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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: THE REVIVAL OF AN 

UNFULFILLED EVOLUTION 

Why does Anna Karenina throw herself underneath the 

train at the end of that novel by Leo Tolstoy? To one 

anonymous contemporary reviewer, the cause was racial: 

"She has the Slavik irapetuosity and the Slavik weakness" 

(Wasiolek 120). To another, the reason was raoral (and 

religious), "the wages of her sin is--death" (Wasiolek 

122). Dostoevsky coraraended the novel's "psychological 

analysis of the huraan soul . . . and unparalleled 

realism" (Wasiolek 128).-'- The implication of 

Dostoevsky's answer, the most thoughtful of these three, 

seems to suggest that Anna's death was built into a 

causal framework supplied by the moveraent of "psycho­

logical realisra" which was prevalent 120 years ago. This 

formation of episodes and characterizations implies that 

the actions, thoughts, and words of any character were 

products of the society or the sociological influences of 

the time or the era represented in the novel. 

This formation, nevertheless, does not answer the 

question concerning Anna's character. Milan Kundera, in 

fact, raises the question in his critical book The Art of 

The Novel by suggesting that the impulsive action which 



Anna undertakes cannot be explained away by focusing on 

causalities.^ Kundera opposes Dostoevsky, for instance, 

for pursuing "the madness of reason stubbornly determined 

to carry its logic through to the end" (Art 59).^ 

Kundera is more interested in an unreasonable, unex-

plainable "irrational" side of fictive characters. He 

writes: "The terrain Tolstoy explores is the opposite 

[of Dostoevsky's terrain]: he uncovers the intrusions of 

illogic, of the irrational. That is why I mention hira" 

(Art 59). Reminiscent of the existentialists, Kundera 

sees novelistic probing of the irrational as nothing less 

than a confrontation with existence itself. "Every 

novel, like it or not, offers some answer to the 

question: What is human existence, and wherein does its 

poetry lie?" (Art 161). And, in an earlier chapter of 

this critical work, "Dialogue on the Art of the Novel," 

Kundera concludes an interview with the declaration that 

"The novelist is neither historian nor prophet: he is an 

explorer of existence" (44).^ Kundera's novels explore 

hypothetical questions regarding huraankind's irrational 

state of being. For if humankind is faced with irra­

tional questions regarding existence, not only in the 

form of problematic characters such as Anna Karenina (or 

Emma Bovary, for that matter), but also in day-to-day 

life itself, a postmodern novel can no longer offer 



reasonable answers to complex questions in the manner of 

a nineteenth-century one. "The novel doesn't answer 

questions: it offers possibilities," states Kundera 

(Granta 34). We must then look more closely at what 

Milan Kundera has in mind for this genre. 

As indicated earlier, Kundera criticizes the 

"realism" of the stereotypical nineteenth-century novel 

where characters are the products of their own actions or 

society's actions. Instead, Kundera emphasizes the 

narrator--a figure who was generally used less playfully 

by Victorian authors than by Kundera's eighteenth-century 

models.^ Kundera states this situation even more 

emphatically: "But it was really only in the nineteenth 

century that the narrator disappeared completely" (Granta 

35) . 

Comparably, Kundera objects to the rationalist 

liberalism of early twentieth-century "neo-reaiism," as 

in the novels of Aldous Huxley," Evelyn Waugh, and George 

Orwell. To Kundera, this movement resembles Victorian 

fiction in that the reader is again offered answers to 

questions through causal, reasonable explanations and 

easy interpretations through political readings. Given 

the earlier statements made by Kundera regarding 

novelistic theory, the opposition to a "political-

realistic" novel is to be expected: "Novelists are not 



here to denounce Stalinism because Solzhenitsyn can do 

that in his proclamations" states Kundera (Granta 34). 

Regarding Orwell, Kundera goes so far as to say, "What 

Orwell tells us could have been said just as well (or 

even better) in an essay or pamphlet" (Art. 12). In any 

case, political satire might be looked upon now by 

current readers and critics as being a mode prior to 

contemporary, literary trends; it is passe. 

But Kundera's novels are centered around political 

life in Czechoslovakia during the last fifty years. When 

asked, "Why exactly are you offended by a political 

reading of your work?" by Ian McEwan, Kundera replied: 

Because it is a bad reading. Everything you think 
is important in the book you've written is ignored. 
Such a reading sees only one aspect: the denun­
ciation of a communist regime. That doesn't mean I 
like communist regimes; I detest them. But I detest 
them as a citizen: as a writer I don't say what I 
say in order to denounce a regime. Flaubert 
detested bourgeois society. But if you read Madarae 
Bovary as mainly a denunciation of the bourgeoisie, 
it would be a terrible misunderstanding of the book. 
(Granta 25) 

In other words, whether the novel is written in the 

1850's or the 1940's, if it is "realistic" (given to 

"reasonable" answers to every question), it is not the 

sort of novel that Milan Kundera wishes to conceive, 

political or apolitical. 



