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L
adies and Gentlemen, first of all let me thank 

you for the opportunity to present a few ideas 

about the current state of things. These ideas 

are neither new nor revolutionary. But those 

of you who have lived attentively through the past thirty 

years will no longer wish to meddle with prophecies and 

revolutionary concepts anyway. We are all more modest 

now. In earlier times, when my books were still translated 

into Swedish and Thomas von Vegesack was my editor, I 

would have accepted this invitation without amazement, 

as a normal exchange of ideas between people interested 

in the ideas of writers who are known through their 

books. But today? I must assume that my undiminished 

love for Swedish literature is the reason for my standing 

here before you. Above all, however, I'm indebted to my 

friendship with Per Gedin, a friendship that has lost none 

of its original intensity over the course of many years, even 

though we see each other so rarely. Per, with his history, 

with his faith in literature as an indispensable and unique 

opportunity to present and analyse the hopes and long

ings of our world, Per with his curiosity and the talent 

to convey this curiosity off as a contagious, healing fever 
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— Per is the person I want to thank first and foremost. 

And I will come back to him, in the end. 

And because, once again, I am back in Stockholm, I 

would like to begin with a story that unfolds in Stock

holm. Whether it really took place here is uncertain but 

since it's abroad in the world now it can never again be 

separated from the city. Such is the power of literary im

agination that it can create a subterranean history of the 

world that eventually fuses with the collective memory 

of a nation. Besides, it hardly matters whether the author 

of the tale has ever actually been here. Authenticity is 

an invention of critics, not writers. Homer did not par

ticipate in the battle for Thebes, nor did Tolstoy fight 

Napoleon. Both battled with words, not with reality. 

The story by Danilo Kis that I would like to reintro

duce also deals with subterranean affairs. It is called The 

Encyclopedia of the Dead. The narrator tells of a ten-day 

journey to Stockholm where he sees not only a moving 

performance of Beckett's Waiting for Godot in a prison, 

and a production of the Gespenstersonate at the National 

Theater, but is also shown the famous sailing ship Wasa. 

All in all, a rather conventional cultural programme. On 

the last day, however, his personal assistant Christine 

Johansson, takes him to a library. It is almost eleven 

o'clock at night and the library is, of course, closed. Mrs 

Johansson leaves the narrator in the company of an old 

watchman with a huge key, convinced he'll want to spend 
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the whole night in the dimly-lit rooms And she is right. 

After a short while, the narrator realizes that each room 

is dedicated to a letter of the alphabet. And suddenly he 

understands that this is really the library, known to him 

only through hearsay, that contains the great Encyclopedia 

of the Dead, a gigantic undertaking whose roots and ori

gins are unclear. Inclusion in this encyclopedia is contin

gent upon a single condition: the individual must not be 

listed in any other lexicon. None. Neither in the Encyclo

paedia Britannica nor the Who's Who, not in the register 

of a writers' union, nor any other association proud to 

print lists of its members. Included are only the countless 

millions of anonymous dead who may have shared their 

worries, problems and joys with us in their lifetimes but, 

having passed away, gradually disappear from our lives. 

They sink into the soil and disintegrate and are, after a 

while, forgotten. Even a perfect memory, a cult dedicated 

only to the dead, cannot keep them with us. For many, 

the twentieth century and its appalling wars did not even 

dig a decent grave. 

Now, at the moment when the narrator in Danilo 

Kis's story realises that he stands in the subterranean 

catacombs of the Encyclopedia of the Dead, he quickens his 

step and finds the hall where the file of his recently de

parted father must be stored. And indeed, on one of the 

huge shelves he locates a bulging folder filled exclusively 

with material on his father. The frontispiece shows a pic-
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ture of the deceased, and beneath it the year of his birth 

and death. "But what made the Encyclopedia unique in 

the world — beyond the fact that it contains so many 

unique entries — is the way in which human relation

ships, encounters and landscapes are documented; the 

mass of details that constitutes a human life. The place 

of birth, for example, perfectly and punctually given, is 

accompanied by a wealth of geographical and historical 

detail. My father's homeland, its landscape, is described 

so vividly that I (says the narrator) reading the lines and 

paragraphs, felt like I had been there, at the heart of 

that country. The snow on the peaks of faraway moun

tains, the naked trees, the frozen river. On which, as in 

Breughel paintings, children slide past on wooden skates, 

and among these children I see him clearly, my father, 

although at that time he was not yet my father, but only 

the person who would become him." 

