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The Czech Houdini!

Theme:  Eastern Europe


Michal Ajvaz is a literary magician creating worlds of worlds, worlds of words, worlds of objects.  He is the fantastical baby of Borges and Timothy Leary.  He is a cartographer on mescaline.  He is Czech.

His novel, The Other City, gives us a model novel of magical realism.  The anonymous narrator finds a purple spined book on a shelf at a local bookshop written in an unknown language.  And there begins his foray into understanding what he does not know, a language from a foreign place and a reality that is unfamiliar to him. As he searches for clues to the symbols on the pages of this book, he begins to discover that another world exists in the places we ignore - shadows become entries, crannies become rivers, solid objects become hollow and filled with life - all for him to explore.  But don't think that this is an innocent exploration of  an alternate reality.  There is a malicious element to the other city that lurks beyond his peripheral. A waitress from a cafe he visits in real life evolves into a mildly sadistic version of a gatekeeper to this netherworld, unwelcoming to his interest and intrusion into her city beyond the walls.  One thing transitions into another and the meaning it has in the real world takes on a different meaning in the world he seeks to become part of.  Fish talk, bedsheets unfold in white roads, pictures go one for miles and it all seems as if we are, as a reader, just about to uncover some perverse message. Or will unearth the question we should ask ourselves that will send us on a path to the ultimate understanding of our existence.

What do objects mean?  This is all one can ask yourself as you turn from page to page, wondering about Ajvaz's imaginative testament to the study of semiotics.  

What is the concept of home?  Does psychogeography apply only to what we know or is there some version of it that lies in wait beyond the borders of our own consciousness?  Throughout the novel, as we attempt to understand his magical meanderings, we begin to wonder what we think we understand about our surroundings.  
It is not at all a question of the center being remote and mediated in too complicated a fashion, nor of the original law being irreparably distorted by countless translations of translations like a a game of Chinese whispers, nor yet of the god's face being hidden behind thousands of masks.  The curious secret is that there exists no final center, that no face is hidden behind the masks, there is no original word in the game of whispers, no original of the translations.  All there is is a constantly turning string of transformations, giving rise to further transformations.  There is no city of autochthons.  There is an endless chain of cities, a circle without a beginning or end over which there breaks unrelentingly a shifting wave of laws.
And we follow along with him just as he follows in search of the origins of the book in the dark, mysterious places that promise to open him up to what he doesn't know.  Then we begin to wonder if either of the realities are real or if there are the fictions of the fiction.  The words are not what we think they are telling us.  There is a concentric aspect to this novel that we are never certain if it is leading us in or out.  The writing itself is fluid, concrete and vivid as sometimes dreams are, and just as irrational.  As irrational as dreams are, we know that it stems from our own subconscious and Ajvaz plays on this flawlessly:
Can there really exist a world in such close proximity to our own, one that seethes with such strange life, one that was possibly here before our own city and yet we know absolutely nothing about it?  The more I pondered on it, the more I was inclined to think that it was indeed quite possible, that it corresponded to our lifestyle, to the way we lived in circumscribed spaces that we are afraid to leave.  We are troubled by the dark music heard from over the border, which undermines our order.  We fear what looms in the twilit corner; we don't know whether they are broken or disintegrating shapes of our world, or embryos of a new fauna, which will one day transform the city into its hunting ground--the vanguard of an army of monsters slowly lurking its way through our apartments.  That is why we prefer not to see the shapes that came into existence on the other sde and we don't hear sounds emitted at night beyond the walls.
Ajvaz takes us there, beyond the walls in a beautiful and eerie way - through the magic of words.


--------
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Cities Superimposed #1: The Other City by Michal Ajvaz

by Jeff VanderMeer on June 18, 2009

With China Mieville guestblogging this week in connection with the release of The City & The City, I thought I might focus on a book that nicely co-exists with some of the fantastical concepts set out in Mieville's novel, although very different in texture, intent, and execution.

The Other City by Czech writer Michal Ajvaz repopulates the city of Kafka with ghosts, eccentrics, talking animals, and impossible statues. As the jacket copy reads, the novel serves as a kind of "guidebook to this invisible 'other Prague,' overlapping the workaday world: a place where libraries can turn into jungles, secret passages yawn beneath our feet, and waves lap at our bedspreads." Clearly, the publisher, Dalkey Archive Press, is trying to evoke echoes of Italo Calvino and Jorges Luis Borges. However, The Other City tells a more conventional story than Borges and it is too much Ajvaz's own creation and style to be called "Calvino-esque"--especially since Ajvaz's prose in translation is meatier, less dry in its humor, more generous in its descriptions. A book, naturally, triggers the adventure embarked upon by our nameless narrator, a book that shows that "The frontier of our world is not far away; it doesn't run along the horizon or in the depths. It glimmers faintly close by, in the twilight of our nearest surroundings; out of the corner of our eye we can always glimpse another world, without realizing it."

There's a definite whimsical streak in The Other City, and at first I thought it might overwhelm the stolid foundation of reality needed to make most fantasies work. However, the whimsy becomes encrusted with the absurd and the grotesque until it begins to make the reality look almost ephemeral by comparison. Strange scenes involving bizarre fish and other monstrosities evoke the great Czech filmmaker Svankmajer, with a hint of Dali in their nimbleness. 

Then there are overheard conversations, as when the narrator eavesdrops on a surreal discussion between a teacher and a girl, with the teacher bombastically making various claims only for the girl to give this remarkable speach: "The girl moved closer to the teacher. 'Don't fool yourself,' she said harshly. 'The artillery will never return. They will study in a decaying, incredible Oxford of garbage tips. The candied books will be confiscated and, for the glory of shiny and cruel machines, they will be tossed into saurians from the reviewing stand. (Saurians in those days will still parade obediently four abreast, but soon afterwards they will conspire with us little girls and declare aloud what has been hushed up for centuries, namely, that dogs have no objective existence).'" When the teacher protests that he has solved this problem by purging "geometry of polar animals. Are you saying that was all in vain?" the girl replies, "Of course it was all in vain...You purged geometry of polar animals...You've forgotten the first axiom of Euclid states that there will always be one or two penguins in geometrical space?"

