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CONTEXT

ilan Kundera,author of nine novels and as-
sorted essays,plays,and poetry,was born in
Prague,Czechoslovakia in 1929. While he
was a Communist as a young man, Kundera

then became one of the youthful members of the short-lived
Prague Spring of 1968, whose slogan was “the promise of So-
cialism with a human face.” The Prague Spring,a grassroots
movement for human rights and increased freedom,got a gov-
ernmental stamp of approval when Alexander Dubcek was ap-
pointed First Secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslo-
vakia. Dubcek outlawed political persecution,and insisted on
the basic rights of humans(see www.radio.cz/history/ for more
on the Prague Spring). The Prague Spring also saw a flourish-
ing of the arts—Kundera was among the writers and artists
living and working in Prague at this time. The Soviet bloc saw
these changes in Prague as threatening,and the Prague Spring
came to an abrupt end when Soviet tanks invaded the city.
Kundera’s first novel, The Joke,was published at the time
of the occupation. It describes life under Communism with
harsh cynicism and satire. The Joke was published to interna-
tional acclaim. This attention came with a price,however,as
Kundera came to be perceived as a dissident intellectual. In
escalating steps of persecution,he lost his position as a profes-
sor at the Institute for Advanced Cinematography Studies in
Prague, his books were banned,and his life was made unbear-

able in ways similar to the persecution endured by his protag-
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* The Unbearable Lightness of Being

onist Tomas in The Unbearable Lightness of Being.

In the 1970s,due to a change in the regime’s policies, dis-
sident intellectuals were “encouraged” to leave Czechoslovakia
and emigrate to the West. Kundera left his native country in
1975,accompanied by his wife Vera,herself a banned televi-
sion newscaster. The couple settled in Paris, where Kundera
teaches and writes today.

Kundera won critical attention both for his prose and for
his descriptions of his native country. It has been said that he
“did for Czechoslovakia~ what Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez and
Akeksandr Solzhenitsyn “did” for Latin America and Russia,
respectively. Kundera was awarded the Jerusalem Prize for
Literature on the Freedom of Man in Society in 1985.

New attention came to Milan Kundera after the fall of
Communism;even after the instatement of a new regime, Kun-
dera declined to go on proposed official visits to his native
land, and chose not to revoke immediately the ban he had im-
posed on publication of his novels in Czechoslovakia. Plans
were under way in 1998 for the eventual Czech publication of
all of Kundera’s novels.

With the exception of his last novel, Identity,all of Kun-
dera’s novels have dealt with life in Czechoslovakia. Because
of the time in which he wrote, Kundera may be identified with
the so-called “Third Wave” of émigré writers fleeing the Soviet
Union and Soviet-occupied territories. However,by affinity,
Kundera may perhaps be considered closer to another émigré
and a clear influence on his writing and philosophy, Vladimir
Nabokov. Like Nabokov,Kundera reacted to the Communist
takeover with a critique based on fierce personal individualism

rather than on purely political grounds. Further, like Nabokov,
4
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Wl The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Kundera’s works demonstrate a belief that the culture he had
previously known and enjoyed in Prague was irrevocably lost.

Kundera’s individualism and intellectualism come through
in the aesthetic and political content of his work. In The Un-
bearable Lightness of Being especially, Kundera expressly e-
quates kitsch, or bad,unoriginal and non-genuine sentimentalist
art,with totalitarian regimes,and points to their similarly
kitschy artistic products as the terminal proof of the sameness
of the “isms.” * ‘
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PLOT OVERVIEW

he Unbearable Lightness of Being opens with a
philosophical discussion of lightness versus
heaviness. Kundera contrasts Nietzsche’s philoso-

phy of eternal return,or of heaviness,with Par-
menides’ understanding of life as light. Kundera wonders if
any meaning or weight can be attributed to life, since there is
no eternal return:if man only has the opportunity to try one
path,to make one decision,he cannot return to take a different
path,and then compare the two lives. Without the ability to
compare lives, Kundera argues, we cannot find meaning; where
meaning should exist we find only an unbearable weightless-
ness. The uncertain existence of meaning,and the opposition
of lightness and heaviness,the key dichotomy of The Unbear-
able Lightness of Being,sets the stage for the entire novel.

The year is 1968. The protagonist, Tomas, a brilliant
Prague surgeon, pursues a philosophy of lightness in his erotic
adventures and exploits. Briefly married in the past,he neither
sees nor wishes to see his ex-wife or young son and is com-
fortably established as a perpetual bachelor. He meets Tereza,
a café waitress in a town he visits,and realizes when she fol-
lows him to Prague that she intends to “offer him up her life.”
A determined libertine,he momentarily resists his budding ro-
mantic feelings for her,then gives in to his love.