The Encyclopedia of the Dead must be the work of a sect 

or religious community whose democratic project fol

lows an egalitarian vision of the realm of the dead, seek

ing to overcome human injustice and securing all God's 

creatures equal status for eternity. This strange caste of 

erudites must have followers everywhere who, persist

ently and discreetly, study obituaries and biographies, 

edit the information and pass it on to their headquar

ters located here in Stockholm. "Their secret activity 

— writes the narrator — is no less wondrous than their 
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style, that incredible amalgam of encyclopedic concision 

and biblical abundance. Even the scant information that 

I copied occupies several tightly-condensed columns in 

the encyclopedia, yet in the mind of the reader at once, as 

if by magic, the sun-lit landscape emerges, and pictures 

flash before the eyes. Of a three-year-old boy carried on 

mountain paths on a hot summer's day; he is being taken 

to his grandfather, and in the background, on the second 

or third level — I don't know how to name it — one sees 

armies, financiers, policemen, one hears the distant roar 

of cannons and the hoarse barking of dogs. This is the 

chronology of the First World War summarized, trains 

rattle past a small-town station, a brass band plays, water 

bubbles from the neck of a flask, glass shatters, scarves 

wave and flutter . . . These are all separate paragraphs, 

each period presented metaphorically, in a kind of poetic 

quintessence, not always in simple chronological order 

but in a strange symbiosis of times, the past, the present 

and the future." 

But the encyclopedia also lists the films his father saw, 

the women he associated with, more or less intimately, 

what he did to attract the attention of his future wife, the 

mother of the narrator, the books he read, which gym 

club he belonged to, when he smoked his first cigarette, 

where he travelled. In other words, everything is writ

ten down. Obviously the authors of the encyclopedia are 

obsessed with the idea that every human being leads an 
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unrepeatable and therefore incomparable life. Death, of 

course, is also a topic. "In a final chapter, the encyclope

dia also details the funeral ceremony, names the priest 

burying my father, describes the wreaths, lists the people 

accompanying him from the chapel to the grave, gives 

the number of candles lit for the salvation of his soul 

and prints the text of the obituary notice in the daily 

paper PolitikaP The file closes with a list of the things 

he left behind: his shirt, passport, glasses. Not a single 

handkerchief is missing, no half-smoked pack oiMorawa 

cigarettes, no issue of the magazine Illustrated Politics with 

its half-solved crossword filled out in his own hand. 

"Thus I managed—writes the narrator—to leaf through 

all the pages referring to my father in just a few chilled 

and tear-stained hours. I had no feeling for time. How 

long had I been in this ice-cold library? Had morning 

already broken? As I said, I had forgotten time and space. 

I wanted to write down as much information about my 

father as I could, to have proof, in hours of desperation, 

that his life had not been in vain, that there are people in 

the world documenting and honouring every single life, 

every single suffering, every single human existence. A 

consolation, whatever else it might be." 

This story, less than 30 pages long, is one of the strang

est and most eerie in recent world literature because, just 

like a Russian babooshka, it contains all the big stories as 

well. It inquires after the significance of the individual. 
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It also asks whether a human being has any significance 

at all — and if so: for whom? And it reflects how the 

meaning of the term "individual" has changed since we 

smothered it with the concepts of mass, society and na

tion. And these are only a few stories within this story. 

Knowing that Danilo Kis was Jewish — his book, 

Garden, Ashes, counts among the most moving child

hood reports in modern literature — one might read his 

Encyclopedia of the Dead as an attempt to give a proper 

resting place to all the victims of fascist terror and mur

der who were never buried in civilized manner. For the 

state of our civilization can also be measured by how we 

deal with our dead on whose bones, literally, we build 

our homes. The dead are always in majority, and the 

subterranean necropolis demands more room than our 

continuously growing cities. To bury our dead properly, 

however, and to remember them adequately, they must 

have had an identity in life. This very identity was denied 

the murdered Jews, and that is why the Serbian-Hungar

ian-Jewish Central European Danilo Kis invented the 

memory-conserving archive in Stockholm for them. 

