafka’s work, Kundera takes to task
twentieth century literary critics for not considering literary works in the context of literary
history, but in the context of biography.'® Since the dalliance with Stalinist communism has
become for Kundera such a trauma that he has felt the need to exorcise it in most of his
literary work, surely it is useful to consider Kundera’s mature work in the literary context of

his early, Stalinist writing, which Kundera now suppresses. Is Milan Jungmann right in saying

' " An interview with Philip Roth", New York Times Book Review, 30" November, 1980, pp. 7, 78, 80.

7 In Czech: "Ti, ktefi se s Milanem Kunderou v padesatych a Sedesatych letech stykali, ho v tomto
sebezpodobeni jen stézi poznavaji. Ale i kdyby tahle vytrzena bezvyznamnd fakta byla pravdiva, je ten
autoportrét zretuSovan tak, ze skute¢na Kunderova podoba v ném zanika. Je tu totiz zaml¢eno v8echno
podstatné, co tvotilo jeho profil jako viid¢iho intelektuala poslednich desetileti ceskych déjin. (...) Pro Kunderu
jako pro zadného jiného autora jeho generace je typické, Ze od prvniho vkroceni do svéta literatury se stal
nesmirné popularni a vieobecné znamy. Uz debut Clovék, zahrada Sird (1953) vyvolal vasnivé polemiky a tfeti
basnicka sbirka Monology (1957) se piehnala jako smrst’ uzemim tehdejsi literatury. (...) Dnes se pfi ¢etbné
téchto hodné banalnich verst mizeme podivovat, co na nich vlastné tak drazdilo a hlavné proc¢ pusobily tak
magickym dojmem velkého uméleckého ¢inu. Svédéi to jen o tom, jak uboha byla uroven tehdejsi poezie. (...)
Kunderovo jméno se uz koncem padesatych let stalo pojmem a zastinilo i autory star$i a vyznamnéjsi. Mlady
basnik zahy poznal, co je slava, stal se hyckanym dité¢tem mladé literatury, jeho hvézda vytrvale zéfila a
strhovala k sob& pozornost stéle vic, a to kazdym projevem, at’ basnickym ¢i publicistickym. Kundera byl jednim
z myslenkove nejvyraznéjsich a nejpronikavéjsich tvlirct, ktefi tehdy vnesli do ¢eské kultury novy ruch svym
kriticismem, domyslenim historickych souvislosti a schopnosti pregnantné vyjadfit beznad€jnou neplodnost
dogmatismu, nutnost rozbit jeho pouta a dat literatufe i ivaham o ni novou kvalitu." Milan Jungmann,
"Kunderovské paradoxy", in book form in Milan Jungmann, Cesty a rozcesti, Rozmluvy, London, 1988, pp. 228-
229.

'8 "Eollowing Brod's example, Kafkology examines Kafka’s books not in the large context of literary history
(the history of the European novel) but almost exclusively in the microcontext of biography." Milan Kundera,
Testaments Betrayed, Faber and Faber, London, 1996, p. 42.



that Kundera was "one of those who brought new dynamism into Czech culture by their
critical attitude, by being able to avail themselves of lessons from history and by showing

how barren [Stalinist] dogmatism was in literature"?

The purpose of this article is to consider the meaning and impact of Kundera’s literary debut,
the collection of poems Clovék, zahrada §ird (Man, A Wide Garden), which was published

when the young author was twenty-four years old.

2. The Work

Although the collection was published in 1953, it includes poems from as early as 1949 when
the author was but twenty. Thus the collection may be classed as an extremely juvenile work.
Its publication seems to show to what extent the new Stalinist regime in Czechoslovakia was
willing to use the energies and enthusiasm of an as yet immature and malleable members of
the youngest generation. This is obviously where the entrancing feeling of the young Czech
communists, living in the period shortly after the 1948 communist take-over, comes from.

Kundera has discussed it in his mature work:

"It was intoxicating. We decided people’s fate and we decided events. We thought our hands grasped the

steering wheel of history.""’

It could probably be said that in a normal society, not be hell-bent on exploiting the idealism
of its young supporters, editors in the publishing house to which young Kundera submitted
this juvenile attempt, would have taken him aside and recommended him to develop his
writing a little more before it could be published. On the other hand, the standard of the
officially permitted literary production was so low after the introduction of the Stalinist
regime in Czechoslovakia that maybe there was no one in the official literary circles to give
young Kundera such professional and impartial advice. And, maybe, in the context of the
time, his poems really did seem good. The published reviews of Clovék, zahrada Sird,
certainly seem to testify to the extremely low standard of official discourse on literature.

There are also some other aspects to consider.

% In Czech: "Bylo to opojeni. Rozhodovali jsme o osudech lidi a véci. Zdalo se nam, Ze drzime v rukou volant
déjin." Ludvik Jahn in Jaromil Jire§'s film Zert (The Joke), 1969, based on the novel by Milan Kundera,
screenplay by Milan Kundera.



In spite of the extremely low quality of these poems, they were regarded as controversial,
stimulating, rebellious and iconoclastic by the critics of the day. Nevertheless, from the
vantage point of today, it is not surprising that Kundera is embarrassed by the low quality of
his poetic debut and is aware of the lack of perception he displayed as a young man in these
poems. This is experience that he repeatedly reflects upon in his later work. In Kundera's
novel Ignorance (2002), Josef, a fictitious character, on his return from exile to his native
Czech Republic, discovers a diary that he kept as a young man in the "early years of

Communism".”* He is horrified by the person he used to be:

"Josef tries to understand the virgin boy, to put himself in his skin, but he is not capable of it. That sentimentality
mixed with sadism, that whole business is completely contrary to his tastes and his nature. He tears a blank page
out of the diary, picks up a pencil, and copies out the sentence I wallowed in her sadness.” He contemplates the
two handwritings for a long time: the one from long ago is a little clumsy, but the letters are the same shape as
today’s . The resemblance is upsetting, it irritates him it shocks him. How can two such alien, such opposite
beings have the same handwriting ? What common essence is it that makes a single person of him and this little

snot?"?!

A similar feeling of embarrassment, when looking back at one’s own past, is a major theme in
Kundera’s novel Kniha smichu a zapomnéni (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting), where
dissident Mirek is attempting to reclaim the love letters he wrote to his first girlfriend twenty
years earlier and wants to throw them into the first rubbish bin in an attempt to erase his past —

he finds the letters painfully embarrassing.”* This is how Kundera now feels about his juvenile

poetry.

