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CHAPTER 1 

The “Hermeneutic Turn” 

in Central European Studies: 

Central Europeanness as a Historical, 

Cultural and Literary Tradition

The concept of Central Europe poses a unique challenge to its 
interpreters, as it is a term that can be conceived of in many different 
ways and appears alongside many different kinds of interests which 
may be examined both synchronically and diachronically. That is to 
say, if we talk about Central Europe, we must reckon with uses of the 
term that are different in space as well as in time. As it is not a hard and 
fast concept, it is increasingly exposed to individual interpretation, and 
the use of the term increasingly reveals the interests of its user and the 
interpretational strategies. This concept refers to a plasma-like, mal-
leable phenomenon, the use of which immediately immerses us in the 
variety of interpretations. By talking about Central Europe, we become 
the judges of dozens of ideas and theories, as it is impossible to comply 
with every single concept of Central Europe, which may well be incom-
patible with one another.

The fi rst part of the term Central Europe presupposes that the 
area in question is bordered on every side, that it is situated in the mid-
dle of something. That is to say, the concept receives its form in relation 
to an already existing quality and areas. Thus, the term refers to a de-
pendency situation: it is not an entity standing independently, but a state 
of affairs always defi ned and enclosed by its neighbours, those outside 
it. The mysterious and obscure “middleness” of the concept of Central 
Europe refers to the state of in-betweenness.

Looking at it from a geographical point of view, the “centre” 
between North, South, East and West is an area defi ned at least from 
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four sides. If, however, we utilize a historical aspect in our exploration 
of Europe’s internal segmentation, we fi nd the idea of the West and the 
dichotomy of West and East, and we must go back as far as the ancient 
Greeks. The concept of the “West” is derived from the contrast of free 
Hellas existing in the consciousness of the Greeks and the despotic Per-
sian Empire (Davies, 2001, 38), which dichotomy was later manifested 
in the Roman Empire in opposition to the barbarians.

At that time, the concept of Central Europe was not yet in use. 
The Greeks, thanks to whom we use the concept of Europe (accord-
ing to Greek mythology, Europe was a Phoenician princess abducted 
by Zeus in the guise of a bull) and the Romans divided Europe into a 
civilized and a barbarian part. Norman Davies mentions six of the East-
West dividing lines which cut Europe into two. (Davies, 1996, 18)

Even if we consider Central Europe to consist of the countries 
most often crossed by the above-mentioned dividing lines, we cannot 
provide an unambiguous solution. It is no accident that we have en-
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countered a great many concepts of Central Europe throughout history. 
Mária Ormos distinguishes four basic versions of these concepts:

1. With Russia, or under Russia’s auspicies – or, against Russia 
and the pan-Slavic danger.

2. In the framework of the Habsburg Empire, or Austro-Hungary 
– or, on the contrary, without or even against it.

3. With Germany and its determining power – or, indeed, without 
or even against it.

4. Against both neighbouring powers: Russia and Germany (Or-
mos, 2007, 17)

The concept of Central Europe was probably created for similar rea-
sons and purposes as set forth by Edward Said in his book entitled Oriental-

ism: through creating a concept and a language use, the colonizer attempts 
to conquer and rule an area and its inhabitants (Said, 2000). Therefore, the 
use of the concept differs in both space and time. It does not only depend 
on the period of history when it was used, but also on actually who, which 
nation or ideologist belonging to that nation used it in that period.

Of the German concepts, Mitteleuropa has had the most success-
ful career. The German concept of Middle Europe already appeared in 
the 17th century, and was known by Leibniz, Kant, Herder and Fichte 
among others. Its economic and political meaning was fi rst defi ned by 
Friedrich List with the aim of colonizing the mainland on the basis of 
the “large space theory”. This Middle Europe was to stretch from the 
present-day Benelux states all the way to the Persian Gulf. As Mária 
Ormos comments: “Germany did not yet exist when, thanks to List, 
the German Middle Europe had already assumed its outline.” (Ormos, 
2007, 23) The German Mitteleuropa concepts had a unique Austrian 
version, too, for example that of Prince Metternich, who claimed that 
the 19th century German states and parts of the Habsburg Monarchy 
should be united under Austrian rule against the French and Russian 
danger. (Lendvai, 1997, 123-124) From the 19th century, most of the 
German concepts were aimed at bringing the area and nations of Central 
Europe under German rule and, due to this colonizing, expansive strat-
egy, the concept of Mitteleuropa was stretched almost to unusability. 
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So, for example, Joseph Partsch (1904) outlined the area from France 
to Odessa, and Alfred Hettner (1907) from the North Sea to the delta 
of the Danube. There were ideas regarding the so-called greater Central 
Europe (Paul Dehn, 1884, 1888; Franz von Liszt, 1914) which included 
the Scandinavian countries (Norway, Sweden, Finland) as well as the 
Benelux states (Holland, Belgium), Denmark, the Balkans (present-day 
Bulgaria, Greece, Albania) as well as Italy and, what is more, as con-
necting territories, even present-day Turkey, Syria, Iraq, all the way 
to the Persian Gulf. (Lendvai, 1997, 150) As a result of this often ag-
gressive German colonizing strategy, new terms such as Mitteleuropa 
(Middle Europe), Zentraleuropa (Central Europe), Zwischenstaaten, 
Zwischeneuropa (Intermediary States, Intermediary Europe) were cre-
ated. Colonization created its object through language use, aiming at 
a certain area of Europe. Even the best-known and most tolerant of 
German concepts, Friedrich Naumann’s Mitteleuropa-concept (1915) 
remarks: “Every little nation would most like to exist independently, 
free from all constraints. (…) But reality does not give room to sepa-
rate little nation states. (…) The nations situated between Russia and 
Germany (…) must belong to one of the large bonds. (…) Not as the 

means of Germanisation; (…) the German language will serve as a lin-

gua franca.” (Lendvai, 1997, 154) It is no accident that these concepts 
later played a role in supporting Hitler’s expansion to Central Europe 
(see the racist concept of Lebensraum, or German living space).

French analysts started to use the term Europe Centrale in the mid-
dle of the 19th century, but it only took on an anti-German edge after WWI. 
It was meant to be an association of Central European countries that would 
be able to counterbalance Germany in the region. (Ormos, 2007, 19)

At the beginning of the 19th century, a Polish politician, Prince 
Czartoryski, the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Tsar Alexander I, en-
visioned a Russian-Polish-Southern Slavic federation, thus drafting the 
earliest version of Pan-Slavism. Stanisław Staszic envisioned a religious-

tinged, messianic Slavic unity controlled by the Russians. Józef Maria 

Hoene-Wroński and later Czartoryski himself were dreaming of a vol-

untary alliance based on the autonomy of the nations, but now without 
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Russia. The centre of these ideas was the Hotel Lambert, Czartoryski’s 
palace on Saint Louis Island in Paris. (Ormos, 2007, 25-26)

The fi rst, more important version of the Italian concepts of Cen-
tral Europe was created by the revolutionary, Giuseppe Mazzini in 1834 
by his organization called Giovine Europa (Young Europe). His aim 
was to eliminate the Habsburg Monarchy and create a Danube federa-
tion under Italian and Hungarian leadership. (Ormos, 2007, 28)

The Czech František Palacký planned the federalist conversion 
of the Habsburg Empire under Slavic leadership. He represented the 
principle of Austro-Slavism, which considered the survival of the Aus-
trian Empire necessary in the interest of the idea of humanitarianism 
because of the Russian expansion – but as the confederation of Slavic 
states. Václav Černý summarizes the essence of this concept as fol-
lows: “Central Europe, the small nations in the Danube Basin and, in 
a broader sense, the whole of Europe must be saved – from the double 
threat: Pan-Germanism and Pan-Slavism alike.” (Černý, 1994, url)

In the middle of the 19th century, in the period around the year 
of revolutions (1848), the idea of federalism appeared in nearly all 
Central European nations. The Serbs wanted to unite all the territories 
inhabited by Serbs and, what is more, the whole of the Balkans (Ser-
bia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Banat, Backa, Montenegro, Albania, Bulgar-
ia), in the framework of a federation led by the Serbs. The Romanian 
plans concerned mostly the nations along the Danube which belonged 
to the Turkish Empire – under the leadership of the liberating Russia. 
Around 1848, the idea of a common Romanian-Hungarian state was of-
ten raised: either within a German confederacy (Ion Maiorescu) or the 
creation of a Romanian-Hungarian confederated state (Dumitru [Dimit-
rie] C. Brătianu) against Russian and Austrian tyranny and against Pan-
Slavism (Nicolae Bãlcescu). (Cernovodeanu, 1998, url)

As far as the Hungarian plans for a federation are concerned, 
what stands out is the Confederacy of Central European Republics 
(1850), represented by László Teleki, who was living in Paris at the 
time. This state formation was to consist of six units: Romanians, Hun-
garians, Poles, Russians, Slovenians and Southern Slavs. The plan was 
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further elaborated on by many others. The Romanian Bãlcescu’s United 
States of the Danube would have consisted of Hungarians, Romanians 
and Southern Slavs (Dalmatians, Croats, Slovenes, Serbs). The Hun-
garian György Klapka developed the plan of the Danube Confederation 
in 1862 with Lajos Kossuth’s support. And, while the politicians of the 
emigration were feverishly producing different versions of a Danube 
confederation, after the Compromise of 1867 the Habsburg Empire was 
converted into the confederation of Austria and Hungary, suppressing 
all the other nations’ plans for autonomy. The Austrian-Hungarian rule 
seemed so stable that from 1867 to the First World War, we can hardly 
encounter any plans of confederacy in the region. (Ormos, 2007, 36-39)

Between the two world wars, we can witness the growing aggres-
sion of the German Mitteleuropa-concepts (the ideology of Deutsche 

Grossraumwirtschaft) on one hand, and on the other hand, the French 
Pan-Europe concept developed by count Coudenhove-Kalergi and sup-
ported by French politics, which was contrary to the former. (Lend-
vai, 1997, 194-195) As Ferenc Lendvai refers to it, any Mitteleuropa 
concept became discredited after WWII, because of the Hitlerian Ger-
man expansion and Western Europe gradually realized the ideas of Pan-
Europe. “In Western Europe, so to speak, a ’Small Pan-Europe’ was 
formed, which called itself ’Europe’.” (Lendvai, 1997, 239) Europe 
divided into the democratic West and the communist East by the iron 
curtain effectively erased the term Central Europe from the diction-
ary, and replaced it with the term Eastern Central Europe, referring to 
the occupation of the Eastern bastions of Western values by the Soviet 
Union. This is what the Czech Milan Kundera refers to in his debating 
article ‘The Tragedy of Central Europe’ (Kundera, 1984, url), which 
entailed the reinterpretation of the concept, the questioning of the East-
West division and the possibility of resistance to communist dictator-
ship at the same time.

After 1989, this region has gradually become part of the Euro-
pean Union, which raises the question again, whether there is a Central 
Europe, or a need for Central Europe, what the concept means and what 
purposes it can be used for.
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What is, then, Central Europe?
1. On the basis of the 19th and 20th century German concepts of 

Central Europe in the broadest sense, it includes present-day Germany, 
Austria, Switzerland, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, Po-
land, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, the 
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, 
Serbia, Romania, Moldova, Albania, Macedonia, Bulgaria and Greece.

2. On the basis of the Slavic concepts of Central Europe, mostly 
present-day Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia and perhaps also Ukraine, 
Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia and Bulgaria.

3. The German Central Europe: Germany, Switzerland, Austria.
4. The concepts emphasising the central role of the Danube can 

be applied mostly to Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Slovakia, Hun-
gary, Serbia, Romania and Bulgaria.

5. The former Habsburg Empire or Austro-Hungarian Monarchy: 
present-day Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Southern Poland, West-
ern Ukraine, Hungary, Transylvania (Romania) Northern Italy, Slove-
nia, Croatia, Vojvodina (Northern Serbia).

6. According to common standpoint and use, Poland, Czech Re-
public, Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia (?), Croatia (?) and Serbia 
(?) belong here.

7. According to the ideas originating from the era of the iron cur-
tain, it comprises the communist satellite states controlled by the Soviet 
Union: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia (?) and Albania.

8. The Visegrád collaboration, which was formed in 1991, the group 
of the so-called Visegrád countries, which continues to exist within the Eu-
ropean Union (V4): Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary.

9. All the states that cannot be classifi ed under any other term 
than Central Europe: the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. (Po-
land is a Baltic state, Croatia, Serbia and Romania are the Balkans, and 
Austria is Western Europe.)

10. In the narrowest sense, Central Europe is exclusively the Car-
pathian basin, as this is where the great regions of Europe meet in the geo-
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graphical as well as the linguistic-cultural sense: the Mediterranean coastal 
range, the Western European mountain range, the Russian plain as well as 
the Germanic, Latin and Slavic worlds. That is to say, it actually equals 
the territory of historic Hungary: present-day Hungary and Slovakia, along 
with Subcarpathia (part of present-day Ukraine), Transylvania (part of 
present-day Romania), Vojvodina (part of present-day Serbia and Croatia).

As we can see, any kind of a defi nition of Central Europe aiming 
at a consensus is an illusion. That is the reason why many intellectuals 
and literary scholars have attempted to defi ne Central Europe not in a 
geographical sense but to create some kind of “ethos” of Central Euro-
peanness – a spiritual-cultural Central Europe. Such ideas can be vul-
nerable because, if we defi ne the characteristic features of this Central 
Europeanness (being a bridge between East and West, characterized by 
multiculturalism and heterogeneity, having a multinationalist character; 
small nations living alongside each other, an intermediary existence, the 
lack of a centre, a manifold and ambiguous nature, the Eastern bastion 
of Western civilization), then most of these can be characteristic of other 
regions, too; in Europe, for example, of the Baltic states, the Balkans, etc.

On the other hand, the countries of Central Europe do not follow in 
their own politics the strategy of preserving the linguistic, national, ethnic 
and religious diversity which is regarded as a characteristic feature of Cen-
tral Europeanness. Rather, they have tried to homogenize, to create homo-
genous nation states since the beginning of the 20th century up to the present 
day. We must consider the more than 6 million victims of the Jewish and 
Roma holocaust, the deportation of the German population from Poland (7 
million), from the Czech Republic (3 million), from Hungary (200 thou-
sand); the deportation of Hungarian nationals to the Czech Republic (40 
thousand), their deportation to Hungary (80 thousand) or re-Slovakisation 
(410 thousand) and the relocation of the Transylvanian German (Saxon) 
population from Romania to Germany during Ceausescu’s dictatorship in 
the 1980s (200 thousand). As a result of the open or latent following of an 
assimilation strategy (the denial of linguistic and self-determination rights), 
several countries in the region have become nation states. Actually, only 
the existence of the Roma ethnic group and the Hungarian minority and the 
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mostly Turkish and Southern Slavic immigrants in Germany and Austria 
question the success of this homogenization strategy in Central Europe.

If neither Central Europe, nor a unique “Central Europeanness” can 
be defi ned, what can be the subject of a text written about Central Europe? 
There are two important insights to consider in order to answer this question:

1. The defi nitions and concepts of Central Europe, all differing 
from each other, yield a mosaic-like picture, complicated effect mecha-
nisms, internal debates, infl uences contradicting or being in effect-rela-

tionship with each other. Therefore, Central Europe as a geographical 

and cultural entity is constructed from a network of opinions, a chain 

and links of interpretations. This multi-coloured, complex interplay of 

defi nition attempts and modes of usage must always be kept in mind 

when talking about Central Europe.

2. One of the accompanying features of the post-modern para-

digm shift was the so-called hermeneutic turn, which always considers 

the position, identity and perspective of the speaker, user and interpreter 

of the language. During the 70s and 80s, in several disciplines, such 

as cultural anthropology and history, we can observe a paradigm shift, 

during which the problem of culture and alienness is replaced by issues 

of the representation of alien cultures and cultural descriptions. Namely 

the experience that the anthropologist author’s description is a text cre-

ated by a person with a specifi c identity. (N. Kovács, 1999, 488) Or, as 

expressed by James Clifford, questions about the “specifi cs of the dis-

course” gain greater value, such as: “Who is talking? Who is writing? 

When and where? With whom and for whom? Under what institutional 

and historical constraints?” (Clifford, 1999, 507) Thus, we must face 

the socialization factors and social contexts into which the interpreter 

dealing with Central Europe and Central Europeanness was born, and 

according to which (s)he interprets the world and texts laid out before 

him/her. The image of Central Europe belonging to a Berlin or Vien-

nese intellectual not speaking any Slavic languages differs greatly from 

that of a Czech or Polish literary scholar not speaking Hungarian or of a 

Hungarian historian in Hungary not speaking any Slavic languages, or 

of a Hungarian literary scholar in Slovakia in a minority position.
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All statements referring to Central Europe must necessarily con-
cern themselves with these constraints and determinations. Interpreters 
dealing with Central Europe after the hermeneutic turn do not believe 
any more in the objectivity of their approaches because they know that 
they can only ask the other culture and Central Europe questions about 
their own culture and emotions, of restricted validity. Consequently, our 
objective cannot be other than to fi rst ask questions related to Central 
Europe about our own identity, positions and strategies and, if we an-
swer these, there is perhaps a ready interpretation.
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CHAPTER 2 

The Literary Historical Context 

of Postmodern Literature

The concept of postmodern dates back a relatively long time. The 
term was fi rst used in 1870 by John Watkins with reference to Chap-
man’s art, and in 1917, Rudolf Panwitz wrote about the “postmodern 
man”. In 1934, Frederico de Onis used the word postmodernism to 
describe one of the modernist movements of the turn of the century. 
This must have infl uenced the idea of postmodernism shared by Borges 
and Márquez, too. In 1942, in a German language anthology of Latin-
American literature, the term “postmodernism” also occurs. (Hubík, 
1991, 5) In 1947, Arnold Toynbee calls the period following 1875 the 
age of postmodernism and describes it as a period of anarchy and total 
relativism. (Hauer, 2002, 12) In 1949, English architect Joseph Hudnut, 
in his work entitled The Post-Modern House, extended the scope of the 
context to include architecture as well, and thus the meaning of post-
modernism came to include new dimensions. In the USA in 1950, sev-
eral historical-sociological studies used the term. Bernard Rosenberg, 
in his introduction to an anthology called Mass Culture, used the con-
cept of postmodernism to describe the so-called universal mass culture, 
which unifi ed architecture, lifestyle, the way of thinking, etc. (Hauer, 
2002, 12) In the same year, Peter Drucker used the term to mean post-
industrial society. (Hauer, 2002, 13) 

As of the fi fties, the term became more and more widespread. 
According to Wolfgang Welsch, the concept was introduced to North-
American literary discourse by Toynbee’s book, and he highlights Irwing 
Howe’s and Harry Levin’s evaluation, according to which postmodern 
is a phase featuring the exhaustion of innovative intention, by consoli-
dation and by the appearance of nivellated forms. (Welsch, 1994, 24) 
Leslie Fiedler declared his views on the pages of Playboy in 1969 about 
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postmodern literature eliminating the borders between high brow and 
mass culture and literature, between professionals and amateurs, between 
the artist and his audience as well as between the critic and the reading 
public. (Welsch, 1994, 25) For him, the postmodern writer is a “double 
agent” who feels equally at home in the world of technology and in the 
realm of miracles and who is able to connect the dimensions of myths and 
eroticism in a text construction of multiple meanings, which is essentially 
mixed and pluralistic. (Welsch, 1994, 26) Whereas for Irving Howe and 
Harry Levin, postmodern is a negative concept, the lack of something, 
Susan Sontag, Ihab Hassan, John Barth and Leslie Fiedler interpret it as 
not only a new but also a positively charged process. In her essays writ-
ten in the sixties, inspired by the postmodern, Susan Sontag discusses the 
literature of “new sensibility” and replaces the hermeneutics of interpre-
tation with the eroticism of art. (Hauer, 2002, 14-15) Ihab Hassan’s table 
of differences constituted a new basis for discussions about the nature of 
postmodern literature. (Hassan, 1987, url)

From the seventies, postmodern became the code name for dif-
ferent strategies, which makes it diffi cult to use the concept without 
any value judgement. On the other hand, we cannot ignore it in the 
interpretation of literary texts created in the second half of the 20th 
century. In connection with postmodern literature, the scholarly lit-
erature unanimously uses key words which may function as the basis 
for various interpretations of the postmodern. One such concept is the 
so-called “mistrust of the grand narratives” (Lyotard, 1993, 8), intro-
duced by Francois Lyotard, which claims that the world can only be 
interpreted in fragments and there are several explanations of the world 
which coexist: this is a realization also applicable to the worldview of 
postmodern texts. All this is connected to the pluralistic conception of 
history of the postmodern, that is, to the conception of detotalized his-
tory. Another characteristic feature of postmodern texts is openness: the 
story gets fi nished within the reader and every interpretation can only 
be defi ned as misinterpretation. Three P-s (Pettman, 2002, 261) become 
highlighted in the postmodern: the concepts of parody, pastiche and 
paranoia. Parody in the sense that traditional texts are rewritten in a 
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parodistic way, pastiche in the sense of style imitation and paranoia in 
the sense of the subject immersed in the maze-like, multiplied world of 
the text. These characteristics are related to the frequently mentioned 
intertextuality, which means that postmodern authors are keen to build 
other authors’ texts into their own, thus questioning the boundaries of 
the works as well as their originality and interpretation possibilities. 
The games played with the texts are also games of identity: whereas 
the texts of late modernism experience the loss of identity as a tragedy; 
in postmodern works of art, the loss of identity becomes a polysemic 
game with an endless number of identities, with masses of texts written 
under code-names and in masks. Postmodern fi ction rejects the ideal 
of the poet as a prophet or visionary, as was the case in Romanticism 
and Classicism; the postmodern artist is rather a compiler and editor of 
texts. It does away with the avant-garde and neo-avant-garde demands 
of originality and innovation, because it appears as an advocate of con-
fronting and challenging tradition. It also does away with the idea of 
late modernism according to which valuable literature is the area of so-
called high genres and the valuable literary text is a majestic message 
only understood by the initiated: in the works of postmodern authors, 
the codes of popular and elitist literature are mixed. 