This interpretation of KiS's short, unforgettable story 

is certainly not wrong. Consolation is a topic here. The 

great religions developed their own consolatory strate

gies that lasted and worked for a long time. And today? 

How do we make the fact of a brutal and irreversible 

death bearable? By storing life in a folder. 
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But there are other possible interpretations, intended 

or otherwise. One I will try to outline. From the 1960s, 

Ki3 lived as an emigrant in Paris, central address for a phi

losophy dedicated to familiarising us with the disappear

ance of the individual. All of you will remember those 

times when the discourse about the individual and society 

was reawakened and definitions of reason and madness, 

of truth and falsehood, of middle-class society in general, 

were subjected to a new interpretation. This structuralistic 

view made the individual disappear behind the discourse. 

Being human had lost its old meaning. Everybody quoted 

biochemicist Jacques Monod and the famous last sentence 

from his book Chance and Necessity: We are only gypsies on 

the edge of the universe that will one day burn with us. 

We are nothing but the writing in wet sand at the edge 

of the sea that will be wiped out by the next wave. The 

old ideas of community defined by the antique pantheon 

and, later, the monotheistic Christian-Jewish worldview, 

the old concepts that had formed the basis of our socie

ties suddenly crumbled and turned into historical dust, 

easily blown away by every gust of wind, whether from 

the past or the future. Above all, historical-philosophical 

constructions that expected salvation from a Utopia that 

was, although not related to a fixed time, always close at 

hand were finally buried — despite the student rebellion 

that had once more tried to proclaim, with great pathos, 

the ethos of liberation as a historical objective. 
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The injustice of our relationships with post-colonial 

countries was not the only topic — we also reckoned with 

the State per se whose universalist claims could not be 

reconciled with our idea of basic democracy. Later we 

witnessed the piteous demise of all neo-Marxist absolut

isms. We watched the people toppling their leaders who 

promised them salvation until the very last minute. And 

we saw even this historically significant moment in the 

year 1989 interpreted by modern systems theory as an 

event that was a natural consequence of the situation 

and not of conscious willpower. We were mere extras in 

a drama that developed by itself. The century, the bloody, 

destructive 20th century, the short century of extremes, 

ended philosophically with deconstruction, with the final 

smashing of metaphysics, the demolition of certainties, 

the release into a language that had long ceased to pro

vide security. A complex metabolism turned the house 

of existence into a house of language, and that house 

acquired a bad reputation: nobody would have regarded 

this house as a good address. But where do we live now? 

And who knows what's coming next? 

The prophets, at any rate, have grown tired, as a glance 

in the paper will confirm. Even philosophy, the explainer 

of great events, of the great, universal narrative, has come 

to an end. If it is not busy with its own, brilliant his

tory, with the hermeneutics of formerly canonical texts, 

it makes small, embarrassed steps. One can see that it 
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has lost its old role and still does not know to whom. I 

am not saying this reproachfully. We all know the ques

tions we still need to put to a world nowadays reigned by 

two different powers - the primary power of economy 

and its servants and temple guards, the natural sciences. 

Meanwhile the gods, the entire mythological pantheon 

from whom we so long sought guidance, have fled to the 

Internet. 

At the beginning of this development, in the 1960's, 

Danilo Kis, as I said, lived in Paris. He came from Central 

Europe, Serbia to be precise, and belonged to that multi

lingual and multi-ethnic Danube region that, until the 

First World War, was a symbol for the coexistence of dif

ferent religions and ethnic groups. Kis became the victim 

of political intrigue and went to Paris where, fortunately, 

he did not live to see the barbarisation of the Balkans. 

What he did see, however, was the dawning of structural

ism and its consequence, the disappearance of humanity. 

His entire work, in fact, consists of gathering evidence 

for the Encyclopedia of the Dead, to prevent humanity from 

sinking into oblivion. Now Kis was anything but naive 

and he knew that in reality such encyclopedias existed 

only by courtesy of the secret police, the German Stasi, 

the Serbian secret service and all the other wonderful 

governmental powers in almost all European countries 

that feel the need to probe the lives of their citizens, on 

any pretext. In the 1960s even Switzerland, that land 
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of milk and honey, started to take a close look at con

spicuous individuals so that later one could read all about 

whether someone drank beer after eleven o'clock and 

even smoked cigarettes at the same time. And I am sure 

you will have your own Swedish experience. 