Emotion, sometimes bordering on sentimentality, is certainly present throughout Kundera’s
early poems. Yet, amidst all the pathos, the most salient feature of Clovék, zahrada Sird is
Kundera’s emphasis on sincerity and authenticity. The collection is a polemic with

formalistic, barren propaganda versifying.

Kundera preaches to his readers in the motto to the section entitled "Soukroma dramata"

(Private dramas):

"...O miru vibec,

20 Milan Kundera, Ignorance, HarperCollins, New York and Faber and Faber, 2002, p. 72.
20 -
ibid., p. 83.



o0 praci vubec,
o strané vibec,
téch viibeczpévi, basniku, uz nech!

Mluv o lidech!

...About peace in general,
about work in general

about the Party in general,
poet, give up these generalities!

Talk about people!"*

In the epigraph to "Polemické verse" (Polemic poetry) Kundera also chastises the regime,

although bathos of the last line ("Man is an infinite garden") is almost unbearable:

"Vy, které na kiiz frazi
by chtéli ptikovat,
volejte, kiicte: Clovek

je nekonec¢ny sad!"

"You whom they would like to nail
on the crucifix of clichés,
Call out, yell: Man

Is an unending garden!"**

The collection starts with three "declarations of intent" by Kundera, three short poems in
which the author rebelliously and, again, with considerable pathos asserts his right to express
his most authentic, individual thoughts. As I have said, it is obvious that Kundera intends his
poetry as a polemic against formalistic versifying of the day, yet his "rebellion" does not quite
convince. His metaphors are clumsy ("worms in poetry"), and today s reader feels that his
individualistic defiance has limits. To paraphrase Jaroslav Hasek, the ironic founder of a Party
of Moderate Progress within the Limits of the Law, Kundera does quite go beyond what is
permitted. His rebellion is tame. Whatever controversial thoughts he expresses, they are
always counterbalanced by his enthusiastic support for Stalin and communism. One must bear

in mind that many real/ poets (for instance the Catholics Jan Zahradnic¢ek, Vaclav Renc¢, Josef

22 Milan Kundera, Kniha smichu a zapomnéni, Toronto, 68 Publishers, 1981, pp 23-24, The Book of "Laughter
and Forgetting, HarperCollins, New York and Faber and Faber, 1996, p. 23-26.
2 Milan Kundera, Clovék, zahrada $ird, Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, Prague, 1953, p. 27
24 .7 .
ibid., p. 47



Palivec) were languishing in Stalinist labour camps when Kundera published Clovék, zahrada

sira:

"At uz zpiva, o cem zpiva
sebe basnik zpiva
Basnik, jenz se pretvatuje,

cervy v basnich miva.

Hram své pisné na klavesy
svého osudu.
A tak zpivam tak, jak zpivam.

Jinak nebudu.

No matter what a poet sings about
he sings about himself.
A poet who isn’t sincere

tends to have worms in his poetry.

I play my songs on the keyboard
of my predicament.

And so I sing the way I sing.

I will not be doing it in any other way.

Kundera postulates the imperative that a creative artist must "delve into the souls of individual

human beings". The formal aspects of his introductory poems are extraordinarily primitive:

"Na dno lidi potapi se
basnik potapéc
Jenom tak, jen tam si najde

do bitev sviij mec.

Ktery basnik jenom z pary
slov si kuje me¢
jeho basen nevydrzi

ani prvni sec¢

To the depth of the people dives
the diver poet

» ibid, p. 5

10



This is the only way for him to find

his sword for battle.

Those poets who forge
their swords from the mere vapour of words
such poets’s poems will not survive

even the first skirmish."*®

In line with the political rhetoric of the day, Kundera sees poetry and literature in general in
terms of a "military struggle". In the last of the three dedicatory poems, he appeals to himself

to become sufficiently "emotionally charged", so that he is not "late for battle":

"0, tepej rychleji,
srdce, muj orloji,
at’ nerorezni se ma polnice

az tyden po boji!

Mg¢ v hrudi stisnéné pisné,
uz roztrhnéte Zebra ma,
dfive nez bude bitva

beze mne vyhrana!

O, beat faster,
heart, my astronomical clock,
so that my field trumpet does not sound

a week after the battle!

My songs, constricted within my chest,
tear apart my ribs now,
so that the battle

is not won without me! ¥’

The poems are a strange mixture of emotional individualism, demanding personal
involvement, and the ideological paraphernalia of the times — they are both conformist and

non-conformist at the same time.

% ibid., p.6
T ibid, p. 7
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The quality of the verse is inferior. Kundera uses rough-hewn, unsophisticated, provocatively
concrete, colloquial expressions, and incongruous metaphors. Their aim is evidently to evoke
strength while creating the impression of unpretentiousness, but the overall impression is
comic: (Basnik, jenze se pretvaruje, ¢ervy v basnich miva, pisné, uz rogtrhnéte Zebra ma; tak
to mnou cloumd: Doma'™®; psi mi sviij §tékot jako zvony rozhoupou’. Elsewhere, the same
principle is applied, along with the use of personification, with a little more success: trdva se

, . , 30
cdakala v jezeru ranni rosy™).

His rhymes are unimaginative and almost offensive in their crudeness: (0, tepej rychleji,/

srdce, miij orloji; febra md /vyhrand; cloumd/doma; po mezi/nemrzi’").

His defiant emotions border on hysteria. Kundera implies that he is proud of being a
communist, "there can be no other way". He uses colloquial, archaic or dialect expressions to
emphasise the bathos ("Hram své pisné na klavesy svého osudu" — instead of the normal,
casual "hraju”; "Ved mé za nasima, hvézdo vanocni” — instead of the literary "za nasimi™”;
"at uz zbankrotuji ti, kdoz z ovéncenych niisi/nabizeji misto poezie stokrat ohryzand jabka™ -

instead of the literary "jablka"; here, the colloquial expression is used in an attempt to create

yet another clumsy rhyme).