The textual expansions of the subversive potentials of the post-
modern to the area of the readability of history face us with radical 
questions which re-evaluate the forms of power and knowledge, experi-
ence and aesthetic experience, identity and representation, which were 
inherited from modernism. Thus, the following can be interpreted along 
postmodern lines:

– the multipliability of identity – that is, the playful replaceability of 
personality, games played with masks and code-names

– undermining the position of the author – fi rstly, the biographical 
author retreats into the background; secondly, the belief in the 
writer’s exceptional position disappears and thirdly, prophetic 
utterance modes become discredited

– detotalized history – the past rendered from a marginal aspect 
– presenting the viewpoint of the subordinated, the stranger, the 
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other – presenting the female viewpoint; female narrators and 
those belonging to ethnic, linguistic, religious and other minorities

– the breaking of linearity – fragmentation and the impossibility of 
narrating the story in a linear way

– the installation and subversion of teleological and reasonable 
narration – the unfi nishability of the story

– pluralistic and interrupted narration – contradictory and mutually 
exclusive narratives which confuse the reader 

– manipulated reality and an epistemological mistrust – trust in 
authenticity is shaken; we cannot know who the author is; there 
are masses of pennames; the author appears as the editor of 
fi ctitious books

– the impossibility of ending fi ction and the story, as well as the 
concept of the “open work”, which means that the reader must 
fi nish the unfi nishable text

– loosening and transgressing the boundaries of past and present, 
fi ction and fact – being continually confused during reading

– the presupposition of the past from the direction of the present and 
of texts – the realisation that we are only able to interpret history, 
texts or the other person, the stranger on the basis of our own 
language, culture and present tense

– the self-refl ection of the text – postmodern texts react to their own 
births, to the circumstances of being written

– making use of the subversive and deconstructive potential of 
parody – parody appears as an opportunity for conversation with 
texts of the past

– implementing the differentiating operations of irony – the 
rhetorical mechanisms of irony split the text into two, mutually 
exclusive levels of meaning, thus creating a dialogical function

– doubting originality – it means casting away the avant-garde 
demand for innovation and that postmodern texts reinterpret and 
make use of the texts of world literature in the broadest sense

– postmodern eclecticism – the joint use of various different styles 
and processes which mutually exclude each other



23

– postmodern metafi ction – fi ction about fi ction; the text refers 
to its own fi ctitious nature and reveals that it does not provide 
information about reality but only about itself as fi ction, thus 
sometimes creating a complex, multi-layered narrative structure 
that confuses the reader

– postmodern intertextuality – originality is replaced with 
complicated quoting techniques, a system of references, as well 
as recycling, rewriting and a bricolage-text made up of text 
fragments of the past (palimpsest technique) 

– mise-en-abime technique – a self-mirroring technique when the 
story and the language refer to themselves, and show their own 
image in a small mirror, thus tricking reality and referencing

– the denaturalisation of representations – natural relationships 
disappear or, to be more precise, we are faced with meaning as a 
technique or medium

– the disappearance of boundaries between popular and high culture 
art forms – several postmodern works integrate the characteristics 
of popular genres, such as codes of detective fi ction, sci-fi  or hor-
ror 

– the opening up of gender roles
– the crisis of authorship – the “concept of the author’s death”; the 

author is replaced with the text, with language; authorial intention 
is irrelevant; the reader’s creativity provides the interpretation of 
the text

– postmodern textuality – there is nothing else but text; we only 
know of reality what language enables us to know; reality is a 
textual construction (McHale, 1987; Bertens, 1995; Hutcheon, 
2002; Malpas, 2005)
If we want to examine postmodern literature in a diachronic man-

ner, in the context of literary history, then we can view it in the process 
system of a period of approximately 170 years: from the middle of the 
19th century up to the present day, (also) as a shift and line of paradigms 
replacing each other. 



24

I will be arguing the following scheme:

(classic modernity – avant-garde and neo-avant-garde – late modernity)

modernism

postmodernism

(early postmodern – non-referential postmodern – anthropological postmodern)

As a result of the thought patterns established in international 
literature, the present study represents the theory that sees modernism 
and the postmodern as two opposing kinds of projects. This is based 
on the approach most spectacularly and most controversially related to 
Ihab Hassan’s binary oppositions, widespread in the English-language, 
and mostly in American literature. (Hassan, 2005, 10-21) I  n the light of 
this, Albert Gelpi’s formula is also thought provoking: “Modernism – 
Romanticism = Postmodernism” (Gelpi, 1990, url)

However, we should not regard postmodern text creation as a 
homogenous quality, as Hal Foster in 1984 already drew our attention 
to the fact that in American culture, postmodern has two different mani-
festations. One of them is neo-conservative from a political aspect, it 
is linked to modernism and mainly defi nes itself as a style. It means a 
return to narration, to decoration, to fi gures of speech, it returns to his-
tory, to the humanist tradition and to the subject. However, in opposi-
tion with this “neo-conservative postmodern”, there is another, a “post-
structuralist” movement which, according to Foster, actually adopts the 
“man’s death” concept by denying representation and history or, put 
more precisely, the central position of the subject, thus in essence tak-
ing an anti-humanistic standpoint. (Foster, 1984, 67)

A few years later, Hans Bertens already writes that his strategy 
“is based on the assumption or rather, on the undeniable fact that post-
modernism is not a monolithic phenomenon” (Bertens, 1993, 26), and 
then he goes on to differentiate between two different kinds of post-
modernism. One of them renounces the idea of referentiality and mean-
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ing, whereas the other aims at referential meaning and, what is more, it 
sometimes tries to present local, temporal and provisional truths. Non-
referential postmodernism includes self-referential or meta-fi ctional 
modes of writing, and is related to structuralist and post-structuralist 
intentions. The referential postmodern can be related to the phenom-
enological approach, through the subject, which is a lot less stable and 
coherent than in modernism – it seeks and fi nds points of connection to 
the vraisemblable and, albeit not necessarily, but it may seek and con-
struct meanings. (Bertens, 1993, 56-57)

The questions raised by Foster and Bertens, however, have yet 
to take into account phenomena like post colonialism, cultural anthro-
pology, multiculturalism, postmodern feminism, ecological criticism, 
ethical criticism, which, since the eighties, have been playing an ever 
increasing role both in literary criticism and in fi ction. This is what 
is vaguely attempted in the volume of essays entitled Postmodernism: 

The Key Figures by Joanne Gass in connection with Angela Carter, 
by Thomas B. Hove about Toni Morrison, by Martine Antle regarding 
Marguerite Duras and David G. Nicholls in relation to Ishmael Reed. 
We can refer to Thomas B. Hove who, in interpreting Toni Morrison’s 
novels, draws our attention to the experience that this type of fi ction 
may “challenge cultural traditions defi ned by patriarchal, assimilation-
ist, and totalizing standards.” (Hove, 2002, 254)
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CHAPTER 3

Central European 

Postmodern Literature

In the wake of the phenomena outlined above, during the decades 
after the Second World War, nearly all the American and European litera-
tures produced works that embodied a radical change in the literary lan-
guage. The volume of short stories The Garden of Forking Paths (1941) 
by Argentinean author Jorge Louis Borges, One Hundred Years of Soli-

tude (1967) by Columbian Gabriel García Márquez, the volume of short 
stories Lost in the Funhouse (1968) by American John Barth, The Castle 

of Crossing Fates (1968) by Italian Italo Calvino, The French Lieuten-

ant’s Woman (1969) by England’s John Fowles and Gravity’s Rainbow 
(1973) by American Thomas Pynchon are among the most notable which 
can be listed here. According to Péter Szirák, “In the prose canon of Ger-
man postmodernity, Thomas Bernhard and Christoph Ransmayr are the 
most quoted authors”, referring to the novels The Lime Works (1970), The 

Loser (1983) and Auslöschung (1986) by Bernhard and The Last World 
(1988) and The Kitahara-disease (1995) by Ransmayr. (Szirák, 2003, 
url) In Serbian prose, Gábor Schein mentions two world-famous authors: 
Danilo Kiš’ postmodern fake documentary novels Hourglass (1972) and 
A Tomb for Boris Davidovich (1976) and a volume of short stories, The 

Encyclopaedia of the Dead (1983), as well as the novel, Dictionary of the 

Khazars (1984) by Milorad Pavić. (Gintli – Schein, 2007, 626-627) In 
connection with these two classics of Serbian postmodern literature, Pé-
ter Milosevits introduces the concept of the postmodern “trick novel”. He 
calls by this name prose works in the form of novels “whose authors dis-
card direct mimetic narration and include information in the book which 
makes it seem that the text being read has another mode of existence and 
the novel in hand is only a version of an alleged, usually fi ctitious origi-
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nal. There are two basic tricks concerning the relationship between the 
fi ctitious or real original and the one in hand: 1. in simpler cases, the fi cti-
tious original is identical to the one being read (fake documentary novel) 
and 2. in more complex cases, the fi ctitious original is a part or subject 
of the more complex narrative game (novel in the novel, novel about the 
writing of the novel being written or read).”. (Milosevits, 2004, url) In 
Serbian literature, a whole trend developed on the basis of the pattern 
of “postmodern trick novels” written in the form of fake documentary. 
Among others, the novels of Slobodan Selenić, Dragan Velikić and Sve-
tislav Basara belong to this category. (Milosevits, url) 

Although the term postmodern entered Polish literary discourse in 
the early 1970s, it was usually viewed as solely an American phenome-
non. However, literary works exhibiting postmodern characteristics were 
already being written at that time. Radical changes came about in the late 
80s, especially after 1989. (Janaszek-Ivaničková, 1997, 423-424) Halina 
Janaszek-Ivaničková says that, even though Polish literary criticism usu-
ally describes the works of Sławomir Mrożek and Tadeusz Różewicz 
as neo-avant-garde or post-art, for western critics, both of these Polish 
playwrights are evidently postmodern, especially Różewicz. (Janaszek-
Ivaničková, 1997, 424) Tadeusz Różewicz’s play The Card Index (1960), 
whose objective was to create an “open work” and an “open theatre”, 
according to Patrícia Pászt, “is regarded in Poland as the forerunner of 
the postmodern”. (Pászt, 2010, 69) The oeuvre of Witold Gombrowicz 
(Stala, 1999, 200-201) and the poetry of Wisława Szymborska also have 
features that later resonate in postmodern text creation. Somewhat con-
trary to this, according to Aleksander Fiut, in Polish literature, “the 19th 
century only ended in 1989. It was only then that the belief in moral 
authority and the author’s special situation died a sudden and unexpect-
ed death. No special importance was attributed to the written word any 
more. This belief had been maintained by the memory of persecution and 
the cult of literature in which several Polish generations grew up. Even 
those can be listed here who, during the past political system, monitored 
it and tried to stunt its growth as their offi cial duty. Thus, the entirety of 
Polish literature in fact found itself in an unprecedented situation because 
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“the norm was restored”: circumstances became similar to those of other 
European countries.” (Fiut, 2002, url) Amongst the prose works of the 
Polish postmodern of the 1990s, Andrzej Bart’s Rien ne va plus (1991) 
and the novels of Manuela Gretkowska, Olga Tokarczuk, Stefan Chwin 
and Andrzej Stasiuk are worth mentioning.

The fi rst real Croatian postmodern novel was The Better Half of 

Courage by Ivan Slamnig (1972). (Medve, 2007, url) The beginning 
of Croatian postmodern poetry can mostly be linked to the periodical 
Quorum, published in Zagreb. Goran Rem associates the beginning of 
the Croatian poetic postmodern with Josip Sever’s volume of poetry 
entitled Dictator (1969), which turned into a cult. (Rem, 2003, 5)

In Romanian literature, the postmodern started in the 1980s; the term 
being especially used in connection with the life work of Mircea Cărtărescu, 
who also wrote a monograph about Romanian postmodern literature. 

In Slovenian literature, István Lukács and Mladen Pavičić call 
attention to Andrej Blatnik’s “emblematic Slovenian metafi ctional nov-
el” Plamenice in solze (Torches and Tears, 1987), Drago Jančar’s dra-
mas and Aleš Debeljak’s volume of poetry Imena smrti (The Names of 

Death, 1985), which is a collection of intertextual-palimpsestic poems 
made up of quotations. (Lukács – Pavičić, url) 

In Czech literature, the term postmodern is also used in connection 
with works published from the 80s. In particular, Milan Kundera’s novel 
Nesnesitelná lehkost bytí (The Unbearable Lightness of Being, 1985) is 
mentioned in this context. (Heé, url) However, Lubomír Machala draws 
our attention to the presence of the postmodern concept in Vladimír Páral’s 
novel Profesionální žena (Professional Woman 1971). (Machala, 2001, 53) 
Postmodernism became the most important paradigm of the velvet revolu-
tion of 1989 through the books of Jiří Kratochvil, Daniela Hodrová, Michal 
Ajvaz, Jáchym Topol, Miloš Urban, Ivan Wernisch and others.

In Bulgarian literature, the year 1989 was an important turning 
point, when the anthology by Synthesis, a group of postmodernist phi-
losophers and writers (Ivaylo Dichev, Vladislav Todorov, Alekszandâr 
Kyosev, Ivan Krâstev) was published by the title Ars Simulacri. This 
volume played an important role in moving Bulgarian culture towards 
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postmodernism. The most important representatives of Bulgarian post-
modern poetry are Ani Ilkov, Kiril Merdzhanski (also transliterated as 
Merjanski), Zlatomir Zlatanov, Georgi Gospodinov, Plamen Doynov 
and Jordan Eftimov. The most important prose works are Естествен 

роман (Natural Novel, 1999) by Georgi Gospodinov, Passion или 

смъртта на Алиса (Passion, or the Death of Alice 1995) by Emiliya 
Dvoryanova and Мисия Лондон (London Mission, 2001) by Alek Popov. 
(Farkas Baráti, url) 

In connection with this, Ani Burova emphasises the re-evaluation 
of the literary tradition in the 1990s, resulting in the attribution of new 
meanings to classic texts which had become museum pieces. Our atten-
tion is drawn to two anthologies: Bulgarian Reader (1995) and Bulgarian 

Anthology (1998), the collective works of Georgi Gospodinov, Boyko 
Penchev, Plamen Doynov and Jordan Eftimov, which are considered to 
be the Bulgarian literary manifestos of the decade. (Burova, 2004, url)

In contemporary Ukrainian literature, the fi rst postmodern texts 
and groups also appeared in the 80s. The best-known Ukrainian post-
modern author is Yurii Andrukhovych. His novel The Moscoviad is a bur-
lesque description of the fall of the Soviet Union. Literary groups such as 
Bu-Ba-Bu (Burlesque, Balahan ‘farce’, Buffonada ‘buffoon’) (its mem-
bers are Y. Andrukhovych, O. Irvanec and V. Neborak); LuHoSad (from 
its members’ names: I. Luchuk, N. Honchar, R. Sadlovskii); Propala 

hramota (Lost Science) (members: Y. Pozayak and V. Nedostup); Nova 

deheneracija (New Degeneration) (I. Andrusyak, I. Ciperdjuk, T. May-
danovich, P. Volyvach, O. Ulyanenko, Y. Paskovskii) can be analyzed in 
postmodern context too. (Lebovics, url) 

In postmodern Belarus literature we must mention Siarhey Bal-
akhonau (or Siarhiej Bałachonaŭ), who made his debut in the periodical 
Arche in 2001, and who, in his debate with Daniła Žukoŭski, appeared 
as the apologist of the postmodern. According to Lajos Pálfalvi, in the 
Belarus literature of the 90s, Ales Razanau and Uladzimir Arlou, and of 
the younger generation, Ihar Babkou and Adam Hlobus are outstand-
ing. The erotic-demonic, metafi ctional stories of the latter author play 
on the superstitions of Belarus folklore.  (Pálfalvi, 2006, url) 
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In Slovak poetry, Daniel Hevier’s volume Motýlí kolotoč (Butterfl y 

Roundabout, 1974) “features postmodern linguistic fetes and playfulness” 
(Kiss Szemán, url). In prose, Rudolf Sloboda’s scandalous volume Uhor-

ský rok (Hungarian Year, 1968) opened the way to the postmodern, virtual 
world of openly erotic dreams and visions and to the parody of outmoded 
literary conventions. Dušan Mitana’s volume of short stories Psie dni (Dog 

Days, 1970) is also interpreted by literary criticism as a prelude to post-
modernism. The most signifi cant postmodern Slovak prose writer is Pavel 
Vilikovský. Further postmodern authors are Mila Haugová, Karol Chmel, 
Viliam Klimáček, Taťjana Lehenová and Karol D. Horváth. The majority 
of contemporary, young Slovak poets and prose writers can be interpreted 
along the lines of postmodern text creation. Such authors are Peter Ma-
csovszky, Balla, Tomáš Horváth, Michal Habaj, Peter Šulej, Andrej Hablák 
and Martin Solotruk. In contemporary Slovak literature, the most marked 
phenomenon of the postmodern is so-called text generation, which can be 
interpreted as an experimental-deconstructional concept of literature, to 
which the majority of the above-mentioned young generation subscribes.

It is worth spending a little while with the thoughts of Jaroslav 
Šrank regarding the social, political, cultural and literary changes that 
took place in 1989. After 1989, Slovak literature features the postmod-
ern abolition of unifi ed space, the acceleration of time, the simultane-
ous nature of literary phenomena, episodicity and the individuation of 
authors. According to Šrank, the resulting postmodern literary situation 
is governed by pluralism, total openness to personality and tolerance 
towards mutually exclusive trends. The strategies of fi ction constitute 
re-writing, recycling, actualisation, eclectic mix and match and the rela-
tivity of values. Furthermore, literature began to border on show busi-
ness and the new media, and generic boundaries and literary hierarchy 
have been dissolved. (Šrank, 2013, 36-38)

On the basis of the above, Šrank divides the postmodern into 
two phases:

1. post-totalitarian phase: the 1990s, which feature radical democra-
tisation, postmodern individuation, the processing of the totalitarian heri-
tage and the polarisation of the literary medium (nationalists vs. liberals).
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2. post-industrial phase: the fi rst decade of the 21st century, when 
the depolitisation of literature peaked, the type of the hedonistic literary 
scholar appeared and fi ction became part of consumer society and the 
culture industry. Also, there is a new phenomenon in the making: a pro-
cess of radical democratisation started on the basis of technology, thanks 
to the new media and new communication devices (internet publishing 
and the literature of home pages and blogs). (Šrank, 2013, 38-39)

In Latvian, Lithuanian and Estonian literatures, two “posts” are 
interpreted and layered on top of each other; from the 90s onwards, both 
terms: post-soviet and postmodern, are used to describe the conditions of 
literature and culture, and literature “suddenly found itself in a situation 
of double post”. (Kvietkauskas, 2011, 1) The fi rst and shocking novel of 
the era is Vilniaus pokeris (Poker in Vilnius) by Ricardas Gavelis, which 
“was published in 1989 in Lithuanian in one hundred thousand copies, 
which is unlikely to happen again in the next few decades.” (Samalavi-
cius, 2010, url) Lithuanian postmodern also features characteristics such 
as a carnivalesque feeling, the disappearance of the opposition between 
town and country, urban mentality coming to the fore, a new concept of 
autobiographical writing, the appearance of the feminist viewpoint, the 
deconstruction and diffusion of genres, intertextuality, the surfacing of 
physicality and body images, the dissolution of the boundaries between 
public and private, the invasion of mass culture and issues of identity and 
desecration. (Sprindyté, 2011, 95-96) Almantas Samalavicius mentions 
Jurgis Kuncinas’ novel Pijoko chrestomatija (Chrestomathy of Drunks, 
2009) to illustrate this aspect. (Samalavicius, 2010, url)

In Latvia, the term postmodern was fi rst mentioned by Gunars 
Melbergs in 1984, but mainly in the context of architecture. He regards 
playfulness and the attraction to black humour as the main features of 
eclectic postmodern literature. In Latvian literary history and criticism, 
the concept of the postmodern fi rst appeared at the turn of the 80s and 
90s, when the fi rst postmodern literary works were published. Inguna 
Bekere draws our attention to the works of two young Latvian prose 
writers: Mitomanija (Mythomania, 1988) by Guntis Berelis and Dukts 

(Ducts, 1991) by Aivars Ozoliņš. (Bekere, 1997, 447-449)
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In Estonian literature, some postmodern phenomena appeared 
as early as the 1970s. The concept was interpreted along the lines of 
the carnival atmosphere, playfulness and parody. The term postmodern 
is mainly used in connection with the works of Mati Unt. His novel 
Autumn Ball (1979), which brought him international recognition, was 
made into a fi lm. There is no postmodern turning point in Estonian lit-
erature, neither did it become widespread – in the main it is the works 
of Mati Unt, Jaan Undusk and Andrus Kiviräkh, written in the 90s, that 
are worthy of mention. 

In Finnish literature, Leena Kirstinä regards 1985 as the turn-
ing point for postmodernism. This was the year when Leena Krohn’s 
Tainaron. Postia toisesta kaupungista (Tainaron. Letter from Another 

Town), Jörn Donner’s Far och son (Father and Son), Matti Pulkkinen’s 
Romaanihenkilön kuolema. Tarua ja totta eli ihmisen kuvaus (The Death 

of the Character. Legend and Reality, or the Description of a Human 

Being) and Rosa Liksom’s Yhden yön pysäkki (One Night Stop) were 
published. The shared characteristic of these books is that they all raise 
epistemological questions: “What is the truth in fi ction, what is fi ction’s 
relationship to reality and what is the reality of fi ction? The problem 
of representation greatly infl uences their narrative strategies and the 
structure of the narrative. The reader becomes the I-narrator and takes 
the subjective position of that identity and personality. The fi rst person 
I, who is writing and speaking, is in the centre of these prose works, 
with a disillusioned world view as their common element.” (Kirstinä, 
2013, url) All three authors had a signifi cant infl uence on Finnish lit-
erature. Leena Krohn writes fantasy and sci-fi , raises topics of ecology 
and creates a postmodern philosophical allegory. She infl uenced the 
works of Maarit Verronen and Risto Isomäki. Finnish Swedish writer 
Jörn Donner describes postmodern Swedish identity as “a void without 
a centre”. He infl uenced the next generation of Finnish Swedish writers 
who used metafi ctional and self-refl ective narrative strategies, namely 
the works of Monika Fagerholm, Pirkko Lindberg, Fredrik Lång and 
Lars Sund. In the Finnish literature of the 80s, Matti Pulkkinen’s novel 
Romaanihenkilön kuolema (The Death of the Character) is outstand-
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ing, mixing the generic codes of a manuscript compiled of fragments, 
contemplations about writing, dystopia (the occupation of Finland by 
the Soviet Union) and the autobiographical anti-novel, thus becoming 
postmodern, self-refl ective metafi ction. (Leena, 2013, url)

According to literary consensus, the fi rst Hungarian postmodern 
text is Miklós Mészöly’s prose work Alakulások (Formations, 1975) and 
Esterházy Péter’s novel Termelési-regény (Production Novel, 1979). 
Others think that the border of Hungarian postmodernism is marked by 
the two “postmodern Bibles”: the novels Bevezetés a szépirodalomba 

(Introduction to Fiction) by Péter Esterházy and Emlékiratok könyve 
(Book of Memoires) by Péter Nádas, both published in 1986. Lately, 
Géza Ottlik’s Iskola a határon (School on the Border, 1959) and the 
volumes of poetry Psyché by Sándor Weöres (1972) and Tandori Dezső 
Egy talált tárgy megtisztítása (Cleansing a Found Object, 1973) have 
also been considered to be specimens of postmodern text creation.

As we can see, from the 1960s onwards, in all the literatures of the 
region, the postmodernisation of literature took place; some earlier, some 
later, some in a wider and some in a narrower sense. By postmodernisa-
tion, of course, we do not mean that the whole of a national literature 
became postmodern, but that after the fi rst signifi cant postmodern experi-
ments, a well-outlined corpus appeared in all the literatures, which had 
to respond to the spreading of postmodern language use, viewpoints and 
text creation. The postmodern paradigm became an undeniable fact of 
literary history. In some Eastern European literatures, like Serbian and 
Hungarian, it happened as early as the 1970s and in other cases as late 
as the 1990s. However, in either case, the last decade of the 20th century 
must have been the most important period of the postmodern in the re-
gion. This is related to the changing of the political system in 1989-90, 
when the communist regime was replaced with Western type democracy 
and freedom of thought; the Soviet Union collapsed, book publishing was 
liberated from censorship, literature freed from the shackles of socialist 
realism, and the development of a Western type society began in most 
countries of the region. Postmodern literature became a successful mode 
of speaking in this new, liberal, West-friendly social context.
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CHAPTER 4 

The Threefold Strategy of Postmodern 

Literature: Early Postmodern Literature 

in Central Europe

The recognition that postmodern literature is not a unifi ed phe-
nomenon, but can be interpreted using several strategies has also oc-
curred in Central European literary theory. In her writing about the 
Polish, Czech and Slovak postmodern, instead of separating different 
strategies, Halina Janaszek-Ivaničková separates fi ve different periods 
in the postmodern literatures of the Western Slavic languages.