And so it goes. There's a tension in The Other City between the fanciful and the baroque, the cleverly odd and the deeply odd, that makes the novel work. It's the kind of book you let wash over you in waves--episodic, funny but not too silly, and marked by a first-class imagination. It deserves a longer review than I've given it here, but full marks to Dalkey Archive Press for introducing readers in English to the talented Michal Ajvaz. 

----
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	The Other City

 
	


Reviewed by John Madera



 

If you love a story that begins with finding a mysterious book in a musty antiquarian bookshop, a book filled with fanciful indecipherable script, a book with disturbing illustrations depicting a strange and terrible world, a world of golden temples and murderous tigers, and if a story with a book hinting that a parallel world exists within everyday life’s interstices, or, rather, within the very walls, alleys, and even furniture (including wardrobes) of the so-called real one, “a world in such close proximity to our own, one that seethes with such strange life, one that was possibly here before our own city and yet we know absolutely nothing about it,” where televisions talk to each other and sounds waft out of postcards, a frightening world of flying and talking fish, shark-headed attackers, crazed weasels, a world of cryptic speech and arcane rituals, a story where the “real” world’s libraries turn into jungles, where pianos turn into crabs, where a small cylinder in a park is really a cupola’s skylight turret, a story as much concerned with unraveling the mysteries of language as it is in weaving a spiraling intrigue of its own through unapologetically overwrought, longwinded, and interminable prose, a prose weighted by perspicacious and a kind of claustrophobic attention to detail, a prose that like the phosphorescent statues it describes is “in the style of a kind of gloomy subterranean Baroque,” a prose reminiscent of Conrad’s voluble interior chatter and Borges’s pseudo-scientific and philosophical ramblings, a prose issued by a peripatetic and persnickety narrator whose own gifted and jeweled loquacity apparently never slows him down, or annoys any of the other characters, for that matter, since they too offer labyrinthine monologues filled with fascinating asides, essayistic descriptions, and absurd connections and explanations, and where they talk of “banned verbal tenses,” and “the white monster tense and the jungle tense,” and of how “all verbal endings are totally harmless and have nothing to do with the evil music that destroys shiny machines,” and of how “[c]ase endings will eventually free themselves from their demeaning position and shine once more in their ancient glory,” and how “[b]it by bit they will separate themselves from the roots of nouns and become what they were at the beginning—the invocation of demons,” and if a story like this also turns out to be a love story, a love story between the hero and an irksome, at best, and sometimes deadly romantic foil, a love story that never really consummates, whose rare intimacy is a silent cuddling together “of two bodies with which something reaches out to the darkness and frost, as atrocious as any of the monsters creeping about the plains of the stars,” and if this love story is really a smaller one beneath a larger love story, like an umbrella under a canopy, that is, a story that is really a love letter to language, if a story like this interests you, then Michal Ajvas’s The Other City, the first of the Czech writer’s novels to be translated into English, would be a great one to pick up, for while the romantic undercurrent between the narrator and his muse pulsating throughout the story is an intriguing one, it is his love of books and language that drives his obsessions like wandering Prague’s narrow gothic and baroque streets, its sprawling Old Town Square, and sundry ledges, alleys, and shadowed corridors, a love of language signaled when he (paraphrasing Ajvas) returns to his book, savors its aroma and allows his eyes to “flit over its pages, reading here and there the fragment of a sentence that suddenly sparkled mysteriously because it was taken out of context,” an obsession that—after learning that the “library is a treacherous place”—leads him to conclude that “books treat solely of other books and that signs likewise refer to other signs; that a book has nothing to do with reality, but instead reality itself is a book since it is created by language…that books and signs remain rooted in reality and governed by its unknown currents, that our signifying and communicating is embedded in being, which signifies itself, its secret rhythms, and that original signification, that original dull glow of being keeps alive our meanings while at the same time threatening to swallow them again and dissolve them in itself,” all of which leads this reader to believe that Michal Ajvas may have written The Other City so that its reader is inspired to follow the narrator’s lead and allow his or her eyes to randomly flit over its pages, and find countless examples of mysteriously sparkling sentence fragments, sentences where plot is a kind of secondary scaffolding from which to drape them, sentences that would as much open up the doors of perception as transfix the meandering waves of attention, sentences that like the alphabet from that magical book this whole story begins with seem “to be bursting under the pressure of some expanding internal force,” sentences full of yearning, of disquieting awe, sentences that seek a lost beginning, sentences positing “that the dread you feel on the periphery of your world is the beginning of the bliss of return, that death in the jungles of the margins is a shining rebirth.”
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A review of Michael Ajvaz's The Other City
by Stephen Sparks


"Most men don’t see because they're all too accustomed to seeing."
--Marcel Bealu, The Experience of the Night

"Every genuine encounter is an encounter with a monster."
--Michal Ajvaz, The Other City

The Other City is a mesmerizing novel, written, like the purple-spined book at its heart, in a viral language capable of infecting even the most sober reader. It is a picture book without pictures, a rational hallucination, parts fairytale and allegory on reading, and an imaginative treatise on seeing. It is a bulging suitcase of a book, crammed with the laundry of several traditions; yet it wears this threadbare suit so that it looks new. (The tears have been sewn and a little water rubbed on its worn patches makes it shine.) It shares an affinity with Borges' dizzying metaphysical speculations, Calvino's apparent lightness of approach (draped over elaborate structures), the dream logic of the Surrealists -- particularly that of their precursor Marcel Bealu in his Experience of the Night, and a more than titular similarity with Alfred Kubin's The Other Side.

To call The Other City strange is warranted, but the imprecision of the adjective leaves something to be desired. Perhaps more suitable would be to call the novel estranging in its ability to, among other things, (re)turn the reader's gaze to the liminal spaces of our too-narrow world. Ajvaz's wandering narrator crawls into shadowy corners, dusty undersides, unkempt closets, and continual threat in a quest for an alien center that perpetually recedes from his view, certain that "The frontier of our world is not far away; it doesn’t run along the horizon or in the depths. It glimmers faintly close by, in the twilight of the nearest surroundings; out of the corner of our eye we can always glimpse another world, without realizing it."