Some of these stylistic irregularities became the subject of fairly sharp criticism by period
critic Vaclav Miiller. Stalinists have always had a problem with casual, informal, marked,

non-literary language. Vaclav Miiller says:

"The symbolist Mallarméesque definition saying that the beauty of a poem lies in the titillating suggestiveness of
ideas, which one achieves by erasing the ideological contours of verses and words, is a sinful anachronism
according to the principles of Marxist-Leninist aesthetics. Surely, as Stalin has defined it, language "is an
instrument which people use to communicate and to achieve mutual understanding’. Thus language always has
(even in works of art) a communicative role. That is why the most important, primary demand which each and

every poem must fulfill if it is to find a way to the heart of the reader, is not ideological vagueness, which is

2 11t makes me jerk: [I am] At Home!", see "Vanoéni vyznani (A Christmas Confession)", p. 9. In an anxious
search for thyming words, Kundera finds the word "clouma" (jerk) to rhyme with "doma" (at home) — the overall
impression is ridiculous).

¥ "the dogs will swing their barking as though it was bells” (sic!), ibid., p. 12

3 orass splashed about in the lake of morning dew"

31 vStatenka (Old Woman)", p. 21

32 "Vanoéni vyznani", p. 11

3 "Let those who instead of poetry offer be-ribonned baskets full of gnawed apples”, "Rozezpivejte, basnici,
celou svou Sirokou dusi (Poets, turn the whole of your wide sould into song)", p. 51
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often the result of ignoring the principles of spelling, but the rendition of ideas by means of a language which
strictly observes the principles of grammar. Neither “poetistic ** artfulness, nor the juggling of ideas, but only a

comprehensible, clear and firmly defined pithiness of expression, dynamicism of ideas and ideological validity
n35

of each and every word produce a poetic effect, since they depict reality fully, and hence truthfully.
In line with the linguistic "philosophy" outlined above, Miiller criticises Kundera for dropping
final consonant —/ in past participles (forms "Fek"” instead of "Fekl"”, "stisk" instead of "stiskl",
etc. are colloquial Czech, but Miiller rightly complains that Kundera uses them for rhythmic
reasons or in order clumsily to create a rhyme. Miiller feels that the expression "trdva se
cakala v jezeru ranni rosy" is not dynamic, but "vulgar". He rejects several other
colloquialisms ("edpocénout” [to rest] instead of "odpocinout”), as well as various
neologisms. (Surprisingly, he accepts "za nasima" as appropriately familiar for the given

context.)

And yet, young Kundera does know how to write an occasional stanza which is quite
atmospheric. In the poem "Toho dne v Brné (On that day in Brno)" he quite successfully

evokes the atmosphere of a lazy, hot, summer Sunday afternoon:

"A z dalky spéchal vlak a clovéku se chtélo
na lavicku né€kam do stinu.
Nechati odpocnout své trosku liné télo

nemyslet na nic, lizat zmrzlinu.

And a train came rushing from the distance and you felt like
finding a bench to sit somewhere in the shade.
To let your slightly lazy body rest

to think of nothing, to lick your ice cream."*

#* "Poetism" was a Czech interwar avant-garde movement.

3 In Czech: "Symbolistni mallarméovska definice, Ze krasa basné je v drazdivé sugestivnosti myslenek, které se
dosahuje smazanim myslenkovych obrysi verse a slova, je podle zasad marxisticko-leninské estetiky hfisnym
anachronismem. Vzdyt jazyk podle Stalinovy definice je "néstroj, jimz se lidé navzdjem dorozumivaji a dosahuji
vzajemného pochopeni’. Jazyk ma vzdy (tedy i v projevech uméleckych) funkci sdélovaci. Proto nikoliv
zamlzenost myslenky, jeji bezkonturnost a neohranicenost, vyplyvajici €asto z nedbani pravopisnych principd,
ma a musi plnit kazda basen, ma-li si svou pravdivosti najit cestu k srdci ¢tenate. Nikoliv poetisticky artismus a
myslenkové zonglérstvi, ale srozumitelnd, jasna a pevné ohranicena jadrnost obrazu, reliéfnost myslenky a
ideova platnost kazdého slova vedou k basnickému ucinu, protoze plné, a tedy i pravdivé, zobrazuji skute¢nost."
Véclav Miiller, "K nékterym otazkam jazykové spravnosti v uméleckém dile," Cesky jazyk, 4., 1954, No. 9-10,
pp. 337-342.

% Clovek, zahrada sird, p. 17.

13



Has Kundera included the linguistically clumsy expressions in his poetry deliberately, as his
own "revolutionary" contribution to poetic style, wishing to drag poetry down from an official
poetic Olympus, attempting to make it casual, authentic, immediate and hence to make it
comprehensible to the Communist Party officials in charge of literature he was trying to
influence? Czech specialist in the literature of the 1950s Michal Bauer points out’’ that
Kundera's stylistics would have been influenced by his translations from Russian

revolutionary poetry and by the style of Czech newspapers from the Stalinist era.

Within the context of the poetry of the times, Kundera’s banal poems were seen as
extraordinarily revolutionary and rebellious. This can be seen from the literary reviews of
Clovék, zahrada Sira, which are basically overwhelmed by Kundera’s semi-critical gesture, to
the point that they misinterpret the meaning of this poetry, not daring to take fully on board
what he is trying to say.

The collection consists of five sections. Many of Kundera’s major themes, which are

developed in his mature work, appear in this juvenile collection in an inchoate form.

Zeleii mého domova

It is primarily in the first section, entitled "Zelefi mého domova (The Greenery of my Home)"
that Kundera attempts to humanise lifeless Stalinist ideology by linking it with individual
experience. In this approach, warm interpersonal relations and the intimacy of the home
environment are important instruments. Kundera emotionally humanises Marxism by writing
about his native Moravia, the city of Brno and its inhabitants, "members of the Czech
collective" to whom he feels close. He uses the atmosphere of the intimately familiar, Czech
surroundings as a symbol of peace and consolation. Communism is for Kundera a guarantee
of all major values, associated with the concept of home: it is everything that is comfortable,

pleasant, cosy and provides a secure haven for the Czechs.

For instance, in one of the poems in this section, an old woman is confused by the new
Stalinist regime. She does not understand the political jargon of the communist era. But at the
end of the poem, she is happy because her grandson, a Young Pioneer with a red scarf round

his neck, embraces her and takes her by the hand. Kundera seems to argue that the communist

37 in a personal conversation.
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dogma will be more acceptable to people if it is communicated in terms of individual
experience and emotional human relationships (never mind that in this poem, Kundera, with

the arrogance of youth, reduces the elderly lady he is writing about to a sclerotic imbecile):

"Anebo, bozinku, ten hrozny nerozum
po téchhle pétiletkach Citat cas

Jako by Zivot i po jednom roce

neutikal jak d’as.

