George Konrád - Ghent

Truth in Autobiography
Let two propositions be our starting paradox.  The one is that everything in an autobiographical novel is true.  The other says that nothing is true in an autobiographical novel because all narrative is fiction by nature: just a story, made that way as it satisfies the demands of style and literary quality.  Such is its truth.  We expect it to be credible on a human level, to reflect our own selves, to seduce our memories.


You say one thing, I another.  “I think this is how it happened; this is the truth as I know it.”  Such is my testimony before a court of the imagination.

Word of honor.


I hereby inform you that the autobiographical writings I have submitted have been approved in an official court examination.  What is more, they are supported by the testimony of my surviving loved ones and friends.  Word of honor.

What’s that you say?  Verification? When pigs fly!

 
But you don’t pick up an autobiographical novel for its unalloyed truth anyway.  There must be some other reason.  Perhaps for the tale itself, just as the gentlemen in the salons of old-style houses of pleasure were not after pure love – though they were obviously looking for something.

There is no instrument for measuring the truth of a writer’s autobiography than our own sensitivity as readers.


Writing of quality will always be true, for it has the person behind it.  He steps through it to stand before us.


The writer of a good text might be a lying fiend in civilian life, but his powers of evocation move me to accept what he says as true.  I do not get taken in by just any nose-picker – but if the bastard manages to do it, well then let’s  raise our glasses together.


We can relativize the truth of an autobiography ad infinitum.  Because if there is such a thing as the truth of my life, then it changes constantly, just as I do.  And even if I approve of what I wrote last year, today I would still write it differently.


But what is the point of all this checking?


I was expelled from university in April of 1953 – that is, after the death of Stalin, when the authorities could begin to sense that things would loosen up a little – because the Party Secretary of my childhood town thought that my father, a merchant, had had more employees than I recounted in my compulsory autobiography.  Hence I was a class enemy like my father.


Making people write autobiographies was also the main event in the ritual of political detention.  They gave you time to do the job, and the idea was to include as many names and details as possible.  This testimony would be compared with itself and those of others, and they would expose its untruths and contradictions.  Then screenwriters would work the material up. 


Under a dictatorship, every piece of information can be used against someone, and every statement can be turned against its writer like the edge of a knife.


Now you’ve done it!  You have given yourself away!  Now you’ll get what’s coming to you.  But if all this is in the past (which it will never be entirely), then why not just perform some mnemonic experiments as a form of testimony?


The difference between autobiography and fiction is the value we place on facts, on the notion that it happened just like this.  In this we discover a special and surprising kind of truth – as well as the extremely novelistic qualities of ordinary reality.


The child I write about?  Yes, he is here, sticking his head out of me.  And yes, I invited that young man here, the one who chases women around – just look! – and seeks out new people all the time, to keep the day from ever ending.  


As long as they are here, stepping forth from one of the rooms of memory, bringing pleasure to the narrator, he sees them as an image, a metaphor from the flickering past.  


Our heads are photo albums we leaf through.  Some of its players we invite; others show up on their own, personifying a thought, or perhaps conjured up by another story.  The story that is the unconscious workshop of our minds organizes itself into a chain of scenes, practically on its own.


  Narrative is fiction even if I do not change the hair color of the characters in my memory, even if every last word is true, even if I have confabulated nothing – even if it was all an experiment to find out whether biographical exactitude is harmful or useful in narrative as creative work.


Whether the author actually enjoyed the sensitive precision of this recollection is only a footnote.


The literary usefulness of a document and the demonstrable facts it contains is not determined by whether its events actually happened, but by whether it seems as if they could have happened.


You could call it the author’s own private affair:  the observation that what is true is also automatically aesthetically interesting, that true narrative is a form of discovery, calling the reader’s imagination to walk new paths.


Or to put it more loosely, is truth as useful for writing as good weather, or a comfortable room, or some recreational substance?


I have been disposed to excavate my own memory.  (Calcification will happen whatever I do.)  I have also been inclined to tell what I find there:  the slow dance of images from the past.


We can even regard truth as an aesthetic tool.  Any number of proverbs compare the liar to a lame dog, meaning that you can’t get far with a lie – a little ways perhaps, but not far, for the lie will reveal itself, in its language and its manner of formulation.  


My critic from the storytellers’ guild might call me a cheater for telling the truth, saying that my scam is using truthful memories like an athlete uses steroids.  You are like a crafty schoolboy, using your life as a cheat sheet.