The Encyclopedia of the Living, at any rate, is the 

State's great work-in-progress, and our modern societies 

are busy to find ways and means, via new fingerprint and 

iris identification technologies, to document our short 

life on this planet down to the tiniest details. They are 

assisted in their efforts by Islamic terrorists who provide 

the best legitimation for all those enquiries. And we have 

the State-tenor as well. In fact, terror has brought a fren

zy of change into our everyday lives that even the most 

hard-boiled pessimist could scarcely have imagined. If 

the world continues to change at such speed, we will soon 

be laughing at the manually-assembled files of philan

thropic contributions to the Encyclopedia of the Dead here 

in Stockholm. For in twenty years we will have managed 

to compile a complete documentation of a country's en

tire population through genetic, biological, investigative 

and other methods. And if genetic technology succeeds 

in producing only happy people, we no longer need to 

remember the dead either. Because to remember means, 

primarily, to document suffering, weakness, failures, de

stroyed hopes. Happy people who are no longer aware of 

their own mortality will not need these memories and, in 
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all likelihood, will not even need literature to recall the 

misfortunes of the past. Probably they will not want to 

remember or, more likely still, memory, linked to mor

tality, will disappear from human thinking. And I believe 

you will not be surprised to be told that we are about to 

realise just that. 

Now someone might argue that this is an altogether too 

pessimistic view of the situation. Because if the systems 

theoreticians are right, the world creates itself according 

to its own auto-poetic laws, without mankind, the society 

of law-makers, being able to change its course. This is one 

side of the alternative that we need to consider. In this 

case our normative control mechanisms and manoeuvres 

would have only marginal effect. The second objection 

would be that human beings have always, and even under 

difficult circumstances, succeeded in creating a founda

tion for life that reflected their possibilities. This version 

we call common sense — a common sense that may have 

given up planning for the future but is at least able to 

create, from adverse conditions, a world that is halfway 

habitable. The followers of this school of thinking refer to 

the fact that we have developed an ever increasing facility 

in dealing with the world that allows us to bid farewell 

to the heaviness of old philosophies. In perspective, both 

versions even converge: the catastrophe, evoked so many 

times, will not take place. 

According to Nietzsche, man is the "undetermined 
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creature", meaning he has the ability for self-determina

tion. This is also the finding of the great critiques of Im

manuel Kant whose birthday we have recently celebrated. 

Man is, by his very nature, an experimental being. This 

principal ability to adapt, to bend to new circumstances, 

to radically adjust to different basic conditions, but also: 

to let himself be modelled, this ability nourishes the hope 

of the optimist that he will manage to find his bearings 

even in a world characterised by frenzied change. Thirty 

years ago, when I was in Stockholm for the first time, 

there were no computers, and had we been told that 

thirty years later, in a world liberated from Communism, 

almost all human systems of communication would de

pend on computers, we would have slapped our thighs in 

laughter. And had someone predicted that schoolchildren 

would spend entire days tapping on small keyboards, lost 

to the world around them, and that people would not 

hesitate to speak into small plastic telephones on public 

streets, we would probably have called him crazy. The 

unbelievable speed producing these changes and deter

mining our personal change, reveals a "plastic", endlessly 

ductile human being who seems able to abandon old tra

ditions effortlessly. Add to this the advances in genetic 

technology that will soon be able to change our genotype, 

our emotional household and powers of perception, and 

it will only take a few years for a new type of man to 

emerge who can no longer be defined by the old philo-
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sophical constructions. For the optimists, this would be a 

state of experimental self-exploration, reconcilable with 

the principles of enlightenment: man is the master of 

his own fate, no gods, no omnipotent being can tell him 

what to do or not to do. He must explore his limits, even 

if a conservative philosophy forbids him to do so. 

