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About the Author

Lya Luft was born in the state of Rio Grande do Sul in southern Brazil in 1938. She studied German and English and lectured as a professor of Linguistics in Porto Alegre for many years. With her first novel, As Parceiras [Partners], she captured the hearts of a wide readership and won over the critcs. She has since published 13 further works.

Today Lya is one of Brazil’s most respected authors. When it was published in her native country Losses and Gains topped the bestseller list for months.


Losses and Gains

Reflections on a Life

Lya Luft

 

Translated from the Portuguese

 

by Michael Wolfers
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For Fabiana and Fernanda – and Rodrigo – who
form part of the gains


From the age of six I had a mania for drawing the forms of things. By the time I was 50, I had published an infinity of designs; but all that I have produced before the age of 70 is not worth taking into account. At 73 I have learned a little about the real structure of nature, of animals, plants, trees, birds, fish and insects. In consequence, when I am 80, I shall have made more progress; at 90 I shall penetrate the mystery of things; at 100 I shall certainly have reached a marvellous stage, and when I am 110, everything I do, be it a dot or a line, will be alive.

(Hokusai Katsushika, 1760–1849)


Foreword

I WAS VERY happy to learn that the English-speaking public should have this opportunity to read one of the most influential Brazilian women writers of today. Lya Luft is one of those rare authors with the gift of opening up pathways.

I say pathways and not short-cuts, since her work addresses not a simplification but the richness of life. In times of easy fixes and the cult of the new and the young, Lya invites us to do things that are increasingly rare today: to mature and to see the beauty of each stage of life, and to face with optimism the passage of time.

Lya Luft trained in Anglo-German letters and took her master’s in Brazilian literature. She lectured and she built a solid career as a translator from German and from English, turning into Portuguese works of such authors as Thomas Mann, Günter Grass, Virginia Woolf and many others. In 1980, when she was 41, she embarked on a career of fiction with the publication of the novel As Parceiras [Partners] – and she has not ceased to amaze with sensitive and rich texts that win over critics and readers. But it was with Perdas e Ganhos [Losses and Gains], in 2003, that Lya reached the general public.

With a light touch, this book speaks of themes of concern to the lives of us all and bears witness to the author’s unique capacity to win over readers with whom she makes friends: touching the soul and making them think; welcoming and inspiring. Life for Lya must be lived with passion and savoured for its sweet and bitter gifts. It is scarcely surprising that, after her established success as novelist, poet and translator, she has revealed an unparalleled sensitivity in her texts in the genre of moral instruction.

Losses and Gains brings to the reader the reflections of a mature woman on fundamental themes, such as the passage of time, maturity, ageing, family relationships, death, isolation, love, self-esteem, motherhood. From the minutiae to the monumental in life, she enhances the most significant aspects of our existence, with the delicacy of someone looking at the world with optimism, but likewise with the strength and bluntness of someone who makes no concessions to trivia.

Lya Luft is an optimist, but she does not see the human being through rose-tinted glasses. Her reflections are often disturbing; they provoke and invite the contemporary man and woman to be in touch with themselves, to look within, and to grow.

Which of us, young or mature, has not experienced life’s joys and disappointments, victories and defeats, losses and gains? One of the author’s great teachings is that the outcome of these equations in life offers is ultimately dependent on what we can understand. She demonstrates that making the most of life and of humanity, accepting the passage of time and maturing will help us escape traps we set ourselves – that block the vision of the transcendent and essential.

Lya does not teach formulas or present lessons. In Losses and Gains she shares with the reader personal testimony on the experience of maturing. She thereby helps to open up pathways, demonstrating the countless possibilities that life brings at all its stages, from youth to the age of maturity. In this fascinating and revealing work, readers will constantly find a little of themselves, of their experiences, fears, doubts and anxieties. They will find the resonance we crave so much in relationships with others.

Paulo Coelho


1

Invitation


I AM NOT the sand

where a pair of wings is sketched

or bars before a window.

I am not merely a rolling stone

on the world’s tides,

on every beach rebirthing another.

I am an ear clamped to the shell

of life, I am construction and demolition,

servant and master, and I am

mystery.

Hand in hand let us write the script

for the theatre of my time:

my destiny and I.

We are not always in tune,

nor do we always take ourselves

seriously.



Finding the tone

What is this book?