I would whimperingly confess that he is right.  In the future I will not use controlled substances, but work something out in my mind, come up with something like everyone else, bowing my head before the rule that proclaims that our profession is the tale, not truth-telling.


“My dear colleague,” I would tell my critic, “what you say is true.” I would remind him of the rabbi in the joke who is asked to decide which of his two students was right in a quarrel:  the first one tells his version, to which the rabbi nods, and mumbles something, and thinks, then pronounces “You are right, my son.” The other one protests, and gives his own version of events.  The rabbi strokes his beard for a while, then passes judgment:  “You are also right, my son.”  

A third disciple, functioning as the rabbi’s secretary, is startled by this.  “But Rabbi, you have just heard two entirely opposite versions, and pronounced them both to be right.”

The rabbi sinks into long thought, then his face brightens, and he says:  “You too are right, my son.”

Whatever I say about the people that pass by my window constitutes a truth that will have vanished a minute later.  That lady or gentleman has walked off and become the past, a story; to resurrect its original subject would be a dubious enterprise, all the more so since the scene I am recreating is a synchronicity:  I see and absorb the whole thing in one moment.  But when I begin to speak of it, then I am already breaking the picture up into words, into a linear text.

Taking the elements apart, then reconstructing and recomposing them is pure arbitrariness, and there is no narrative without it.  A creative arbitrariness is none the less true for all that.  Everything that is will be was in a moment, and you can say all manner of things about it.  

The reader, if he is up to all this, does best to grant the author the gift of his attention.  He can believe the truth of the author’s words, because truth is the author’s own secret passion, the force of his magic.  A precise remembrance can be deepened.  The truth is interesting for holding this extra dose of enchantment.

There is no sequence of events before the text; the tale is identical to the workings of the author’s mind, how he orders what.  One word calls forth the next, and memories blend indistinguishably into one another, making the book an extended table of contents for our life.  Sitting down at the table, I try to pick up the thread of the internal conversation where I left off yesterday.  I follow my pen, and feel my way towards human situations. 

It takes distance to see things in perspective, the distance of retrospect, and an overarching framework for the subject.  I transform the world closing around me into a portable suitcase.  

Generally the goal – the plan – is to escape from the present, yet for me, that is just where I would like to end up.  Many of those around me have died or left: events which I have survived.  The older you get, the more calmly you mourn.

We might meet again somewhere, perhaps right on these pages.  The author closes himself off in order to open up.  Speaking about himself is both the easiest and the hardest task for him, whose tastes run to the dry, both in wine and in speech. Every morning he grabs for something still unknown, but if he really wanted to know what he is like, he would have to look back on his biography from after death.  From this, it follows that you cannot know yourself, because you  cannot know how your life will look retrospectively, in the light of your death.

I may want to be a certain way, but my will is a weak player compared to my fate.  I grope my way to illumination in the half-darkness, and only later comprehend that this groping itself is really the point of my journey.

Writing is not a goal in itself for me, though it is likely I will write as long as I can hold a pen, the same way I wash up every morning.

The breadwinning jobs I have held were also good for providing a perspective.

I am constantly speaking to the second person in every possible voice, though once in a while I bump into him.

I am my reader’s scout in the realms of dusk.  Though I have removed myself from the crush of daily life, I still yearn for it.

Sometimes I even like things I do not really like.

What luck to have been born into my topic, with the chance to examine the framework of my days as an imbecilic yet fantastical story!

I am not surprised that the predator wants to eat meat, the spider to catch a fly – and humans, in contrast, want all kinds of things.

It may be arrogant to see our lives as a novel, or it might indicate no more than the ability to read.  The question is whether I shaped my life’s plan myself, or only read it like an already-drawn-up blueprint. The autobiographer can tell all sorts of secrets about himself, his writing being no criminal confession, and no declaration in an official report. What he writes cannot be used against anyone.  Not even against himself, because I have no control over who I was yesterday, or who I will be tomorrow.  So when I write, I not only slip the authority of others, but even of myself.

I slipped off, entered forbidden areas, talked to myself, tossed out a sentence – and from that point I was completely in the swim of things.

The mind chases an image.  A process of uninhibited formulation gives rise to form, which has its own principles and logic, and its own demands.

The sweeping flow of words breaks pieces off the shoreline.

Whip the horses, Driver, off into the night of the unknown!  The driver takes such huge gulps of his shaman-whisky that he spews it out over the horses’ manes.

