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Her encounter with Milan Kundera’s
The Unbearable Lightness of Being
of Dr. CHIU Chu Lee, Julie

In Dialogue with Humanity takes us through different classics and
makes us think about questions that we encounter in life. Does a
teacher of the course also have moments in life when he or she

was touched by classics?

In this issue, Dr. Julie CHIU, Deputy Programme Director of the GE
Foundation Programme, shares with us her encounter with Milan
Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Here’s a chance to
get to know not only a classic, but also Julie as a person.
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UGE News: A teacher of classics is also a
human being of flesh and blood. Look-
ing back at your encounters with clas-
sics, is there one that has influenced you
greatly?

| won’t say my life was
changed forever by the reading of one
single classic. We are what we read, but
it’s a long and gradual process. When |
was in secondary school, | was like many
teenagers of my time, passionately de-
vouring martial arts novels by Jin Yong
and Liang Yusheng. | remember being
drawn also to wartime romances of Xu
Su, and to short stories in the literary
magazine he founded. Added to that,
there were the readers required by

the English teacher, abridged literary
classics like A Tale of Two Cities and
Jane Eyre. My secondary school did not
have its own library, and public libraries
were few and far away from home. But
newspapers and magazines abound-
ed in serial fiction, and | can still recall
vividly my first encounter with The Old
Man and the Sea; Jonathan Livingston
Seagull was actually published in Ming-
pao Weekly in two installments—not
quite what you would expect today of
an entertainment magazine about mov-
je stars. In university, | was an English
major, but followed the drift to read up
on Lu Xun and the like, modern Taiwan
writers, translated fiction in the “New
Wave Literature” series. Subsequently,
“scar literature” became the rage, form-
ing one of the remarkable landmarks in
my youthful journey. Years after gradua-
tion, | became a full-time student again.
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UGE News: Even as a teacher of clas-
sics, you are also a vivid person after les-
sons. Reviewing your journey with those
classics, is there any book that influences
you a lot?

| was reconnected with my literary sen-
sibilities through Hemingway’s A Move-
able Feast, and made new discoveries
such as Milan Kundera. All that | have
just recalled are fictional works. Guess
| have always loved a good story, and
Aristotle gave me a good excuse for the
indulgence: literature is more philo-
sophical than history.

Lastterm, astudenthappened
to bring up The Unbearable Lightness of
Being in class, which brought back many
long lost memories. Let’s talk about this
book today. For a long time, “foreign lit-

2

UGE News: It seems to have much in
common with
In Dialogue with Humanity?

STUDY TIPS/ How to do well in “In Dialogue with Humanity’

erature” for us meant Anglo-American-
works, plus occasional pieces of works
from Western Europe; The Unbearable
Lightness of Being opened the door to
a different world. Milan Kundera shows
us the spiritual oppression after the
Prague Spring, which Chinese readers
had yet to learn about. Through the
complicated romantic relations among
four characters, Kundera talks about the
lightness and heaviness of existence. An
important thread running through the
plot as well as the author’s intrusive
narrative is Nietzsche’s idea of “eternal
recurrence of the same.”

Which takes us back farther
in time, when | first encountered the
phrase over a part-time translation
programme. There was a course called
Culture and Translation, meant to give
translators some cultural sophistication
as groundwork for translation practic-
es. The course covered a wide range
of subjects, touching on Greco-Roman
myths, biblical stories, religious and le-
gal reforms, political and philosophical
ideas.

In a way, yes, but the course
focused more on the transmission of
cultural knowledge and did not encour-
age discussion. The readings included
selections from classics, such as Ni-
etzsche’s paragraphs on the “eternal
recurrence of the same”. If every event
in our life has happened before and will
go on repeating, how would you face it?
Is there any experience in life that, once
you’ve had it you'll have no regrets,
that even if it comes with suffering and
sadness, even if it will recur without an
end, you'll still happily accept it? This is
an interesting question, and Kundera
wrote a novel in response.
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UGE News: A novel in response to Ni-
etzsche? Is it difficult to understand?

No, not really. Actually, | saw
the movie adaptation first, which goes
by the same name as Kundera’s nov-
el: The Unbearable Lightness of Being.
Daniel Day Lewis and Juliette Binoche
played the lead characters. Some dis-
missed the movie as nonsensical and
odd, but | rather enjoyed it. Prague
Spring and the ensuing march of Rus-
sian tanks into Prague gave weight to
the movie, but the extent to which To-
mas was a womanizer was mind-blow-
ing! One can’t easily shake off the
symbolic images of his sexual adven-

4

UGE News: Will it be better to read the

nove|?