...)

Pod jakym plamenem Ze smutek roztava?
Nu, pod plamenem lasky, prece.

Chlapec uz objal stafenku

a pustit se ji nechce.

Drzi ji za ruku. Stafenka Stastna je ndhle
vesele cupita s nim dale po mezi.
A nahle se ji 1ibi jeho rudy satek

a néhle viibec nic ji nemrzi.*®

My God, how foolish it is
to count time in five-year plans!
Doesn't life trickle away quickly enough

even when you count it by single years?

(..)

Under what flame does sadness melt?
Well, surely, under the flame of love.
The boy has now embraced the old lady

and will not let her go.

He holds her hand. The old lady is suddenly happy
and merrily pitter-patters with him in the fields.

And suddenly she likes his red scarf,

suddenly she is upset by nothing."

He similarly humanises communist ideology in "Toho dne v Brn€ (In Brno on that Day)",
where during a pleasant, hot summer day while strolling in his intimate, familiar surroundings

he hears from one of the local tenements the voice of a boy signing the Internationale. For

3 nStatenka", ibid., p. 20.

15



Kundera this is not a warning against the saturation levels of political indoctrination under

Stalinism, it is an encouragement from "one of those, closest to him" to firm up his

ideological beliefs:

"Co naplat, - vzdychl jsem. Tak tedy na pochod!
Honem jsem zpevnil krok. Uz zZadné odpocivat!

A chtélo se mi smat, ach, smat se na zivot...

A détsky hlasek zpival, zpival, zpival...

OK then, I sighed. We must march on!

Quickly, I firmed up my step. No more resting!
And I felt like smiling, oh, smiling at life...

And the child’s voice went on singing, singing, singing.

In "Vano¢ni vyznani (A Christmas Confession)" Kundera equates the safety and intimacy of

his home with communist collectivism. He swears histrionically that he will never again be an

"individualist":

"Dnes ja uz vim, ze je to zrada,
zit v sobé jen sam a sam.

(..

Tak to mnou clouma:

Domal!

Jen kru$ mne, stesku, krus...
Soudruzi moji, j& bez vas,

jé bez vas nikdy uz!

I now know it is treason

to live within oneself on one’s own.
(..)

It makes me jerk!

I am at home!

Sadness, just crush me, crush!

My comrades, I will never without you

I'll never again act without you!"*

3 "Toho dne v Brng," ibid., pp. 17-18.
0 "Vanoéni vyznani", ibid., pp. 11-12.
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This theme was later developed in Kundera’s mature novel The Joke. The principal conflict in
The Joke revolves around to the fact that the Stalinist regime denies people the right to be

individualistic:

"Anyone who failed to rejoice was immediately suspected of lamenting the victory of the working class or (what
was equally criminal) giving way individualistically to inner sorrows. (...) I demanded that my colleagues prove
to me why I was an individualist. For want of concrete evidence they would say, ‘Because you act like one.”
"How do I act?” "You have a strange kind of smile.” "And if I do? That’s how I express my joy.” "No, you smile

as though you were thinking to yourself.”" *'

In the poem "Zeleth mého domova (The Greenery of my Home)" Kundera offers the beauty

and intimacy of his native Brno region to his new girlfriend:

""To je mdj domov, srdécko,”

feknu zajikave,

"...a kdyby se ti nelibil,

jak zebrak nahle pred tebou bych byl,
nebot’ duse ma,

srdécko, slys,

je spletena

jen ze stuh téchto kopct a zahrad...”

"This is my home, my little heart,”
I will say falteringly,

"...and if you did not like it,

like a neggar 1'd stand before you
because my soul,

listen, sweetheart,

is woven

only from the ribbons of these hills and gardens. "*

He expects "his woman" to embrace these values of his:

! In Czech: "Kazdy, kdo se neradoval, byl okamzit& podeziran, Ze ho vitézstvi d&lnické tiidy zarmucuje, anebo
(coz nebylo o nic mensi provinéni), ze je individualisticky ponotfen do svych niternych smutkd. (...) Chtél jsem,
aby mi kolegové dolozili, pro¢ jsem individualista. Neméli pro to dokladd zv1ast konkrétnich, fikali: "Protoze se
tak chovas.” "Jak se chovam?’ ptal jsem se. "Potad se tak divné usmivas.” "No a? Raduji se!” 'Ne, ty se usmivas,
jako by sis néco pro sebe myslel.”" Milan Kundera, Zert, 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1989, pp. 31-32, in English,
The Joke, Faber and Faber, London, 1983, pp. 23-24.

2 "Zeleh mého domova", Clovék, zahrada Sird, pp. 13-14.
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"A tehdy mne obejmes
a cvréek zaéne hrat
a obru¢, v niz je stisnéno mé srdce,

se rozleti. ..

And then, you will embrace me
and the cricket will start playing
and the hoop which constricts my heart

will break asunder..."

As we will see, Kundera is firmly convinced that women should play a secondary, supportive
role to the man’s "struggles" — they should fully adopt their men’s views and beliefs. Kundera
has retained a very emotional relationship to Brno until advanced age. Since the fall of

communism, he has been visiting his native town in secret.

In later years, Kundera’s strong bond to his native land manifested itself in emotional denial.
When Czech dissident critics were unenthusiastic* about the novels that made him famous in
the West in the 1980s, he was extremely upset and disallowed the publication of these novels

in Czechoslovakia after the fall of communism. **

Negative aspects of life, such as the funeral of his friend, are an integral part of Kundera’s
intimate Moravian experience and Kundera reacts to them just as emotionally, using the

poetics of the folk song ("Ne, ¢erny privode [No, oh, you black procession]").

The comfortable, intimate and comforting Czech communist experience can defeat and erase
foreign horrors of past and present — both the traumatic memories of the Nazi occupation as
well as the current horror of the Korean war. In "Tti brasi u péti jabloni (Three pals near Five
Apple Trees)" workmen digging up soil in an orchard find a rusty German bayonet. Briefly,
this evokes the traumas of the bygone, "capitalist" Second World War:

# See Milan Jungmann, Kunderovské paradoxy", Svédectvi, No. 77, 1986, pp. 135-162, reprinted in his Cesty a
rozcesti: Kritické stati z let 1982-1987, Rozmluvy, London, 1988, pp. 214-254, also Svédectvi, special Kundera
section, No 74, 1985, pp. 333-368.

