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Introduction: Approaches to
Reading Havel

“You must change your life,” says Rilke’s sculpture of Apollo to the beholder.
So says every major work of intellect and imagination, but in the university
now - as in the culture at large — almost no one hears.

- Mark Edmundson, Why Read?'

Who was Vaclav Havel? In what way or ways do we — his twenty-first
century readers from all over the world who may already know some-
thing, or perhaps very little, about Havel’s life and context — typically
think about him? How do we read Havel, both in the literal sense of
reading his remarkably diverse set of writings in translation, or perhaps
even in the original Czech, as well as in the figurative sense of interpret-
ing his writings and his life? How do we make sense of Havel as one of
the most prominent and arguably most influential intellectual figures
(if not also political figures) in world history from the second half of
the twentieth century through the end of the first decade of the twenty-
first? With Havel’s death in December 2011 comes another question,
one tightly bound up with the preceding ones: what shape will Havel'’s
legacy take?

Vaclav Havel was born in 1936 to an affluent, educated, and well-
connected family. His childhood took place against the backdrop of
geopolitical turbulence. Within several years of his birth, the democratic
First Czechoslovak Republic (1918-38) would come to an end with the
signing of the Munich Agreement by the great European powers. An
attempt to appease Germany, the agreement allowed Hitler to annex the
ethnically German borderlands of Czechoslovakia, which would result
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in German occupation of the country beginning in March 1939. When
the war ended in 1945, the Czechoslovak government-in-exile returned
from London and founded the Third Republic, but this political entity
lasted for only three years. Most of the country had been liberated by
Stalin’s army and, before Havel was twelve years old, Czechoslovakia
had been taken over by the Communist Party. The country remained in
the Soviet sphere of influence from 1948 to 1989, that is, for what would
prove to be the majority of Havel’s life.

Although Havel, as a child of “bourgeois” parents under a com-
munist regime, was denied access to educational opportunities that
befitted his interests and talents, he nonetheless managed to establish
himself as a promising writer and engaged intellectual before the age
of thirty. By the mid-1960s, he had begun what would develop into a
brilliant career as a playwright, and in the process had brought the tech-
niques of French theatre of the absurd, in conjunction with the Czech
theatre of the appeal, to his country.? Throughout the 1960s, he was also
a leading figure in the cultural and political movement that eventually
culminated in the 1968 Prague Spring and the national tragedy of the
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August of the same year. The post-
invasion regime, under the leadership of Gustav Hus4k, banned Havel
(along with other reformist writers and cultural figures) from publica-
tion and public life as part of a campaign of repression that came to
be known as “normalization.” Despite his “normalized” status, Havel
continued to write, and gradually became a key figure in the so-called
dissident movement that led to the founding of Charter 77.2

Founded in 1977 and extant as an organization until several years
after the fall of communism in Central Europe, Charter 77 was a civic
initiative composed largely of dissidents or “intellectual opposition-
ists” (Goldfarb 1998: 85). Technically speaking, the Charter focused on
questions of human rights under Husék’s regime, but it also served,
more broadly speaking, as a cultural space for a community of people
who wanted to think and live outside the “normalized” box. Havel was
one of the leading theorizers of the oppositionist intellectuals not only
in Czechoslovakia’s Charter movement — he was one of the Charter’s
founders and among its original spokespeople — but also in the Soviet
bloc as a whole. Because of these activities, the regime tried Havel (and
others) on trumped-up criminal charges, and Havel spent almost four
years in prison from 1979 to 1983.

As the communist regimes began to crumble across Central and East-
ern Europe in the late 1980s, and in the aftermath of dramatic events in
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Czechoslovakia in November 1989, a Prague-based organization called
the Civic Forum was established to unite opposition to the regime and
push for its end. Havel was a founder, and the nominal leader, of the
Civic Forum, and most of the Forum'’s leading representatives came
from Charter circles. The Forum was successful in negotiating a non-
violent end to the communist regime in Czechoslovakia, and the Velvet
Revolution, as it came to be known, transformed Havel nearly over-
night from a publicly vilified “dissident” to the unanimously elected
president of his country on 29 December 1989.*

Havel served as president of Czechoslovakia from 1989 to 1992, and
then of the newly independent Czech Republic from 1993 to 2003. Dur-
ing his presidential years, Havel also travelled the world to receive
awards and honorary degrees; he gained global renown as an intellec-
tually oriented politician and leading thinker. He cemented this reputa-
tion during his presidency and beyond both by concerning himself with
questions of human rights across the world and by organizing global
initiatives to confront the challenges faced by humanity in the twenty-
first century.” After a long illness, Havel died on 18 December 2011 at
his country home in northern Bohemia.