1. The mode of writing inspired by the nouveau roman, the char-
acteristic feature of which is “the death of the novel, the death of the au-
thor, or zero degree writing”. (Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 22) The novel 
Góry nad czarnym morzem (Mountains over the Black Sea, 1961) by 
Polish author Wilhelm Mach, the detective novel Śledztwo (Inquest, 
1969) by Stanisław Lem, the fi ve books by Czech author Vera Linhar-

tová, published between 1964 and 1968 and novels by Slovak authors 

Jan Johanides and Rudolf Sloboda fall into this category.

2. Absurd and grotesque drama, which is deliberately built up of eve-

ryday banalities. (Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 26) This group includes the plays 
Kartoteka (The File, 1960) by Tadeusz Różewicz, Tango (1964) by Sławomir 

Mrożek and Záhradní slavnost (Festivity, 1963) by Czech author Václav 
Havel, as well as “metaphorical dramas by Peter Karvaš, written during the 
period of a struggle for so-called socialism with a human face, and depicting 
the surge of horrifying absurdity in public life”. (Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 27)

3. The prose of incredulity, intertextualism, postmodern multi-
plicity, uncertainty and ambiguity. The novel Miazga (Pulp, 1970) by 
Jerzy Andrzejewski, historical novels by Teodor Parnicki, novels by 
Czech authors Ladislav Fuks, Vladimír Páral, Milan Kundera, Bohumil 
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Hrabal and Ludvík Vaculík, as well as works by Egon Bondy, the short 
novel Démon súhlasu (The Demon of Consent 1956) by Slovak author 
Dominik Tatarka and the novel Večne je zelený… (Evergreen..., 1988) 
by Pavel Vilikovský can be categorised under this heading. 

4. Esoteric and transcendent postmodern literature. Czech author 
Daniela Hodrová and the metafi ctional novel Hľadanie strateného au-

tora (In Search of the Lost Author, 1991) by Slovak author Dušan Mi-
tana, as well as “the theme of Podróż ludzi Księgi (1996, A Journey of 
the People of the Book) by Olga Tokarczuk, a novel written in a double 
literary convention, i.e. that of a philosophical discourse and a fairy-
tale-travelogue.” ((Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 43)

5. Postmodern intertextual empty games, or a return of the “noth-
ing matters, anything goes” type of postmodernism. A representative 
of this, for example, is “Manuela Gretkowska, who shocks her read-
ers with assorted sexual perversions, necrophilia and Parisian spleen 
in such works as Kabaret metafi zyczny (Metaphysical Cabaret, 1995) 
and Tarot paryski (Parisian Tarot, 1995).” (Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 
43.) In Czech literature, “Michal Viewegh, author of Nápady láska-

vého konfi guracií (Ideas of a Kind Reader), a collection of 21 enter-
taining pastiches -- a parody of Czech (Hrabal, Kundera, Richterová 
and Škvorecký) and foreign writers e.g. Moravia, Saint-Exupery and 
Miller...” (Janaszek-Ivaničková, url, 43). In Slovak literature, the name 
of Tomás Horváth should be mentioned in this context.

In Slovak literary theory, Tibor Žilka dealt with postmodern lit-
erature in detail and recommended a model for its interpretation which 
separates two kinds of postmodernism:

1. Existential postmodern – which includes Dominik Tatarka, 
Rudolf Sloboda, Ján Johanides, Dušan Mitana and Dušan Dušek from 
Slovak literature and Ludvík Vaculík, Bohumil Hrabal and Milan Kun-
dera from Czech literature. 

2. Palimpsest postmodern – which is built on intertextuality, but 
it can also be called simulacrum-like postmodern. According to Žilka, 
works by Pavel Vilikovsky, Milan Bútora, Alta Vášová and the Slovak 
writer writing in Hungarian, Lajos Grendel belong here. (Žilka, 2000, 52)
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A few years later, Žilka was already writing about early and late 
postmodern literature, designating 1980 as the dividing line between the 
two periods. According to this division, early postmodern lasts until 1980 
and is characterized by resignation, by discarding the belief in innovation, 
by raising ontological questions, the principle “anything goes”, weight-
lessness, manipulation and exchanging reality for the television screen. 
(Žilka, 2006, 116-117) He considers late postmodern to be a Western type 
of postmodern, which Slovak literature was gradually converted to dur-
ing the 1980s. It is characterized by the following: the political character 
is replaced by a philosophical one, social issues are replaced by abstract 
problems, the relationship to reality is lost and the relationship between 
reality and the text is replaced by the relationship between text 1 and text 
2. It is further characterized by the brilliant weaving of a yarn, cultural 
hybridisation, medialisation, the mixing of fi ctitious and non-fi ctitious 
elements, the inclusion of scientifi c information in the text and the ap-
pearance of the feminine experience. (Žilka, 2006, 123)

In the following three chapters, I will argue a concept of post-
modern that distinguishes between three strategies within postmodern 
literature: the early, the non-referential and the anthropological post-
modern strategies. In relation to early postmodern texts, such salient 
points of interpretation can be designated as the refl ection to the writing 
process, metafi ction, the use of irony in a way that makes for ambi-
guity, raising existential questions, the concealment of authorship, the 
game or fi ght with masks and identity, the concept of “the end of grand 
narratives”, as well as the crisis of so-called reality, of realist writing 
and subjectivity, along with its rewriting in the framework of different 
circumstances. In the early postmodern works of fi ction, which can be 
interpreted as an answer to existentialism and the challenges of realism, 
new concepts appear, such as the text reading itself, the similarity to a 
mirror or maze, the possibility of an open work of art, the attempt at the 
rewriting of realism, as well as the polyphony of identity issues. Lit-
erature overcomes the challenges of existentialism and realism fi rstly 
by the use of narrative and self-refl ective elements, secondly with the 
possibilities of eclectic text creation and thirdly, by the presentation 
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of spiritual-transcendent mysticism, and furthermore by the subversive 
activity of irony.

The early postmodern is characterized by a mode of speaking 
which has, however, retained the late modern speaking modes to some 
extent. On one hand, the elevated tone and dignity of literary discourse, 
sensitivity to metaphysical problems, the desire for classical beauty and 
elaboration of the work of art and, on the other hand, an ironic, perhaps 
parodistic tone with intertextual references, imitations of style and games 
played with authors’ voices and a mask-like nature appears. Therefore, 
for works belonging to the early postmodern, the past and the experi-
ence derived from history are of the utmost importance, with which they 
consciously enter into dialogue, even in a way that the speaking modes of 
the past are integrated into their own texts. Postmodern eclecticism can 
be interpreted from the direction of postmodern dialogicity, conveying a 
completely different, much more tolerant view of history and interpreta-
tion of the past than the works of modernism. This kind of active and 
creative acceptance of the past can also be related to “the mixed, plural 
and contradictory nature of the postmodern enterprise” (Hutcheon, 1988, 
20), and it is often represented as a mixture of radically different voices, 
masks, narrative modes, languages and viewpoints.

In literary theory, hermeneutics, associated with the name of 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Hans Robert Jauss’ aesthetic of reception 
correspond to this trend. In his book Truth and Method (1960), Hans-
Georg Gadamer describes understanding as the merging together of 
horizons. In this sense, the tension between the historical situation of 
the text to be interpreted and the present of the interpreter should not 
be concealed or bridged but consciously unfurled, and the model of 
hermeneutic procedure is conversation and dialogue. Jauss is eager to 
fi nd the questions in answer to which the work of art was born, and with 
the help of which the meaning and importance of tradition can manifest 
itself to the reader. A literary history based on the aesthetic of reception 
can thus show the hermeneutic difference between the concept of the 
work of art in the past and today. Such a dialogue is also necessary with 
the classic “masterpiece” in order for it to return to the present from the 



38

distance of the past. As we can see, for both trends, the position of the 
reader becomes signifi cant and, in literary communication, they both 
concentrate on the interpretation of the relationships between the reader 
and the text and the reader and the context.

In world literature, typical trends of early postmodern text creation 
can be found, among others, in the novels of John Fowles, John Barth 
and Kurt Vonnegut, in the poetry of Charles Olson, the Black Mountain 
School, and in the poetry of the San Francisco Renaissance, along with 
the works of magic realism by Gabriel Garcia Márquez, José Saramago, 
Jorge Amado and Günther Grass. The features of early postmodern story-
weaving also appear in magic and fairy tale-like fantasy literature. 

In Hungarian literature, Géza Ottlik’s School on the Border 
(1959) can be regarded as the fi rst Hungarian postmodern novel, thanks 
to its complex narrative situation where two texts are reading each oth-
er, while the possibility of any kind of identifi able reality is shaken. 
The legendary frame written above the fi rst three chapters of the novel 
in the fi nishing stage of writing bears the title The Diffi culties of Nar-

ration. These three chapters and the writing technique represented by 
them acquire crucial importance for the entire novel as the problem of 
the narrator’s and interpreter’s viewpoints emerges in the main body of 
the text. The mere mention of “the diffi culties of narration” as part of 
the literary text is related to the authorial self-refl ection typical of the 
postmodern. This emphatically self-refl exive relationship puts the writ-
ing process in inverted commas and later infl uences the course of the 
novel in a decisive way. 

The structure of the work questions the possibility of any kind of 
“grand narrative” as, in the wake of “the diffi culties of narration”, the 
story appears through two viewpoints which are sometimes radically 
different from each other. The writing technique represented by Gá-
bor Medve’s manuscript and its commentator BB, who scribbles into 
it, sometimes commenting on the process of scribbling into and other 
times ignoring it completely, makes it impossible to master the text at 
a glance. What is more, School on the Border draws special attention to 
this through BB’s comment: “Whomever he may have wanted to depict 
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by this M., I can only conceive of it as a self-portrait, and I will continue 
to correct it in this spirit in the future.” (Ottlik, 1988, 28) That is to say, 
the text here, already at the beginning, announces the impossibility of the 
depiction of any kind of original reality. After this, the reader can never 
for one moment think that (s)he can view the novel as the reader of some 
kind of “true”, “faithful” or “realistic” text. Furthermore, because this 
text is staged as an interpretative fi ght between Medve and BB, look-
ing at it from that perspective, trying to fi nd any kind of “origin” seems 
naive. This self-refl ection keeps interrupting the linear course of the nar-
rative and even puts all stories entering the space of the novel in paren-
thesis. Language appears as the problem of narration, of narratability, 
by which it can only be decoded as the staging of unverifi able “truths”, 
misinterpretations and individual interest, thus making the reader totally 
uncertain. Instead of a calmly fl owing realistic text, in this novel consist-
ing of the complexity of viewpoints and refl ections, the sentence quoted 
above continues as follows: “I may be meddling in his work in a boorish 
manner, but he wrote me to do whatever I liked with it. To my painter’s 
eyes, this is a very unfaithful portrait.” (Ottlik, 1988, 28) Thus the text 
already, at the start, places itself in the position of being rewritten, and the 
reader is only faced with the image of the spoilt, rewritten text. All in all, 
these elements – the effects making the reader uncertain, the questioning 
of originality, the problem of narratability, the disappearance of reality, 
the self-refl ective comments made on writing – can be interpreted as the 
characteristic features of postmodern literature.

The most important trend of the early postmodern is magic real-
ism. By the inseparable combination of the real and the irrational, Latin 
American magic realism creates novels which often introduce a com-
munity by using tales, myths and folklore. Another feature of the magic 
realist book is lyricism, metaphorical story-weaving and the apocalyp-
tic. In Hungarian literature, among others, the short stories of Miklós 
Mészöly’s Volt egyszer egy Közép-Európa (Once Upon a Time in East-

ern Europe, 1989) Ádám Bodor’s novel Sinistra körzet (Sinistra Dis-

trict, 1992) and Nándor Gion’s tetralogy Latroknak is játszott (He Also 

Played for Thieves, 1973-2007) can be interpreted within this frame-
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work. Of the works belonging to this trend, the greatest attention was 
drawn without doubt to Sinistra District by Ádám Bodor, a Transylva-
nian Hungarian author. In the mythical perspective of Eastern Euro-
pean, namely, Romanian dictatorship, extended to a universal perspec-
tive, we can witness the total failure of human values and relationships 
in an unreal, surrealistic landscape, in a world of exiled and declassed 
pariahs and creatures. In the pieces of Miklós Mészöly’s volume, Cen-
tral Europe and the Pannonian landscape appear as a mythical place, 
and Central Europeanness is depicted as a common lifestyle, history, 
culture and fate. In Polish literature, Olga Tokarczuk’s novel Prawiek i 

inne czasy (Primeval and Other Times, 1997) presents the fragmented 
space of the novel through the visionary registers of mythical time, thus 
joining the project of Central European magic realism. 

The challenges coming from existentialism and realism are over-
come by Imre Kertész’ Nobel-prize winning novel Sorstalanság (Fateless, 
1975) not by using irrational and magic elements like magic realist nov-
els, but by the subversive action of irony. Through the fakely naïve irony 
appearing in Gyuri Köves’ voice, it actually splits the language speaking 
about the Holocaust into two, therefore the novel also comprises a linguis-
tic problem. The two languages developed in relation to the Holocaust – a 
traditional and an ironic one – read, compliment and make each other un-
certain similarly to Gábor Medve and BB’s text in School on the Border by 
Géza Ottlik. This linguistic problem relates to the procedure characteristic 
of the works of early postmodern: that is, the joint voices of two parallel 
languages appear, mutually making each other uncertain. We are talking 
about the same phenomenon of texts reading each other as can be experi-
enced in magic realist novels or in fake historical novels, where the “real” 
and “fi ctitious” layers of the language read each other. 

In the novel Sátántangó (Satan’s Tango, 1985) by László Krasz-
nahorkai, the metaphysical-transcendent layer plays a similar role as the 
magical-mythical elements of magic realist works. The parallel worlds’ 
reading each other is revealed after the metalepsis of the closing scene, 
when one of the characters, the doctor, steps out of the fi ction, or, more 
precisely, steps across the borders of fi ction, unveiling the world of the 
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novel as text and, in the light of this, has the reader reread the whole 
story in arrears. There is a similar procedure here as in the short story 
Continuous Parks by Julio Cortázar, where the character stepping out 
of the fi ction murders the reader of the fi ction. The “fantastic plot here 
takes place between the two planes of fi ction”. (Genette, 2006, 22) The 
fi ction of Satan’s Tango also turns into the part of another fi ction at the 
end of the novel. Metafi ction doubles the level of the text, and hence 
the two fi ctions read each other. On the diegetic level, the doctor is a 
character of the story, and on the metadiegetic level (as if stepping out 
of the previous fi ction), he is its author. 

László Krasznahorkai’s novel retains the speaking modes of late 
modernism and metaphysical-transcendent orientation, but only to the 
extent that fi rst it “ingrains and only afterwards subverts” the text’s 
“mimetic application to the world”. (Hutcheon, 1988, 20) Subversion 
happens on one hand by the apocalyptic tone, and on the other hand, 
by metafi ction and the narration technique, that is, in the end, it post-
modernizes the elements used, and the novel thus represents a possible 
process of early postmodern text creation. 

Péter Nádas’ novel Book of Memoires (1986) also exhibits pro-
cesses of text creation which are typical of the early postmodern. The 
stories of the three narrators of the novel alternate chapter by chapter: 
the events taking place between 1953 and 1956 are set in Budapest; the 
events of the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries are set on the shore of 
the North Sea and in Berlin, and the events of the early 1970s are also 
set in Berlin. The different time and space structures of the six times 
three plus one chapters are presented through a homogenous narrative 
technique: the modality of all four texts (two memoires, a novel and 
a commentary) is the same. In the 50s, the story of the childhood of 
an anonymous author is told, in the 70s, that of his adulthood, and the 
chapters about the turn of the century are presented as a novel by this 
anonymous “I”. The fourth part of Book of Memoires, the last but one, 
18th chapter is a commentary, the text allegedly written by the editor of 
the manuscript. The three I-s (the anonymous author of the two mem-
oires; his alter ego, the hero of the novel, fi ctitious Thomas Thoenissen; 
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and Krisztián Somi Tót, the author of the commentary) represent the 
unifi ed voice of the text and there is no difference between the chap-
ters. The homogeneity of the narrative position of the novel is overwrit-
ten by the relationship of the commentary and the original text, which 
poses a similar problem to that in Géza Ottlik’ novel School on the 

Border. It is impossible to decide whether the commentator editing the 
texts has interfered with those written by the anonymous author, who 
had died three years before, and if he did, to what extent. The typically 
postmodern experience of fragmentariness, undecidability and uncer-
tainty signifi cantly infl uences the status of the recalled past and the text.

In Central European literature, several authors can be classifi ed 
as users of the early postmodern literary language. By the loss of uni-
versal illusions and the use of irony, Czech author Milan Kundera’s 
novels create a double reality that makes the reader fatefully uncer-
tain. His novels such as The Joke (1965) and The Unbearable Lightness 

of Being (1982), usually place issues in the force fi eld of existential 
questions. His drama Jakub a jeho pán (Jacques and his Master, 1971) 
is a brilliant postmodern adaptation of Denis Diderot’s novel of 1773 
Jacques the Fatalist and his Master. The dialogue of the medieval no-
ble knight and his servant Jacques, reveal a panorama made up of meta-
fi ctional elements with the following, typically postmodern questions: 
What hard work story writing is, and who wrote this story that they are 
also the characters of? Or perhaps actually its writers? Did he intention-
ally write their adventures in this way, or are the characters merely the 
victims of his incompetence? And who wrote the characters’ souls? Was 
it the writer or do all the characters have their own souls? Can any kind 
of story be told, and if so, did it really happen as is tellable and what 
does the writer actually tell?

Czech author Bohumil Hrabal becomes the master of early post-
modern by placing his fragmented stories in the space of narration, of an 
unstoppable monologue, intertwined due to the logic of association or 
the lack thereof. The fact of being narrated, the linguistic space of tell-
ing is primary, while the recalled reality actually disappears, cast into the 
whirlpool of language. His novels Taneční hodiny pro starší a pokročilé 
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(Dancing Lessons for the Advanced in Age, 1964), Obsluhoval jsem an-

glického krále (I served the King of England, 1971, samizdat edition – 
‘secret anti-Communist publishing house’), Něžný barbar (The Gentle 

Barbarian, 1973, samizdat edition), Postřižiny (Cutting It Short, 1974, 
samizdat edition) bear the characteristics of this view.

The Serbian writer of Hungarian-Jewish origin, Danilo Kiš over-
stepped the framework of the modern novel by subscribing to the con-
cept of the Serbian “new novel”. Péter Milosevits (Milosevits, 1998, 
470-521.) distinguishes between the following phases of the Serbian 
new novel:

1. Existentialist/absurd prose (from the mid-1950s)
2. Reality prose (from the second half of the 1960s)
3. Blue jeans prose (from the mid-1960s)
4. Traditional regional realism (all along)
5. Autobiographical novel (all along)
6. Fake documentary novel (from the 1970s)
7. Postmodern trick novel (from 1985)
Danilo Kiš’ work Peščanik (Hourglass, 1972) is a fake documen-

tary novel using real family documents as its starting point, and Grob-

nica za Borisa Davidoviča (A Tomb for Boris Davidovich, 1976) is also 
“fake documentary prose about communism and Stalinism, using real 
documents”. (Farkas Baráthi, 2008, 40) Real and fake documents are 
mixed in the novel, recalling and doubting the possibility of fi nding the 
origin as well as the unique tension between reality and literature (how 
reality becomes literature, how fi ctitious reality becomes literature, and 
how literature becomes reality). Mónika Farkas Baráthi says that “Kiš 
was brought to court for the use of real documents. He was accused of 
plagiarising Karlo Steiner’s book 7000 Days in Siberia. As a result of 
the accusations, Kiš wrote his essay Čas anatomije (The Anatomy Les-

son) in 1977, in which he not only defended himself against the accusa-
tions but also stated his views on literary theory” (Farkas Baráthi, 2008, 
40), which became the basis for Serbian postmodern. 

In poetry, we can quote as an example the poems of Slovak Hun-
garian Árpád Tőzsér, written in the past decade and a half, which can be 
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interpreted on the basis of a poetics built from the tension between the 
late modern and postmodern canons. The texts found here continue the 
strategy building on the late modern and postmodern languages layered 
on top of each other in a way that the lofty tone of fi ctional discourse 
and the raising of metaphysical issues are juxtaposed with the patterns 
of deliberate intertextuality, irony and self-irony, simulation and style 
imitation, self-refl ection and metafi ction. Already the title of his book 
of poetry, Leviticus (1997) refers to this duality: viewing it from He-
brew genealogy – Levi and the Levites – it refers to the law and to a 
divine calling, and on the basis of Latin etymology – levo, levare, ‘to 
levitate’ – it refers to light play and fl oating. The joint appearance of 
this dual strategy places Tőzsér’s poetry of the past decade and a half 
into early postmodern Hungarian literature, which also includes such 
poets as Zsuzsa Takács, Attila Jász, Judit Ágnes Kiss, Roland Acsai, 
Noémi László and Imre József Balázs. 
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CHAPTER 5

The Threefold Strategy of Postmodern 

Literature: Non-referential Postmodern 

Literature in Central Europe

The poetics of a text writing and refl ecting itself becomes em-
phatic, sometimes even radical in the second or non-referential post-
modern, which excludes the categories of reality and realism from its 
fi eld of interest. In poetry, de-rhetorisation, de-poetisation, fragmentari-
ness, poem-unlikeness, anti-mimetism and the poetics of corrupted lan-
guage are typical. Both in lyrics and in prose, deliberate intertextuality, 
palimpsest-likeness, self-refl ection and metafi ction, as well as rewriting 
and simulation gain crucial importance. In the centre of interest of the 
second postmodern is the language and the text, its typical features be-
ing pastiche, parodistic text formation, puns, and radical stylistic eclec-
ticism. While early postmodern text creation can be interpreted as an 
answer given to realism and existentialism, the non-referential post-
modern answers the challenges of the neo-avant-garde on the material 
level of the text. However, the typically neo-avant-garde elements, such 
as rebellion and the attempt to rebel and abolish tradition by original-
ity and innovation is replaced by the conscious use of the past, of his-
tory and tradition and integrating these into the text (intertextuality). 
In Hungarian literary history, traditionally, only this language-centred, 
punning “text-literature” is considered to be postmodern, whose ap-
pearance can be linked to the prose turning point of the seventies. 

In world literature, the French nouveau roman can be regarded 
as an intermediary form between neo-avant-garde and non-referential 
postmodern. The second postmodern includes the poetry of the New 
York School, the poem-unlikeness typical of Frank O’Hara’s texts, as 
well as the poetry of John Ashbery and Kenneth Koch; Bob Perelman, 
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Charles Bernstein, Bruce Andrews, Lyn Hejinian, Ron Silliman, col-
lectively called the Language-poets; Ronald Sukenick, Raymond Fe-
derman, and Italo Calvino’s late prose. A further genre belonging to 
the second postmodern is postmodernised science fi ction, called the 
cyberpunk novel, which is set in cyber space, and whose characters 
are cyborgs and androids created from the hybrid identities of humans 
and machines. Among the works of popular literature, we can highlight 
the novels The Eyre Affair (2001) and Lost in a Good Book (2002) by 
Jasper Fforde, which are a mixture of metafi ctional novel, time travel 
sci-fi , alternative historical fantasy, spy novel, crime story, steampunk, 
bio- and ribopunk, satirical and ironic novel and the parody of genres. 
The border crossing between narrative levels plays on the fi gure of met-
alepsis. In this universe, readers can enter the world of the novel, that 
is, the world of fi ction, in the same way as the characters can step out of 
the space of the novel to the “real world”. 