Tereza had been living a frustrated life as a waitress in a

small town,and dreamed of escaping,especially from her vul-
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&The Unbearable Lightness of Being

gar mother. She recognizes in Tomas an intellectual and
dreamer, and falls in love with him instantly. The two live to-
gether,but Tomas is unable to give up his mistresses. For a
while he hides his infidelity from Teresa. Eventually he admits
to it,but claims that his sexuality is entirely separate from his
love for her. Tereza,unable to accept his behavior or adopt a
light attitude towards sex,suffers increasingly from night-
mares,and contemplates suicide.

To keep Tereza happy,Tomas marries her. He keeps his
mistresses , however, including his closest friend and long-term
lover Sabina,a beautiful,reckless,and talented painter. In spite
of herself, Tereza is charmed by Sabina’s openness and light-
heartedness,and the two women grow friendly. Sabina finds
Tereza a job in Prague as a photographer. Despite her friend-
ship with Sabina,however,Tereza’s jealousy of Tomas does
not slacken.

The events of the Prague Spring result in the Soviet mili-
tary occupation of the city. Tomas,who in the past wrote an
article condemning the Czech Communists, is warned to leave.
Sabina flees first,and later Tomas and Tereza join her in
Switzerland. Tereza,who found some fulfillment in her job as
photographer in Prague,realizes that in Zurich she is jobless
and must sit at home while Tomas continues having affairs.
She decides that “when the strong were too weak to hurt the
weak ,the weak had to be strong enough to leave, and returns
to Prague. Tomas attempts to enjoy his newly recovered free-
dom for a few days,then gives up and returns to Prague and
Tereza. The return truly means giving up freedom—there is no
chance that the couple will be allowed to leave again. In

10



R AR

AHHFHA, —DIFRE FA—TFHEET H,
BARFAALEALAT —& 12F LI R B FHdd
AR AT, TT 46 2T 4% T 35 A AT PE B 2 R AT
RAKINT B TR E (24l B AR5 3l ey de A K A M
FrARATR G ETW T R W P Rk
HATHAH , REFH BT AL ERHOAL T F /6T E
HegEM, A ERET A F,

AT WM T A, DML s T, 24K
HRFELSHEANG LR, Qe ——12 %
W BRFERE A LG E ISR FTE AL
MERKGBA, REEERERERELWR, {244
W T AT T FEEMG T84S B, HAAFL
FIEARS , FEMAR T T EABLRRT —HHBRY
MEF, ARTLEFEARMAMLT R, 2w Ty Tie
i mAT e kP A L IR AR,

“H M ZAREF G T FE IR A b AT,
TG AETESiT— BRI 5k =556
T AR B T R T, R R B A A,
ARG etk T S AR, ERH 4%
WITURY IR ARR B2 EFRL L , HEANEH
TAFTH, AR AERX L, ™I D0 0 4 4k 48 E 5
R, BB BSIFIESE A S FZR, 5 EH®
RiFrERkmBEL,"HuFad T A WP
HEHEMILR, REMEXFZHXETHAY,
12)6 R E R DB At SR THWA TN FD, X
— &l EokH AT B e F—— A Rk A B ST

11




*The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Prague, Tomas® political troubles escalate. He loses his posi-
tion as surgeon for refusing to sign a denunciation of his anti-
Communist article. Both the Communist regime and under-
ground dissidents attempt to seduce him to their side. His own
son reappears as a young dissident and preaches to Tomas
with no success, for Tomas hates the idea of being used politi-
cally in the same way Sabina hates artistic kitsch. In the end,
Tomas seeks obscurity in a job washing windows. His fame
persists,however,and he continues seducing the women he
works for.

Tereza,now a bar-tender,in a moment of desperation has
an affair with a tall engineer who comes to her bar. She does
so in hopes of coming closer to Tomas’s way of life;instead
she grows more miserable and becomes convinced the man
was a police agent hired to gather potential blackmailing ma-
terial. After many scenes and nightmares, she convinces Tomas
to move with her to the country. This means giving up their
way of life entirely,and an end to Tomas’s erotic adventures.

After living peacefully in the country for some time,
Tomas and Tereza are killed one night in a driving accident;
they die instantly and together.

In Geneva,Sabina has a love affair with Franz,a univer-
sity professor and idealistic intellectual who has more in com-
mon emotionally with Tereza than Sabina—he imbues his life
with heavy meaning. He views Sabina as a romantic and
courageous Czech dissident, and is tortured that he must betray
his wife Marie-Claude in order to see her. Sabina loves Franz
but their views on betrayal differ dramatically;whereas he
hates the idea of betrayal,she views betrayal as the first step
towards “going off into the unknown, "the most glorious thing

12