A commentator writing on Havel’s philosophical or “dissident”
essays once described him as a “relentless thinker,” observing that
“there’s something exhilarating about the dogged way Havel sniffs and
digs at his ideas until every bony chip has been unearthed” (Schiff 1999:
87). This is a feature of his writing that any serious reader of Havel, or
at least someone who has tried to take notes on his essays, will immedi-
ately recognize; the notes often end up reproducing nearly every detail
of the original text. In a not-unrelated characterization, Paul Wilson,
Havel’s English-language translator, called him a “visionary tinkerer”
who had “a mind as much at home with the minutiae of a state banquet
or designing improvements to Prague Castle as with NATO expansion
or the New World Order” (Wilson 2006: 15). What some may be quick to
consider a quirk of Havel’s personality seems, in a different light, more
integral to his persona. The big picture can never be divorced from the
procedural details — those “bony chips” — that comprise it, and small
details are not incidental to the outcome of great events.

Although it is useful to trace the outlines of Havel’s life, this book
is not intended as a biography. My ambition is instead to develop an
approach to reading Havel that reassembles the “bony chips” and tin-
kered pieces of his visionary project into a coherent whole. Over the
course of his life, Havel engaged in a remarkably diverse range of
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genres, both literary and non-literary; he presented a variety of “faces”
to the public at different stages of his life. He was, for example, a pro-
ductive and accomplished writer of essays devoted to literary and
film criticism, visual poetry, plays, philosophical (and political) essays,
short philosophical reflections written and sent as letters from prison,
and political speeches (as well as other texts); he was a writer and also
simultaneously a political figure both as a pre-1989 so-called dissident
and the post-1989 president of his country.® Across all of these various
genres or faces, Havel was nothing if not a consistent thinker. His ideas
and themes — and, as we will see, the conceptual strategies he exploits in
engaging with them — remain constant across these faces, genres, and
time periods. It should be possible, then, to read Havel in a way that
does not fragment but rather integrates the diversity of his writings and
political contributions. In other words, Havel’s artistic and literary ver-
satility as well as his role as a leading actor in the culture and society of
his time ought to have a direct bearing on how we read him. In order to
make sense of Havel as a writer, a thinker, and a politician, and also to
initiate a discussion of his legacy, we are in need of a holistic evaluation
of Havel’s contributions.

One path to realizing an integrative approach to reading Havel
consists in identifying and describing key conceptual threads run-
ning through his thought. These threads cut across the various genres
and time periods that characterize his career, and are therefore crucial
to understanding Havel as a coherent thinker. Moreover, and as will
become evident, these threads represent forms that Havel himself uses
as an engaged writer while simultaneously functioning as crucial ele-
ments of Havel’s message; in reading Havel, the how cannot be eas-
ily separated from the what. The crux of Havel’s project is to map the
topography of human identity in the modern world, and the strategies
that he exploits in realizing the mapping turn out to be crucial features
of the topography itself. In other words, the strategies that Havel uses to
analyse the crisis of modern human identity — the very ones that we
encounter again and again while reading his works — also prove use-
ful as conceptual tools for analysing ourselves. Reading Havel thus
becomes a way in which to “read” ourselves also.

I explore four of these strategies/tools over the course of this book.
The first of these is suggested by a recurring image in Havel’s oeuvre, the
image of the mosaic (or the related image of the collage), which symbol-
izes for Havel the structural complexity of modern human identity at
both personal and societal levels.” The second is a recurrent opposition
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found in Havel’s thinking between, on one hand, explaining, and, on
the other, understanding; the former is, in Havel’s treatment, a way of
relating to the world that privileges rationality at the cost of deperson-
alizing and fragmenting human experience, while the latter represents
an integrative way of being in the world that is grounded in everyday
human experience. The third thread that I will consider, and which has
been underappreciated in the scholarly literature on Havel to date, is
his radical reconceptualization of the East/West dynamic during the
Cold War. Havel’s reframing of East and West is subsumed under the
broader conviction that modern humanity is in the throes of a spiritual
crisis, and to appreciate Havel’s characterization of this crisis — both
the causes of it and the ways to resolve it — will require us to reconsider
who we were prior to 1989 and who we therefore are in the post-1989
world. The final thread that binds together Havel’s various incarnations
is a constant focus on restoring an experience of the transcendent in the
modern world. How this plays out across Havel’s oeuvre, and particu-
larly with regard to the very language that Havel used in creating that
oeuvre, will be a major concern of this book.