And even the question of whether we shall determine 

what we will become or if it will be determined for us, 

whether we will be allowed to develop our own genetic 

design or have it developed for us, pales. For the very 

question derives from the old days of certainty. There 

will be a point — and the more avant-garde computer ex

perts say it is not far distant — when the world recreates 

itself according to laws no longer at our command. At 

any rate we know that where the philosophy of history 

ends, the open horizon begins, and we no longer know 

from where the wind blows or where we will be blown 

by it. Nor do we know what drives us. The logicality of 

things? The logic of capital which is even faster than man 

and almost as fast as the Internet? A strange situation 

has arisen. The old type of man, shaken by catastrophes 

and cautioning against them, who formulated all his 

theories from the perspective of imminent catastrophe, 

who stumbled from the battle of survival into class war

fare, who warned of nuclear death and regarded the de

velopment of planet Earth as an ecological disaster, who 

saw all kinds of catastrophes dawning — overpopulation, 
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lack of education — that old type of man, surrounded 

by chaos and mayhem and displayed to best advantage 

especially in Europe, that devotee of destruction and 

aficionado of apocalypses has suddenly come to an end 

- an end that opens out into entirely new, unforeseeable 

and incalculable beginnings. We must confront the new, 

runs the contemporary paradox, for the very fact that the 

ultimate catastrophe has failed to arrive. And without 

the atrocious attacks of Islamic and American extrem

ists distracting us momentarily from this new state of 

affairs and pushing us back once more into the world of 

the past, we would have dedicated ourselves entirely to 

the new and unknown. These madmen remind us that in 

our hemisphere, too, there was once a world of religion, 

a punishing God, a law warning us to break the rules, a 

barrier. But even these maniacs will not arrest the malle

ability of the new man. He will sweat out the poisonous 

splinters from the old world, his organism will get used 

to it, and some day his ideas will become popular in the 

Arab lands, too. 

To avoid admitting their fear of these thresholds to the 

unknown, the educated amongst us train themselves to 

acquire a conservative melancholy. They recommend a 

return to values, to the ideas of a still Christian society, 

to a world that needs to get along without God but is 

supposed to act as if He still exists, to a world of toler

ance and peace that is, if not paradisiacal, at least attain-
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able. This concept of a fictitious metaphysics no longer 

addressed by reality is all we can imagine to blueprint 

an alternative to the new imperialism, the iron fist, the 

Texan powerplay. But since the Texan president, too, re

fers to God and a divine mission, the true conservatives 

are looking rather foolish. I believe that heroic conserva

tism will not be enough to understand the new. And the 

other side, does it have better solutions? Already the old 

theory of relief, formulated by Arnold Gehlen, is back to 

persuade us to rejoice in innovation, free ourselves from 

the sad habit of immobility and wrench from the gods, 

as Peter Sloterdijk said, their last privilege, serenity. The 

truth is, Sloterdijk argues, that we are better off than ever 

before and all pessimistic abstractions and the increasing 

import of negativity are just expressions of a guilty con

science that knows that we are actually well off. Is that 

just whistling in the dark? No, of course such relieving 

theses are not entirely wrong, and their brilliance be

comes even more alluring because they correspond with 

many post-modernist observations. Who would deny 

that without metaphysics our lives have become less dif

ficult, more carefree and light-minded? Or must one put 

it the other way around: that our light-mindedness has 

found a mode of thinking that does not even look at the 

problems of the world? If it is true that we have become 

so carefree as not to require philosophy to mediate be

tween our inner selves, to come to terms with ourselves, 
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then perhaps we have reached a new state of existence in 

this world. 

That this new, light and enlightened individual has dif

ferent needs than his heavy counterpart, immobilised by 

the weight of the world, is obvious. What consequences 

does it have for our profession? For it was literature that 

told us about the other life. Has literature that deserves 

the name become superfluous? 

We must always take into account the brevity of our 

love affair with the book. Though the printing press is 

older it was only in the mid-i8th century that impact of 

its potential was fully felt in society. Hitherto, just one 

book was printed and read — the Bible — then, inflaming 

passions, many books. The one book had stood for all 

the others and, through reading, could multiply into a 

library in our minds. The Talmud is the role model: ever-

new interpretations, explications, hermeneutic sophistry, 

and continuous readings created the concept of reader 

as interpreter, turning the book, with its letters of the 

law, into his very own imaginary library. In this book, 

all other books were contained. It was the book of faith 

and the book of law, the book of family order and the 

book of hygiene, the book of promises and the book of 

hope. Gutenberg and his successors were busy enough 

printing and distributing that single book in all possible 

variations. Only the 18th century dared to turn the one 

book into many, and only the 18th century reader felt the 
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need to become the subject of the story and to choose 

his own books. That was 250 years ago, traditionally six 

or seven generations, and during that time the most im

portant qualitative leap in the history of civilization took 

place. Today, at the end of that period, we can state, with 

a certain pride, that we still belong to that epoch of the 

book. Much has been written about the tremendous mul

tiplication of books in the 18th century. The outstanding 

example remains the Encyclopaedia founded by Diderot 

and D'Alembert which, at a historically significant time, 

once more tried to unite the suddenly and centrifugally 

diverging books in a single work. This was an optimistic 

encyclopedia, in all respects the complete opposite of the 

Encyclopedia of the Dead. 