In Serbian literature, the novel Hazarski rečnik (Dictionary of 

the Khazars) by Milorad Pavić, published in 1984, is not only a trick 
novel but also the fi rst dictionary novel. It consists of three books. The 
Red Book relates alphabetised information “From the Christian sources 
of the Khazar question”, the Green Book “From the Islamic sources of 
the Khazar question”, and the Yellow Book “From the Hebrew sources 
of the Khazar question”. This book, constructed of extra- and intertex-
tual play, is a mixture of falsifi cations, fake documents, fi ctitious myths 
and legends. This fragmentary novel consists of the mirror shards of 
fantastic short stories, in a way anticipating the possibilities of internet 
hypertext. (Radics, 2009, url) 

In Hungarian literature, Péter Esterházy’s Termelési regény (Pro-

duction Novel), published in 1979, which is a prominent piece of the 
Hungarian postmodern revolution of prose, exhibits a similar editing 
process. Its text consists of two parts: the main text and the notes, the 
arrangement of which entails the multidirectional openness of reading 
and the suspension of linearity. The novel can be read from cover to 
cover in the traditional sense, but it can also be read by interrupting the 
main body of the text with the note stories at the end, leaping back and 
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forth between the main text and the notes. The title refers to a genre 
taken from the Soviet Union, typical of the fi fties: the socialist real-
ist ideal of the production novel, in which writers glorifi ed industrial 
production. Not only the title, but also the more or less hidden allu-
sions of the text – through the possibilities of double coding – can be 
read as a parody of the genre. The novel creates a linguistically rich 
text by varying different voices and linguistic registers (the language of 
bureaucracy, sport (football), politics (the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 
and the Rákosi-system), anecdotes, science (mathematics); slang, ar-
chaisms, popular and high-brow culture, etc.), giving a parody of these 
at the same time. According to Ernő Kulcsár  Szabó, the novel “becomes 
a resolution of the emancipation of languages. A resolution that juxta-
poses the meaning and world-creating power of equivalent languages 
with the power of all kinds of authoritative speech giving the illusion 
of a unifi ed language”, therefore, “Production Novel is the novel of the 
liberation of languages”. (Kulcsár Szabó, 1996, 89)

Péter Esterházy’s Bevezetés a szépirodalomba (Introduction to 

Fiction, 1986) is a collection of works written in the seventies and 
eighties, some of them having been separately published in book form. 
Függő (Pending) plays with postmodern intertextuality to the extreme: 
unmarked quotations, guest texts, ironic references and hundreds of al-
lusions rule the text. What is more, in the fi rst edition of the book, these 
imported words and lines were built into the text unmarked, whereas 
in the compilation of Introduction to Fiction, the author marked the 
original location of the majority of the references in the margins. All 
this can be interpreted as the most radical rendering of the postmodern 
experience that “every text is intertext”. A Kis magyar pornográfi a (A 

Little Hungarian Pornography) toys with the possibilities of fragment-
ed prose by the versatile use of anecdotes, jokes, parables and other 
short genres. A szív segédigéi (Helping Verbs of the Heart) is a work of 
mourning: its topic is the mother’s death and its mental processing. In 
Gábor Szabó’s interpretation, in Helping Verbs of the Heart, “the text 
becomes a mausoleum”, also in the sense that, by grasping the shreds 
of remembering, he tries in vain to make the past present, to fi x fl eeing 
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time and to withstand the overwhelming power of passing and forget-
ting.” (Szabó, 2005, 90) The short story Mily dicső a hazáért halni (To 

Die for One’s Country Is Glorious) is a provocation and a gesture at the 
same time. The text, in Endre B. Bojtár’s translation, is a literal publica-
tion of a short story by world-famous Serbian writer Danilo Kiš under 
Péter Esterházy’s name. This procedure raises the issues of expropria-
tion or theft as well as the postmodern issue of originality, while, so 
to speak, Esterházy “steals back” his own family history, inasmuch as 
Danilo Kiš’ short story To Die for One’s Country Is Glorious draws on 
the topic of the tragic history of the Esterházy family.

The Esterházy-text written in the eighties and nineties did not 
basically change but rather expanded the possibilities of this prose. Es-
terházy’s novel written under the pseudonym Lili Csokonai, entitled 
Tizenhét hattyúk (Seventeen Swans, 1987) makes use of the possibility 
offered by a female mask. The novel Hrabal könyve (Hrabal’s Book, 
1990) experiments with representing the female viewpoint, while Egy 

nő (She Loves Me, 1993) sets as its goal the multifaceted, ironic-par-
odistic presentation of the female identity. However, the challenge of 
all three texts is less female identity itself than the performance of lan-
guage eroticised through and through. 

In Esterházy’s prose, the next important event was the great 
 novel Harmonia caelestis (Celestial Harmonies, 2000), which can be 
interpreted as a sharp change both from the aspect of gender and the 
mode of speaking. From the aspect of gender, the change is clear: here, 
the male identity is highlighted; Esterházy’s novel is a family history 
(that of the noble name Esterházy) as well as a father-novel (that of 
Mátyás Esterházy). From the aspect of the mode of speaking, the struc-
ture of the volume is extraordinarily exciting. The fi rst part of the work 
continues the punning, language games, non-referential character of 
the second postmodern typical of Esterházy’s writing and it unfolds 
as a series of simulation techniques textualizing the father’s fi gure as 
language. However, the second book of Celestial Harmonies is of so-
cio-cultural determination; it can be interpreted referentially and it has 
personal, autobiographical, diary-like elements. In this part, the search 
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for identity appears through a linguistic strategy which can be related to 
the procedures of the third, the anthropological postmodern.

In Czech literature, after 1989 Jiří Kratochvil became “the” post-
modern Czech writer, as he is an author not only declaring himself to be 
postmodern, but his texts also deliberately play on the characteristics of 
postmodern modes of speaking. He even included the term postmodern: 
his volume of short stories published in 1994 is entitled Má lásko, Post-

moderno (My Love, Postmodern). His essay Vyznání postmodernisty 

– Šťastný Sisyfos (The Confessions of the Postmodernist – Happy Sisy-
phus) is considered the manifesto of the Czech postmodern. (Machala, 
2001, 55) Kratochvil’s works create an intertextual network of post-
modern authors such as Jorge Louis Borges, Gabriel Garcia Márquez, 
Milan Kundera, etc. His texts refl ect on the process of writing and pres-
ent the postmodern doubt towards the story. This doubt is in turn dis-
solved by the play between the narrative levels, irony and persifl age as 
well as a general pleasure principle. 

Jiří Kratochvil, like Péter Esterházy, also devoted two novels to 
the topic of the “father-syndrome”. In his novels Uprostřed nocí zpěv 
(Night Song) and Avion he creates complicated, maze-like texts, which 
often overstep the boundaries of reality and fi ction. The former novel, 
for example, includes a “meta-narrator” or “author within the text”, who 
is responsible for the structure of the novel. According to Sylvie Rich-
terová, “The story, brought into play on two levels of reality (historical 
and fantastic) must seek the solution – the father – on a higher level: on 
that of the structure of the story, on the level of meta-narration, in the 
ontological status of the novel and the author”. (Richterová, 2004, url)

In Slovak literature, the generation or group of the so-called 
genitalists and text generation undoubtedly belong to the category of 
non-referential postmodern. The former term is used by Tim Beasley-
Murray to describe those Slovak authors who deliberately play on the 
postmodern and post-structuralist theoretical basis, deliberately use the 
network of intertextual references in their works and also deliberately 
play on Barthes’ concept about the “death of the author”. We can ob-
serve the phenomena of linguistic deconstruction, self-refl ection and 



50

meta-narration in their works. Especially Tomáš Horváth, Tom von Ka-
min, Eman Erdélyi, Marek Vadas and Balla’s texts can be mentioned in 
this category. (Beasley-Murray, 2000, 10-17)

The term text generation was coined to describe those young 
Slovak poets who constructed a fi ctitious cyborg under the pseudonym 
Generator X and wrote their poems and published them in 1999 under 
the title Hmlovina – Fogspot. According to the blurb of the volume, 
it is about “a virtual construction of early post-humanoid life-forms 
made of stainless steel in Laboratoires Garnier as the fi rst specimen 
of the literary übermensch”. The lyrical self and the subject is erased 
behind repetitions, linguistic variations, mechanicalness and monotony. 
All possibility of a personal voice is doubted, as the “I” is revealed as 
merely a construction of technology. The foreign words, abbreviations 
and technical terms written in the poems also reinforce this alienating, 
deleting, destructive function. It may be interesting additional informa-
tion about the creation of these cyborg texts by Michal Habaj, Peter 
Macsovszky, Peter Šulej and Andrej Hablák that they came about from 
a series of mutual re-writing of each other’s texts. Therefore, Slovak 
literary history views it as a collective work that exhibits the character-
istics of a mystifying plural identity. (Šrank, 2013, 129)

Of the participants of the project Generator X, the most colourful 
work can be attributed to Peter Macsovszky, who writes in two lan-
guages: Slovak and Hungarian. In his books of poetry in Slovak and 
Hungarian, he does away with the illusions of subjective poetry and 
creates a kind of anesthetised poetry like in his volume Ambit, pub-
lished in 1995. Macsovszky creates dozens of pseudonyms, matching 
different identities to each of them, in lyrics as well as in prose.

Macsovszky’s anti-aesthetic, language-centred, anesthetised 
concept of lyrics was further radicalised by Michal Habaj. His fi rst vol-
ume challenges the traditional, romantic idea of lyrics even with its 
title, which is no other than its offi cial ISBN-number: 80–967760–4–5 
(1997). In the titles of poems, the word that occurs most frequently 
is “text”, and many of his poems consist exclusively of authorial in-
structions to the reading, self-refl ective description of poems or writing 
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about different aspects of poetry writing. These metafi ctional texts de-
stroy the automated procedures of lyrics and its reading, and radically 
overwrite the traditional possibilities of lyrics. 

In Bulgarian literature, we can encounter procedures typical of 
the non-referential postmodern mostly in Georgi Gospodinov’s poetry. 
In his volume Lapidarium (1992), he destroys the traditional poetry 
ideal by self-refl ective-paradoxical lyrical games: “Would you like to 
be word? – / asked the stone. // I am word – I said, petrifi ed, / and sunk 
into it…” In his volume A Nation’s Cherry Tree (1996) the language 
games and self-refl ective elements typical of the non-referential post-
modern are mixed with procedures which are characteristic of the an-
thropological postmodern: the elements of ancestral history. According 
to Mónika Farkas Baráthi, Gospodinov, similarly to the rest of Bulgar-
ian postmodern poetry, did not regard the “I” as the centre of the lyrical 
world. His poetry is characterised by “playing with multiple texts and 
stylistic masks”, mystifi cation and self-irony. In contrast with previous 
generations, however, Bulgarian postmodern poets also “considered 
language to be the saviour, because it allows for the avoidance of the 
heavy referentialism of reality and the rigid boundaries of tradition.” 
(Farkas Baráthi, 2008, 92) Gospodinov attained world fame with his 
Natural novel (1999). “Georgi Gospodinov, the editor, was given the 
manuscript by an anonymous homeless person, who later turns out to 
also be called Georgi Gospodinov and who wrote the story of his di-
vorce. Gospodinov introduced to Bulgarian literature something that 
had scarcely been there before: intellectual postmodern prose, with all 
its crosstalk, complicated messages and system of references, self-re-
fl ection and language games.” (Farkas Baráthi, 2008, 110-11)

In Hungarian literature, Dezső Tandori’s Egy talált tárgy megtisztí-

tása (Cleaning a Found Object, 1973) is regarded as the fi rst postmodern 

book of poetry by some literary historians, although the poems contained 

in it are so rich and varied (actual poetry, narrative lyrics, chess-poem, 

picture-poem), that the whole volume cannot be reduced to a single mode 

of speaking. Due to the traditional lyrical I, who had been exiled from the 

cycle Változatok homokórára (Variations on a Sandglass, 1969-1970), a 
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textual space appears in which the function of the message reduced to a 
linguistic signal comes into operation. This kind of poetical ideal can be 
distinguished from the neo-avant-garde forms of the “cry” type because 
it lacks the programme-like representation of originality, innovation and 
rebellion, which is the inevitable anti-literary concomitant of neo-avant-
garde. Tandori’s poems are also distinguishable from the “signal” type of 
neo-avant-garde in that they are not merely mathematical textual games 
based on the permutation and combination of words, but the lyrical self’s 
search for its place is at stake: “I will be there / without where, / you too, 
/ without when. // Of the two of us / I will sit almost opposite.” (The dis-

cussion of an encounter)
Lajos Parti Nagy’s book of poetry Szódalovaglás (Soda riding, 

1990) became an important work of the second postmodern because 
this concept of lyrics – the use of language games, parodistic text cre-
ation and linguistic humour – in some sense becoming the common lan-
guage of Hungarian lyrics in the next decade and a half. This original 
text creation typical of Lajos Parti Nagy is introduced in this volume, 
which is characterized by the extreme modifi cation of language, the use 
of corrupted linguistic elements, a multitude of self-refl ective effects 
and the twisting of quotes taken from popular and high-brow culture. 
In his short novel written under the pseudonym Jolán Sárbogárdi, A test 

angyala (The Angel of the Body, 1990), he builds a creative, humor-
ous language from the parody of dilettante language use, language mis-
takes, slips of the tongue, spelling mistakes and from the parody of the 
genres pulp fi ction and girls’ novels. This language use also acquires a 
signifi cant function in Parti Nagy’s dramas, such as Ibusar and Mauso-

leum as well as in his drama translations.
In Endre Kukorelly’s poems, the sketchy, banal, fragmentary, 

every day language challenges the ideal of beauty that has become hol-
low, the lack of metaphysical meaning and the experience of particu-
larity. His poetry is characterized by the use of corrupted, mutilated 
language, an openness towards the popular and the banal, the mixing of 
different language games and a speech mode at odds with traditional lit-
erariness. His texts include playing on sub-literary, dilettante texts, the 
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appearance of characters with limited linguistic codes and mental abili-
ties, various guest texts, casual, informal, incorrect, confused, profane 
phrases and the use of slang, an anti-rhetorical attitude and ungram-
matical solutions. That is to say, the laceration of the language bears 
witness to such a “barbarian” poem construction intention, whose aim 
includes the rewriting of the whole lyrical tradition.

András Ferenc Kovács’ works present the poem as a multitude of 
languages interpreting each other. In his lyrics, various styles of literary 
history are layered on top of each other and interpret one another, that 
is, they are the result of deliberate stylistic eclecticism. Therefore, in 
Hungarian literature, it is András Ferenc Kovács’ poetry that is closest 
to the postmodern architectural ideal that creates an authentic architec-
tural style from the mixing of different historical styles. Besides inter-
textuality and stylistic eclecticism, his texts are further characterised 
by the so-called bricolage-technique, which means the use of all differ-
ent kinds of linguistic elements, linguistic “junk”, and integrating these 
into the texts. As a result of this technique, the copying on top of each 
other different ages, ideals, language uses and aesthetic principles, such 
sensitive texts come about that are in polyvalent dialogue with remote 
cultures and literatures. Another appropriate name for this kind of text 
creation is the so-called palimpsest-technique, which is also a typical 
postmodern procedure. 

In connection with László Garaczi’s works, the most frequently 
used term is “text literature”. In the Hungarian literary criticism of the 
nineties, this term was applied to texts which pointedly focused exclu-
sively on the playfulness of the language, on puns and dissemination 
and simulation techniques. These texts did not wish to evoke any kind 
of reality outside language or, more precisely, they used Derrida’s post-
structuralist principle that there is nothing outside language because 
language creates reality. However, the so-called second postmodern 
does not exclusively differ from previous literary modes of speaking 
because of its non-referential nature but also through its separation from 
formalist text variants, as well as by the use of popular cultural patterns 
and irony, humour and parody. The problems of non-referentiality and 
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interpretation peaked with the reception of the author’s volume of short 
prose Nincs alvás! (No sleeping!, 1992), which generated the most sig-
nifi cant debate in Hungarian literary theory during the nineties, the so-
called criticism-debate. 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Threefold Strategy of Postmodern 

Literature: Anthropological Postmodern 

Literature in Central Europe

Firstly, the third or anthropological postmodern can be linked to the 
“cultural revolution” of literary theory. Secondly, it is concerned with the 
issues of power, the “other”, the nature of otherness, the introduction and 
bringing out of marginal viewpoints, raising political issues and an anti-
mainstream attitude. All this takes place on the border of fi ction and refer-
entiality, using both elements; but the actual, worldly, transitive orientation 
of the texts is extraordinarily important. The third postmodern is sharply 
against power, often behaving in an openly political way, raising its voice 
against patriarchal, totalitarian, assimilating, homogenising and globalising 
tendencies in order to promote diversity and different traditions. 

From world literature, post-colonial literature can be mentioned 
here, dealing with the power relationships of the third world after colo-
nialism and the identity of Africans, Asians and Latin Americans (Toni 
Morrison, Nadine Gordimer, Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee). Here we 
can also mention the fi ction of postmodern feminism, which presents 
the issues of female identity (Elfriede Jelinek, Sapphire, Doris Lessing). 

In literary theory, cultural anthropology, black aesthetics, post-colo-
nialism, postmodern feminism, and the interpretation recommendations of 
ethical criticism can be related here; schools of literary theory that read the 
identity, media, social forces and power exercising techniques through the 
language that had created them. These could be called contextual trends be-
cause of the author-text-reader-context relations, providing strong interpre-
tations especially in connection with the latter. In the works of postmodern 
feminists, not only patriarchal prejudices and biases and male sexism are 
unveiled and female literature is explored and re-evaluated, but different 
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cultural theories are also made use of and rewritten from a feminist point of 
view (Judith Butler, Donna Haraway). Post-colonialism (Edward W. Said, 
Homi K. Bhabha) is a postmodern theoretical trend that creates the critical 
reading of colonialism, taking into consideration the social-subjective basic 
function of power and desire. It criticises the concept of the autonomous, 
clear text on the grounds that it is always created by an author having a par-
ticular identity and interests and is interpreted by a reader having a particu-
lar identity and interests. In other words, the text is linked to the world and 
is of contextual being: texts exist by operating in the world. New histori-
cism interprets literary texts on the basis of different constraints found in a 
given socio-cultural context (Stephen Greenblatt). Cultural anthropology 
as a literary science examines the cultural practices of social groups, the 
ethnic, political, gender, historical, social and cultural differences and their 
power relationships in literary texts. Ethical criticism places the literary text 
in the context of alterity, otherness, the understanding of the other, cultural 
norms, moral laws and traumas.

The strategy of this kind of literature reaching into the world, 
facing identity problems, built from autobiographical and traumatic el-
ements, having anthropological interests of this third anthropological 
postmodernism appears in the Romanian German, Nobel-Prize win-
ning Herta Müller’s novel Atemschaukel (The Hunger Angel, 2009). 
Anthropological postmodern texts, however, cannot be identifi ed only 
by their themes, but also from a linguistic aspect: it is guided by the 
strategy of the voice given to the “subaltern”, of the language given 
to the marginal, as well as the problem of the subordinated language. 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak raises this question as follows: “Can the 
Subaltern Speak?” (Spivak, 1988, 271) How can the subordinate be 
given a language, how can they be made to speak, how can a language 
be found in which the traumatic story of “the other” can be told? 

Hertha Müller’s novel tells of the deportation of a seventeen-
year-old boy, Leo Auberg, from Sibiu (Transylvania) and carrying off 
other characters to forced labour camps in the Soviet Union. The nov-
el’s plot starts on January 15th 1945 and spans fi ve years’ experience 
until homecoming and emigration later. Through the main character’s 
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life story, we learn about the persecution of the German minority in 
Romania after the war. This topic used to be taboo in German culture 
and literature for decades, as after the Second World War and the Ho-
locaust, emphasising the German responsibility in a self-fl agellating 
manner made it well nigh impossible to talk about the sufferings of 
the German population. This could only be mentioned in the past de-
cade or two. Thus, The Hunger Angel is actually a classic camp novel, 
but with German fi gures instead of Jewish ones. It gives voice to the 
language of Transylvanian Swabians, Saxons and Zipsers who were 
muted, humiliated and carried off to death. 

According to Noémi Kiss, Herta Müller “had been working from 
documents for years and she also talked to some of the deported. She and 
her poet friend from Sibiu, Oskar Pastior, who had also been deported, 
together visited several forced labour camps in the Ukraine in 2004, the 
spoil heap in Gorlovka among them, which is the supposed location of 
the novel. After Pastior’s death, Müller wrote the book on her own, us-
ing the notes they had taken together, which fi lled four notebooks and 
included the everyday details of camp life. Dry facts. Things like personal 
chattels, items of clothing, working tools, shovel, shaving, starving, car-
nal love, suicides, the camp fools, the Kapo, ground dogs, the darkness 
of the mine, sewn picture postcards, cement, whitewash, a few roubles, 
potato peel; adulteries, babies, lambs burnt to cinders, drowned people, 
the stench of rail coaches, common lavatory use, being shot. From these 
the author invents the ‘breath swing’, ‘the hunger angel’, ‘the whitewash 
women’ ‘the tin kiss’, as well as the pseudonyms for Leo’s homosexual 
partners: swallow, pine, ear, thread, rabbit and pearl.” (Kiss, 2010, url)

Thus, trauma appears as language, that of the unspeakable and the 
subordinate. Ernő Csongor Kiss draws our attention to the fact that “the 

trauma-closeness of the writing gives rise to the images and fi gures that 

comprise Herta Müller’s prose as perceiving text. The anti-fi gural tropes 

write the unspeakable into the marker. Along with the inarticulability of 

the experience built from the pre-objective, it becomes perceivable as 

anti-fi gurative language. The transition, meaning the trial of strength of 

words, the incompatibility of experience with words as a poetic imprint-
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ing is presented as a kind of ‘poetic shock’.” (Kiss, 2015) In other words, 
the paradox of the language given to the subordinated and the traumatic 
shows the trauma of speaking out and the drama of language. 

The book of poetry September 1972 (1988) by Hungarian Imre 
Oravecz is not only an important work of 20th century Hungarian love 
poetry, but also an important starting point for procedures and topics 
characteristic of the third postmodern. According to Ernő Kulcsár  Szabó, 
it indicates a radical change in his career from the aspect that the po-
etics of earlier Oravecz-poems, which were lacking a subject, are now 
replaced by “a personalness that is scarcely precedented in Hungarian po-
etry”. (Kulcsár Szabó, 1994, 191) We can add to it that it is precisely this 
shift that makes the poems of September 1972 one of the fi rst works of 
Hungarian anthropological postmodern literature. The diary-like prose-
poems of the volume, consisting of a single circular sentence, relate the 
story of a break-up and make the impression of a psychotherapy session. 
They sound like a trauma text, appearing as the monologue of an emo-
tionally and sexually subordinated and vulnerable voice. In other words, 
they are built along the fault lines of the language given to the marginal 
and autobiographical fi ction interpreting each other. 

The fact that this shift was indeed systematic in this poetry is well 
shown by later events in Imre Oravecz’s lyrics, as his poetry, which had hith-
erto been classifi ed as late modernist, hence can be interpreted on the basis of 
the characteristics of anthropological postmodern text creation. Halászóem-
ber (Fishingman), published in 1998, unfolded from a monumental enter-
prise to reclaim the collective memory and the past of Szajla, a village at the 
foot of the Mátra Hills, from the fragmentary perspective of the present. The 
poems in this volume commemorate a lost world, the village that used to be, 
the disappearing natural environment, the scenery and the people that had 
once lived there, through himself as the rememberer. Due to its concern with 
identity issues, the ecological point of view as well as the autobiographical 
aspects or remembering (diary, autobiography, confessions), Fishingman can 
thus be related to the third, anthropological postmodern.