Figuring prominently in all four of these discussions (and binding
them together) will be an emphasis on Havel’s literary and political
engagement as forms of appeal. I use the word “appeal” here in the
special sense of Czech theatre of the appeal (divadlo apelu), which is
a term associated with Havel’s dramatic style. The renowned Czech
writer, playwright, actor, director, and teacher Ivan Vyskotil, who was
Havel’s early theatrical mentor, defined divadlo apelu as a kind of theatre
that aims “to engage the intellect and the imagination of the spectator
in order to force him to agree, disagree, compare, and view a subject
matter from various angles” (cited in Trensky 1978: 105). Divadlo apelu
is absurdist theatre of a special type, in which the techniques associ-
ated with absurdism are deployed to provoke — and thereby “activate”
(Grossman 1999: 71) — the audience by creating within the play an
empty space for audience self-reflection; spectators (or “spect-actors”)
in the theatre co-create the meaning of the work as they fill in its empty
space. In making an effort to internalize and personalize the message
of the play, “the viewer’s being [becomes] more fully embedded in [its]
meaning” (Pontuso 2004: 75). The meaning of an appeal-oriented play
is therefore less a function of the playwright’s intentions than a matter
of each audience member’s existential “encounter” with the play, and
this struggle to render the play meaningful can often prove uncomfort-
able or disturbing.
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I will argue that the appeal component of Havel’s thought is not lim-
ited to its dramatic incarnation. My goal is, in other words, to extend the
concept of the appeal from a narrow application to Havel’s absurdist
plays to application to his oeuvre as a whole. The chapters in this book
describe, each in its own particular way, various forms of Havelian
appeal, and it will gradually become clear that the meaningfulness of
Havel’s engagement, both literary and political, arises from its anchor-
ing in the appeal form. The principal way in which Havel structures his
engagement thus becomes a crucial component of the intended mes-
sage of his intellectual project.

In pursuing an integrative approach to reading Havel that highlights
the importance of form for meaning and that raises the appeal to the level
of a dominant principle in Havel’s thinking, I will also present specific
readings of themes and texts throughout Havel’s works. Specific read-
ings will be devoted to: Havel's typographic poetry (the Anticodes) from
the 1960s; his 1966 essay “Anatomy of the Gag”; the trilogy of so-called
Vanék plays from the 1970s, as well as the 1975 play The Beggar’s Opera;
the essays “Dear Dr. Husak” (1975), “Power of the Powerless” (1978),
“Politics and Conscience” (1984), and “Thriller” (1984); selected prison
letters from Letters to Olga (1979-83); aspects of the late-1980s book Dis-
turbing the Peace; key passages from the 1993 book Summer Meditations;
and a variety of selected texts from Havel’s post-1989 presidential period.
In addition to their usefulness as readings of specific themes and texts in
Havel’s oeuvre, these analyses are also intended to enact the holistic and
integrative approach to reading Havel that I propose in the book.

The holistic framework proposed here represents a radically different
approach to reading Havel than exists in current scholarship. Existing
approaches to reading Havel fall, broadly speaking, into three types:
biographizing criticism, or reading him through the events of his own
fairy-tale, dissident-to-president life; historicizing scholarship, or read-
ing his works in relation to the historical context in which they were writ-
ten; and intellectualizing criticism, or scholarship that situates Havel's
thinking in its intellectual and cultural context. These three modes of
reading Havel share a common feature. They all focus, each in its own
way, on contextualizing Havel. In doing so, each also suggests a frame
for reading him, and the reading that results is strongly influenced by
the frame in question. More often than not, commentary within each
of these frames tends to fragment Havel’s incarnations. There is little
sense that the various genres that Havel engaged in represent coherent
parts of a larger intellectual project or related pieces in his life’s mosaic.®
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Biographizing, historicizing, and intellectualizing are ways of relating
to Havel that have, moreover, a tendency to totalize or fix our reading of
him. We appreciate (or we criticize) his writings and his political engage-
ment, but we do so from an admiring and safe distance. Contextualizing
commentary promotes the notion that Havel’s life and work speak to a
place and a time — to one particular sociopolitical and historical -ism — that
has little to do with our twenty-first century world. It is as if the full
meaning of Havel’s works, both literary and political, can be reduced
to the historical and cultural context in which they emerged; in these
approaches, then, the appeal component of Havel’s project is radically
circumscribed, if not entirely absent. In reading Havel only or even pri-
marily through a contextualizing filter, something essential about his
message and his legacy is lost.