To some critics, this sort of emphasis on the 

irrational over the contrived "real" is reminiscent of 

the novels categorized as being "Modernist" novels. 

E.M. Forster's novel A Passage to India, for instance, 

leaves the reader with a question similar to the Anna 

Karenina question: "What really happened to Miss Quested 

in the Marabar Caves?" One wonders if Kundera's 

interests are not similar to the explorations of the 

irrational in Forster's novel (as well as Woolf's Mrs. 

Dalloway, Ford's The Good Soldier, James' The Golden 

Bowl, etc.) in that his work, too, seeks to explore, not 

to answer, questions regarding human existence. To 

narrow the question further, the reader raight ask of 

Kundera's stateraents regarding the role of the novelist, 

"By exploring huraan existence in your novels, aren't you 

simply rewriting the psychological novel of the late 

nineteenth-century and the early twentieth-century?" 

Kundera's statements in his critical book take the 

"role of the novelist" question much further than the 

mere "psychological" novel. Regarding Joyce's use of 

interior monologue in the novel Ulysses, Kundera states, 

"Joyce set a microphone within Bloora's head. Thanks to 

the fantastic espionage of interior monologue, we have 

learned an enormous amount about what we are. But, 



myself, I cannot use the microphone" (28-29). Kundera, 

moreover, seems to suggest that he has moved beyond the 

work of the modernists, notably Joyce and Proust, by 

saying that Proust and Joyce "are the fulfillment, the 

completion of a long process of evolution that goes back 

to Flaubert" (Granta 36). Further inquiry into this 

matter might show that Kundera feels that the novels 

written by Flaubert, Tolstoy, Eliot, James, Proust, and 

Joyce (and numerous others) are investigations into the 

irrational but only in terras of the psychological state 

of the characters, not existence itself. In a very 

telling stateraent, Kundera overthrows any hints of a 

liaison with the raodernist raoveraent by stating: "If I 

locate rayself outside the so-called psychological novel, 

that does not raean that I wish to deprive ray characters 

of an interior life. It raeans only that there are other 

enigmas, other questions that ray novels pursue primarily 

(Art 27). We are confronted, once again, with the 

consideration that Kundera's concept of the role of the 

novelist is very much a break with tradition since this 

exploration into human existence has not been adequately 

accomplished by earlier writers (so Kundera seems to 

suggest). 



In determining precisely what Kundera intends for 

this new sort of novelist, I turn the direction of this 

study not towards answers to explorations into human 

existence. Kundera himself, as cited earlier, believes 

the novel to be an exploration of possible answers. The 

interest of this thesis, then, is not a study of what 

possible answers are available in Kundera's five novels, 

but how Kundera strives to investigate these questions; 

how Kundera•s ideas on the composition of the novel 

characterize him as postmodern; how, specifically, 

Kundera strives to achieve this new forra. 

The Eighteenth-Century Influence 

One could argue that Kundera's associations with 

eighteenth-century novelistic experiraentation require no 

comment. For indeed, the Czech novelist's playfulness in 

his five novels (The Joke, Life is Elsewhere, The 

Farewell Party, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, and 

The Unbearable Lightness of Being^) bears a strong 

resemblance to the digressive explorations found in the 

novels of the masters of that century, most notably 

Sterne and Diderot, and in Cervantes' seventeenth-century 

novel Don Quixote. Jacques and His Master, for instance, 

is an homage to Diderot's novel Jacgues the Fatalist and 

his Master. Yet the influence of these early pioneers of 
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the novel (a label which Kundera's remarks suggest) on 

Kundera's work could hardly be referred to as casual. 

The stateraents which Kundera makes in The Art of the 

Novel (as well as other interviews, articles, and 

speeches) indicate that he has built his whole narra-

torial approach around these first novelists. 

In the last chapter of the The Art of the Novel, 

"Jerusalem Address: The Novel and Europe,"^ Kundera 

states: 

Lately, it has become a habit to speak ill of the 
eighteenth century, to the point that we hear this 
cliche: The misery that is Russian totalitarianism 
comes straight out of Europe, particularly out of 
the atheist rationalism of the Enlightenment, its 
belief in all-powerful reason. 

• • • 

The eighteenth century is not only the century of 
Rousseau, of Voltaire, of Holbach; it is also 
(perhaps above all!) the age of Fielding, Sterne, 
Goethe, Lacios. 