A further characteristic of the anthropological postmodern is that au-
tobiographical genres like diary, memoir, lyrical and prose autobiography 
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are held in high esteem. The inclusion of a specifi c identity in a text is also 
typical, for example, the genre of father-novels and trauma-texts, as well as 
identity-poetry, which also face their readers with issues of autobiography 
and cultural identity. Also here can be listed the autobiographically deter-
mined confession-literature that replaced the ironic-parodistic formal games 
of the eighties and the nineties, and noteworthy is the emphatic appearance of 
the problems of reality, which can be interpreted on the basis of hitherto ne-
glected social issues in the wake of the return of the identity and the subject. 

In Polish literature, this context includes the so-called report-nov-
el, which lies on the border between factual literature and fi ction. From 
this aspect, Lidia Ostałowska’s opinion is typical, who said during her 

visit to Budapest that they “want to be a voice for those whose voice had 

been taken away, and this attitude requires real presence and attention.” 

(Németh, 2015) Here are the names of a few classic and contemporary 

authors: Ryszard Kapuściński, Hanna Krall, Jacek Hugo-Bader, Anna 

Bikont, Mariusz Szczygieł, Włodzimierz Nowak, Renata Radłowska, 

Walerij Paniuszkin, Michał Zygar, Wojciech Jagielski, Michał Książek, 

Wojciech Górecki, Andrzej Dybczak. In this case, the anthropological 

postmodern context is created by the author’s intimate, personal, shock-

ing, traumatic viewpoint placed into the space of writing. 

In Hungarian literature, we can fi nd traces of the anthropological 

postmodern in several genres: in the father-novels published in recent 

years, which re-evaluate history (Péter Esterházy, Endre Kukorelly), in 

the higher esteem of diary- and confession-literature (Pál Závada, György 

Dragomán, Imre Oravecz, János Lackfi ), in social drama (János Térey, Ba-

lázs Szálinger), in the self-analytical versions of identity-lyrics and -prose 

(Imre Oravecz, László Lövétei Lázár, András Gerevich, Noémi Kiss).

In connection with the above, those texts certainly deserve men-

tion that discuss sexual or ethnic identity issues, as well as presenting 

marginalised collective and individual identity problems and strategies 

(postmodern feminist, lesbian and gay literature). We can mainly refer 

to the traditionally marginalised identities that do not correspond to that 

of the “white, middle-class, Christian male”, or give space to some kind 

of minority or hitherto neglected experience. 
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Probably not only the fall of Communism but also the gaining 
ground of the anthropological postmodern is the reason for the fact that 
in several Central European literatures, from the year 2000, the com-
ing out of homosexuals appears in fi ction. In Polish literature, Michał 

Witkowski’s novel Lubiewo (Lovetown, 2005) meant a paradigm shift, 

after which we can talk about two phases of Polish gay literature: before 

and after Lubiewo. The post-Lubiewo phase of Polish literature includes 

authors such as Bartosz Żurawski, Maciej Miller, Marian Pankowski, 
Grzegorz Musiał, Marcin Krzeszowiec, and the female writers Ewa 
Schilling, Magdalena Okoniewska, Izabela Filipiak. (Warkocki, 2007) 

This work liberated and opened up Polish gay literature, where 
the topic of “coming out” became natural. The title of Witkowski’s 
fake report-novel is a pun, as its Hungarian translator Gáspár Keresztes 
writes in a footnote: “it refers to an actual seaside resort as well as to the 
characters’ insatiable lustfulness at the same time.” (Witkowski, 2010, 
88) The novel introduces characters from all walks of life: ageing, run-
down “geezers”, who had been socialised in communist Poland, the 
Slovak Dianka, whose arm is covered in cuttings, or the Gypsy Girl, 
who talks in the masculine gender all the way through and openly ac-
costs anyone in order to have oral sex.

In Hungarian literature, similar processes were going on in the fi rst 
decade of the 21st century. We can refer to the presentation of the homo-
sexual male identity in the poetry volumes of András Gerevich’ Férfi ak 
(Men, 2005) and Barátok (Friends, 2009) and János Rosmer’s Hátsó ülés 
(Back Seat, 2010), as well as in some of Ádám Nádasdy’s and Mátyás 
Dunajcsik’s poems. In András Gerevich’ volumes, the traumatic condi-
tions of male love appear, while János Rosmer (probably a pseudonym) 
writes almost pornographic poetry. He presents the cult of homoerotic 
sensuality: he guides his readers through the muggy atmosphere of baths, 
nightclubs and gay bars. The book of poetry Banalije (Banalities, 2003) 
by Slovenian author Brane Mozetič is evidence of the fact that this phe-
nomenon is not unknown to other literatures in the region.

The same reasons recur: the democratisation of society and the 
appearance of the strategy of the anthropological postmodern must 
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have played a role in the fact that in several Central European litera-
tures, there was a boom of female literature, and in many cases, a new 
canon of female literature was created. In Polish female literature, in 
the 1990s, appears a generation for which the body, more precisely the 
female body, served as a base topic. Olga Tokarczuk’s short story An-
orexia mystica from 1995, along with the noisy, often scandalous recep-
tion of the volumes of feminist Izabela Filipak, Magdalena Tulli, Manu-
ela Gretkowska, Natasza Goerke and Lidia Amejko drew the attention 
of Polish literary criticism to female prose. So much so that a new term: 
“menstruation literature” was coined to describe the female Polish lit-
erature of the era. On the other hand, the role of Polish feminist liter-
ary criticism must not be overlooked when studying the signifi cance 
of Polish female literature. We can refer to the texts of Inga Iwasiów, 
Ewa Kraskowska, Grażyna Borkowska and Magdalena Roguska. The 
latter author’s volume Los niespełniony (Unfulfi lled Fate) for example, 
is about Hungarian female literature. (Roguska, 2012) 

The paradigm shifting work of female literature is Dorota 
Masłowska’s novel Wojna polsko-ruska pod fl agą biało-czerwoną 
(White and Red, 2002) which not only eliminated all kinds of taboos 
related to sexuality, but also gained countless followers from the young 
generation. From the latter, Agnieszka Drotkiewicz’ Paris London 
Dachau (2004) and Marta Dzido’s Małż (2005) are worth mentioning. 
This new wave of female literature was named by Piotr Marecki the 
start of the fi ve Lolitas. (Gregorová, 2006, url)

In Hungarian literature, similar processes were happening. As a 
result of the process lasting from the 1990s to the present day, Hun-
garian postmodern feminist literary theory can boast achievements that 
are on par with other trends of Hungarian literary theory (the volumes 
of Nóra Séllei, Györgyi Horváth, Edina Szalay, Edit Zsadányi, Anna 
Gács, Anna Borgos, Anna Menyhért). In the fi eld of fi ction, the vol-
ume published by the group Artisans in 2005 Éjszakai állatkert (Night 
Zoo, 2005), subtitled An Anthology of Female Sexuality should be men-
tioned, which contains 56 works by 33 authors. The second volume of 
the series entitled Kitakart Psyché (Psyche Uncovered) is Szomjas oázis 
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(Thirsty Oasis, 2007), subtitled An Anthology of the Female Body. The 
series was extended with the twin volumes in 2010: A szív kutyája (Dog 
of the Heart – An Anthology of Daughters and Fathers) and Dzsungel 
a szívben (Jungle in the Heart – An Anthology of Daughters and Moth-
ers). The Psyche Uncovered project can be read as the creation of a 
canon by the paratexts included in the books. Two recurring slogans 
of the volumes characterised as “the world of female experience” are 
“This is how we see it” and the exclamation “The girls are already in 
the pantry!”, which is a guerrilla-like declaration of breaking into the 
canon and shaping it. 

The female experience, the feminist novel, women’s writing and 
lesbian literature also became important in other literatures of the re-
gion, most often giving a voice to those in a subordinated position. The 
Slovenian Suzana Tratnik, who is an outstanding activist of the lesbian 
movement and an organiser of LMBTQ fi lm festivals, also challenges 
the issues of sexual diversity in her prose. Croatian Daša Drndić’s April u 
Berlinu (April in Berlin, 2009) is a documentary novel that examines the 
ethnocide of the present day through the example of the Second World 
War and the experience of the Holocaust. The book Feminine, plural 
(2007) by Bosnian author Šejla Šehabović not only allows the female 
characters to speak, having been muted for centuries, but also presents 
the traumatic female experiences of the Southern Slavic war and intro-
duces shocking female fates. In Southern Slavic literature, the female ex-
perience of subordination often appears alongside the experience of the 
war, of homelessness and emigration, like in the novel Ministarstvo boli 
(The Ministry of Pain, 2004) by the Croatian Dubravka Ugrešić.

Besides female literature, the traumatic aspects of the female 
experience also appear in male literature. From this aspect, especially 
Hungarian author Szilárd Borbély must be mentioned. His book of po-
etry Halotti Pompa (Funeral Pomp, 2004, 2006) investigates the ques-
tion whether the subordinated can be addressed and given a voice to in 
the wake of the scandal of a brutal death experience and murder. He 
uses all kinds of languages from medieval religious hymns with archaic 
spelling to free poems and the terminology of the digitalised media cul-
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ture of the early 21st century, from the dispassionate presentation of the 
event of death to the naïve philosophy of suffering.

The poems in Borbély’s volume A Testhez (To the Body, 2010) 
run along two parallel lines: traumatic remembering monologues placed 
in the linguistic space of female monologues alternate with allegorical-
philosophical odes. The female monologues in particular, giving voice 
to the subordinated position and including the stages of physical and 
mental humiliation, suffering and even annihilation into the text, can be 
interpreted in the context of the anthropological postmodern. The expe-
rience of being abandoned, of loneliness, abortion, miscarriage and the 
Holocaust result in trauma-texts that direct our attention to the muted 
experiences of female identity. Thus, they also warn us of the rights of 
the marginalised subject, which is at the mercy of power. According to 
Dénes Krusovszky, “To the Body is a deeply humanistic work that tells 
of the undoubted failure of humanism”. (Krusovszky, 2010, 87)

Jadviga párnája (Jadviga’s Pillow, 1997) by Hungarian writer of 
Slovak origin Pál Závada can also be interpreted in the context of anthro-
pological postmodern. The mixed Slovak-Hungarian language of the novel 
provides an insight into a multicultural space. The opening sentence of An-
drás Osztatni’s diary: “Zacsínam túto knyizsecsku.” “I am starting this little 
book.” reveals an archaic Slovak linguistic world, which is complemented 
by Miso’s unique translator’s position, as the Slovak text of the diary is ac-
cessible to the Hungarian reader via his translation. The layers of multicul-
turalism are visible not only through language use but also by the Hungarian 
spelling of the Slovak language text. The spelling, the archaic Slovak lan-
guage, the crumbling Slovak words written in the Hungarian text refer to a 
second-rate, marginalised, vulnerable Slovak language and culture subject 
to the primacy of the Hungarian language and culture. The memory of a 
disintegrating, assimilating culture appears in the book. In Závada’s work, 
Hungarian culture weighs down on the marginalised other, while he shows 
the vulnerability of the language community at the mercy of power through 
individual life stories, without any kind of didactic or parabolic overtones.

In Péter Nádas’ novel Párhuzamos történetek (Parallel Stories, 
2005), the issue of identity, characteristic of the third postmodern, is 
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concentrated to the area of the body: every meaning and every attri-
bution of meaning appears exclusively through the experience of the 
body. The passionate interest in the body introduces, by the totality of 
the great novel, life stories that are radically different from each other. 
The radicalism of the novel is the result of the linguistic experience of 
sexuality, descriptions of lovemaking and genitals, as well as accurate 
presentations of the bodily processes of murder and death. The super-
imposition of issues of the body, sex and power makes the linguistic 
experience of subordination the stake of the politics of the text, thus 
facing us with the bodily scandal of vulnerability.

Szijj Ferenc’s books of poetry Kéregtorony (Bark Tower, 1999) 
and Kenyércédulák (Bread Labels, 2007) also radically oppose the pre-
vailing lyrical voice of the 90s, with the parodistic-intertextual non-ref-
erential modes of speaking that build on language games. The speaker 
of Szijj’s poems seems to lead lyrics back towards subjective poetry, 
though this is not the lyrical subject of modernism any more, but a sub-
ject which, being aware of the conditions of textuality, stages its own 
fi ctitious situations. Furthermore, the voice speaking in the poem re-
lates the voice and experience of the subordinated creature in the space 
of (auto)biographical fi ction, similarly to German poet Durs Grünbein’s 
cathartic poetry of elemental force, for example in his volume Schlädel-
basislektion (Skullbaselesson, 1991).

All this entails the appearance of new formulae of tradition in 
contemporary Central European lyrics, too, and the language games, 
corrupted language, parodistic-ironic text formation, characteristic of 
the second postmodern gradually gives way to a poetry whose deter-
mining elements are the autobiographical code, the body, identity and 
almost prosaic text formation. 
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CHAPTER 7

The Appearance of the 1989 Political 

Transformation in Central European Prose

Writing about the two branches of Latin-American literary theory, 
Raúl Bueno claims that both directions “aim to explore Latin-American 
reality”, “both groups accept the referential nature of these literatures”, 
“are in close relationship with the text, with contextuality” as well as 
“with the reality both creating it and appearing in it”. (Bueno, 1999, 418) 

On the analogy of the common socio-cultural characteristics hid-
den in the depths of Latin-American literatures, we can talk about the 
common experiences of (Eastern) Central European literatures, whose 
shared factors may be dictatorship lasting over forty years, 1989 as the 
turning point and the following post-communist era. Our starting point 
could be the determining role of experience in the postmodern and/or 
young literature of the Central European region. We are going to analyse 
the following Czech, Slovak, Polish, Hungarian and Slovak Hungarian 
books: Dorota Masłowska: Wojna polsko-ruska pod fl agą biało-czerwoną 

(Polish-Russian war under the white and red fl ag, 2002), Jáchym Topol: 

Anděl (Angel, 1995), Eman Erdélyi – Marek Vadas: Univerzita (Univer-
sity, 1996), Oliver Bakoš: Katedra paupológie (The Paupology Depart-
ment, 2001), Attila Győry: Kitörés (Breaking out, 1993), János Térey: 

Termann hagyományai (Termann’s Traditions, 1997) and Attila Hazai: 

Szex a nappaliban (Sex in the Living Room, 2000). 

The post-1989 postmodern prose is termed text-literature not only 

by Hungarian literary criticism. In Slovak literary criticism, the post-

1989, younger generations are called genitalists. In the texts of genitalist 

writers, the infl uence of post-structuralist literary theory is the most strik-

ing. They consciously include so-called intertexts in their texts, which 

play on the theoretical texts published in post-communist countries after 
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1989. The theoretical boom of the 90s is a common experience in East-
ern-Central-European literary theory, whose infl uence is felt in the liter-
ary texts themselves. The array of literary theoretical terms, the uncritical 
use and mixing of the fi ndings of Western theoretical schools formulated 
in opposition to each other, in order to make the text appear all the more 
professional … – well, some young Slovak writers consciously include 
in their texts formulae that perhaps all too easily lead us to the theoreti-
cal texts of Bakhtin or Barthes, Eco or Lacan, Wittgenstein or Foucault, 
Heidegger or Deleuze, Borges or Derrida. However, overwhelming liter-
ary texts with theory does not mean what Tim Beasley-Murray claims: 
that Slovak genitalists are in fact impotent, or that they made a contract 
with the devil, as their texts are imprisoned by the all too grey theory; or, 
according to the Dictionary of Slovak writers: “Forced sterility, as well 
as the non-existent originality of offi cial literature and life, opposed by 
the most part of eighties prose, was replaced in the next decade by volun-
tarily accepted sterility, the minimum of reality and the lack of authorial 
originality (the death of the author).” (Beasley-Murray, 2000, 16) 

However, language games, intertextuality, metafi ction and a dif-
ferent way of speaking about the world do not make it impossible for the 
experience of an era to appear in the text. In young Slovak literature, the 
use of post-structuralist theories does not prevent these texts from speak-
ing about the characteristics of post-communist society at the same time. 

It is the process as a result of which the literary theories (thinking 
about literature) of post-communist countries try to catch up with West-
ern theoretical schools. The “theoretical boom” or “theoretical carni-
val”, beheld by many with astonishment, also made its way into fi ction; 
literary texts also reacted to the situation that had arisen, which appears 
to be a typically Eastern-European condition. 

In Slovak literature, an interesting sub-genre is the so-called uni-
versity novel, one of whose important elements conveying meaning is 
the presence of theory. The novel by the Vadas-Erdélyi duo, entitled 
University is a good example of this, as well as Oliver Bakoš’s The 
Paupology Department. Filozofi cká fakulta (Faculty of Philosophy) by 
Tom von Kamin or Univerzita (University) by Tomáš Horváth also toy 
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with the possibility of the university novel. A memorable scene from 
the novel by Eman Erdélyi and Marek Vadas is exactly the individual-
theoretical textualization of the regime change of 1989: “Dear Mrs. 
Teodora Kugelková was being carried by the lift in her building, ex-
hausted. As her eyes closed, on the tenth fl oor, a charming thought came 
to her mind. Why should she remain a Marxist all her life, why couldn’t 
she try something else? What if she turned into a phenomenologist to-
day? Her face lit up with a professorial smile, and later she lay in her 
bed with satisfaction that she had screwed Marxism and everyone.

The next day, a completely new woman went to town. On her way to 
the university, she purchased a hat and make-up.” (Erdélyi – Vadas, 1996, 15) 

Oliver Bakoš’s novel also starts with a scene of transformation. 
As a result of the events of 1989, the hitherto faithful Marxist, Béžová, 
also a university professor, decides that she would now believe in God. 
Even God is surprised by the conversion of the erstwhile orthodox com-
munist lecturer. Béžová, in turn, is surprised by how seamlessly and 
kindly she is received by the Catholic circles, and consequently, in the 
fi rst moments, even she starts to believe that she believes. She decides 
to create a new theoretical discipline: paupology, the study dealing with 
the social strata which are becoming poorer and poorer, and she im-
merses herself in her books with a renewed wave of energy. Every phi-
losopher that she had ever read becomes the forerunner of paupology, 
and in instances where she could fi nd no reference to the topic whatso-
ever, she regarded the author’s silence as grave, and listed their texts by 
virtue of their implicit features under the basic literature of paupology.

The new, determining Central-Eastern-European status of theory 
as a basic experience is presented by Dorota Masłowska and it also ap-

pears in ironic form in Attila Hazai’s short stories. In the Polish writer’s 

novel (Masłowska, 2003, 161), a character called Masloska enters at 

one point, whose name and biographical data show similarities with the 

author and, what is more, she plays the role of the omniscient narrator. 

This meta-narrational layer of the novel obviously plays on postmodern 

narration theories. A well-outlined part of Attila Hazai’s Sex in the Liv-
ing Room is constituted by writings which seem to imitate the tone of a 
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university lecture or thesis. The “post-talk” addressing the reader makes 
variations on the characteristics of texts playing on Western, French, 
Barthes-ian, Foucault-ian, etc. subject-theories, similarly to the texts of 
Slovak genitalists: “Do you feel like reading a kind of text which starts 
by stating that life has no meaning? What do you expect of me, what 
does your self expect of myself? I wonder where the border lies be-
tween us or whether there is a border between me.” (Hazai, 2000, 105) 

Thus, in the case of certain texts, the experience of the role of 
(literary) theory may become a major text-constructing agent. Another 
great experience of post-89 Eastern-Central-European prose is travel-
ling. The topos of being en route seems essential in the European novel, 
and most often, the stages of the protagonist’s development are linked 
to the sections of the road travelled. Attila Győry’s novel Breaking out 
formulates the philosophy of constantly being on the road: “There is 
some wonderful feeling about it when a goddam great beast brakes be-
hind us, we glance at his number plate as we run, so that we know 
what language to talk to him, where to attack; the slick feeling when 
the car jump-starts, and all that. What more do you want? A gorgeous, 
adorable, rainbow highway – when the engine roars and we set out 
towards our destination, but never to arrive…” (Győry, 1993, 17) By 
transgressing borders, by constantly being on the road, the punk tramps 
of Győry’s novel seem to take revenge on the forty-year dictatorship 
with its iron curtains and on the isolated socialist system. During the 
dictatorship, the border meant more than a simple country border: it 
divided not only two countries but two worlds. What is more, getting 
across country borders was not easy even within the socialist block. 
Győry’s tramps’ jaws drop when they cross the German-Dutch border 
without passport control: “We storm across the border. Just like that, 
nothing anywhere! (…) – Look at that, what passports they’ve got, see, 
like a student ID! – I gasp, but they also laugh at ours. We are mutually 
amazed, and don’t even notice that we shit on everything that had been 
hammered into us for forty years.” (Győry, 1993, 29) 

In this case, the meeting of cultures ends in mutual amazement, 
but it does not come to a dialogue. In the text, the Eastern, socialist 
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 society appears to be alien with its estranged ideology, but so does the 
Western, unknown society, whose power-enforcement organizations 
often confront the characters, who are living off casual theft and soup 
kitchens, who had committed illegal border crossings, who have also 
been to the cells of the Palais de Justice in Paris. East and West also 
collide in Topol’s novel Angel. Like in Győry’s novel, drug dealers 
Jatek and Věra are chased by French police. The common experience 
of the two novels is that those coming from the East are only able to 
sustain themselves in Western society for a longer period as a destitute 
pariah or as a recidivist. János Térey’s volume of short stories paints the 
same picture, even though the protagonists of Termann’s Traditions are 
not drug dealers like Jatek or Věra in Topol’s book, nor are they tramp 
punks like Döce or Zsani in Győry’s: “Brémai’s sticky fi ngers were feel-
ing around on the shelves of supermarkets. He was only searched once, 
when his pockets were really empty, just by chance.” (Térey, 1997, 53) 

It seems like the basic experience and action pattern of Eastern-
Europeans fi nding themselves in the West is stealing. It is not only some 
subconscious revenge on western welfare societies, but also a vital ne-
cessity: it is the only chance to overcome poverty and to survive (as we 
saw in the case of Győry’s protagonists). This continuous, incessant, 
angry stealing also seems to be a basic Eastern-European experience in 
post-1989 prose, recurring as a kind of variation on a theme.

For Eastern-Europeans, Western-European culture includes sev-
eral objects revered as demigods. During the nineties, these objects 
became incorporated into the everyday life of post-communist soci-
eties. We can often encounter the processes and individual stages of 
this incorporation in the analysed texts. In Győry’s novel, for the nar-
rators Süne and Zsani, such fetished objects are Doc Marten’s boots. 
In Attila Hazai’s short stories, a nouveau-riche environment enters the 
texts which parodies object-fetishism characteristic of Western civiliza-
tion. In the short story entitled Ricsi bácsi a Kanári-szigeteken (Uncle 
Ritchie on the Canary Islands), the yellow helicopter generously offered 
as a gift by Uncle Ritchie becomes the token of loyalty and tolerance. 
Jáchym Topol’s novel Angel introduces the sacred venue of market 
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economy: the business premises. Of course, only a kind of Eastern-Eu-
ropean business premises, converted from a room of a private fl at, with 
the charm of the initial era of free capitalism: “A thousand snow-white, 
ʻAlaskaʼ brand candles were stored in the bath for the time being. Paint 
boxes were lined up in the cupboard. There were the frames of eight 
ʻSuperbusʼ brand mountain bikes shining in the living room. Machata’s 
bed was surrounded by bags of herbs and knedli powder and tins of 
sardines neatly arranged. The glass cabinet gave shelter to six hundred 
packs of ʻYummyʼ mini-ketchup. And so on.” (Topol, 2000, 44-45) 

The ironic text of Angel wonderfully juxtaposes the two states. 
During Jatek’s treatment in a psychiatric ward (while he fell out of 
time), society underwent a major change: after the grey, faceless, dim 
world of socialism, we can marvel together with Jatek, who has just 
stepped out of the institution, at the expansion of the private sector and 
the world of McDonald’s. In Breaking out, Süne and Zsani are faced 
with the multiculturalism of consumer society in the hustle and bustle 
of the market in Amsterdam: African, Far Eastern, Dutch, French and 
Belgian sellers offer our heroes the experience of a strange mixture of 
interchangeability and authenticity.