To continue to conjecture over Ajvaz's aim is to turn into a chore the recollection of this visually stunning, labyrinthine novel. A partial inventory of its images reveals its richness: a tsunami wave waiting just outside a window; glass statues in which fluorescent fish battle; the pages of a book turning to lead as a reader turns them; a cruise ship silently plowing through the snowy streets of Prague; a comforter stretching into a convoluted plain (of course!); and the truly astonishing metamorphosis of a library into a jungle….

A quotation suffices where I fail:

"I entered one of the narrow aisles. For a while I proceeded in darkness, which was illuminated here and there by the glow of putrefying books. I switched on my torch and let the beam wander over the bookshelves. In the damp air the pages of books curled, swelled, frayed and turned to pulp, expanding and forcing the bindings outwards, tearing them and squeezing out through the holes…. What was most nauseating in these stuffy and fetid surroundings was not the realization that a strange accidental calamity was occurring with the rampant nature devouring the fruits of the human spirit; what gave rise to increasing anxiety was rather the fact that the dreamlike transformation of books into dangerous and unemotional vegetation laid bare the malignant disease secretly festering in every book and every sign created by humans. I read somewhere that books treat solely of other books and that signs likewise refer to other signs; that a book has nothing to do with reality, but instead reality itself is a book since it is created by language. What was depressing about that doctrine was that it allowed reality to be hidden by our signs."

----
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Favorite Reads of 2010: The Golden Age by Michal Ajvaz

Scott Esposito

Here we go. For the month of December, I’m going to be talking about my favorite reads of the year. This first he first one. I’ll collect all the posts at this thread.

The Golden Age really, really surprised me. I selected this book for my translated literature book club at local indie bookstore The Booksmith, pretty much sight unseen, and hoped for the best. Every single person in the club liked it, a-lot-a-lot. It was possibly the best discussion of a book we had all year.

That’s saying something, in particular since The Golden Age doesn’t have anything resembling a plot for its first half; and then the second half only has a plot by virtue of a crazy fantasy story that the narrator relates as part of a book he recounts. It’s not the easiest book to cozy up to, and yet it compelled me–I think all of us–from the very first page.

The Golden Age has some incredible prose, an almost limitless imagination, and some of the most amazing images I read all year. The book is about a man who visits a far-away island and basically writes about the island and its extremely strange culture. The first half is something like an enthnological study of the islanders, who have walls made of water, rivers that flow through their home, a language made from stains, caves build into their homes from which they mine gems (wait till Ajvaz discusses their food).

Eventually the narrative becomes absorbed by the island’s one Book, which all of the islanders contribute to, sort of like a paper and pen Wikipedia. Its this continually collapsing story of intrigue between kings and queens, with each story pitfalling into another, even more incredible story within in.

The island culture that Ajvaz builds up around this idea is both brilliant in its conception and rigorous in its execution. We learn all about the islanders’ philosophy of property and time, their habits, their way of life, their economy . . . everything. And it all coheres in an immensely satisfying way. Eventually you come to see that the book is an exploration into what language is, how it works, what it is for, the gap between it and objects, as well as an exploration of who we are and what we are doing here.

-----
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Michal Ajvaz's The Golden Age: An Interview

by Jeff VanderMeer on April 27, 2010

Last year, I put Michal Ajvaz's The Other City on Amazon's top 10 list for SF/Fantasy and wrote about it for Omnivoracious, saying in part, "There's a tension in the novel between the fanciful and the baroque, the cleverly odd and the deeply odd, that makes the novel work. It's the kind of book you let wash over you in waves--episodic, funny but not too silly, and marked by a first-class imagination."

Now Ajvaz is back with The Golden Age, about a modern-day Gulliver's encounter with a civilization on a tiny island in the Atlantic. At the center of the islanders' culture is the Book, a handwritten, collective novel "filled with feuding royal families, murderous sorcerers, and narrow escapes." Because anyone can write in it and annotate it and cross passages out, the Book has lost most of the linear tendencies that rule the pages of normal (but mere) books. The result is a text of stories within stories and a destabilization of narrative that's as playful as it is fascinating.

I recently interviewed Ajvaz via email to talk about his writing and his latest novel. If you'd like a sample of his fiction, check out his wonderful story "The End of the Garden" online. For analysis of his work, try this essay.

   

Amazon.com: How long have you been writing, and when/where was your first publication? 

Michal Ajvaz: I began to write poetry and prose when I was fifteen, but I haven´t written fiction all that time, there were also long periods when I was interested in other things (i.e. mainly in a philosophy). In spite of this I didn´t published any book untill 1989, when I was forty. I was writing imaginative, surreal prose, and this type of literature was, in Czechoslovakia at the time before Velvet Revolution, not allowed to be published, so I wrote only for the drawers of my writing table. It made no sense to send my texts to any magazine or to any publishing house, so I didn´t try it. My first published book was a collection of grotesque poems; since that time I have published a book of short stories, four novels, two novellas in one volume, a book on Borges, essays, philosophical studies, a translation from German (On the Cliffs of Marble by Ernst Jünger), a book on the theory of dreams that I wrote with Ivan Havel (Czech philosopher, brother of Vaclav Havel). 

Amazon.com: What did you read growing up, and who do you consider some of your influences? 

Michal Ajvaz: In my childhood I read books that children in that age were commonly reading: adventure and mystery stories, narratives about voyages to distant countries…This childhood reading has had great influence on my own writing: all my books are written on the basis of adventure or mystery stories from my childhood... So I can say the literature I was reading in my childhood is the first part of my literary influences. The second part is imaginative fiction: Hoffmann, Poe, Lautréamont, Carroll, Kafka, Borges, Jünger, Calvino, Gracq, Mandiargues… The third part is something I would name “a literature of intense seeing“ – Rilke, Conrad, Proust, Nabokov… (That maybe bears relation to the fact that as a child I wanted to be a painter.) And the fourth part is detective and spy stories, thrillers, science-fiction (Fantomas-books, Chandler, Fleming, Gibson and others...). The influence of that last group on my writing is increasing – my two last novels (Empty Streets and Voyage to the South) are a sort of a detective story with elements of sci-fi and thriller. I like authors from different genres, and I like mixing distant genres in my own writing as well. 