Perhaps a complement to my 1996 essay Rio do Meio. I write along the same lines, taking up some of my usual themes. All my work is elliptical or circular: plots and characters peek here and there behind a new mask. I do this because I have not exhausted their potential, and I go on telling them. I shall probably carry on in this way to the last line of the final book.

So what is this book?

I shall not call it ‘essays’, because the solemn tone and the theoretical underpinning suggested by the term are not my style. Certainly not novel or fiction. Nor is it a teaching – I do not have this to give.

As in many fields of activity, new methods of work and creativity arise that need new names. Everyone will give this narrative the name they wish. For me it is that same word in the listener’s ear, which I find so pleasing and use in novels or poems – a call for the reader to come and think with me.

What I write is born out of my own maturing, a path of highs and lows, shining moments and shadowy areas. On this route, I learned that life does not weave a web only of losses but furnishes us with a succession of gains.

The balance of the scales depends largely on what we can and want to perceive.
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I meet a friend, a distinguished pianist, and I report that I am beginning a book, but, as always at the start of a new work, I am still looking for the right ‘tone’.

He finds that apt, a writer looking for the tone. We laugh, because we find in the end that both of us are looking for the same thing: our tone. The tone of our language, of our art, and – this is true of anybody – the tone of our life. In what tone do we wish to live it? (I did not ask how we are condemned to live.)

In melancholy semi-tones, in brighter tones, with speed and superficiality, or alternating joy and pleasure with profound and thoughtful moments?

Only skimming the surface or from time to time diving into deep waters?

Distracted by the noise around or listening to the voices in the pauses and the silence – our own voice, the other’s voice?

Will our tone be one of suspicion and mistrust or will it open portals to an endless landscape?

It depends partly on us.

In the instrument of our orchestration, we are – along with genetic or random accidents – the tuners and the performers. Prior to this, we construct our instrument. This makes the assignment more difficult, but much more stimulating.

I sit here at the computer and I think about the tone of this book, which I must find. At this starting point I sense it as a whisper to the reader: ‘Come and think with me, come and help me in the quest.’

Although it is a private word, this might at some moments seem a cruel book: I say that we are important, and good, and capable, but I say too that we are often futile, we are too often mediocre. I say that we could be very much happier than we usually allow ourselves to be, but we are afraid of the price to be paid. We are cowards.

Nevertheless, the book must be hopeful: I am one of those who believe that happiness is possible, love is possible, that there is not merely missed opportunity and betrayal but tenderness, friendship, compassion, ethics and delicacy.

I think that on the route of our existence we need to learn this discredited practice known as ‘being happy’. (I see eyebrows raised ironically before this romantic declaration of mine.)

Each one on his path and with his particular characteristics.
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In art as in human relations, including a variety of loving relationships, we swim against the current. We attempt the impossible: total fusion does not exist, complete sharing is impossible to achieve. The essence cannot be shared: it is discovery and surprise, the glory or damnation of each – in isolation.

However, in a conversation or a silence, in a gaze, in a loving gesture as in a work of art, a narrow window may open up. Together, the performer and his spectator or his reader will stare – like two lovers.

That is how people, skinning knees and hands, end up.

So I write and shall write: to stimulate my imaginary reader – substitute for the imaginary friends of childhood? – to search within and to share with me so many anxieties about what we are doing with the time that is allotted to us.

Since living must be – until the last thought and the final gaze – a process of self-transformation.

What I write here is not mere daydreams. I am a woman of my time, and I want to bear witness to it with all the skill I can: giving scope to my fantasies or writing about pain and puzzlement, contradiction and grandeur; about disease and death. Regretting the word spoken at the wrong time and the silence when it would have been better to speak out.

I write continually about the way we are simultaneously to blame and innocent in regard to what happens to us.

We are authors of a good part of our choices and omissions, daring or compromise, our hope and comradeship or our mistrust. Above all, we must decide how we employ and enjoy our time, which is in the end always our present time.

But we are innocent of accidents and brute chance that rob us of perfect loves, people, health, employment and security.

As a result my perspective of the human being, of my self, is as contrary as we provocatively are.

We are transition, we are process. This disturbs us.

The flow of days and years, decades, serves growth and increment, not loss and restriction. In this perspective, we become masters, not servants; human beings, not frightened little animals that scurry away without knowing exactly why.

If my reader and I can agree on our reciprocal tone, this initial monologue will be a dialogue – even though I may never gaze upon the countenance of the other who in the end becomes a part of me.

So my art shall have achieved some kind of goal.




End of sample
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