The idol of this sacred place, increased to unrealness and per-
fection, where objects become capable of showing themselves in full 
nudity, is the supermarket, which also stands in the centre of Eastern-
Central-European man’s desires. An altar where post-communist man 
can offer a sacrifi ce to Western civilisation, an offering he had been 
waiting to make for decades. Sečková, the alcoholic lecturer of The 
Paupology Department, cheating on the tram on her way to the univer-
sity, is thinking that her lecture will be about supermarkets. However, 
she is unable to approach her subject; all she can think of is ridiculous 
commonplaces until she comes to the conclusion that the supermarket 
is “Simply poetry!” (Bakoš, 2001, 48)

In post-1989 prose, drugs are major referential candidates. Drugs 
became part of the post-89 folklore; for the societies awakening behind 
the iron curtain, especially for the young generations, they are identifi ed 
with freedom or, more precisely, with its anarchistic concept. Drugs take 
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the role of the “forbidden fruit” and it is so naturally present in the novels 
we are analysing as if they were everyday consumer goods. Most char-
acters of Dorota Masłowska’s novel are almost continually “sped up” by 
all the speed they are taking (Masłowska, 2003, 11) and in Attila Győry’s 
Breaking out, drugs play a major role in the plot. The Netherlands be-
comes the destination of the vagabond protagonists in the fi rst place be-
cause that is where society has the most liberal attitude to drugs. Whereas 
for Győry, drugs run through the text as the allegory of rebellion and 
involve scenes of clashes with the authorities, in Dorota Masłowska’s and 
Attila Hazai’s novels, drugs almost become the synonym for food; they 
are common consumer goods. The characters of Hazai’s short stories roll 
their joints with routine movements with or instead of breakfast or dinner. 
In the short story A rózsaszín por (The Pink Powder), the characters’ dia-
logue is controlled by the dry logic of the drug. In Jáchym Topol’s novel, 
Jatek and Věra support themselves as dealers in Paris. During a fi ght, a 

new substance is born, a unique mixture of powders: “That night Hassan 

bowed before Jatek and lapped up the crystal from Věra’s palm like a 

cave dog. From that moment on, he kept three steps of respectful distance 

from the pale priestess. The other visitors were in ecstasy, too. This drug, 

this new product enslaved everyone. The white-haired Lebanese stayed 

with them for three days and then called Věra Men’s Seven Pleasures 

Tower’s Goddess. Upon Jatek he bestowed the Blessing of the Intestines’ 

Pleasures.” (Topol, 2000, 59-60) 

Jatek becomes the leading light of the world ruled by drugs in 

Angel. Following Jatek’s glance, a world opens up before the reader 

that has already been broken on the crystal lattice of the drug. A small, 

red blood vessel spraying through a white cataract paints the metro sta-

tion Angel exit, and blood is squirting from the low-hung, dirty grey 

clouds, too. However, Jatek is faced with new trials after his recovery. 

Věra and Pernica fi nd out that the magic substance, which they had pro-

duced in Paris by accident, requires Jatek’s blood, as well. The narrative 

of addiction then takes sadistic turns: Pernica and Věra do not even 

shrink back from taking blood for the coveted substance from Ljuba 

and Jatek’s miscarried, never-to-be-born baby. 
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In relation to the examined prose texts, we have arrived at this 
point at the possibility of a sadistic narration, which we can interpret 
as a governing feature of referentiality written in the text. The worlds 
created by the texts are interpreted through roughness: the roles, situa-
tions and motifs dictated by roughness follow each other like links of a 
chain. In János Térey’s texts, the intonation and basic tone are created 
by gangster poetry. We are faced with images of violence all along. In 
his imagination, Romanians had conquered his native land; his uncle 
chases him threatening with a beating; he is forced to live in his rented 
accommodation in Budapest amidst constant tension and quarrels with 
his roommates; the basic experience of his mates is the world of pranks, 
low pubs and parties “with a feeling”. The protagonist’s empty world, 
which implies an existentialist attitude, only reinforces the mutual 
premises of loneliness and rudeness: human relations are built on the 
analogy of the budding wild capitalism of a post-communist country.

In Oliver Bakoš’s novel The Department of Paupology we can 
observe the fi ght of theories, professors, associate professors not short 
of rough punches even below the belt:

“1. Create discipline = paupology!
 2. Department head position = take it!
 3. Who in head position? = Blatenská”

However, after a brief rethink, she modifi es the plan: 
„P A U P O L O G Y
1. Department head position = take it!
2. Who in head position? = ME!” (Bakoš, 2001, 13-14)
Eman Erdélyi and Marek Vadas’s University, the endless drink-

ing sessions end in loss of consciousness, vomited-upon books and car-
pets in their soft version; in sprains in their medium-strength version 
and a heart attack in the hardest version. In Attila Győry’s Breaking out, 
roughness is not only the guarantee for survival (stealing, homelessness 
and prison) but, in a paradoxical way, also of friendship and fellow-
feeling. The members of the gang, Süne, Zsani and Döce, keep slapping 
hell out of each other: whether they screw something up or carry out a 
mission successfully. 
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Of the texts discussed here, perhaps Attila Hazai’s short story A 
dorogi vadászat (Hunting in Dorog) and Topol’s Angel exploit the po-
etry of brutality most thoroughly. In Hazai’s story, the protagonists are 
taken to the maze of subhuman passions by hitting the jackpot. The sib-
lings’ argument ends in murder, they exterminate each other and when 
their parents arrive home, the view makes them commit suicide. At the 
end of Topol’s novel, the threads of the narration – the chase after the 
unique drug coveted by underworld fi gures; Machata, who subordinates 
everything to getting rich; the protagonists Jatek and Ljuba’s disordered 
love life; the miscarriage of their child; Machata’s wife joining the sect 
of The Faithful to the Living Coming; the activities of the half lunatic, 
half criminal sect members – converge into scenes of horror and terror, 
and the book ends with half a dozen “sinful” people tortured to death. 
The carnival of post-communist societies creates a new quality from the 
dance of intertwining dead, burnt bodies. 

It is the specifi c aim of some works of post-1989 Eastern-Cen-
tral-European prose to enable readers to interpret the social and cultural 
processes of the region on the basis of the literary text as their starting 
point. Perhaps this also explains the fact that almost all of the prose 
works discussed here take place at an actual place and time. One of the 
most beautiful (and at the same time, most referential) scenes in At-
tila Győry’s novel is when they make a pilgrimage to Jim Morrison’s 

grave and, to authenticate the story, the author uses the fi nal meaning 

of referentiality, which is simple tautology: “We go back to a deserted 

crypt and, using a handful of empty wall, we sign our names. Anybody 

can ascertain it; there is our signature with the date.” (Győry, 1993, 27) 

Oliver Bakoš’s The Paupology Department takes place in Bratislava, 

just like Eman Erdélyi and Marek Vadas’s novel University, and what 

is more, both at the faculty of arts of Comenius University. Erdélyi and 

Bakoš use a similar trick as Győry: a hand-drawn map is annexed to 

the novel, which shows the most common scenes by arrows, even with 

their names before and after the change of political regimes.

However, deciphering the hidden references of the texts requires 

a reader who himself is a partaker of the world set up by the text. Such 
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small signs, by which the year in issue, 1989, is written into the texts 
are, for example in Erdélyi and Vadas’s novel, the mention of Tornaľa 

or the Czech-Slovak opposition in the Devín scene, which are probably 

hard to interpret for the uninitiated reader. Similarly, the unfolding of 

the concept “ujo Sörös” (which “hides” the name of György Soros) 

could be the subject matter of a separate study for a reader not liv-

ing in the context of Slovakia; or the journal Sárkányfű (Dragongrass), 
brought into a text by Attila Hazai; the phrases Great Plain or National 

Cultural Fund for a reader who only encounters them as a one-off.

The exploration of post-1989 Eastern-Central European prose of-

fers its reader the gift of the experience that, during reading, not only 

texts read texts but so do cultural contexts and the body does, as well. In 

reading, we are forced to face the bases and experiences of our identity 

as, although there are an infi nite number of prospective readers in every 

text, it is our own reading that we must create.
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CHAPTER 8

Postmodern 

Travel Novels 

Before we start our interpretation, I consider it necessary to assert 
that the travels appearing in the novels discussed here cannot be identifi ed 
with a homogenous concept of travel: each journey is different. The topic 
of one journey is Central Europe and the Danube, of another Germany, 
of the third: China, the fourth: a barracks in the Czech Republic, the fi fth: 
Switzerland and Poland and the sixth: Transylvania and Bucovina.

I am going to examine the phenomenon of travel in contemporary 
postmodern prose. The concept of postmodern literature in Central-Eu-
ropean literary discourse has at least three specifi c aspects. There are 
interpretational communities that fi nd the term unusable because it is 
so overloaded; other opinions equal postmodern with value relativism 
that rejects all tradition; yet other interpretational communities, how-
ever, see the token of literary progressivity in the interpretation of the 
concept. In my opinion, of the above three, only this last concept of the 
postmodern makes it possible for a more differentiated approach of the 
concept to become an inspiring source of discussion.

Therefore, in the following discussion, we are going to deal with 
nothing else but the demonstration of an interpretation whose question is 
whether, in the case of postmodern novels using the narrative of travel, 
the characteristics of the three strategies of the postmodern can be sepa-
rated. In doing so, I will run the program of the triple concept of the post-
modern outlined above over postmodern travel novels to test whether the 
above model can be applied to the examination of the prose-poetic use 
of travel. I have chosen the corpus from Hungarian literature. The novel 
entitled Az urgai fogoly (The Prisoner of Urga, 1992) by László Krasz-
nahorkai takes us to China and Gályák Imbrium tengerén (Galleys on the 
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Sea of Ibrium, 1992) by Alfonz Talamon to the Czech Republic. Hahn-
Hahn grófnő pillantása (Countess Hahn-Hahn’s glance, 1992) by Péter 
Esterházy is a Danube-novel, Utazás a tizenhatos mélyére (Journey to the 

depth of Number Sixteen, 2006) takes us to Germany, and the short stories 
called Tájgyakorlatok (Exercises in Scenery, 2003) and Trans (2006) by 
Noémi Kiss lead us, among others, to Germany, Switzerland, Poland and 
Romania (Bucovina).  

1. It is very interesting that there is a group of travel novels re-
garded as postmodern in which the route of the journey is rather less 
interesting than what the traveller experiences during their travels and 
how they refl ect on the fact of travelling. In these novels, the inter-
pretation of the alienness of the other culture is not an issue at all, or 
rather, it is only there for highlighted self-refl ection. Thus, the fact of 
travelling only serves the purpose of self-knowledge, while the traveller 
experiences the stations of self-construction as a task. All along, we ap-
proach the territory travelled through from some external point of view, 
which is reinforced by the fact that we hardly fi nd out anything about 
the thoughts and feelings of the local inhabitants, but all the more about 
the soul and mental crisis of the traveller. In László Krasznahorkai’s 
The Prisoner of Urga (1992), we can read the following: “it seems like 
I have had to run all the way to the heart of China to understand what 
are those (let’s call them unexpectedly) very deep questions which go 
afore me”. (Krasznahorkai, 1992, 35) So China, the trip to China and 
Chinese culture are only a means of self-understanding, and China does 
not participate in this kind of self-discovery by its own unique Chine-
seness, but rather by the alienness of the country and the culture on a 
general transcendent level. It is no accident that in these works, trav-
elling gains metaphysical dimensions inasmuch as the terrain of self-
understanding and self-interpretation is presented by the transcendence 
of the alienness of the alien country.

In Alfonz Talamon’s novel Galleys on the Sea of Ibrium (1992), 
travel is also of symbolic meaning and the actual place relations are over-
written from time to time by the realms of the consciousness of the narra-
tor, who is reciting a monologue. That is to say, the scenery presented by 
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the travel loses its individuality and does not participate in the story by its 
uniqueness, but is merely the setting of the protagonist’s travel. Interaction 
between cultures is not an issue either in Talamon’s or in Krasznahorkai’s 
novel. It is not facilitated by the narrative, as both The Prisoner of Urga and 
Galleys on the Sea of Ibrium are of basically monologic nature. 

In these novels, the stranger or the other is usually threatening, 
distant and unknowable. In relation to alienness, we mainly encounter 
the experience of the impossibility of getting to know and the incom-
mensurability of cultures. The traveller’s gaze turned towards himself 
does not even allow the other one to be interpreted during his travels, as 
only the traveller’s existential questions are at stake. 

The postmodern features of Krasznahorkai’s and Talamon’s novels 
– metanarrative elements, the narrator’s refl ections on the fact and pres-
ent tense of writing, the mirror- and maze-like quality, the identity issue 
– can be discussed in close connection with the above. These features, the 
existential reference of the journey, the experience of the unknowability 
and exclusion of the stranger, the strange scenery and culture appearing 
as stage setting transmit the traveller’s existential experience. In other 
words, the meaning attributed to travel can be interpreted from the aspect 
of text construction processes characteristic of the early postmodern.

2. In another group of the examined novels, travel appears as a 
linguistic strategy: the performance of the language is demonstrated 
during travel. The narrator’s statements made about travel are combined 
in the linguistic space of play and are relativised by their destabilising 
effects. Thus, in Péter Esterházy’s travel novel Countess Hahn-Hahn’s 
glance (1992), subtitled “Downstream on the Danube”, whose objec-
tive would originally be the mapping and exploration of the Danube, 
the status of both the river and the traveller is suspended right at the be-
ginning of the novel; what is more, even their existence is questioned. 
In a fi ctitious letter attributed to Heinrich Heine, quoted in the novel, 
we can read the following: “It would obviously be a thesis easily rep-
resented that the Danube is not, but Breg and Brigach are! Therefore, 
the Danube is fi ction. Poetry. (…) The Danube is a sonnet, a mode of 
speaking, a discourse.” (Esterházy, 1990, 17) Not much later, the fi gure 
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of the traveller is also destroyed: “Traveller set out on his travels. He 
cast his sleepy glance on Donaueschingen. He was a professional trav-
eller, that was his job. (…) God created him to be a traveller, he became 
a traveller. (…) He was commissioned to travel, a brighter lord or shab-
bier country hired him and then he started to travel. (…) Between you 
and me, he hated to travel, and he most liked to sit in his room. No, this 
is not true. His soul was that of a traveller, inasmuch as he had several 
souls, and in his more ambitious moments he felt he had any number 
of them. (…) Traveller could be hired for a longer or shorter term, in-
dividually as well as a group, both in theory and in practice; he even 
had Sonder-Angebots, so for example he could be asked for time travel, 
too (»Look up the Treaty of Karlowitz!«) – the latter was the so-called 
Orlando-Step offer. All this was advertised on a modest sign in front of 
his house. He also made fl iers. (…) In fact, he was exclusively a Dan-
ube-traveller; he could not tell how many times he had been standing up 
there at Donaueschingen, they already knew him, here’s the Hungarian, 
they whispered. They were expecting him to come, looking forward to 
him like to spring after a long winter. (…) Every journey is an internal 
journey, that is, Traveller is seeking himself. Not that there was anyone 
to be sought. Traveller is obliged not to be a personality, to be anyone, 
that is, he is obliged to wander between somebody and nobody, obliged 
to be the endless or, with a bit of false modesty: the existing, to be the 
form, to be a pot, a suitcase, a prison – complete with honey, socks and 
prisoners.” (Esterházy, 1990, 30-35)

The protagonists of Péter Esterházy’s other travel novel Jour-
ney to the depth of Number Sixteen (2006) are also language and play. 
In this case, the Stranger is interpreted through sport, more precisely, 
football; but the interpretation mostly comprises puns, ambiguous state-
ments, stated and withdrawn claims. The opening sentence of the novel 
already defi nes the linguistic space in which the travel is taking place: 
“Everybody played football, even those who did not; this is the sine qua 
non of football, but not everybody is a footballer.” (Esterházy, 2006, 5)

There is something program-like in getting to know the stranger, 
the other, as the text refers to it: “It is time to lay out my cards: I was given 
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a homework task by a German magazine to travel (or that I should travel, 
it’s all the same to them, it’ll be Reise, anyhow) to Germany and write 
about my impressions.” (Esterházy, 2006, 25) In Esterházy’s novel, travel 
appears as a strategy which imagines itself as an ironic-parodistic-hu-
morous linguistic space. While travelling, it always refl ects on alienness, 
otherness, but these refl ections almost exclusively stand before the reader 
as linguistic puns, that is, it is never known whether getting to know the 
stranger is subordinated to the effect, the pun, the linguistic paradox. Or 
rather, it is very well known that linguistic puns always overwrite the 
opportunity for a complex interpretation of culture, whose most obvious 
area are funny generalisations and recycled stereotypes: 

“On my left was sitting a great big Englishman, I didn’t like him, 
I could tell he had carefully checked the beer supply of the Principality, 
he was reeking of booze and he lightly belched now and then. God save 
the Queen, I sort of heard him say. And, from time to time, he and his 
mates yelled: Engelland! Engelland! This again sounded good, nice, 
calm self-confi dent. 

Then unexpectedly one of the Liechtenstein strikers shot. And 
then, this shady English company (it could be read that they had raised 
hell in Zürich the night before) clapped their hands in a polite, reverent 
applause. I could hardly believe my eyes. There is no other country in 
the world whose fans would have done this. Yesterday and today: these 
Englishmen at the same time betrayed and practised an ethos, a set of 
values, a tradition. Hooliganism and fairness. They destroy what they 
rely on. The is not as is. In this duality lie the European values of to-
day.” (Esterházy, 2006, 24)

The stranger is drawn into the game by the leaps and twists of 
the language. The play with foreign linguistic elements, the puns as the 
means of cognition; humour, irony and self-irony, as well as parody, the 
“inside-outside” game, the relativistic tendencies and processes result 
in the fact that Péter Esterházy’s two novels present travelling, the meet-
ing of cultures and getting to know the stranger and the other one as a 
different strategy of postmodern than Krasznahorkai’s and Talamon’s 
novels. In Esterházy’s novels, the stranger and travelling appear as a 
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problem of our language and getting to know the stranger equates with 
the possibilities, boundaries and restrictions of our language.

3. The third strategy of the postmodern appears in two volumes 
of short stories by Noémi Kiss, entitled Exercises in Scenery (2003) and 
Trans (2006). The texts of both volumes stand on the border of genres, 
with a very strong autobiographical nature, more or less interwoven 
with cultural anthropology as a theoretical background. The travellers 
of the texts, which are situated on the borderline of essay and fi ction, 
either report about the territory to be mapped with the preparedness of 
professional travellers or appear as natural parts of the other culture 
in the company of friends, acquaintances or lovers. That is to say, the 
traveller lives within the other culture, aware of its alienness, along 
with his or her own, and at the same time interprets both the stranger 
and his/her own situation in a different social context. In these texts, 
the attention turned towards identity issues becomes more important 
than language and when it comes to play, it is not about language but 
the diversity of identity. In Noémi Kiss’s book Trans, the personality is 
at the mercy of the contexts it had been cast into, be it the family, the 
scenery, the nation, the language; it is often the prisoner of the direction 
of travel, the other in relationships and its own imaginary world and 
wishful fantasies. 

The essay-like nature of Exercises in Scenery is close to the con-
cept of essay which is employed by cultural anthropology, in which the 
“scenery” explored by the anthropologist becomes describable by the 
“exercise” done on it. This scenery can be not only the distant Lake 
Boden, exotic Bucovina, or the Budapest of the late 19th century but, 
fi rst and foremost, the anthropologist him/herself. From this aspect, 
Noémi Kiss’s texts refl ect two kinds of experience: 1. The theoretical 
insight, according to which the anthropologist (that is, the author) be-
holds the stranger from the web of her own cultural stereotypes, up-
bringing and texts; 2. The discursive experience according to which 
historical narratives are fi ctitious, imaginary and ever-changing: 

“In fact I was travelling where the writer and donor of the book 
had sent me. I found myself among topoi, places that I had read about in 
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the book before I could make sure of their existence. I was surrounded 
by specifi c geographical signs which I had known about earlier in the 
descriptive tone of the turn of the century, and only after that, through 
glasses slightly blurred by the past, could I see them. There were long ter-
races, arable lands and almond trees instead of the lines on the map. Now 
I could see the land of the books for myself, whether it was really like it 
had been described by the writers who emigrated after the war, whether 
it had a meaning rephrased by the writers of history.” (Kiss, 2003, 71)

The quoted text projects the image of Bucovina, equally dis-
tant in time and space from both the narrator and the reader, while it is 
aware that this image is doubly determined: on the fi rst level by time 
and space. On the second level, the web of determinations refers to the 
reader himself, as the reader still sees the scenery through an alien text, 
the author’s text – in the wake of the play in which the author mixes her 
own and others’ alien texts. On the third level of determination, we can 
see the author, who is writing the text when she is already distant from 
the experience in both time and space, which thus becomes fi ctitious, 
which literally means “made up”, due to the nature of her own memory, 
of forgetting and of the nature of language itself. 

In addition, the short story Digital Baedeker follows the narra-
tion of the anthropological “thick description”: description, interpreta-
tion and self-interpretation are mixed together, while the narrator of the 
text is identical with the protagonist publishing their experiences. The 
author, who appears in the narratives piled on top of each other by the 
act of travelling and remembering, as well as writing, functions as an 
open place whose existence and identity are a single cultural anthro-
pological task: she is an inexhaustible topic during her travels, in her 
solitude and on her weekdays alike.

The ‘I’ of the texts builds for itself a manifold, rich experiential 
scenery, a personal geography from the fragmentedness of its personal 
life story, from the internal dividedness of the identity longing to be 
integrated into the scenery, from the existential situations of the individ-
ual cast into the ever-rewritten periods of history and from the mythical 
determinations of the family’s genealogy: “In the twentieth century, al-
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most all of the Hungarian and German speaking and Jewish population 
of Bucovina was deported, annihilated or delocalised. By now, the once 
multilingual, multicultural Austro-Hungarian and Romanian communi-
ty has been moulded into a people of Bucovina. Whosoever happens to 
pass that way, inevitably remembers the Eastern Europe of a lost world. 
Of course, our guide personally knew the Zipsers who had remained 
here; they were only a handful of old folks, glad to talk about their pass-
ing lives. With time, this talking became their profession.” (Kiss, 2003, 
84) In relation to this, the position of participation becomes especially 
important in these texts: the narrator of the texts never aims to present a 
totalizing picture of the world, of the reality experienced by her; rather, 
we can talk about a kind of constructed, poeticised psychobiography. 

