Learning from Ivan Klima 
There is little doubt that Ivan Klima is one of the greatest Czech writers, having experienced first-hand the state’s tyranny. 
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Ivan Klima, the Czech novelist who defied totalitarian regimes while surviving two extreme periods – one under Hitler, the other under communism – has become one of Central Europe’s most perceptive distillers of the human condition under authoritarianism. Klima’s writings dwelled most heavily on the communist era, including the aftermath of the Prague Spring in 1968, a period of relative freedom when he and other intellectuals supported the reformist efforts of the leader Alexander Dubcek, who hoped to create a “socialism with a human face” in then Czechoslovakia. This is the prime reason that when one reads him, one gets a distinct impression that his fight was not about ideologies, since the freedom to choose an ideology of one’s beliefs is precisely what he was fighting for, but to do away with the tyrannies of regimes that enforced their peculiar values through oppression to suit the rulers of the time and help extend their grip on power endlessly. To do so, no stone was left unturned at the expense of humanity. Naturally, his optimism was also suppressed in 1969, when the Soviets sent an estimated 750,000 Warsaw Pact troops to undo the Prague reforms. However, unlike other dissident writers who left the country or were pushed out – among them Milan Kundera, Josef Skvorecky, and Pavel Kohout – Klima returned to Prague in 1970 from an authorised sabbatical in the United States. He became an important publisher of underground texts, smuggling some out of the country to Western publishers. He also defied the government of the time by organising an influential (and wine-fuelled) clandestine literary salon, attended by other dissident writers, including the Czech playwright and future president Vaclav Havel.
There is little doubt that Ivan Klima is one of the greatest Czech writers, having experienced first-hand the state’s tyranny and subjugation of human rights and freedom of speech, and later using these eyewitness accounts to depict or expose the lives of those who had obediently served the dictatorship, only to find themselves adrift and lost amid the newfound freedoms of a new democracy, or facing the hate and scorn of people they had wronged. After 1989, his books My Merry Mornings and Love and Garbage were rushed into print and sold more than 100,000 copies each. His work has since been translated into dozens of languages. In fact, his journey began right after graduating from Charles University, Prague, in 1956, when he started working at a publishing house for five years. His first novel, An Hour of Silence, which explored the territory between idealism and disillusionment, was published in 1963. Thereafter, he was editor of Literarni Noviny, the leading publication of the liberal communist intellectuals, from 1964 to 1967, when he switched to Literarni List. In 1967, he greeted the annual assembly of the Czechoslovak Literary Association with the words “respected friends” rather than the customary “comrades”, as he called for the elimination of censorship. By pointing out that the Czechs had guaranteed press freedom in 1967, he showed that the communist law had, in essence, represented a step backwards — not because he differed with socialism or communism, but because in its guise the regime was trying to crush the true will of the people. Two months later, Klima was expelled from all forums and barred from publishing, a ban that lasted until 1989 and the so-called Velvet Revolution.
Importantly, what Ivan Klima stands for in arguably the most repressive period in Czech history, or perhaps even in the world, is that not only did he stand firm in this dangerous era, but he also gathered around him his co-writers, peer intellectuals, and the people at large to express and spread their message peacefully yet powerfully in protest against repression and authoritarianism, in order to return power democratically to the true majority, where it belongs. The novel Judge on Trial, considered by many to be his best work, was written during his 20 years of enforced silence. Completed in 1986 and distributed underground by samizdat, it was not published until 1991. Part thriller, part domestic tragedy, it frames a dual biography of the same man, Adam Kindly, a low-ranking, priggish, and puritanical judge faced with the dilemma of trying a double murder while being against capital punishment. Instead of resigning, the judge uses the case to explore his past. The tale was meant as a reminder that Czechs are always confronted with the weight and consequences of memory. Aren’t we all? As he left us at 94 this year, the legacy he leaves behind for all corners of the world is a lesson on how to keep struggling intellectually in the hope of seeing a better dawn tomorrow. From the darkness of the 60s to the 80s, today the Czech Republic ranks among the most developed and affluent democracies in the world, with the lowest unemployment rate in the entire European Union. Klima would be quite a content person in a good place.
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