Amazon.com: How would you describe your work? To me, it has dream-like qualities, elements of absurdism and surrealism, but also a sharp edge that keeps it from becoming too familiar. 

Michal Ajvaz: Of course surrealism was of great influence on me. Critics often speak in connection with my work about “magical realism“, but I don´t like this label too much, I don´t think I have much common with authors like Marquez. But is it important to have any label? Let´s say my books are a sort of an imaginative, quasi-surrealist literature which is often searching for mystery and magic in things and spaces of everyday life, whose stories take place mainly in cities, which is trying to be attentive to the visual aspect of the world, and which is often using elements of thriller, detective story and science-fiction. 

Amazon.com: Do you have any sense of how difficult or easy it is for your English translators? 

Michal Ajvaz: This question should rather be put to the translators. As for me I have always tried – in spite of complicated and “surreal“ images and stories – to write in a sort of “classical“ language, in clear sentences which don´t miss inner logic, even if their content is absurd and even if they are often uncommonly long, so maybe this way of writing could be for a translator´s work a bit helpful. 

Amazon.com: Do you write full-time? 

Michal Ajvaz: No, I don´t. Before 1989 I worked, after finishing the university, in several manual professions (most of that time I worked in a caravan which was placed in different places in the country, where I measured the amount of underground water). Even now it is not possible to earn enough money by writing for me and my family. After the revolution, I worked some time in an editorial staff of a literary magazine, and now I am working in the Center for Theoretical Study of Charles University and the Academy of Sciences as a research worker in the area of philosophy. 

Amazon.com: The Golden Age seems to be both an adventure of a kind and a satire and an exploration of what happens when different groups of people come into contact. What effect were you going for? 

Michal Ajvaz: I didn´t want to write an utopia or dystopia in the style of Swift, Huxley or Čapek, a book that should have been a hidden criticism of our society. To tell the truth, I had no particular idea when I was writing the book, I only let the images develop and I recorded them. (It is my usual way of writing, I don´t want to give to my books any definite meaning.) But when I reflect on the book I wrote, I think that it most likely wants to show that the way we see the world, the way we relate to it, and the way we classify and hierarchize the reality are not the only possible ones, and that consequently our reality is not as self-evident as we realize and has a treat of weirdness – and of magic as well – in itself. And the book maybe also wants to say that there is a special relation between nothingness and emptiness on the one hand (which is a topic of the first part of the novel) and proliferation and interweaving of images, persons, and stories on the other hand (which creates a content of the second part): stories are born of the initial emptiness rather than of ideas. 

Amazon.com: Your previous book in the US was The Other City.How was the US reaction, and how readers perceived the book, different from the reaction when it was published in the Czech Republic? 

Michal Ajvaz: I have looked now and again at the Web, and it seemed to me that people who were interested in my book were mainly fans of non-orthodox sci-fi (above all of the New Weird). And I have to confess I feel in this company very good, much better than I would feel somewhere in the middle of the literary mainstream. Of course, neither The Other City nor any other of my books is science-fiction in the literal sense, but I feel the affinity for the New Weird, because of its mixing of genres, because of its interest in the mystery of the city – and also because of my liking for Lovecraft who is, if I comprehend it correctly, the “magnus parens“ of the New Weird. By chance at the time when The Other City was published, Miéville´s The City and The City appeared, and the two books were compared, because in spite of many differences their main theme was probably the same: a non-visibility of something that is present, that is close to us. (By the way, I liked Miéville´s book very much and I wrote a review of it for Czech magazine Respekt, in which I compared it to other books dealing with the topic of a borderline, e.g. Kafka´s The Castle and Gracq´s The Opposing Shore.) 

Amazon.com: What are you currently working on, and what can we expect to see in English translation in the future? 

Michal Ajvaz: At this time I am not working on fiction, I am writing a book on philosophy. But there are several my books of fiction that haven´t been translated into English yet, and it depends on publishers if they decide to publish any of them. 

---------
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Best Books of 2010: Top 10 Science Fiction and Fantasy Selections, Focus on Nos. 1--5
on November 04, 2010
 
 
Amazon’s 2010 Science Fiction/Fantasy Top 10 List has just been posted:

#1 - The Golden Age by Michal Ajvaz, translated by Andrew Oakland (Dalkey Archive Press)
#2 - How to Live in a Science Fictional Universe by Charles Yu (Pantheon)
#3 - Redemption in Indigo by Karen Lord (Small Beer Press)
#4 - The Half-Made World by Felix Gilman (Tor)
#5 - The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms by N.K. Jemisin (Orbit)
#6 - The Orange Eats Creeps by Grace Krilanovich (Two Dollar Radio)
#7 - The Dream of Perpetual Motion by Dexter Palmer (St. Martin's Press)
#8 - Who Fears Death by Nnedi Okorafor (DAW)
#9 - The Fixed Stars by Brian Conn (Fiction Collective 2)
#10 - Kill the Dead by Richard Kadrey (Eos)

----------------------------
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The Golden Age by Michal Ajvaz, translated by Andrew Oakland

Language: Czech
Country: Czech Republic
Publisher: Dalkey Archive Press
Pages: 336

Why It Should Win: Nabokov + Borges + Swift = Ajvaz; Dalkey Archive is one of the premiere publishers of translations; praised by the Hipster Book Club; much better than Ajvaz’s The Other City
“The Book You All Must Choose to Win BTBA 2010, Unless You Are All Pompous Egoists Like That Ass Nabokov”

by THA REALIST Edmund Wilson 3
You know, the Kingdom wasn’t such a bad place until that pompous ass Nabokov got up here. I had a nice run of about five years, just me and the deity talking over those really interesting questions of language and reality, the relationship between them, how this all pertains to novels. Wittgenstein would drop by from time to time. It was nice. But the inevitable had to happen sooner or later, that old émigré son of a bitch had to die sometime. So Mr. Genius of all Geniuses finally kicks himself over, and here he comes floating up on butterfly wings—I mean, puh-leeze, butterfly wings? where’d those even come from?—and let me tell you, for any of you who think the deity is full of Him/Herself, you should have seen it when Nabokov floated on up to the Kingdom of God . . . “oh, gee Mr. Nabokov, tell me how you channeled Pushkin for that—excuse the pun—god-like translation. Tell me again how unconventional you were when you wrote Lolita . . .”