* Kundera's novels Zivot je jinde (Life is Elsewhere), 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1979, and Kniha smichu a
zapomneni (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting), 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1981), have never been published in
Czechoslovakia/Czech Republic. Nesnesitelna lehkost byti (The Unbearable Lightness of Being), originally
published in Czech by 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1985, did not come out in the Czech Republic until the autumn of
2006 (Atlantis, Brno).
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"Mij boze, vzdyt on citi nahle,
jak zelezo, jez drzi,

pronika fezave a tahle
bélostnou lidskou kuzi

a ruce plny krve ma

a zeberniho praskotu.

My God, he suddenly feels

the metal which he is holding

penetrate piercingly and in a long-drawn-out way
through snow-white human skin

and his hands are full of blood

and of the cracking of the ribs"*

Interestingly, Kundera was criticised by the Stalinist critics of the day with regard to this
passage for being "too naturalistic and disgusting", even though they surely must have
remembered in 1953 the horrors of war.*® "War still circulated in the blood of the members of
this generation as crushed glass," said poet Jiti Sotola’’. But the Czech literary Stalinists
wanted idyllic conventionality. They did not understand that, in line with Marxist dialectics,
Kundera used these drastic images only to emphasise the happy reality of the contemporary
situation under Stalinism. While doing so, he availed himself of his tried and tested principle

of intimacy, referring to the heritage of the folk song, familiar to all Czechs:

"Pak podival se na své brachy.
Brasi se na né¢j smali.
A z péti polnich jabloni

pénkavy zazpivaly.

Then he looked at his pals.
The pals smiled at him.
And finches sang

from the five apple-trees in the fields."*

¥ ibid., p. 15-16

4w obraz [je] silacky brutilni, naturalisticky odpudivy (...the image is forced, brutal, naturalistic and
repulsive)", Vaclav Miiller, "K nékterym otizkam jazykové spravnosti v uméleckém dile," Cesky jazyk, 4., 1954,
No. 9-10, p. 340; "...n€kde vede autora snaha po originalnosti a nev§ednosti az k nevkusu ("Zeberni praskot")
(...sometimes the author’s desire to be original and unusual makes him tasteless ["crushing of ribs"]), Z. K.
Slaby, "Prvni knizka Milana Kundery (The first book by Milan Kundera)", Literarni noviny, No, 35/1953, p. 4.
47 quoted by Igor Hajek in "Ceska literatura od za¢atku padesatych let do konce $edesatych let", in Jan Culik,
Knihy za ohradou, Trizonia, Prague, 1991, p. 11.

® Clovek, zahrada §ird, p. 16.
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In Nesnesitelna lehkost byti (The Unbearable Lightness of Being) Kundera defines kitsch as

"categorical agreement with being".*’

Again, using Marxist dialectics, the "sunshine situation" at home is sharply contrasted with
"evil" abroad: People are enjoying the happy life under Stalinism. A former communist
fighter from Spain, who is now peacefully tending his garden in Czechoslovakia, is disturbed
by thinking that a brutal war is still going on in Korea. Yet the fears of foreign evil can be
overcome by the positive impact of the intensity of the comfortable, home, collective

experience:

"Valka?

Neboj se, dévcatko.

(..)

Na hlavni déla, jez ve strani
rezavi tam a hnije,
obkro¢mo sedél klucina

a volal: Hyjé,

hyjé!

War?

Don't be afraid, little girl.

..

On the barrel of a cannon which on a hillside
rusts and rots

a boy was sitting astride,

shouting: Giddy-up!

Giddy-up!" >

Homey, intimate Moravian collectivity is a palliative for everything. The "traitors" who have
left their native land, are justly suffering from having lost their home and their community,

especially at Christmas:

"Od téch, kdo zradili,

* Milan Kundera, Nesnesitelnd lehkost byti, Atlantis, Brno, 2006, p. 265; in English as The Unbearable
Lightness of Being, ... p 248. 5
>0 "Prochézka Vyso&inou (A Walk through the Highlands)", Clovék, zahrada Sird, p. 24.
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i psi se odvracejte!
...)

Tém zradcim v ciziné
téZkne a pada hlava.
Dnes jejich samota

rakvi se stava.

Even you, dogs, turn away

from those who have betrayed!
...)

The heads of the traitors abroad
are heavy and they are drooping.
Today, their loneliness

is turning into a coffin for them.""'

Soukroma dramata

The section "Soukroma dramata (Private Dramas)" is particularly interesting, when

considering Kundera’s further literary and creative development. In "To neni laska (This is

not love)" Kundera displays an early manifestation of what he feels the role of the woman in a

relationship should be. The male, in his perception, is a warrior and the woman should
console him, listen to him, support him in his work and cater to his every need. The wife of

the party official in "To neni laska" evidently does not conform to this "ideal" and is thus

condemned. The male is frustrated because the female of the species is inherently stupid and

cannot understand his "struggles":

"Spéchal domd. Tak uz touzil podélit se

s nékym blizkym

o ten naklad dennich boju, o ten Zivot bolsevicky.

(..

Kdy se zepta? Vzdyt prece vi! Kdy se zepta:
Tak jak dneska?

Bojoval jsi? Zvitézils?

(..)

Tak sam zacal. Dvé tfi véty. A ona jen roztékan¢:

"Opravdu? Nu, ted’ jsi doma. Ted uz

na nic nemysli.”

3! "Vanoce (Christmas)", ibid., p. 25.
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...

Ale to neni laska!

Slysis!

To neni laska!

(...)

Vidouc ho, jak smutn¢ sedi, fekla jeho hodna Zena:
'Ja vim, ja vim. Odpust’ mi to

Ryze je dnes ptesolend.”

He was rushing home. So very much he yearned to share

the load of his everyday struggles, his life of a bolshevik
with someone close to him.

(..)

When will she ask? She must surely know! When will she ask:
How was it today?

Did you fight? Have you won?

(..

So he started on his own. Two three sentences. She said, distracted:

"Really? Well, you are at home now. Don’t think of anything now.”

..

But this is not love!