Almost exactly 250 years ago, in 1751, the first volume 

was published in Paris. This gigantic collection that has in 

large measure retained its fascination, sought not only to 

bundle the entire knowledge and thinking of civilization 

that had developed in Europe, particularly since the im

mense thrust of Renaissance, but also wanted to contrib

ute, by exhibiting and critically examining the material, 

to a change in political and social conditions. Diderot 

especially, the son of a cutler from the provinces, yearned 

to extend a helping hand to the French middle classes 

arising in the shadow of the power of nobility and clergy. 

No other work from the siècle des lumières, abounding in 

talent, has had such a fundamental and lasting impact as 

2 0 



the "Encylopedia" whose creation and distribution was 

chronicled so brilliantly by Robert Darnton. At the core, 

it dealt with nothing less than a redefinition of truth, and 

it is easy to imagine with what difficulties the authors had 

to wrestle in a time when truth was the sister of power. 

This battle was waged not only with the open and hid

den censorship of king and clergy that landed Diderot in 

prison and threatened, for a while, to wreck the whole 

enterprise, but also with the apathy and laziness of read

ers who, although ready to be informed about the latest 

state of human knowledge — about memory, intellect and 

imagination —, were unwilling to draw conclusions for 

their own ends. In one of his wonderful letters, Diderot 

sighed: "To be useful to mankind! Can one be certain that 

one's efforts go beyond simply amusing society and that 

there is a significant difference between a flute player and 

a great philosopher? They listen to both with enjoyment 

or contempt, but they remain what they are." 

As Diderot and D'Alembert and their many contribu

tors saw it, the concept of reformulating truth should 

consist of instructing the individual about himself 

— firstly by making him question what he once regarded 

as true, although it turned out not to be so, and secondly 

by encouraging the citizen on his way to autonomy to 

take fate in his own hands, in the light of reason and new 

insights. "This work", Diderot optimistically writes in 

his introduction, "could serve a professional scholar as a 

21 



library for all the lines he does not pursue himself. It will 

replace the elementary books, develop the true principles 

of things, highlight their relationships, contribute to the 

certainty and advancement of human knowledge, multi

ply the number of true scholars, exceptional artists and 

enlightened laymen and thus spread new advantages in 

society." 

This was, as I said, written 250 years ago. According 

to the old calendar in use for a few centuries this cor

responds to five generations. One rubs one's eyes! Have 

we, members of the sixth generation, progressed even a 

tiny step? Or are we, despite all experience, much of it 

painful, still marking time? 

It would certainly be careless and stupid to deny the 

advances whose seeds were sown in the 18th century. 

They are evident. That we can imagine a world without 

violence, though every day reveals the opposite, dates back 

to the visions of eternal peace that were then outlined in 

Paris and, a few years later, in Königsberg. And yet the 

deepest terror has remained: man's fear of himself. En

lightenment also created a system of self-deceptions, and 

the biggest and most dangerous deception may very well 

be that enlightened individuals will renounce violence. 

An enlightenment of the enlightenment was required to 

understand the disasters of the 20th century, and hope

fully there will be further enlightenment to rescue the 

myth of enlightenment. This myth is a central complex 
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of stories, the constant retelling and repetition of which 

stimulates and guides the present (Assmann). The myth 

of enlightenment remains topical as long its ideas are still 

valid in the present. This is especially true of an aspect 

that needs to be constantly stressed in our time although 

it represents one of the hardest and most unreasonable 

demands ever posed to mankind - that one should love 

one's enemy, too. 

Love Bin Laden? 

I have called Diderot to mind not only because his 

pre-revolutionary, materialistic philosophy represented 

modernity's first fully formulated hope, that positive 

knowledge would change the world for the better, but 

also because he is the forefather of all those writers 

who not only described the world but also analysed it: 

namely the intellectuals. Today we are at the end of that 

development. Even the critical mind is part of the estab

lishment and the departure formulated in the spirit of 

Nietzsche is marked by an attitude of fearfulness. 