It was enough to make me sick, if sickness had any meaning up here, although I have to admit, it was plenty fun watching the old man get all in a lather over that “idiot son” of his (his words, not mine) claiming to have spoken with his ghost. He was in such a rage, and impotent to do a thing! Guess real life isn’t like “The Vane Sisters,” is it Nabby! Heh, heh, heh . . . You should have seen him the day T.O.O.L.—that’s what he calls it, tool that he is—the day T.O.O.L. was published. You’d have thought the fallen angel had returned there was so much commotion. I have to give it to him, the Kingdom really shook that day.

But anyway, I digress. I bring up Nabokov—pompous ass that he is—only to introduce The Golden Age by Michal Ajvaz, the book that hack Nabokov would have written if he had any real talent, instead of just ego. It takes little butterfly-boy’s favorite conceit—that whole bit about language being reality and vice versa—but he transports it to an island world Nabokov couldn’t have dreamed up if he wrote ten Pale Fires. He populates this island with a civilization that makes Zembla look like the little podunk backwater it is—I mean, he describes it in detail for a good 150 pages, half the book, and I was riveted the whole damn time! Waterfalls inside of houses! Walls made of water! Telling time via smell! It was all so truly creative, and the best thing was that every one of these beautiful details doubled as a metaphor for the way language mediates reality. Oh, and no kiddy porn in the whole book. Imagine that.

The plot of the book is that years ago a European took a trip to this island, and now he’s making a sort of ethnological study of it from what he remembers. At the center of their society is this Book that they hand around and all write in—like a pen and paper Wikipedia. And then after the narrator is done describing the society that gave rise to this incredible Book, then Ajvaz indulges in the Borgesian conceit (he hates Nabokov too, by the way), the Borgesian conceit of a book within a book that tunnels down into itself nearly down to infinity. The book as reductio ad absurdum—brilliant! And we read this book alongside the narrator—which is a great book in and of itself, despite (or because of) it’s near-infinite nature—and this book-within-a-book-within-a-book comes to reflect on the whole society the narrator has just spent the previous 150 pages describing in such staggering detail. It’s all so brilliant. You can just turn to a page at random, and I bet you there will be a line or a sentence or a paragraph there that you could muse about for the rest of the day.

Really, if you extracted all the genuine talent in Nabokov (minus that cancerous lump of an ego) and tossed in a liberal dash of Borges and a touch of Swiftian satire, well, there you would have Michal Ajvaz. The book is surely the most staggering translation to be published in 2010. 

---------------------------
Context

http://www.dalkeyarchive.com/article/show/189

Reading Michal Ajvaz
Jonathan Bolton
Imagine an indecipherable script that gradually overruns all the books in your library. Imagine a text that disappears as you read it, “like old frescoes in a catacomb, when the fresh air penetrates to them.” Imagine an epic poem carved in the ice of a frozen pond (and imagine the thaw). Imagine discovering a new key on your typewriter. Imagine a death sentence written in shellfish.

The texts of the Czech writer Michal Ajvaz (pronounced EYE-voss) are evidence not only of a clever imagination, but also of a mind that savors the difficulty of reading—a mind for which language is not merely a vehicle for the delivery of information, but an integral part of the very world it is trying to communicate. Reading such a world means stepping inside it, letting it infect you, bruise, scrape, poison and obsess you. Consider an image from “The Beetle,” the leadoff story in Ajvaz’s 1991 collection The Return of the Old Komodo Dragon. The narrator’s friend, an archaeologist investigating a vanished Asian empire, finds its constitution engraved on the side of a cathedral in the flooded ruins of the capital city. He climbs the cathedral to read.

He moved over the wall on narrow, slippery ledges, where he could stand only on the tips of his toes, and clutched onto other outcroppings with his hands. The main difficulty was that there was a footnote in almost every sentence. My friend, however, was not lazy; every time he reached an asterisk hovering above the end of a word, he would climb down the wall and submerge himself in the icy waters of the lake, for the footnotes were deep below the surface. Seaweed and mollusks were stuck to the wall, and as he removed them in order to read the hieroglyphic text, he heard a noise resembling the clatter of castanets. It was the chattering teeth of innumerable carnivorous fish, swimming round him and closing in on him in an ever-tightening circle. Then he would climb back up the steep wall, soaking wet, draped with seaweed that waved in the cold mountain wind, bitten by predatory fish, to continue reading the text in the place where he had broken off.

Reading, for Ajvaz, is often an allegory for perseverant obsession—and yet his own hypnotically flowing prose is not difficult to read at all. This paradox, in fact, embodies one of the basic oppositions of his fiction. In his latest novel, Empty Streets (2004), we meet a painter whose personality is split between “the surrendering gaze that leaves things as they are, and the obsession to continuously decipher things, as if they were secret hieroglyphs.” These two extremes identify two Ajvazian archetypes, figures we might call the observer and the interpreter. Ajvaz’s interpreters, like the archaeologist climbing up and down his text, are stubborn decipherers, determined to discover the secret code that underlies and explains the world around them. To an American reader, they might recall the “paranoid school” of American literature, the foggy conspiracies of a Thomas Pynchon or Don DeLillo; in fact, the narrator of Empty Streets sets out on a quest to determine the meaning of a wooden symbol he trips over in a junkyard, a “double trident” in which any fan of Pynchon will hear a faint echo of the muted post horn from The Crying of Lot 49. 