Although on the basis of travel as a narrative drive, we could dis-
cuss the similarities between the six novels analysed above, my aim was 
to prove that all similarities are overwritten by the differences between 
the analysed strategies. Completely different travels are presented in the 
novels of László Krasznahorkai and Alfonz Talamon, yet another kind 
in Péter Esterházy’s, and again completely different ones in the books 
by Noémi Kiss. During the representation of travel and the processes 
of meaning attribution, the six volumes provide opportunities for three 
different strategies, even though all of them are described in contem-
porary Hungarian literature as postmodern. In the fi rst travel strategy, 
we can recognize the self-refl ective, metaphysical strategy of the early 

postmodern, in which travelling serves as the projection of the mental 

countryside; in the second one, we can recognize the ironic-parodistic 

language games and word-creations of the non-referential postmodern; 

and in the third, the identity issues, interethnic and intercultural dia-

logues of the anthropological postmodern. Thus, the destruction of the 

homogenous meaning of travel can result in a more complex concept of 

meaning in contemporary postmodern literature.
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CHAPTER 9

The Experience of Mystifi cation and 

Subordination in Central European 

Pseudonymous Novels 

A typical device of postmodern text construction is making as 
much use of destabilising effects as possible. Such effects of universal 
destabilising are intertextuality, metafi ction, the mise-en-abime tech-
nique, open-ended texts, a parodistic-ironic mode of speaking, lan-
guage play, the distrust of the great narrative, the dissolution of the 
borders between high-brow and popular modes of speaking, along with 
the mystifi cation coded in pseudonymous novels. However, this does 
not mean that postmodern literature is merely irresponsible textual play 
and that it does not interpret the social phenomena of the age. Rath-
er, postmodern mystifi cation refers to the medial determination of the 
problem, to the fact that every reader is fatally exposed to the medium 
which conveys the meaning. Therefore, postmodern mystifi cation also 
refers to the non-natural way of reception; it refl ects the complexity 

of interpretation and it aims to expose naïve reading. What is more, in 

some Central European literatures, in this case, in Czech, Slovak and 

Hungarian literature, even the exposure of social inequalities is not far 

from the postmodern works of mystifi cation. 
The “madness” of intertextuality carried to extremes makes the 

reader totally uncertain about the status of the text: where does the origi-
nal end and where does the alien start? In Hungarian literature, András 
Ferenc Kovács’s volume of poetry entitled Hazatérés Hellászból (Return 
from Hellas, 2006), subtitled Kavafi s-transcript, half of which can be 
interpreted as translations of Kavafi s and the other half as KAF-poems 
adapted from Kavafi s, completely imbalances the status of authorship 
and originality, maintained since Romanticism. Zoltán Csehy’s book of 
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translations entitled Hárman az ágyban (Threesome in Bed, 2000) has his 
name on the cover as the author, while the subtitle suggests that the book 
contains translations of Greek and Latin erotic poems. What is more, he 
puts into this volume, allegedly of translations, some lines and verses 
word for word out of a poem entitled Catullusi (By Catullus), which had 
appeared two years previously in his own book entitled Csehy Zoltán 
alagyái, danái, elegy-belegy iramatai (Zoltán Csehy’s Elegies, Songs and 
Miscellaneous Writings, 1998). Postmodern Hungarian poet, Lajos Parti 
Nagy, in some of his drama translations, writes hexameters which are 
non-existent in the original, inserts funny quotes from Vörösmarty and 
Petőfi  in Russian dramas; in other cases, however, he leaves out com-

plete scenes, while the destabilising authorial positions appear as variants 

of the title: “Lajos Parti Nagy: Molière: Tartuffe” or “Moliére: Tartuffe, 

written by Lajos Parti Nagy”. (Parti Nagy, 2006, url; Szántó, 2006, url; 

Halász, 2006, url) Péter Esterházy copied Géza Ottlik’s novel Iskola a 
határon (School on the Border, 1959) by hand on a sheet of paper and 

included it in his own book Bevezetés a szépirodalomba (Introduction 
to Fiction, 1986) on page 11. In the same volume, he publishes Danilo 

Kiš’s short story It is Sweet and Glorious to Die for one’s Homeland, 

translated by Endre Bojtár, as his own work. The question arises: who is 

the author of the text? Metafi ction blurs the border between creation and 

interpretation, making treatises and interpretations about the work part of 

the work itself. (Hites, 2002, url) In Chapter 13 of his novel The French 
Lieutenant’s Woman (1969), John Fowles discusses his own novel as an 

outsider, talking about breaking the illusion of reality regarding his book. 

Ottlik Géza begins School on the Border (1959) by talking about the dif-

fi culties of narration, which is followed by Bébé’s voice, which belongs 

to the interpreter and critical reader of Gábor Medve’s manuscript, often 

challenging the statements of the quoted diary and thus erasing the pos-

sibility of any kind of original truth.

The two of them create an open, unfi nished text structure in their 

above-mentioned novels that make their readers completely bewildered. 

Ottlik’s novel juxtaposes two manuscripts, both of which tell the same se-

quence of events, but in most cases diametrically oppose each other. We 
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wonder who is right. What really happened? We will never know. Fowles 
fi nishes his love story in three different ways: in chapter 44, Charles mar-
ries Ernestina and they have seven children together; in chapter 60, he 
fi nds his love Sarah who, as Charles fi nds out, has had their daughter in 
the meantime; but in chapter 61, he breaks up with Sarah for good, and 
may never fi nd out that they have a child together … 

Parodistic-ironic modes of speaking operate double codes that 
subvert the fi xed and identifi able positions of texts, for example Lajos 
Parti Nagy’s play on the quote “my homeland, my homeland, my ev-
erything / but not all” from the poem Szívlapát (Heartspade). In relation 
to copying elite and popular language uses and genres on top of each 
other and operating them within each other, we can again refer to La-
jos Parti Nagy and to his short novel A test angyala (The Angel of the 
Body, 1990), which transfers the codes of girls’ fi ction and pulp fi ction 
to another linguistic level by incorrect language use turned into poetry, 
while the text of the novel profi ts from the undecidable and undefi nable 
relations of language, genre and hierarchy.

One of the most perfect acts of universal destabilisation is play-
ing with the authorial name. The oeuvre of contemporary Czech poet 
Ivan Wernisch implements mystifi cation on several levels: in a com-
parative literature programme of the former Czechoslovakian Radio, he 
smuggled his own poem into the collection of foreign poetry. He wrote 
under the name of the actual French writer Jean Cocteau as well as 
that of the imaginary Hans Gruber and other fi ctitious ancient Egyptian, 
Chinese, Persian and African poets. There are examples of the opposite, 
as well: in his volume of translations Frc. Překlady a překrady (Trans-

lations and Transgressions, 1991), he published translations under his 
own name (as suggested by the title). His male pseudonym is Alois 
Rouček and he uses Lucie Tejkalova as a gynonym; he has also made 
an interview with himself using the name of Marsel Drevo and in 2000, 
he published a book of poetry under the name of the dead poet Václav 
Rozehnal (1904-1959). (Machala, 2011, 188–197)

In Czech literature, the post-1989 era brought a quantitative leap 
in the fi eld of pseudonyms. It was not rare for writers and poets to use 
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several pseudonyms in parallel and for others to create sequences of 
numbers or combinations of fi gures and letters in place of names. For 
example, Jan Hýsek’s pseudonyms are Harry Crasst, Miroslav Kromiš, 
Stradomír Hromnišský, Mistr Miš, Martin Maniš; Lubomír Drožďs 
pseudonyms are Blumfeld 2001, H&H, Čaroděj Oz, Autor, V.I.P., 
Homeless@Hungry. The fi gure 063423350 hid Kateřina Malenovská; 
Radan Běhoun’s pseudonym was ½ OC; Pavel Hlušička’s pseudonym 
was Mnoháček Zgublačenko, and the well-known pseudonym Xindla X 
hides the singer, musician, lyricist, dramaturge and prose writer Ondřej 
Ládek. In 1996, Pavel Hájek created a whole fi ctitious poetic trend: 
he introduced tsauvism as a Russian avant-garde movement from the 
period between 1917 and 1934, complete with manifesto, portraits of 
poets and the poems of fi ctitious authors such as Nikolai Ippolitovich 
Ljubimov, Stermin Grigory Visenyevich, Nadiezdha Pavlovna Kirskia. 
(Machala, 2011, 189-191)

According to Jaroslav Šrank, post-1989 Slovak literature was 
fl ooded with rhetorical solutions such as auto-stylization, mystifi cation, 
illusion, camoufl age, imitation and playfulness. (Šrank, 2009, 145-228) 
In the wake of Peter Macsovszky’s Petra Malúchová, Michal Habaj’s 
Anna Snegina, Daniela Kapitáňová’s Samko Tále and Maxim E. Mat-
kin, the phenomena of gender mystifi cation such as gynomyms and an-
dronyms abounded in Slovak literature. Generator X was a project by 
Peter Macsovszky, Michal Habaj, Andrej Hablák and Peter Šulej, which 
functioned as a collective pseudonym as the simulation of authorial iden-
tity. This phenomenon can mainly be linked to the authors of the text 
generation, especially to Peter Macsovszky, publishing in both Slovak 
and Hungarian, who created dozens of pseudonyms for himself.1 For this 

1  In his journalistic writings, Macsovszky appears as Marek Lukáč, Andrej 
Okomín and Attila Tárnoki; he publishes his esoteric texts under the names 
of Mantello, Andrej Černický, Tomáš Dubloň and Hassan Simonoff and, 
besides Petra Malúchová, he has also created fi ctitious identities such as 
Hungarian writer Péter Iványi, Buddhist monk Rinpoche Sarmung, esoteric 
writers Jozef Varnusz and Magistra Aglaja, a shaman called Mrakozrec, who 
lives in the Tatra mountains, musician David Leder, fi ne artist Michal Garaj 
and prose writer Tono Tehlár. (Šrank, 2009, 169-170)
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generation, subversive postmodern mystifi cation, virtual authorial enti-
ties, relativistic-polysemous text construction techniques, intertextuality 
and recontextualisation became the elements of unstoppable semiosis.

In contemporary Hungarian literature, we can also fi nd dozens of 
pseudonyms, starting with Sándor Weöres’s Psyché in 1972, but more so from 
the late 1980s onwards. Following Péter Esterházy’s Lili Csokonai (1984), 
Zoltán Hizsnyai’s Sándor Tsúszó (1988) and Lajos Parti Nagy’s Jolán Sár-
bogárdi (1990), pseudonyms swamped Hungarian literature. Among others, 
the following names can be mentioned: Sándor Lázáry René, Alekszej Asz-
trov, Jack Cole, Caius Licinius Calvus, Kavafi s, Hadd-el-Kaf, Fu An-kung, 
József Kálmáncsehy, Marullo Pazzi, Sir Andrew Blacksmith (Kovács András 
Ferenc’s pseudonyms), Nat Roid, Underlord T., Hc. G. S. Solenard (Dezső 
Tandori), Mihály Virágos, Endre Dumpf (Lajos Parti Nagy), Attila József 
(a pseudonym shared by Zsófi a Balla, Béla Bodor, Győző Ferencz, Ágnes 
Gergely, Flóra Imre, Péter Kántor, Ottó Orbán, Lajos Parti Nagy), Sztye-
pan Pehotnij (István Baka), Ernő Szív, Eric Moussambani (László Darvasi), 
Samuel Borkopf (Alfonz Talamon), Nóra Fábián (Alica Árvay (née. Korb-
er)), Árti Székely (Attila Sántha), Hümér Troppauer (Lajos Parti Nagy, János 
Dénes Orbán), Petra Karácsonyi (Péter Bozsik), Pacifi cus Maximus (Zoltán 
Csehy), Norbert Kanetti, Lénárd Poletti (László Szilasi), György Gabriely 
(Gábor Németh), Borbála Martossy (Zoltán Hizsnyai), Vaszilij Bogdanov 
(László Bogdán), Adél Hollósy (Mátyás Dunajcsik), Nándor Hatytyú (An-
drás Gerevich), Péter Poszt (Attila Mizser), Odett Király (Richárd Fekete), 
Aaron Blumm (Gábor Virág), Anonymous of Velem (Zsolt Győrei), Emma 
Ovary (Ildikó Szilágyi-Nagy), Sándor Petrence (Gábor Ádám  Nyerges), 
Laura Spiegelmann (Lóránt Kabai), Vid Aletta, Anonymous of Hont, Jake 
Smiles, Centauri, János Rosmer, Dávid Barna.

It is no accident that one of the typical procedures of postmod-
ern literature is the destabilisation of the authorial name by the use of 
pseudo nyms and masks. This has a strong, manifold effect on the reader:

1. The reader fi rst encounters the text through the name, therefore, 
all the destabilising effects embodied by the name are extended to 
the whole text, and at the same time raise the tormenting question 
whether the name is part of the text or not.
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2. Mystifi cation and playing with names makes us uncertain in 
relation to identity, too. The most profane manifestation of this 
is when a male author publishes under a female name. The text 
playing with gender can fundamentally destabilise the reader 
as to the status of the work, as a text published under a female 
name most often has an autobiographical character, so the reader 
automatically identifi es the author with the narrator. Another 
very strong name and language game is when an author of limi-
ted ability and writing in a lower linguistic register appears under 
a pseudonym. Using a name to invoke an author distant in both 
time and space is also common practice.

3. In postmodern literature, the pseudonym most often refers to 
a typical language game. The pseudonym does not exist only 
for its own sake but includes the linguistic register and context 
which created it. Therefore, the interpretation of the name could 
be essential.

4. The pseudonym can be linked to the frequently mentioned non-
referentiality of postmodern literature. What could unbind the 
text in fi ction from actual relations better than a name without a 
reference? What could be emptier than the empty sign which is 
the pseudonym, behind which there is no real person? To be more 
precise, there is only another name behind it, behind which, in 
turn there is an actual person.
The non-referentiality of postmodern texts, however, is itself the 

result of mystifi cation, which often sounds as an accusation. However, 
the reality is that the most non-referential texts in world literature were 
not written by postmoderns, but by avant-garde and neo-avant-garde au-
thors. Could a more non-referential text be written than the works cre-
ated from the language beyond sense of avant-garde writers? Examples 
of this are Hlebnykov’s zaum in Zangezi, Kassák’s “latabagomyre / oh, 
talatta / latabagomyre and fi nfy”, Hans Arp’s “Rivers leap into their tents 
as bucks.”, dadaism itself, lettrism, the so-called infi nitesimal writing 
(arbitrarily drawn sequences of signs), and the so-called aphonies. The 
non-referentiality of the postmodern is not connected to the disappear-
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ance of sense and reality but to the recognition that all reality can only 
be conceived of, understood and communicated through language. That 
is to say, language is necessary for us to see anything at all of so-called 
reality which, in this manner, is actually not, as only language can trans-
mit any kind of reality. However, in relation to postmodern works of art, 
we cannot by any means claim that they do not refl ect on the so-called 
reality, the world, social context, whatever these might mean. Considered 
to be the fi rst Hungarian postmodern novel by many, Péter Esterházy’s 
Termelési-regény (Production-novel, 1979) is a vitriolic criticism of dic-
tatorship through language. Péter Nádas’s novel Emlékiratok könyve 
(Book of Memoires, 1986) is one of the fi rst to face the visceral, physical 
experience of the Hungarian revolution of 1956. 

What is more, even some of the so-called pseudonymous novels, 
which want to hide the real identity through the pseudonym, appear as 
texts which convey the language game not in an ironic-parodistic lan-
guage but in one given to the subordinated. This postmodern text-play, 
which I term ‘anthropological’, is aware of the postmodern experience 
that all reality can be perceived exclusively through language. There-
fore, the language given to the subordinated means that, as opposed 
to the parodistic level of the second postmodern language use, a trau-
matic language is being experimented on. As Toni Morrison puts it: 
“Oppressive language does more than represent violence; it is violence; 
does more than represent the limits of knowledge; it limits knowledge. 
Whether it is obscuring state language or the faux-language of mindless 
media; whether it is the proud but calcifi ed language of the academy or 
the commodity-driven language of science; whether it is the malign lan-
guage of law-without-ethics, or language designed for the estrangement 
of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its literary cheek – it must be 
rejected, altered and exposed.” (Morrison, 1993, url)

Texts belonging to the anthropological postmodern, on one hand 
expose this oppressive violence through language and on the other 
hand, create a language that can function as that of the subordinated. 
This language enables the dumb to speak by giving them a voice and a 
tongue. From the point of view of the subordinated, it gives a voice to 
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the traumatic and shocking; and from the point of view of the recipient, 
to empathy and tolerant behaviour. But, as Toni Morrison warns us: 
“Language can never ʻpin downʼ slavery, genocide, war. Nor should it 

yearn for the arrogance to be able to do this. Its force, its felicity is in its 

reach toward the ineffable.” (Morrison, 1993, url)

It may be surprising to what extent some postmodern texts, aim-

ing to destabilise the recipient also through pseudonyms, follow political 

strategies in the literary interpretation of the so-called Central European 

social reality, through the strategy of the “language given to the subordi-

nated”. Lan Pham Thi’s novel Bílej kůň, žlutej drak (White Horse, Yellow 
Dragon, 2009) was for a long time celebrated by the writing profession 

and the reading public as the work of a Vietnamese author living in the 

Czech Republic; it was awarded a prestigious literary prize, for which the 

young, nineteen-year-old female author gave thanks in a video message. 

The future developments of the post-history of the work almost follow 

the narrative of a crime story, enriched with elements like the “stolen” 

photograph, the gradually added, arranged exposure, the video message 

recorded at a building site, etc.2 The novel plays with the double Czech-

Vietnamese identity on several levels: the narrator feels neither Czech 

nor Vietnamese, yet she is both; the novel starts with extracts from a Viet-

namese myth; in the Czech language of the novel is inserted the Vietnam-

ese language of the characters, often not translated by the narrator; some 

characters’ incorrect use of the Czech language refl ects the language use 
of Vietnamese speakers, and the racism of Czech society appears in sev-
eral scenes of the novel. Already in the fi rst chapter, skinheads beat the 
protagonist and her cousin; the protagonist’s uncle’s shop is set on fi re 
and burnt to the ground; following his speech on tolerance and Europe-

2  In the story appear the real writer Jan Cempírek, his friend David Jan Žák, 
a female Vietnamese student in the Czech Republic, Thi Hong Nhung 
and, what is more, without his knowledge, Australian photographer Adam 
 Robert Young, or more precisely, his Vietnamese girlfriend, later wife Le 
Ngoc Dung. The phases of mystifi cation in the Czech republic are sum-
marised on the following website: http://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Cempírek
For the Far Eastern thread, I recommend the following blog post: https://adamrober-
tyoung.wordpress.com/2014/03/16/my-wifes-photos-misused-in-a-czech-hoax/
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anness at the ceremonial opening of the protagonist’s parents’ restaurant, 
the Czech mayor chats to the guests about how all Vietnamese should 
be sent home because they trade in illegal goods and take jobs from the 
Czechs; the protagonist recognises one of the skinhead attackers as the 
mayor’s driver. (Lan, 2009)

This Czech novel could be regarded as one of the fi rst Eastern-
Central European examples of migrant literature, which fulfi ls the strat-
egy of language given to the subordinated by presenting the specifi c 
Vietnamese viewpoint and use of the Czech language, exposing the in-
tolerance of the majority society. 

Daniela Kapitáňová’s novel, written under the pseudonym Sam-
ko Tále, interprets the multiethnic relations in Komárno, a small town 
in Southern Slovakia with a mixed, but mostly Hungarian population. 
In Samko Tále’s Kniha o cintoríne (Book about the cemetery, 2000), 
the writer and at the same time narrator, according to the plot, is an in-
fantile, mentally handicapped Slovak man from Komárno who, at age 
forty-four, is on the intellectual and linguistic level of a child of about 
eight or ten. He roams the town in a wheelchair equipped with a rear-
view mirror and, following the oracle of an alcoholic gutter-dweller 
that he would write a novel about the cemetery, he sets out to write it. 
The language of the work is fragmented, built up of lower registers, 
repetitions and self-repetitions; it is the language of a speaker of low 
competence, from which fragmented anecdotes and the tragedies of a 
small town and the narrator’s life story develop. The narrator does not 
possess the language but merely repeats the language and thoughts of 
the “adults”, which self-critically refers to the xenophobia, chauvinism 
and racism of the inhabitants of Komárno, as well as to the behaviour 
of narrator Samko Tále, dangerous and harmful even in his debility. The 
character unfolding in the novel turns out to be an “eternal child” like 
Oskar Matzerath in Günther Grass’s The Tin Drum, mentally retarded 
like Benjy in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury and, like the 
Soviet child hero Pavlik Morozov, he was a stooge in socialist Czecho-
slovakia in his childhood, a little monster reporting on his parents and 
siblings, whose actions lead to dark events. (Taragel, 2012, url)
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The novel represents the subordinated language on one hand by 
giving a place to the almost stream of consciousness-like autobiogra-
phy of the mentally retarded “writer”, who has a marginal position in 
society and on the other hand, by putting the xenophobic opinion of a 
part of the majority (Slovak) society into the mouth of a character who, 
given his mental retardation, hardly cares about political correctness, 
and thus actually functions as the mouthpiece of society. Besides, Da-
niela Kapitáňová’s novel deconstructs the traditional binary opposition 
that can be traced in Slovak literature up to the present (e.g. in Ladislav 
Ballek’s novels about Šahy in Southern Slovakia), namely the opposi-
tion of innocent, naïve kind North and sinful, debauched, mixed South. 
The protagonist-narrator Samko Tále has pure Slovak roots on his fa-
ther’s side (Detva has an almost cultic place in Slovak literature), while 
it gradually turns out that he has Hungarian and even Roma ancestors 
on his mother’s side. Statements like “Hungarians are not liked by any-
body in the world because they are Hungarian, but Slovaks are liked by 
everybody because they are Slovak” (Tále, 2005, 48) gradually reveal 
the perverted thinking of a petty fascist, and through him, of his broad-
er environment, his parents, grandparents, teachers, friends, whose 
thoughts are endlessly parroted by the narrator in his autobiographi-
cal “novel”. From this point of view, names are important components 
of this Slovak novel, which often follow the Hungarian orthography 
(Eszter Csonka, Alfonz Névéry, Dávid Szervusz, Angelika Édesová 
etc.), and other times are hiding Hungarian words (Omama [Grandma], 
Otata [Grandpa]). Thus, the language of the novel becomes the lan-
guage of the “subordinated” from several aspects. Its set phrases and 
commonplaces make it the testimony of a retarded man and its foreign 
linguistic-cultural layers and references make it the representation of 
the subordinated other culture.

In Hungarian literature, a somewhat similar novel was written 
by Lóránt Kabai under the pseudonym Laura Spiegelmann. This novel 
creates its marginal language not of migrant and multicultural subor-
dination but in the context of sexism, also in an existing socio-cultural 
environment: in Eastern-Central Europe. The narrator of Laura Spie-
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gelmann’s novel Édeskevés (Precious Little, 2008) is a subordinated 
woman who is present in a patriarchal society as a sexual object. She 
is trying to create a language for herself which allows for a dignifi ed 
life, but she is left with a deprived, depressed language, along with the 
language of the body as the imprint of the vulnerability of the female 
body. An important strand of the novel is that it presents the sexist realm 
of male fantasies in a negative way, through the obscene language (and 
not incidentally, the story of suffering) of a woman and it is trying to 
create a specifi c, erotic-obscene female language as the language of the 
subordinated. (Spiegelmann, 2008)

Despite and through the destabilising effects of pseudonyms, all 
three novels invoke and interpret the xenophobia, sexism and national-
ism of Eastern-Central European societies, even if the pseudonym sus-
pends the identity which, in theory, would authorize the stories by the 
autobiographical code. The postmodern mystifi cation of the pseudonym 
in these novels gives place to a specifi c language of trauma, by present-
ing us with the language of the subordinated and thus with the unspeak-
able. Therefore, the technical apparatus of postmodern text formation, 
destabilising effects, intertexts, fragmented narration techniques, rela-
tivistic linguistic procedures become not a barrier but an opportunity 
for a strategy that is able to represent the subordinating relations of a 
well-outlined region. Autobiographical aspects, trauma language and 
the rhetorical solutions of otherness are embodied in postmodern text 
formation procedures that reinterpret the possibilities of postmodern 
literature from the strategy of “the language given to the subordinated”.
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CHAPTER 10

Postmodern Literary 

Translation Techniques

Within postmodern literature, texts that have tried to blur the bor-
ders between one’s “own” and “foreign”, between the “original” and 
“transcription” have proven to have a quick route to canonisation. Bring-
ing these positions into play is, of course, not completely new in literary 
processes, as older text formation procedures, which were not affected 
by the originality concept of Romanticism, can often be related to the 
above-mentioned concepts. We can think of the shared mythological 
background used by Ancient Greek playwrights, the afterlife of Greek 
texts translated and made their own by Roman authors, as well as the 
Bible as a regularly remembered and quoted text in European literature.