Discovering or recovering whathas been lost in traditional approaches
to reading Havel will also be a main theme of this book. This concern
takes shape in two related questions: (1) If we adopt a biographizing or
historicizing framework for reading Havel, do we contextualize him in
a way that closes off interpretive possibilities as well as precludes read-
ings that could, perhaps, lead to various forms of personal catharsis?
(2) Does a safely contextualized Havel belong under glass in a museum
display-case of some kind, or should we understand his legacy to be a
living one?

It is for the most part true that historians — of a certain figure, of a
particular era, or of an idea — necessarily think and write historically. If
human history is imagined as a mosaic of past, present, and future eras
or moments in time (or a mosaic of events, figures, and ideas), then his-
torical writing tends to orient itself towards describing the individual
pieces or the historical tesserae that comprise the mosaic as a whole.
More often than not, the focus narrows onto the historical uniqueness
of the individual tessera. Historical writing privileges contextualiza-
tion. This, however, is not the only way to “read” the human mosaic.
We could, for instance, ask how the pieces of the mosaic relate to one
another. In this regard, we might specifically ask ourselves how past
eras, moments, figures, events, and ideas relate to our own age, if not
also to future ages. What is the message or meaning of these historical
tesserae for us living in the here and now, and what is the value of the
moral lessons that we may divine from them for future generations? In
this approach, we transcend the historical moment and its context. We
“read” history so that it speaks indirectly to us and about us, and the
experience of doing so may even change how we understand ourselves.
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When we read history in this way, it becomes a kind of present-day
existential encounter with the past. To read ourselves through history,
we need to break the glass in the museum display-case.’

Let me be perfectly clear that I am not dismissing the value of an
approach to Havel (or an approach to human history) that focuses
on contextualization in one form or another. It is indeed valuable to
research and write the biography of a major historical and intellectual
figure, and an English-language biography of Havel worthy of its sub-
ject still remains to be written. It is equally valuable to situate Havel and
his works in his and their historical and intellectual context. These are
necessary frames for reading Havel, but they are not in and of them-
selves sufficient. Each of these modes seeks, in its own way, to explain
Havel, but this does not exhaust our possibilities for understanding him,
and it is in our privileging of the former at the expense of the latter that
we lose a connection to Havel’s legacy as a living one.

We lose, in other words, an active connection to the appeal compo-
nent of Havel’s writing, because Havel’s appeal cannot be adequately
addressed in scholarship that privileges explaining over understanding.
What is lost or dramatically underplayed in historicizing, biographiz-
ing, and-intellectualizing are the ways in which Havel speaks directly
to us and asks us, in the spirit of this introduction’s epigraph, to rethink
who we are. The argument that I will be making in this book is that this
element of Havel’s story is not an incidental part of his oeuvre, but
rather the central thrust of his larger project. It is in this sense, then, that
the approach to reading Havel proposed here proves complementary
to existing scholarship.

A distinction between explaining and understanding is a key concep-
tual thread in Havel’s thinking that I will explore in detail in the sec-
ond chapter of this book. For the moment, however, we can capture the
essence of the distinction through an analogy to music. Although it is cer-
tainly possible to historicize and intellectualize a musical composition —
to write about the life of a composer and/or performer, to situate the
music in its own rich historical context, to provide a critique of its style
in relation to musical trends, influences, and theories — none of this suf-
ficiently accounts for how and why the music may move us so deeply.
Our “encounter” with music does not consist only, and perhaps not
even primarily, in how we contextualize it and rationally investigate
it. In other words, the meaning of music for us transcends our ability
to explain it. It is even possible that too strong a focus on these aspects
might undermine our personal encounter with the music in much the