Here is a man about whom we found out something just a minute ago:  he is born through writing.  Such has been the life that has befallen me, the life I remember.

This hour is mine, this afternoon, this light – this something that will turn to nothing, because something else will take its place, and not even I will recall it.  Maybe I am just a shell, just a surface that resembles something, the face of someone about whom I do not know much.  I have often put off decisions, letting myself be guided by chance, yet I still hope one day to really see the self-governing structure of my life.  

I am afraid there exists no court before which I could quickly run through my life story that would legally allow me to proceed to that harbor of light that is the ultimate object of every desire and every religion.

But it could also happen that the court would not allow me to go anywhere at all, and only tell me to wait, and have a good look at all that I have done, perhaps until judgment day.

I do not know what I am looking for – or rather, I am not looking for anything at all; what I sought was what I found.

Everyone that enters the stage of our apprehension – everyone, in a word – is a possible figure for a novel.

The book writes itself; the author just sits down, focuses his attention, waits, and the offers come.  The patiently awaited sentence then stands on its own two feet.

From the possible forms at my disposal, I have created a creature in time – myself – a stubborn survivor who generally continues his flight forward and thereby gets himself out of jams.

I wouldn’t talk anyone into this life.  Even if I complain about it once in a blue moon, I still would not trade it for another’s.  I have always found my own biographical situations offered worthy perspectives from which I looked upon the starry sky and my fellow humans.  I am just a stroller among them all.

A pedestrian who writes autobiography.  Why does he do this?  What distinguishes him from others?  Because he is full of himself?  Because he has chosen such a crafty way to praise himself in public? Because he has chosen this aesthetic form of self-marketing, the main sector in a market society?

We can run off a whole list of disparaging synonyms to express our suspicion:  self-gratification, narcissism, autism, egotism, inhibition, soul-emptying.  Poor guy, this is all he can manage:  just me, me, me.

And what is the opposite of the most vulgar self-centeredness?  Some kind of collective selfishness perhaps?  Or maybe the common interest and ideology of the autobiographical strollers?

If we take a more understanding approach to our subject, we might refer to a common human weakness:  we all tend to regard ourselves as lonely creatures in the universe – a situation that Kant so beautifully formulated into philosophical language with the notion of the categorical imperative, making it the duty of the individual to make his words and deeds valid in the name of all of humanity, and to earn its approval – an ideal that religions and mystical teachings formulate in their own way, a state of mind that is well known to any adolescent.

Between the extremes of absolute approval and absolute rejection lie more realistic and prudent approaches that allow us to regard the writing of autobiography as a craft that has its place in society.

Autobiography requires research:  you have a person as the subject area for a study of humanity, with all of his baggage, everything one can know about himself, mindful that we all, taken together for what we are, blend indistinguishably into our environment.  In other words, “I” actually means a great many people.

From the moment of conception, the autobiographer receives from his parents (and through them, from who knows else) the task to research.  He must bear his theme to his death.

Every healthy person must think about himself somewhat, though not everyone regards himself as a story that can be told.  Even those who like to say their lives are completely novelistic do not generally reach for the pen.  If they do, they might present the inquiring world with a work worth reading.  Perhaps intelligent people with active experience in public life will retire from it, and feel inclined toward written retrospection.  Their writings will likely contain much truth; indeed historians will use their memoirs as sources, after critical examination.

This is all well and good, but we are interested in something else:  the autobiographies of writers, whose interests lie elsewhere than other civilians’, and whose style of writing is itself a key component of their personalities.

This is such an unusual research profession because the area of study and the strategy required to handle it are granted from the outset:  the subject is the writer himself.  The very course of his life was determined by the decision to become a writer as his primary occupation.

There is a deep-seated relationship between the strategy used by a writer to stay alive, and his manner of giving an account of his life.

Our birth presents us a challenge that not only stimulates us to use our heads, but also to give an account of what has befallen us.  This is the compulsion to recall, which is a subspecies of the one to write.  The researcher sends in reports as he moves along in life, a spy for readers who reports on his experiences in the spheres of human existence.  The need to reflect arises as early as elementary school.  We can point to autobiographers as young as that.

The strolling autobiographer tries to preserve something of the impressions gathered on his walks, from his days full of comings and goings.  This way he strives to avoid dying completely.

He might do this even if he knew that not a single line he writes will survive, that he is just writing for himself – or a version of himself in later life.  Or just for the sake of writing, like initials carved into a tree, or scratched into the brick of a prison wall.

-translated from the Hungarian by Jim Tucker