Unlike Pynchon or DeLillo, however, Ajvaz has faith that the hidden universes whose traces we glimpse shimmering in and out of our daily lives are ultimately benign. Ajvaz combines the semiotic habits of the paranoid with a laid-back view of our world and the worlds it hides, as well as trust in the purpose and power of storytelling. This strange feeling of security underlies the other archetype in Ajvaz’s fiction, the figure of the observer, who simply surrenders to the flow of the world and inspects its endless metamorphoses with pleasure. One ever-varying image of this surrender is the ocean—Ajvaz may be the first writer from this landlocked nation to make the ocean such an integral part of his stories, and the shipwrecked castaway, at the mercy of the currents, is one of his recurring motifs. But the observer appears in other manifestations. In “The Typewriter,” an ebony statue depicts a writer typing; engraved on the ebony page in his ebony typewriter, there is another story, narrated by someone lying in a flat boat that carries him along the sluice of an aqueduct. He floats through rooms and cities, describing everything he sees overhead, and his horizontal drifting forms a counterpart to the strenuous vertical reading of the archaeologist. This sluice-bound storyteller belongs to a whole class of Ajvazian narrators, carried on ski lifts, sailing through the air on skates and rays, drifting on the ocean waves—all of them aimless wanderers. Their most common incarnation is simply a man walking through Prague, a flâneur surrendering himself to the chance meetings and crooked streets of the Czech capital.

Any Prague pedestrian knows how easy it is to get lost there, and how rewarding it can be to follow chance bends in the road or step into half-hidden entryways. Ajvaz claims that the space of Prague exhibits a “resistance to order” that is nevertheless different from chaos. His narrators take their place in a long tradition of “Prague walkers,” stretching all the way from the pilgrim in Jan Amos Comenius’s seventeenth-century allegory The Labyrinth of the World to the twentieth-century poetry of Guillaume Apollinaire, Vítezslav Nezval, and Vladimír Holan. This tradition was famously described in Angelo Maria Ripellino’s magisterial study Magic Prague in the 1960s, but Ajvaz breathes new life into it. Visitors who have gotten their fill of the golems, witches, and Kafka caricatures that populate Prague’s postcard stands will find in Ajvaz a new mythical geography; in his 1993 novel The Other City, a lovely hymn to his hometown, Ajvaz repopulates Prague with his own ghosts, eccentrics, talking animals, and statues, and he moves in the peripheries—the gray housing developments and forlorn, yet somehow cozy, pubs on the city’s edges—as much as over the tourist-beaten paths of the Old Town. On his wanderings, Ajvaz’s first-person narrator begins to notice more and more chinks in his familiar surroundings, until a whole “other city” begins to open up, overlapping our workaday world but invisible to us. The Other City is a guidebook to this invisibility, reminding us that we see least clearly what is most familiar. Only when we remove objects from “the network of purposes” that entangle them will we awaken to the possibility of seeing them anew; only then will libraries turn into jungles, only then will we notice hatchways leading inside statues and ocean waves lapping at our bedspreads. Prague’s “other city” becomes for Ajvaz an emblem of all the worlds we are blind to because we are caught in our own habits of seeing.

Ajvaz was born in 1949, and began publishing late. He graduated from Charles University in 1974, studying Czech Literature and Aesthetics, and then wrote his Ph.D. on the great interwar writer Richard Weiner (whose fascination with French literature and narrative experimentation Ajvaz shares). During the 1970s and 1980s Ajvaz worked at various jobs, and did not publish his first book, a poetry collection called Murder in the Hotel Intercontinental, until 1989. Currently he is a researcher at Prague’s Center for Theoretical Studies—in addition to fiction, he has published an essay on Jacques Derrida, as well as a book-length meditation on Jorge Luis Borges called The Dreams of Grammars, the Glow of Letters, and a philosophical study, Jungle of Light: Meditations on Seeing.

The years before Ajvaz published his first works are transmuted in his fiction in an unusual way. In Czechoslovakia, the repressive 1970s and 1980s are generally referred to as the period of “normalization,” when the government cracked down on free expression following the Soviet invasion of August 1968. This was a difficult time for Czech literature; many authors emigrated, others suffered severe persecution from the government, and still others began to collaborate assiduously with the new regime. Ajvaz’s fiction touches on a different kind of fate. In Empty Streets, there are a number of characters who simply opt out of public life, neither opposing nor supporting the regime, but attempting to ignore it as much as possible. There is a night watchman, for example, who spends contented hours in his guard’s booth at a typewriter factory, studying Byzantine history and pre-Socratic philosophy. Speaking in 1999, the narrator describes the people who have executed this retreat from the visible world:

Thirty years ago, when reality in this country changed into a strange dream, when hope disappeared from the world, they went off quietly into an emptiness that could take various forms. They couldn’t live anywhere in the world that was coming into existence, and so they found a no-place and settled there, living nowhere for long years; and when the dream dissolved ten years ago, they were so used to the emptiness they lived in, they had fallen so much in love with their nowhere place, they knew so well its magic charms and had adapted so closely to its flora and fauna, that the world seemed to offer them horribly little. During all those years, while they had been drinking the wonderful nectar of nothingness, they had become choosy, and now no other food tasted good, no structure was equal to the brilliant palace of emptiness. And so they remained there.

Whether or not this is autobiographical, it is a type of biography that Ajvaz has made his own. Indeed, one of the many interesting things about his fiction is how he evokes the experience of Communism without invoking it. Ajvaz has submerged the gray years of normalization into his own more intimate mythology, which sidesteps the traditional Cold War storylines of a nation and culture suffering under the knout of Communism. In other words, just as he has remapped Prague according to his own mental geography, so has he recalibrated the national timeline according to his own private histories. But this is not to say that Ajvaz is an apolitical writer; indeed, he is constantly exploring the strange and unpredictable bonds between power and the language it uses to dominate others. To understand this, however, we must consider in more detail Ajvaz’s own relationship to language, its scripts and its stories.