In the years between Diderot and today, between the 

Encyclopaedia and the "clash of civilisations", the drama 

of modernity took place as handed down to us in writing. 

At the beginning of this process, gushing forth like an 

uncontrollable flood, was the communicative urge of Di

derot, who wanted to comment upon the whole world in 

all its aspects and relations, and at the end of the process 

Susan Sontag, saying this, in "Against Interpretation" : 
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"In a culture whose already classical dilemma is the 

hypertrophy of the intellect at the expense of energy and 

sensual capability, interpretation is the revenge of the 

intellect upon art. Even more. It is the revenge of the 

intellect upon the world. To interpret is to impoverish, to 

deplete the world — in order to set up a shadow world of 

'meanings'. It is to turn the world into this world. ('This 

world'! As if there were any other.) The world, our world, 

is depleted, impoverished enough. Away with all dupli

cates of it, until we again experience more immediately 

what we have." 

At the beginning, the hope of 18th century European 

intellectuals that interpretation could illuminate objects 

and their interrelationships, and at the end, interpreta

tion as the intellect's revenge upon the world. 20 years 

further on, George Steiner's Real Presences would arrive 

at the diagnosis that the secondary has completely de

stroyed our contract with the world. He laments the 

"breach of contract between word and world, represent

ing one of the very few true intellectual revolutions in 

Western history and the means through which modernity 

defines itself." For Steiner, the proliferation of discourse 

embodies the real disease of the epoch. 

At the end of this epoch, after these 250 years, our 

world has become so complex that we run the risk of los

ing the ability to interpret it. Systems run autonomously, 

referencing themselves, without any discernible indi-
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vidual control. A new type of adjustment has developed, 

indifferent to critical commentary. This heightens, on 

the other side, the relentless desire to interpret the world 

in its entirety, to give meaning to the world we live in, 

even though the understanding dawns that we may be 

unable to locate this deconstructed meaning ever again. 

After the end of the philosophy of history, which always 

embraced a wider horizon than the present could offer, 

melancholia, too, is on the rise. The grey continent of 

melancholy spreads like a desert where homo scriptor 

intones his lament. Metaphysical longing shrivels up, 

evaporates, and a culture of coldness covers the world, 

a culture of cynicism. One of the horrible symptoms of 

that disease is the fact that many intellectuals only write 

about other intellectuals, as if they had run out of the 

material that the world is made of. This egocentric solip

sism will one day be punished before the court of history 

as a crime. 

This is the hour of the biosciences. Where in earlier 

times free spirits used to determine the place where great 

promises lay, nowadays this Utopia is the realm of the 

bioscientists. They are less interested in tolerance and 

human dignity, in self-determination and personal soli

darity, in an examplary individual conscious of his con

tingency and suffering from it, but only and exclusively 

in researching the blueprint of life. And their promises 

are anything but banal: we will no longer suffer from 
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diseases, we will have a long life, we will abolish hunger 

and thirst, we will turn planet Earth into a flowering 

paradise. We will model the individual to the dictate 

of requirements and wean him of such irritating side-

effects as fear and passion, emotional disturbance and 

deviant behaviour. In this new world, melancholy is 

strictly forbidden. Abundant thinking, wasteful intellec

tuality, the selfless gesture, all of this will be transformed 

into purposeful thinking and acting that will no longer 

be distracted by trivialities, tics and neuroses. The con

cept of the biosciences, explicitly expressed, ultimately 

amounts to a de-individualization, a new conception of 

the self that has little to do with what has been thought 

over the last 250 years. The biosciences have smuggled 

themselves as parasites into the body of the humanities, 

consuming it from within. Now that the great narrative 

of the human sciences that the bourgeois era brought 

forth and accompanied is running out of material, the 

biosciences step from their shadows and take on the 

leading role, sponsored by big money happy to have, at 

last, a large-scale field of operation. 

Is this a new Utopia that can do without the ethical 

and moral premises of the age of enlightenment? Must 

an accelerating world abandon these premises to fulfil 

itself? 