Do you hear!

This is not love!

(..)

Seeing him sit there sadly, his kind wife said:

‘T know, I know. Forgive me.

I oversalted the rice today. "™

Z.K.Slaby, a Stalinist critic reviewing Clovék zahrada Sird in 1953, comments approvingly:

"It is not the task of the poet to provide prescriptions. It is enough to provide a hint, to make an ironic comment,

to highlight an important question. This is what the poem "To neni laska” is like: it criticises the fact that some of

our officials and outstanding workers are misunderstood by their bourgeois wives."

The poem "Maminky (Mummies)" is a variation on "To neni laska". The poet’s mother is sad

because the son has grown up and no longer needs her to take care of him. He assumes the

32 "To neni laska", ibid., p. 29-31.
>3 In Czech: "Neni viak kolem béasnika podavat recept. Stadi napovéd’, sta¢i ironicky $leh, sta¢i ukazat dileZitou
otazku v jeji vyhranénosti. Takova je tfebas basein To neni laska, pranyiujici nepochopeni nékterych nasich
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guise of a "monumental warrior" ("vichry me oplétaji") and requires that she should support

his "heroic struggle":

"Maminko, tam mne nenajdes,
v tom vzpominkovém haji.

Ja tady vprostied boje jsem.
Vichry mé oplétaji.

(..)

Pojd’ se mnou, maminko,

a divej se, kam jdu,

a nesni nazpatek,

sni se mnou,

doptedu!

Mummy, you won't find me there,

in that grove of memories.

Here I am, in the middle of the struggle,
surrounded by gales.

(..)

Come with me, mummy,

watch where I am going.

Do not dream backwards,

dream with me,

forwards!"**

The poet’s requirement that his woman should support him unconditionally though all his
crises takes a remarkable form in "Laska a zivot (Love and life)" where a "male fighter"
enters into conflict with his communist party organisation and is expelled from the party "as a

traitor". Incidentally, Z. K. Slaby is exercised by this:

"Why aren’t the characters” faces in the poem "Laska a zivot” clear? This artistic drawback is, after all,
connected with a serious ideological drawback: the poet shows a person who is being expelled from the Party

without defining his guilt in concrete terms, without acquainting us with the times when the expulsion takes

funkcionait a vynikajicich pracovniku jejich méstackymi zenami." Z. K. Slaby, "Prvni knizka Milana Kundery",
Literdrni noviny No. 35/1953, p. 4.
> Clovek, zahrada Sird, p. 32-33.
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place, etc. Thus the poem, in particular in its first part, acquires individualistic features, and this undoubtedly

was not the poet’s intention. The collective can never be seen as “a wall’, hostile towards the hero."”

But the nature of the expelee’s transgression is not what Kundera is interested in. The point of
the poem is that the author expects the hero’s woman to support him in his hour of need, no
matter what is the nature of the difficulties he might be experiencing. Kundera expects
unconditional /oyalty from his women. Thus, in line with his poetics in this collection, human
relationships are above ideology. In this poem, the hero’s partner, Zdena, betrays him and opts
for ideology rather than the relationship. Fortunately, there is another girl in the poem, Véra,

who chooses to stand by the hero, offering herself to him fully:

"Je-1i v tvém srdci malo bolSevické krve,

z mého ji dolivej!

If in your heart there is not enough bolshevik blood,

top it up with mine!"*°

she says. A girlfriend’s betrayal of the "hero" in political difficulties seems to have been a
personal trauma of Kundera’s in the early 1950s. "Kundera had a relationship with Monika
GajdoSova, a dogmatic communist. She was a Slovak and studied script-writing. While they
were making love, he said something derogatory about the scheme of the socialist shock-
worker’s pledges. She reported him to the authorities and they wanted to expell him from
university," says film director Vojtéch Jasny, Kundera’s fellow student at the Film Academy
in Prague in the 1950s.”” The conflict between a personal relationship and ideology is
highlighted in Kundera's novel Zert (The Joke), where the main character Ludvik Jahn tries in
vain to court the young, ideologically blinded Stalinist Markéta and out of sexual frustration
sends her a provocative postcard which proves to be his undoing: he is expelled from
university and ends in a penal unit, working in the mines. A variation on this theme can be
found in Kundera's short story "Eduard a Bih (Eduard and God)" in Smésné lasky (Laughable
Loves): young man Eduard is trying to seduce Alice, a bigoted Catholic girl, who only

succumbs to him once she thinks he has become a political martyr for the Catholic cause — but

> In Czech: "Pro¢ nejsou jasné tvaie postav tieba v basni Laska a zivot? Tento umé&lecky nedostatek souvisi
konec koncti se zdvaznym nedostatkem ideovym: basnik li¢i cloveka, vylu€ovaného ze strany, aniz blize urcil
miru jeho viny, aniz nas sezndmil s dobou, v niz se ono vylucovani déje, atd. Tim dostava basen zvlasté v prvém
oddilu rysy individualistického postoje, o ktery basnikovi jisté neslo. Kolektiv nelze nikdy licit jako "sténu’ proti
hrdinovi". Z. K. Slaby, "Prvni knizka Milana Kundery", Literdrni noviny, No. 35, 1953, p. 4.

36 Clovek, zahrada sira, p. 37.
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Eduard loses interest since his exaggerated religiousness was only an act to get Alice into bed

and their eventual lovemaking was the result of a ruse in which Alice was found wanting.*®

Polemické versSe

The section "Polemické verse" contains two quite courageous, controversial poems, which
possibly could have landed Kundera in trouble, in spite of their banality that strikes us when
we consider them today. This is perhaps why they are surrounded, in the remaining two
sections ("Od obzoru jednoho k obzoru vSech [From the Horizon of an Individual to the
Horizon of All]" and "Veliky Pochod [The Grand March]"; Kundera satirises the concept of
the "Grand March" in his mature novels) by orthodox exhortations about the importance of
collectivism and about the heroic struggle of workers recently under Nazism and in
contemporary times under "Western capitalism". These poems often use folksong inspiration,
in an effort to elevate themselves into "timeless myth". One of these orthodox poems is
"Italska (From Italy)" where Kundera sings about a persecuted Italian worker who has been
thrown into prison where, while languishing in his cell, he dreams about Stalin, which gives
him strength and rejuvenates him. There are influences of the poetry by Jifi Wolker (1900-

1924), Czech interwar "proletarian" poet, and, again, of course, of folk poetry:

""Tam za Stalinem let’te,
snivaci, ptaci mi,

tam za Stalinem let'te,
mi ptaci ohnivi!

