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Kundera in Exile and World Literature
The Narrative Parallax in The Book of Laughter and Forgetting

SUDO Teruhiko

In this paper, I analyze Milan Kundera's first novel in his exile, namely The Book
of Laughter and Forgetting, from the perspective of world literature. After reviewing his
three “Contexts”——Kundera’s own “world literature theory”——, I point out how his exile
experience required him a new strategy as a novelist toward a new life in world literature.

The Book of Laughter and Forgetting is an important work, not only because it is his
first “exile novel,” but also because it is crafted with remarkable arts that readers can see in his
later representative works such as The Unbearable Lightness of Being and Immortality. The
most significant characteristic of this novel is the singular perspective from which the narrator
tells stories. Surprisingly enough, in this novel, “I" as the narrator/author says that he sees and
describes his characters (in Prague) from 2000 kilometers away (from Rennes, France). To
him, Prague, which is supposed to be a mere background, is coming beyond the actual stage
where the story sets.

From this “reversed perspective”——or the peculiar narrative condition of being
physically in France but psychologically in Bohemia——, in part 3, the narrator “I" recollects
his own memories in Prague. What emerges here is a strong “centrifugal force” that tears him
away “still today” from Prague. This force is overlapped with the gaze of the “angels,” who
look at him “from everywhere” and “govern all over the world.” In other words, the present “I"
touches the “world” through the heavy gaze of the angels resting on the shoulders of the past “1.”
The Book of Laughter and Forgetting as a whole can be interpreted as an attempt to grasp the
look from “world,” through the parallax that is made when the exile narrator in France narrates
stories rooted in/inspired by Bohemia. So this is not at all a “cosmopolitan” novel, since it is

woven in the strong magnetic field of Bohemia, even when the story is situated elsewhere.
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