That we should be able transfer the exclusive wealth 

of European into the 21st century is hard to imagine. Do 
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we want to save it at all? Nowadays we think differently. 

And before we even begin to think, there is the question 

of payment to be settled. The economization of our liv

ing conditions does not allow for long periods of reflec

tion, for the speed at which reality changes also affects 

the durability of intellectual ideas. What is more, only a 

tiny minority see any advantage in viewing themselves as 

a product of history and stories. The myth is liquefying. 

First we drove the gods away, then we lived, for a while, 

"as if" — as if they still existed, invisibly — then we de

constructed the "as if" and arrived in the pure present. 

The story of how we became what we are is no longer 

as important as it was. For the optimists, this is a great 

relief. Modern networks, they claim, no longer require 

history as a mediator: the present alone absorbs mod

ern man completely. All information currently relevant 

is available at the push of a button; other information 

would simply disturb. We have surrendered to the terror 

of the here and now. 

It seems, however, that this ideal concept designed by 

global capitalism is not entirely successful. Something 

is jammed. Those who use history only as a chamber of 

horrors, a gigantic artificial space in which to take a dan

dyish risk-free stroll, for kicks, may find history suddenly 

come alive and object to being stared at. We experience 

this, painfully, in the conflict with Islam, we experience 

it in Germany where a battle is raging over the culture 
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of remembering, we experience it, very vividly, in many 

places worldwide. 

Now, having examined two encyclopedias, one about 

the living and one about the dead, what can we say about 

the current state of things? 

Our profession, the writing and publishing of books, is 

still concerned with truth but, contrary to our hopes, has 

remained a David, a weakling attacking the giant with a 

primitive slingshot. Goliath — and this is the unexpected 

outcome of our story — is the winner. He has mounted 

the throne instead of David, an absolute ruler demand

ing entertainment. Aesthetic aspects do not interest 

him, form is of no concern. He wants excitement and 

plot. "Media tycoon" is his preferred title, and he is both 

owner and distributor of opinions. 

And David? We see him standing at the fringes of 

society, clutching his little slingshot. He is thinking. He 

has given up his giant-slaying project. Instead, he has 

just applied for a job at a strange library in Stockholm, 

the home of the Encyclopedia of the Dead. He really hopes 

he will get it, because it is a lifetime position. And, of 

course, he hopes that one day he will become part of that 

library. 

We'll keep our fingers crossed. 

My lecture comes to an end here, but let me add two 

examples which prove more or less the existence of the 

Encyclopedia of the Dead. 
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The first example is a poem you all know — or should 

know —, by Tomas Tranströmer. The title is: "Short 

brake in an Organ-Concert", and the poem is running: 

>T.T.: Short break .. . . < 

It is as Tomas has read the story of Danilo or vice versa, or 

— the better explanation — there is, in literature, a hidden 

stream which brings ideas through a discreet network to 

different places at the same time. 

The second example is a little more complicated: Four 

weeks ago I was in Vienna and, as usually, I went to an anti

quarian bookshop which is specialized on k.u.k. literature. 

The bookseller led me into his huge cellar which looks like 

the literary underworld. In the middle of the room was a 

tremendous pile of books, which my friend bought from 

the late Eduard Goldstücker, the famous Germanist from 

Prague who in 1968 organized the first Kafka-conference 

which was — together with other events — responsible 

for the Prague Spring. I knew him very well. Among the 

books, I found one by Max Brod, called Diesseits und Jen

seits^ published right after the war in a small Swiss publish

ing house, a book about the relation between philosophy 

and natural science. So I imagined that Brod has sent it to 

Goldstücker. And since Brod was the best friend of Kafka, 

Kafka somehow has also touched this book. Well, I bought 

this precious book, for quite a lot of money. 
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Back in Munich, when writing my lecture for Stock

holm, or better: instead of writing my lecture for Per 

Gedin in Stockholm, I opened the book by Max Brod 

— and what I saw on the first page was a kind of epiphany 

which struck me deeply. I found a stamp, and the stamp 

says: Stockholm, Linnégatan 38, Tel. 60 60 67 — Lena I. 

Gedin. 

This book, which belongs to the Encyclopedia of the 

Dead, is now going back into the hands of Lena's son, my 

friend Per Israel Gedin. 

Schalom, and thank you for listening. 

Translation from the German by Caroline Lake and the author 
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