One of Ajvaz’s narrators yearns to write a novel that would be a cross of Lautréamont’s proto-surrealist Songs of Maldoror, Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, and Dumas’s The Three Musketeers. Another populates Captain Nemo’s submarine with characters from Proust and Kafka. And a third complains of literary critics who don’t like theoretical passages mixed in with their fiction, “as if there were any substantial difference between stories of people, animals, plants, or things and stories of concepts.” Indeed, Ajvaz is strange sort of storyteller, who often seems to value concepts more than characters. We might say more accurately that he is a fabulous second-order fabulist—which is another way of saying that his own characters tell better stories than he does. Ajvaz’s longer works, like Empty Streets or the 1997 novellas “The White Ants” and “Zeno’s Paradoxes,” are really just concatenations of stories gathered by nameless first-person narrators. This gathering can be somewhat mechanical, and this is Ajvaz’s greatest weakness: his characters are at their worst, their most artificial, when they are doing something or going somewhere. When a Czech professor of aesthetics chases a jewel thief across the roofs of Paris, there is something workmanlike about the writing; it is only when he catches her, and she tells him why she stole his wife’s necklace, that the story—now her story—comes alive again. Ajvaz’s characters are at their best when they are telling stories, or listening to them, preferably over a beer or glass of wine (but, if necessary, while hanging from a neon sign above a Paris department store). In fact, many of them seem to switch on, like carnival automatons, when the narrator enters the room, and to switch off again as soon as he leaves. They all speak in about the same voice, and their personalities are generally one-dimensional; Ajvaz seems uninterested in motivations and psychological realism; unlike most of us, his characters exist primarily to tell their stories.

But oh, what stories! Imagine an underground cathedral lit solely by luminous fish swimming in glass statues. Imagine wasps that buzz behind your bathroom mirror and sting you while you’re shaving. Imagine a species of white ants that scare off predators by condensing into the statue of a tiger, whose eyes turn green and emit teardrops, which alone can cure an unfortunate sickness that keeps its victims asleep most of the time, such that their brief moments of wakefulness begin to seem like dreams, or nightmares. Imagine an afterlife whose inhabitants argue about whether they are in heaven or in hell; imagine that the doodles in your tenth-grade math notes had infuriated the queen of a distant land, whose top spy lures you into her clutches with a floating puppet theater. Ajvaz shakes ideas like these out of his sleeve, several to a page, extravagantly and effortlessly, with the generosity of a genuinely abundant imagination. His stories effortlessly digress from one involved plot to another; in a typical work, the narrator meets someone who begins to tell him a story, in which one of the characters eventually begins to tell a story, in which another character re-tells the plot of a novel she found in a hotel room, and so on and so on, until the reader loses track of which narrative level he or she is on and simply surrenders to the flow. Ajvaz builds many beautiful examples of these mutli-storied metafictional mansions, but the most stunning of all is surely “the Book” described in The Golden Age.

This 2001 novel, Ajvaz’s most brilliantly complicated, is a fictional travelogue, part philosophical ethnography and part potboiling fairy tale. It tells of an island “about twenty kilometers in diameter, lying in the Atlantic Ocean on the Tropic of Cancer between Cape Verde and the Canary Islands.” The narrator spent three years there (he now lives in Prague) and has decided to write about the islanders—not as a way of commenting obliquely on European society, for the island’s inhabitants “were, fortunately, unusable for the expression of ideals; among their virtues was the impossibility of making them citizens of some Utopia”—but rather because “this wandering has value in and of itself.” The islanders are Ajvazian observers par excellence, devoted to the surfaces of their world and barely interested in what lies beneath. They draw no ontological distinction between reality and its representations, so that a mirror image seems as substantial to them as a person (and a person seems as insubstantial as a mirror image). They can spend hours considering the creeping evolution of a water stain on the wall, or listening to the infinite variations of watery music that sound throughout their largest city, built like “a vertical Venice” into an island cliff down which numerous springs and rivulets flow.

About half of The Golden Age describes subtle entertainments like these, in sometimes excruciating detail. The novel’s second half, by contrast, is devoted to the islanders’ one artistic pastime, called simply the Book, a sort of handwritten hypertext novel. The islanders pass the Book from hand to hand; anyone is free to write in it, adding their own stories, crossing out the stories of others, or simply blurring the ink, creating the spots and blots they so love. Above all, anyone is free to interpolate text by gluing a paper pocket to the page and filling it with his or her own story, a footnote, as it were, explaining various details of the main text (for example, the life story of a minor character, or the “family psychopathology” of the rulers of a distant land). And of course there are pockets within pockets, akin to the story engraved on the statue of a typewriter, or the tales told by characters in other people’s stories; the whole sprawling creation is like a pre-Gutenberg internet, impossible to read “in order,” where any sub-story can lead off into infinitely many new directions. The narrator, getting into the spirit of the thing, proposes cutting holes in the pages and interleaving them into a kind of Mobius strip or Piranesian prison-house of fictions.

Despite the islanders delight in one-dimensional surfaces and the glacial movements of stains spreading across a wall, the Book is, to put it mildly, action-packed and plot-driven. The long section retold by the narrator, which makes up the last twenty-five chapters of The Golden Age, deals with two feuding royal families. The sorceress queen Uddo uses her “murderous chemistry” to turn her rival, Queen Nau, into a metallic statue, “entombed in her own body,” with only her eyes left mobile, “two larvae twitching in terror” on the motionless surface of her face. Nau’s son Gato infiltrates the enemy court to steal the antidote; its secret is hidden in a gelatinous green statue full of carnivorous fish (more effective than a safe for storing valuables), whose creation is explained in a long subplot contained in another pocket of the Book. And so the levels multiply; there is a lovelorn prince who becomes obsessed with a sentence he finds written on a scrap of paper (“Deep in thought, the king scrutinized the radish”) and writes a long novel (contained in another pocket) to explain its existence; there is a telescope through which a man watches a world light years away—a miniature panopticon all of whose characters died eons ago—and falls in love with one of its inhabitants. Lover after lover is betrayed, and each transmutes disappointment into obsessions both murderous and world-creating, all salted with palace coups, reigns of terror, lots of poison, and even a giant squid.