(...)

ta Stalinova zem¢e

je studné nasich sil.

Ej, pijte, ptaci, pijte

z hluboké studné té

a ohnivym svym pefim

pak nebe podpalte!”

AZ cely oteviou se,
silnéjsi, mladsi vyjde z nich.

Z hlubiny o¢i zatit mu bude

°" In an interview with Jan Culik, Britské listy, v26‘h July, 2004, http://www.blisty.cz/art/19053.html
¥ Milan Kundera, Treti sesit Smésnych lasek, Ceskoslovensky spisovatel, Prague, 1968, pp. 113-115; in English,
Laughable Loves, Faber and Faber, London 1991, pp. 284-286.
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paprsek oken kremelskych.

Uz vidim, vidim ho, jak v prvni fadé kraci,
kdyz strana zase k stavkam bubnuje,

uz sly$im jeho hlas ve zpévu demonstraci:

Avanti popolo! — a znovu do boje!

"Fly over there to meet Stalin,
my dreams, my birds,

fly over there, to meet Stalin,
my fire-birds!

(..)

Stalin’s land

is the well of our strength.
Oh, drink, birds, drink

from that deep well,

and then with your fiery feathers
set the sky alight!”

Once the cells are opened,

a stronger, younger worker will emerge.

From the depth of his eyes

the rays of the Kremlin's windows will gleam.

I see him, see him now walking in the front row

once the Party has again begun beating the strike drums
I hear his voice in the chanting of demonstrations

Avanti popolo! — again, to battle once more!">

Later, Kundera exorcised his early admiration for Italian communist activists in his novel Zert
(The Joke) by creating the character of Helena, an unreconstructed Stalinist whose husband

has left her and who finds herself in an alien world in the liberal 1960s:

"...Pavel happened to be standing next to me in the crush, and I heard him shouting something of his own into
the general hubbub, something different, and when I looked over at his lips, I realised he was singing, or rather
screaming, a song, he was trying to get us to hear him and join him, he was singing an Italian revolutionary song
that was in our repertory and very popular at the time: Avanti popolo, a la riscossa, bandiera rossa, bandiera
rossa... That was Pavel all over, he was never satisfied with reaching the mind alone, he had to get at the

emotions, wasn't it wonderful, I thought, saluting the leader of the Italian workers” movement in a Prague square

% Clovek, zahrada Sird, pp. 61-62.
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with an Italian revolutionary song, I wanted more than anything for Togliatti to be moved the way I was, so |

joined in with Pavel as loud as I could, and others joined us and others and others, until finally the whole

ensemble was singing..."®

Helena in Zert becomes a metaphor for what Kundera came to see later in life as a destructive,
lyrical emotionality. He tried to rid himself this particular ghost of the past by cruel mockery,
eventually destroying this character in a scene where Helena thinks she has committed
suicide, but has in fact overdosed herself on laxatives, so she suffers from an unstoppable
diarrhoea. There are two features in the above quotation which are worthy of note and which
evidently relate back to Kundera’s early poetry. Pavel Zemanek is trying hard to be "original"
in the scene that Helena reminisces about, but his "originality" is strictly controlled, it is fully
aware at all times of the limits that must under no circumstances be transgressed. Hence the
whole game of "originality" smacks of hypocrisy. The other point is: Kundera is horrified by
the naivety of the young Stalinists” reactions — they enthused over banalities. There seem to

be a direct link leading from the character of Helena to Kundera’s own, early poetic attempts.

Polemické versSe

But let us turn to the most critical poems in the collection, included in the section "Polemické
verSe (Polemical Verses)". In the poem "Vy jste, Konstantine, nikdy neuvéfil (You,
Konstantin, never believed)" devoted to the memory of Konstantin Biebl,®’ Kundera openly

protests against oppressive tendencies in Stalinist communism:

"Vy jste, Konstantine, nikdy neuvéril,
ze je komunistou ten, kdo nema lidi rad,
ti zachmufeni knézi,

co zavreli se do marxismu jako na studeny hrad.

5 In Czech: "Néhodou stal Pavel v té obrovské tladenici vedle mne a ja jsem slysela, Ze do toho k¥iku sam cosi
volam cosi jiného, cosi svého, podivala jsem se mu na Usta a pochopila jsem, Ze zpiva, spis kiicel, nez zpival,
chtél, abychom ho uslyseli a pridali se k nému, zpival italskou revolucni piseii, méli jsme ji v repertoaru a byla
tehdy moc popularni, Avanti popolo, a la riscossa, bandiera rossa, bandiera rossa... To byl cely on, nestacilo
mu nikdy utocit jen na rozum, chtél zasahovat lidské city, zdlo se mi, ze je to nadherné, pozdravit na prazském
namésti italského délnického viidce italskou revolucni pisni, touzila jsem, aby byl Togliatti dojat, tak jako ja
jsem byla uz pfedem dojata, ptidala jsem se proto ze vSech sil k Pavlovym ustlim a ptfidavali se dalsi a dalsi,
pfidal se postupné cely nas soubor..." Milan Kundera, Zert, 68 Publishers, Toronto, 1989, pp. 19-20, in English:
The Joke, Faber and Faber, London, 1983, pp. 12-13.
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Mrazivym dechem hesel a piikazi
zhaSeli plamének radosti, ktery se rozhofival.
Daévali pouta basnim i obraziim,
jimz prilis sméle vlala hiiva.
(...)
Kdyz n¢kdo vidél v komunismu vice,
hned oblékli mu uchylkartv hav.
...
Vy tusil jste to, Konstantine:
Nepratelé zivota i poesie jedni jsou.
Kdo chtéji socialismus zménit v pousté nehostinné

nejdiiv jeho poesii kadet oskubou.

You, Konstantin, never believed
that a communist is he who dislikes people,
those grim priests,

who locked themselves up in Marxism as in a cold castle.

By their frosty breath of slogans and orders

they have extinguished the little flame of joy which was beginning to burn.
They have put manacles on those poems and images

whose mane fluttered in the wind too freely.

...

If someone saw more in communism,

they at once put him into a deviationist’s gown.