Definitely! After reading the
original work, | realized that the film
only conveys the plot but not the phi-
losophy—the author’s reflections sprin-
kled between the dialogues. Normally,
we don’t want the novelist to jump in
and comment on the characters. But as
Kundera tells the story, he stops every
so often and philosophizes about the
actions and about life, and the result
is—great! When the book became a
movie, all the philosophizing had to be
omitted. I'd say the movie does show us
the “lightness”—perhaps in a shallow
way—but not the contrastive “heavi-
ness”.

As for the novel, | first read it
in Han Shaogong’s Chinese translation.

STUDY TIPS/ How to do well in “In Dialogue with Humanity’

tures—the bowler hat of his exquisite
sex-friend Sabina, and the long neck of
the gaudy housewife he seduced after
cleaning her windows. The movie-go-
er can’t help wondering: Why would a
doctor from the city, charming and pro-
miscuous, take a clumsy waitress from
some obscure backwater as the love of
his life, and even returned to Soviet-oc-
cupied Prague for her, only to become a
cleaner? Devoted to Tereza as he was,
why did he continue his amorous rela-
tion with Sabina and chase after other
women? What motivated Tereza and
Sabina, obvious rivals, to become true
friends? Loyal in her own ways towards
her friends Tomas and Tereza, why
would Sabina betray her lover Franz?
What is the significance of the Soviet
invasion as a backdrop of the two love
stories? The movie was amusing and
touching, but it was also confusing.

When | read, | like to start from the first
page, and read the preface if there is
one. In Han’s translator’s preface, much
weight is given a line quoted from Bee-
thoven’s Opus 135: “Es muss sein!” This
is a German expression meaning “it
must be,” which helps Kundera to think
through Nietzsche’s idea. Kundera asks:
What if life is not a matter of “eternal
recurrence of the same”, but happens
only once? Is there a must-be for this
one-off life journey? If there is no sec-
ond life to prove that this life is better
(must be) or worse, then life is “light”.

In The Unbearable Lightness
of Being, “lightness” refers to a life
where we do as we please, untouched
by moral burdens or emotional fetters.
Yet somehow it disturbs us, as if some-
thing essential is missing. By contrast, in
a life of “heaviness” every step is seri-
ous and necessary; it gives us pressure
but also a feeling of steadiness. Life
without weight is one without texture,
leaving us lost and confused.
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UGE News: Will that be better to read
the original book then?

Tomas lived in a suffocating
era, but he took everything easy and
gain happiness through his many “sexu-
al friendships”. He didn’t know why but
he fell in love with Tereza, a woman who
seemed to have come to him in a basket
drifting down the river. It was a woman
who fell asleep tightly holding his hand
in hers, and would not let go until day-

5

UGE News: So the story makes a strong
impression on you?

6

UGE News: How?

STUDY TIPS/ How to do well in “In Dialogue with Humanity’

break, an extreme case of “heaviness”.
She became the center of his life and
the only person who let him know the
weight of life.

Tomas didn’t understand
what he was trying to get, and the clash
of “lightness” and “heaviness” led to
endless conflicts, amidst which the line
“Es muss sein” recurs. Tomas chose to
go back to Czechoslovakia and lived
with Tereza, though the country was
now under an oppressive rule. Although
life would be full of sufferings, since “it
must be,” they accepted it. That would
be the only way to find meaning. Unlike
Tomas, Sabina guarded her fortress of
“lightness,” and in the end lost the pow-
er to “love”.

The fact that | can still recall
so many details after all these years,
shows that it has made an impact on
me. Sometimes, mere chances and co-
incidences may become certainties. It
was by chance that | took up transla-
tion studies and came across Nietzsche
in one of the courses. And then | hap-
pened to watch that movie and get the
novel in a reunion with an undergrad-
uate friend, who had just finished the
book and urged me to read it. From Han
Shaogong’s preface, | got the incentive
to read that book twice, after which |
also explored the English translation.
Our life is full of fragmentary events like
these, but if we really think about it, we
can make out a thread connecting the
dots, as if leading to something won-
derful. The conviction | gathered from
the book had influenced me greatly.

Not in the sense that it has
changed my life completely, but it pro-
vided me with a way to resolve some of
my doubts and queries. Like, we're all
striving for freedom in life, right? You
follow your whims and intuition when
faced with various crossroads in life.
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UGE News: How did this book alter your
thoughts?

But when you do that, how can you be sure
you'll end up on a path right for you? The way
you've been going—does it have to be?

As human beings, we hesitate all the time: at
each critical moment, Lf we choose A we lose B, and if
we choose B we Lose A. How do we come to terms with it?
if You believe in the “es muss sein” of each decision,
then even one based on mere intuition carries weight.
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It may not be rational at all; in
reaching it you may not have weighed all the
harms against the benefits. Certain causes
and conditions are thrown together, and you
come to a decision. You are at peace with it:
it is what has to be. Such kind of faith, | say,
makes your life happier.
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