Of all that period's novels, it is Laurence 
Sterne's Tristram Shandy I love best. A curious 
novel. Sterne starts it by describing the night 
when Tristram was conceived, but he has barely begun 
to talk about that when another idea suddenly 
attracts him, and by free association that idea 
spurs him to some other thought, then a further 
anecdote, with one digression leading to another--
and Tristram, the book's hero, is forgotten for a 
good hundred pages. This extravagant way of com­
posing the novel might seera no more than a formal 
game. But in art, the form is always more than a 
form. 

• • • 

Sterne's contemporaries--Fielding, for instance--
particularly savored the extraordinary charm of 
action and adventure. The answer we sense in 
Sterne's novel is a very different one: for hira, 
the poetry lies not in the action but in the 
interruption of the action. (160-1) 



Kundera's statements, when coupled with an analysis of 

his novels, are quite revealing in that the Czech author 

finds his own creed in the works of these men. For 

Kundera, the combination of the rational mind and the 

spirit of "play" of the Enlightenment is an appealing 

avenue for the contemporary novel--an avenue which he 

feels has been ignored for too long. 

And, indeed, a glance at Cervantes' Don Quixote, 

Sterne's Tristram Shandy, and Diderot's Jacques the 

Fatalist and His Master, the three novels of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century which Kundera mentions 

most in his book, shows the necessity of that combination 

of play and rationality for these three literary figures, 

for in Kundera's raind, the three works encapsulate the 

spirit of adventure and exploration into the raw, 

undeveloped land of the genre of the novel. 

The spontaneity which pervades the narration of Don 

Quixote is one of the best indications of play in the 

early forms of the European novel. The reader is intro­

duced to a multitude of narrative voices within the first 

book of this novel, each insisting that the novel is his. 

Cervantes (or the "implied" Cervantes), a translator, an 

editor, a fictional author, and so on enter into the 

diegetic framework of the novel in order to relate the 

story to the reader. Unlike the standardized 
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third-person narrators found so frequently in the 

nineteenth-century, Don Quixote presents a story to the 

reader which defies what would later become "the rule" in 

story-telling with its chorus of narrators. 

More important to Kundera, however, is the story 

itself. In "The Depreciated Legacy of Cervantes,"^ 

Kundera focuses on the intentional comic aspects of 

Don Quixote by decrying the attempts of later scholars to 

rationally interpret the work: 

To take, with Cervantes, the world as ambiguity, to 
be obliged to face not a single absolute truth but 
a welter of contradictory truths (truths embodied 
in imaginary selves called characters), to have as 
one's only certainty the wisdom of uncertainty, 
requires no less courage [no less than Descarte's 
rationalist ideas]. (6-7) 

We are to understand, then, that Cervantes' garae-playing 

with alternating narrators and a raain character who never 

consciously reaches a state of reality (as far as the 

reader is concerned) is what seeras to be an atterapt to 

show an alternate side to Descartes' moral positions. 

Cervantes' purpose, though predating Descartes, can be 

seen as an attempt to explore the open territory of this 

new forra of writing. Kundera admires this sense of 

adventure in the Spanish novelist and finds in Don 

Quixote a much more substantial "answer" to huraan 

existence than in the writings of Husserl and Descartes: 

If it is true that philosophy and science have for­
gotten about raan's being, it emerges all the more 
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plainly that with Cervantes a great European 
art took shape that is nothing other than the 
investigation of this forgotten being. (4-5) 

It is no mystery why such investigations would appeal to 

Kundera. As I have already mentioned, for Kundera, the 

novel does not offer answers but possibilities. The 

"wisdom of uncertainty," for the Czech novelist, is a far 

more satisfying answer (for want of a better word) to 

life's questions of existence, and the novel, as opposed 

to philosophy and science, is the realm wherein Cervantes 

can avoid falling into the "either-or" categories of 

rationalist thought. 

Just as appealing to Kundera is the "adventure" of 

Jacques and his Master since he finds Diderot's novel to 

be a work unlimited by the contemporaneous rationality of 

Voltaire and Rousseau. He states in this same chapter of 

The Art of the Novel: 

The early European novels are journeys through an 
apparently unliraited world. The opening of Jacgues 
le Fataliste comes upon the two heroes in mid-
journey; we don't know where they've corae from or 
where they're going. They exist in a time without 
beginning or end, in a space without frontiers, in 
the raidst of a Europe whose future will never end. 
(7-8) 

Kundera finds that this period in the novel's history is 

characterized by total freedora of the novelist, a freedora 

which only the novelist can know since the rigours of 

science and philosophy do not offer spontaneity and play. 