These dazzling stories of driven artists and murderers, wonderfully inventive and entertaining in their own right, also form a kind of panorama of morality tales set over and against the relaxed Epicureanism of the islanders, whose greatest pleasure is to sit back and let life take its course. The island’s credo might be a line from the Odyssey that recurs in The Golden Age: “Let go of the raft, let the winds carry it away.” This is the advice of Ino, the sea nymph “of the charming ankles,” who comes to Odysseus after his ship is destroyed and advises him to surrender himself to the waves that will ultimately carry him home. It is as if the peaceful islanders are sublimating their secret yearning for plot and passion in the Book, whose stories of obsession and paranoia struggle secretly against their receptive passivity—and again we see the interpreter-observer paradigm.

Let go of the raft: this credo of the castaway also underlies Empty Streets, Ajvaz’s latest and longest novel, and yet its narrator, too, is constantly struggling against the opposing impulse, to search actively for meaning. We cannot abandon this search, Ajvaz seems to tell us, but we will make the most progress when we forget our goal and surrender ourselves to the indicators of chance. After literally stumbling upon the wooden “double trident” on a shortcut through a junkyard, the narrator begins to find the symbol everywhere—as a screen saver, a company logo, a torture device, a tattoo on a girl’s stomach. It becomes tied up with the disappearance of the daughter of a once-prominent Communist literary critic—a socialist realist whose reviews, “soaked in the threats of power,” denounced “any art in which he glimpsed even a glimmer of imagination, play, and freedom.” As if hypnotized, the narrator stubbornly tries to explain the occurrences of the symbol, which gestures toward mysterious sects and a buried treasure, but the search ultimately becomes an end in itself—or rather a story in itself, whose ending dances farther away every time it seems within reach. Ajvaz does not deprive us of the key to these mysteries, but the key is itself another story, which ultimately points to further quests. Ajvaz’s theme is not simply that the journey is the goal, but also that we can only draw near to our goal when we liberate ourselves from it, just as we can only truly see familiar objects when “they have slipped loose from the purposes that bound them to this world.”

Like many of Ajvaz’s scripts and symbols, the double trident is both a sign and part of the world it signifies; it draws our attention to a meaning beyond itself, without letting us forget its own materiality. (It even draws blood, piercing the narrator’s foot when he first stumbles upon it.) Signs both mean and are; they evoke insubstantiality and yet persistently insist on their own substance; they imagine another world, and yet remind us how reality resists our imaginings. In Empty Streets, this conflict, yet another version of the observer-interpreter paradigm, is at one point laid out in “the battle between the Axis and the Labyrinth,” a subplot of a French novel written by a Lautréamont-loving perfume manufacturer, in which a South American junta of generals tries to remap the winding streets of their capital city according to their own strictly linear dreams. And it appears again in one of Ajvaz’s very best set pieces, from the 1997 novella “The White Ants,” about an ancient Indian civilization that harbors an obsessive hatred toward any kind of lasting script, and so invents one that disappears when read. Or eaten, rather: their alphabet is made up of edible shellfish; each taste corresponds to a different sound. Books and newspapers are laid out by teams of “typesetters” on rows of ebony plates on long tables in the monasteries. (The monks, as guardians of the word, must know how to cook.) Ajvaz is fascinated with such transient texts, as well as with our stubborn attempts to recover them. Thus, a fear of transience incites an underground sect of heretics, who reconstitute permanent (and visible) texts by using shells instead of shellfish. The regime hunts them down and executes them by means of an ingenious death sentence: brought before a tribunal, they must read (eat) a text containing the letter V. This letter is a foreign borrowing in the shellfish language; it occurs in just a single word, the name of a sea god. (The civilization itself came from the interior and absorbed the coastal tribes who were the land’s original inhabitants; the sea god is borrowed from their pantheon, its name from their language.) V is signified by a poisonous shellfish, whose taste is thus known only to those unfortunates executed for trying to fix its form—a variation on the ancient theme of a god whose name must not be pronounced.      

Usually the dialectic of form and change is not so drastic. Thus, in Empty Streets, there is a book written in ink that permanently disappears after a month, to live on only in the fragmented memories of its few readers. To really appreciate this image, we may have to discard the Kunderan lens that has shaped so much reading of Central European literature in the West. Ever since Milan Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, we have been accustomed to think of lost stories in terms of the fragility of history, its vulnerability in the face of power; we frame disappearing books in the larger story of the war of ignorant rulers against writers and libraries. Lost histories evoke forgotten nations and erased identities. But for Ajvaz, the permanent script is a utopia, and the impulse to preserve history, while necessary and even laudable, is a utopian fantasy. History is instead a hypertext and palimpsest, retaining links to and traces of all its varied scripts; like the stories of the Book, no text can entirely obliterate another one. (Hence the conquered coastal tribes live on, at least in their one poisonous letter V.) Signs are stubborn. Their material form persists even as their meanings shift, employing generations of observers (who limn the forms) and interpreters (who guess at the meanings). No text lasts forever, but none is ever completely destroyed.

Here we return to the relationship between power and language. Power yearns to obliterate some texts and make others permanent. Especially in his later work, Ajvaz often imagines bloody attempts to realize these yearnings, palace coups and crackdowns, underground terrorists and paramilitary guards, various efforts to seize control of history. But power invariably begins to rot as soon as it ripens; fragments of the defeated scripts shine through the official narrative; the imagination searches out chinks in the armor of power and slips through them into another world. In one of his early poems, Ajvaz wrote that “the dreams of the defeated are fulfilled in the achievement of the victors.” This is a recurring plot line in his stories; the European colonists who settle the island of The Golden Age, “experts on power and violence,” are gradually harried and seduced by the subtle, whispering world of the islanders, and the South American generals who try to rebuild their city along the ground plan of the double trident find the labyrinth seeping back into their linear world through tunnels, arcades, and secret passageways. In Ajvaz, the desire to surrender to impermanence is always struggling with the desire to create and fix meaning, but in the end a gentle humility prevails in his interweaving, overlapping, shape-shifting narratives. Without exactly inviting us to forget, he asks us to remember the sight of things passing, to follow the world’s metamorphoses, and to listen attentively to the music of rivers we can never step into twice.