You knew this, Konstantin:
The enemies of life and poetry are one.
Those who want to turn socialism into inhospitable desert

will first destroy its poetry’s curled lock."®

One of the period’s literary critics was evidently too afraid to accept this poem for what it was
— as a direct onslaught on censorship and party dogmatism in literature. Z. K. Slaby is
convinced that "Kundera’s polemical poems are directed against the influence of Slansky,

Sling and other saboteurs"® i.e. the victims of the 1952 Czechoslovak Stalinist show-trials

®! Konstantin Biebl (1898 — 1951) was a Czech avant-garde poet, member of the Communist Party, who strongly
supported the Stalinist regime in Czechoslovakia, but fought against poetic stereotyping. In November 1951 he
comitted suicide.

62 vy jste, Konstantine, nikdy neuvéfil," Clovek, zahrada Sird, pp. 49-50.

% In Czech: "Kunderovy polemické verse (...) jsou namiteny proti vlivim Slanského, Slinga a ostatnich
Skidcl." Z. K. Slaby, "Prvni knizka Milana Kundery".
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who were unjustly accused, found guilty and executed by the communist regime. In a world
where the basic meaning of language was paralysed by propaganda, Slaby gives the poem a
pro-regime interpretation, which is diametrically opposed to what Kundera surely meant.
Another Stalinist critic of the time, Jaroslav Jant, rightly casts doubt on Slaby’s interpretation
and in Kundera's criticism of "those grim priests,/who have locked themselves up in Marxism
like in a cold castle" discovers, threateningly, "a little shadow of an exalted, individualistic, if

. 64
not even anarchist, approach"™".

Kundera's polemical poems foreshadow another characteristic feature of his mature literary
style, namely his tendency to lecture to his readers, which first became evident perhaps in his

65 -
"®> of interwar Czech

Marxist defence "O sporech dédickych (Arguing about Inheritance)
avant-garde poets whom the Stalinist regime condemned, and especially in his 1960
monograph on the writing of Vladislav Vancura - which, from the point of view of his
lecturing and analytical technique is a real tour de force, although it later became evident that
its Marxist framework was embarrassingly flawed. Finally, Kundera’s lecturing technique
matured in his novels, written and published in the West, where Kundera tells a story and
constantly interrupts it in order to interpret it and analyze it. An early form of Kundera's

"lecturing" can be found in the "polemical verses" in Clovek, zahrada sira. Marxist dialectics

are again used in the construction of the poem:

"Neni, soudruzi, hned nepfitelem ten,
kdo s sebou vlece na zadech batoh
smutkd, pochyb, zlozvyka.
Mozna, zZe ten Clovek i s tim t€zkym batohem

radé€j nez mnohy z vas da zivot za republiku.

Neni, soudruzi, hned individualistou ten,
kdo brouzda rad samoten ptes lesy a sady.
Mozna, ze ten samotaf ma lidi radéji

nez vSichni jeho karatelé dohromady.

Kritika neznamena ¢ihat s mecem zlym
za kazdym krickem svych kamaradu.

Jinak se jejich krok stane bojacnym

% 1n Czech: "...vniké do ni stin nadneseného, individualistického, ne-li anarchického piizvuku." Jaroslav Jant,
"O citu a myslence v lyrice (On emotion and ideas in lyrical poetry)", Literdrni noviny, No. 39/1953, p. 6.
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a oni zustanou vzadu.

Comrades, the person dragging on his back
a rucksack of sadness, doubt and bad habits
is not automatically an enemy.
Maybe such a person even with such a heavy rucksack

will more gladly than you sacrifice his life for the republic.

Comrades, the person who gladly hikes alone
through forests and orchards

is not immediately an individualist.

Maybe such a loner likes people more

than do all his critics combined.

To criticise, it is not to lie in wait with sceptre cruel
following our friends’every smallest steps
watching every little step our friends make.
Otherwise they will become timid

and they will fall behind."®

From the political point of view, if not from the artistic point of view, these "Polemical

Verses" surely constitute the most important part of Clovék, zahrada Sird.

Was Kundera’s juvenile collection of poems a naive attempt by a young Stalinist, whose
energy and enthusiasm the totalitarian regime abused, to contribute, "sincerely and honestly
and critically", to contemporary public debate, or was there something more behind it? In this
respect, it is perhaps interesting that one Ladislav Fikar (1920-1975) is given as the
"responsible editor" of the Clovék, zahrada Sird on its copyright page. Fikar was a talented
poet and had the reputation of an extremely honest and decent person. Five years later, as
editor-in-chief of the Ceskoslovensky spisovatel (Czechoslovak Writer) publishing house, in
1958, he risked the publication of Skvorecky’s seminal novel Zbabélci (The Cowards), which,
although it was suppressed at the time and Fikar was sacked, was soon reprinted and meant
the downfall of Socialist Realism as a literary method. In 1960-1968, Ladislav Fikar was the
séfdramaturg (chief script adviser) in the Czechoslovak State Film Enterprise and almost

single-handedly brought into existence the "Czech New Film Wave" of the 1960s. Was

5 Novy Zivot, 1955, pp. 1290-1306.
8 "Neni, soudruzi, hned nepfitelem ten", ibid., pp. 51-52.
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Clovék, zahrada $ird, in all its naivety, clumsiness, pathos and banality, a deliberate early

attempt to liberalise the Czechoslovak cultural and literary discourse?

In conclusion

It is not easy to dismiss Kundera's juvenile poetry as naive propaganda, the way it is possible
to do so with the early work by some other Czech authors who idealistically supported
Stalinism in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s. From the vantage point of today, Kundera’s
juvenile poetry may seem banal, even primitive. If we look at it through the prism of the
1950s Czech reviewers, we can see that in the context of the times, the publication of Clovek,
zahrada sira, was indeed, seen as a major, provocative, rebellious event with which the
Stalinist reviewers found it rather difficult to cope. In this sense, it would appear that Milan
Jungmann was right when pointing out the fact that from the inception of his literary career
"Kundera was one of the most stimulating and penetrating authors, one of those who brought
new dynamism into Czech culture by their critical attitude". At the same time, as Kundera
proved after he moved to the West in 1975, from the very beginning he has been a gifted
marketing manager of his own work — always being able to judge exactly what to do to
present the originality of his ideas in an accessible and socially acceptable way, so that they

would be disseminated to the widest possible audience.
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