However, there is a basic difference between the above-mentioned 
translations, transcriptions, internal translations and the similar or identical 
text-formation processes of postmodernism: the fact that the games of re-
cent decades are represented as deliberate identity games, and these games 
are presented as text games played with the whole of literariness. Naturally, 
all this appears not only as a textual strategy, but also as a general artistic 
practice. We are interested in Boris Groys’ note which says that “Contem-
porary art gets into the same grey zone as the refugee: into an invisible do-
main between the norm and the deviation from the norm, between its own 
and the foreigner, between authenticity and simulation” (Groys, 1998, url); 
particularly in the categories of one’s own and the foreigner and of authen-
ticity and simulation. Because, as will be visible, in postmodern text for-
mation, the strategy of simulation is mixed with the aesthetics of hybridity 
in the text games that blur the borders between one’s own and the foreign. 

However, we must note that this simulation strategy does not 
want to erase all kinds of evoked reality, but rather wants to create a 
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controversial situation, in which the foreign appears as one’s own and 
one’s own appears as foreign. This text-creation paradigm also plays 
an important role in contemporary translation literature, aptly called 
intertextuality by Anikó Polgár in her monograph. (Polgár, 2003, 46-
47) Therefore, we need to focus on texts that deliberately suspend the 
separation between their own and the foreign and that refer to the con-
tradictory nature of the position and the positionability of texts.

Let us take as an example Zoltán Csehy’s volume of transla-
tions Hárman az ágyban (Three in the Bed, 2000) or, more precisely, 
the translations of poems listed under the name of Caius Valerius 
Catullus. Hence, the book published in 1998: Csehy Zoltán alagyái, 
danái, elegy-belegy iramatai (Zoltán Csehy’s Elegies, Songs and Mis-
cellaneous Writings) will immediately come to mind, and specifi cally 
the poem Catullusi (Of Catullus) in it. If we compare the Catullus-
poems in the volume of translations with that in the poet’s own book, 
also entitled Catullusi, we get entwined in a surprising game. The fi rst 
four verses of the Csehy-poem correspond to the fi rst Catullus-poem 
of the book of translations, or rather, they both seem to be the transla-
tions of a Latin original.

„Hogyha nem sértés, az a véleményem
földre szállt isten, vagy az istenektől

is szerencsésebb, aki ott ül szemközt,

s látja az arcod,

hallja mézízű nevetésed.” (Csehy Zoltán: Catullusi)

“If it is no offence, in my opinion

a god, come down to earth, or one even

more fortunate that the gods, who sits opposite

and can see your face,

and hear your honey-tasting laughter.” (Zoltán Csehy: Of Catullus)
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„Isten, azt hiszem, vagy az isteneknél
is nagyobb ő (bár tilos így beszélni), 
mert veled szemben ül, akármikor rád
nézhet, az édes

kuncogást is hallja.” (Catullus: Azt hiszem, isten)

“A god, I think, or even greater
than the gods (although I must not speak like this),
because he sits opposite you and can look
at you anytime, and hear

the sweet giggles.” (Catullus: A god, I think)

The author-translator makes an even more radical decision about 
the identity and position of the text when he presents the same text in 
1998 as his own poem and in 2000 as a translation. We are talking about 
the famous poem Lesbia’s Bird by Catullus in the volume of transla-
tions Three in the bed, which comprises the second part of the 1998 
Csehy-poem. As both texts are the same, the only difference being three 
commas (marked by me), I will only quote it once: 

 
„Madárkám, szeretőm parányi kincse,
játékos csodalény, ölébe enged (,)
és úgy élvezi, hogyha csipdesed csöpp
ujjbegyét! Nosza, csípd, harapd, ha kéri.
Szívem csücske, ha szórakozgat, édes
játékába merülve viccelődik,
úgy tűnik (,) takarékon ég a kínok 
lángja (,) s balzsam a sebre minden óra.
Játszhatnánk mi is, ó, madárka, hátha
szívem, mely csupa gond, megint vidulna.” 
(Zoltán Csehy: Catullusi – Catullus: Lesbia madara)
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“My birdie, my lover’s tiny treasure, 
a playful miracle, she lets you into her lap (,)
and so enjoys when you peck her tiny
fi ngertip! Come on, peck, bite her if she asks.

My sweetheart, when she is having fun, sunk

in her sweet play joking,

the fl ames of suffering (,) seem to be

burning low (,) and every hour is an ointment to the wound.

We could play, too, oh, birdie; perhaps

my heart, full of sorrows, would rejoice again.” 

(Zoltán Csehy: Of Catullus – Catullus: Lesbia’s Bird)

We can fi nd different translation solutions as well as literal 

equivalents like the one above in the two text corpora. A good example 

of the former is Lesbia’s Bird is Dead, and of the latter Lesbia is scold-
ing or Woman’s Oath by Catullus. Although the poem published in the 

1998 volume bears the subtitle Catullus-variations, -rewritings, -mis-
understandings and -translations, and the 2000 translation volume also 

plays with the possibilities of the authorial name3, this playful liberty 

in the issue of authorship may be shocking. So, the question arises as 

to what decides whether we consider the same text to have been writ-

ten by Csehy or Catullus. If the same text appears once as a translation 

and once as the author’s own, then a radical reinterpretation of its own 

origin and status, as well as that of the authorial position has been sug-

gested. We can fi nd a similar game in Zoltán Csehy’s book of poetry 

Hecatelegium, played in the other direction. This book was written un-

der the pseudonym Pacifi cus Maximus and therefore, as Csehy once 

mentioned in conversation, “Many people still believe that it is a book 

of translations, when in fact I wrote every line of it”. (Németh, 2007, 

80) Thus, whereas the book of translations Three in the bed boasts the 

authorial name Zoltán Csehy, the name Pacifi cus Maximus intrudes as 

3  The name Zoltán Csehy is the authorial name on the cover – whereas on the 

inside pages it says “Selected, translated and the afterword written by Zoltán 

Csehy”. (Csehy, 2000)
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the authorial name above Csehy’s own, “original” poems. It is interest-
ing that Csehy regards it not as a theoretical but as an ethical issue: 
”There is another dilemma related to this issue: how far does the ethi-
cal universe of the translator stretch? This ethical imperative decides 
for everyone what they consider to be a translation, what a rewriting 
and what expropriation. However, translation criticism does not like to 
explore ethical questions. The literary versions of translation theories 
are worlds apart from the practice. Interpretational pluralism, on the 
other hand, makes a potential critical attitude even less possible: for 
an inventive analyst, misunderstanding can be a creative thing, and the 
text embellished from the intermediary language an impressive poetic 
enterprise.” (Németh, 2007, 80) 

In his identity- and text-games regarding the foundation of the 
contradictory nature of one’s “own” and “foreign”, András Ferenc 
Kovács found it almost necessary for his book of poetry Hazatérés Hel-
lászból (Homecoming from Hellas, 2006) to have the subtitle: “Kavafi s-
transcriptions”. In this case, the term “transcriptions” functions as Der-
rida’s deletion mark: it crosses out and invalidates the juxtaposition and 
distinctness, the binary opposition of one’s “own” and “foreign”, thus 
trying to delete potential questions relating to “origin”. For the “genre” 
of transcriptions it is unimportant which poems of Homecoming from 
Hellas can be regarded as András Ferenc Kovács’ “own” poems and 
which can be classifi ed under his translations from a philological aspect 
seeking sharp boundaries.

This volume consists of two parts:
1. The poems that can be interpreted as Kavafi s-translations 

(translated by András Ferenc Kovács). According to the authorial mys-
tifi cation, these Kavafi s-poems were included in the Two Athens Note-
books, found in the so-called Blacksmith-collection in 2001. 

2. András Ferenc Kovács’ own poems.
However, the concept of “transcription” makes the reader uncer-

tain in both cases. András Ferenc Kovács’ “own” poems were clearly 
written in the style of Kavafi s, inspired by his experience of reading Ka-
vafi s and with the intention of continuing his signifi cant lyrical oeuvre. 
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András Ferenc Kovács’ “not own” poems, which are supposed to be his 
translations, rewrite the intonation of the Kavafi s-texts, embellish them 
with epithets and extra lines into the original Kavafi s-text that often sur-
pass the boundaries of translation in a strict sense. The lines of András 
Ferenc Kovács’ translations are almost always longer than Kavafi s’ and 
several poems are several lines longer. All this is compounded by the 
fact that, as Zoltán Csehy notes in a critique, “the poems that can be 
traced back to the original Kavafi s-poems were born from an interme-
diary language, from a Romanian Kavafi s-translation”. (Csehy, 2007, 
102) Thus, in the philological sense, it is not a translation but the trans-
lation of a translation, which can raise further issues about the status of 
texts to be interpreted as translations. All in all: the language-creating 
power of the poet was not bound by the rules of earlier paradigms of 
translation. The differences of the two kinds of translation paradigms, 
the philological and the postmodern, are clearly shown by comparison 
with the Kavafi s-translations also published in 2006 Eternal Alexan-
dria. Here are some lines about Odysseus as an example: 

„Télemakhosz gyöngédsége, hűsége 
Pénelopénak, atyja öregsége, 
a régi barátok, a nép, 
az odaadó nép szeretete, 
boldog megnyugvása a háznak 
átjárták, mint örömsugarak, 
szívét a tengerjárónak. 

És mint sugarak nyugodtak is le.” 
(Kavafi s in Balázs Déri’s translation, which is philologically 

more accurate)

“Telemachus’ tenderness, faithfulness
of Penelope, his father’s old age,
the old friends, the people,
the love of the devoted people, 
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the happy calm of the house,
penetrated like rays of joy
the heart of the seafarer.

And they settled down, just like rays.” (Balázs Déri)

„Télemakhosz gyermeki ragaszkodása, Pénelopé 
hitvesi hűsége, apja hajlott öregkora, 

hajdani barátai, a nép odaadó szeretete, 

önfeláldozása, az alattvalók tisztelete, 

a lakóhely nyugalma, békebeli kényelme – 

mint örömsugarak, besütöttek a szív falán át, 

szerteragyogtak a bölcs hajós szívében. 

Később meggyöngült az a parttalan sugárzás, 

már lehanyatlón fogytak a fények.” (András Ferenc Kovács)

“Telemachus’ fi lial loyalty, Penelope’s

Conjugal faithfulness, his father’s ripe old age, 

His once friends, his people’s devotion 

And self-sacrifi ce, the respect of the subjects, 

The tranquillity of the home, its peacetime comfort –

like rays of joy, shone through the wall of the heart, 

shone around in the wise sailor’s heart.

Later, that boundless radiation weakened,

The lights were dimming sinking down.” 

(Translated by András Ferenc Kovács)

András Ferenc Kovács makes the status of the two different kind 

of poems – his “own” and “foreign” ones – even more uncertain by plac-

ing them in the framework of a fi ctitious lyrical diary. The status of the 

two different corpora are superimposed, and the purpose is to hide the 

“foreign” and the “own”, deleting them both in an undifferentiated text 
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play. Here, the question also arises as to what extent the languages of 
Kavafi s, of András Ferenc Kovács, and of a mediating translator (in this 
case, Romanian) operate in these poems. Due to the deliberate confusion 
of the translation and text creation processes, a philological work study-
ing the “origin”, can fi nd assessable phenomena not so much from the 
text but rather from the slips of the tongue of the autobiographical author.

Also in the oeuvre of Lajos Parti Nagy, the shaking and merg-
ing together of “own” and “foreign” in the space and context of liter-
ary translations carries important and complex meanings. In the case of 
Parti Nagy, this activity is limited to the genre of drama, but it is im-
possible to talk about a unifi ed translator’s approach, because there are 
as many pieces as there are concepts. Parti Nagy uses the terms trans-
lation, rewriting, total rewriting, adaptation, paraphrase alike. (Parti 
Nagy, 2005, 7-28) At one end of the text variations “own” and “foreign” 
are the philologically correct drama translations, for example Haupt-
mann’s Rats and Max Frisch’s Biedermann and the Arsonists, and at the 
other end appear the possibilities of writing such as Michel Tremblay’s 
play Sisters-in-Law. This is what the translator says about the “produc-
tion work” of the latter: “I can do whatever I want with it, they said, as 
long as it becomes an enjoyable play. Shall I tune it up, I asked. Well, 
something like that, said the theatre. Then I took the raw translation by 
Alíz Alföldi and started to write my own version of it. So, I more or 
less wrote my own play, ad notam Sisters-in-Law. I say it fearfully as, 
not speaking the joual dialect, I did not read the original, but it’s not a 
very good play. I think it’s not very good as a play even in Hungarian 
or even in my transcription – I didn’t really touch the story –, but the 
text is good. It is a Hungarian text, vibrant, alive, radiant, and I don’t 
think that it is against the spirit of the original work. Géza Hegedűs D., 

the director, even ordered a grotesque antique choir at one point of the 

story. All right, choir ordered, I wrote an insert of a page and a half in 

hexameters which, of course, has no trace in the original, why would 

it, but this insertion was not really obvious, because the whole thing is 

a big ʻinsertʼ, all of it is my text. I think about it as such to this day. All 

right, the play is not my own, as the situations, the life stories, the pre-
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liminaries were invented by Tremblay, but the text is mine. The author 
is Tremblay, but the writer of the work is me.” (Parti Nagy, 2007, 37) 
This concept also appears on the level of authorial names, for example 
in the form “Moliére: Tartuffe, written by: Lajos Parti Nagy”.

The majority of Parti Nagy’s translations can also be interpret-
ed as an extension of his “language-meat”- or “tongue-meat”-poetics, 
which he experimented with at the end of the eighties. The author him-
self mentions this procedure that he had been sent translated texts in 
order to be tuned up or “tongued”. “Tonguing” is an excellent word for 
Parti Nagy’s text transformation technique, as this term is related to a 
procedure used at inoculations in the olden days and it also has erotic 
connotations. Parti Nagy also “inoculates” the texts presented to him; 
he subverts the meanings of the rigid “original” translation text like a 
virus, and the result will be a Parti Nagy-mutant text which quickens 
the text as a parodistic, poeticised language transgressing registers. The 
erotic connotations of “tonguing” refer to the fact that the translation 
text made sensitive, desirable and seductive appears as the liberator of 
the reader’s tongue. As a result of this twofold strategy, in most of Parti 
Nagy’s translations, appear an interim world in which the voices of the 
“foreign” and one’s “own” amplify each other. In Evgeny Shvarts’ play 
The Dragon, for example, besides the words well-known from Rus-
sian literature, like “my dove” or “dacha”, Parti Nagy includes phrases 
from his idiolect well-known from his poems, such as “privátim ‘pri-
vately’”, “Minden a legnagyobb ólrájtban ‘Everything’s in the greatest 
all right’”, “Marriage ain’t no cakewalk”. To “tongue” it even more, he 
also adds the context of classic Hungarian literature: quotations by Kis-
faludy, Vörösmarty, Berzsenyi, Arany and Petőfi  appear in the Russian 

playwright’s text, producing a parodistic effect. 

Andrea Tompa compares the translation of this drama by Parti 

Nagy to a linguistic Rubik’s cube in which “There would be an archaic 

side, a pathetic one, an obscene one, one with foreign words, one with 

contemporary slang and one with quotations (that makes six, but I could 

name a few more). However, as opposed to the Rubik’s cube, where you 

have to make sides of the same colour, with the Parti Nagy-cube, you 
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should try to put some of every colour on each side.” (Tompa, 2005, 32) 
For example, the mixed, Hunglish language of the above-mentioned 
Sisters-in-Law combines parodistic contact variations with elements of 
substandard language use: “az egész brekfösztmaradék az asztalon, én 
pongyolában, se kimozsdval, se semmi – the whole leftover breakfast 
on the table, me in me dressing gown, unwashed, no nothing”, “mert 
látja is az ember a fésztufészt – ‘cos you can see face to face”. All this 
is complemented by Parti Nagy’s and Jolán Sárbogárdi’s (his pseudo-
nym) dilettante “lyrical” language use in literal quotations: “When the 
rose fi nger of the rising sun rises and caresses the fl owers of the mead-
ows”, as well as hexameters (“csörget a vekker a kurva, tántorgok ki az 
ágyból”) and the poetic solutions of vulgar language registers: “Odaáll 
smárolni egy ilyen pinalinával”, “Hát akkor fakjú, bazmeg”, “Egy csóró 
szürke kis picsa akarsz maradni? Egy nasszing? Do you want to remain 
a poor little grey cunt? A nothing?”).

In summary, we can say that in the case of the translations by all 
three authors, the difference between “their own” and “the foreign” is 
deleted not only on the level of the text but also on that of the autho-
rial name. The border between original and translation is shaken in the 
postmodern era by three, clearly separable methods:

1. The author publishes the translation of the foreign text under his own 
name, as his own work, e.g. Zoltán Csehy’s Of Catullus or half of 
András Ferenc Kovács’ book of poetry Homecoming from Hellas. 
The wittiest solution showing the shaken position of the “original” is 
the formula: “Moliére: Tartuffe, written by Lajos Parti Nagy”. 

2. The publication of the target language text, made on the basis of 
the source language text yet not a translation, under the authorial 
name of the source language, e.g. Tremblay’s play The Sisters-in-
Law by Lajos Parti Nagy, which philologically has little to do with 
the original. (The possibility may have also arisen for András Ferenc 
Kovács to publish Homecoming from Hellas under Kavafi s’ name.) 
In this case, the “original” text disappears in the target language text.
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3. The publication of the text translated into the target language once 
under the translator’s name and another time under the name of 
the source language author, e.g. the same lines and verses appear 
under Zoltán Csehy’s name in the 1998 volume and under Catul-
lus’ name in the 2000 volume. Here, “origin” and “originality” 
are circumvented and played upon.

The shaken position of the name and authority of the author – let 
us think about Roland Barthes’ famous statement about the “death of 
the author” and of Baudrillard’s concept of simulation – was transposed 
also to the area of literary translations, abolishing the strict separation of 
“own” and “foreign”, and superimposing authorial names and texts on 
top of each other. Here, we can return to Groys’ thought mentioned at the 
beginning of the chapter, as with the analysed techniques, such confus-
ing hybrid-identities appear the artifi cial separation of which can only be 
achieved by time-consuming philological work – with which it is not sure 
that we act in the spirit of the intentions of the text. Naturally, the simula-
tion techniques, parasite-texts and hybrid-identities also raise legal ques-
tions.4 From this aspect, the texts of Lajos Parti Nagy seem to be really 
tempting providence, inasmuch as they live off the texts of contemporary 
authors, unlike András Ferenc Kovács’ text-work on Kavafi s’ or Zoltán 
Csehy’s on Catullus-texts. That, however, is another story.

4 See the Esterházy-debate discussing similar questions on the homepage of 
litera: AJTÓ ABLAK NYITVA VAN – SZÖVEGKERESŐ TÁRSASJÁ-
TÉK, ki mit lel a HC-ben (DOOR AND WINDOW WIDE OPEN – TEXT-
FINDING GAME, who can fi nd what in HC), In: http://www.litera.hu/
object.82585bc7-bb67-44cf-8f32-6ec7fe9c8fe8.ivy 
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CHAPTER 11

Relations of Intercultural Communication: 

The Story of Kalligram

The publishing house Kalligram and the related periodical enti-
tled Kalligram have, since the early to mid-nineties, come to be unique 
grassroots institutions in the Central European region, whose structure 
and operation should be analysed along the lines of the contextual view-
points of network theory. The publisher which, in the year of its foun-
dation, 1991, brought out all of four books, in 2011 published eighty 
(80) books in Hungarian and fi fty (50) in Slovak, that is to say, alto-
gether a hundred and thirty books within a single year. The seemingly 
marginal Slovak Hungarian publisher has gradually become one of the 
most signifi cant intellectual and cultural centres of the region, having 
an important infl uence on the development of contemporary Hungarian 
and Slovak literature.

The publisher’s website lists twenty-six series5, all of which are 
important achievements in their own right. Csallóközi Kiskönyvtár 
(Small Library of Csallóköz) includes the essential works of regional 
historical-cultural memory, from re-publishing (Mátyás Bél, Arnold 
Ipo lyi, etc.) to fi rst editions of key books (e.g. by László Koncsol, 
József Liszka, etc.). The volumes of the Mercurius Books series en-
deavour to process minority, especially Slovak Hungarian life situa-
tions in a scholarly manner, by the means of historical science, soci-
ology or linguistics. The Visegrád Books series strengthens the image 
of Central Europe as a coherent cultural region, through the works of 
Czech, Polish and Slovak authors such as Tadeusz Konwicki, Adam 
Michnik, Bohumil Hrabal, Jan Patočka, Dominik Tatarka. In the spirit 

5  http://www.kalligram.com/?cl=edicia&iid=1&PHPSESSID=a759b0451979
786ba186c68e0f8f0f95
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of the transmission of culture, Kalligram publishes in a life-work series 
the most signifi cant works of important authors of world literature, such 
as Witold Gombrowicz, Maurice Blanchot, Robert Musil, Pier Paolo 
Pasolini and William Faulkner. A similarly monumental endeavour is 
the publication of classic Hungarian authors in critical editions, such as 
the complete works of Dezső Kosztolányi in some 30 to 33 volumes, 
as well as the complete works of Gyula Krúdy. 23 of the planned fi fty 
volumes have been published to date.

The importance of the role played by Kalligram in contempo-
rary Hungarian literature far exceeds the assigned role of a Hungarian 
publisher “across the border”, in Slovakia. Its activities are especially 
signifi cant in two areas: one is creating a space for literary theory and 
the other is the modern critical reception of post-1945 Hungarian litera-
ture. The series Tegnap és Ma (Yesterday and Today), having published 
31 monographs between 1994 and May 2011, is an important enterprise 
because it brought contemporary literary understanding and the Hun-
garian literary theory boom of the nineties into the interpretation of 
post-1945 literature as well as into the re-interpretation of the important 
works of post-war Hungarian literature. Besides the series editor Mihály 
Szegedy-Maszák, literary scholars such as Ernő  Kulcsár Szabó, Péter 
Balassa, Beáta Thomka, Gábor Tolcsvai Nagy, Péter Szirák, Zoltán 
Kulcsár-Szabó and Tibor Bónus have participated in this project, and 
interpretations of monographic standard have been written about such 
important contemporary authors as János Pilinszky, Miklós Mészöly, 
Imre Kertész, Péter Esterházy, Imre Oravecz, Péter Nádas and Géza 
Ottlik. The volumes of the monograph series set next to each other can 
be regarded as a hidden, non-traditional literary history, whose role in 
re-evaluating the Hungarian literary canon is also undeniable.

The volumes of the series Contemporary Hungarian Literary Stud-
ies play a similarly important role in the modernisation of literary theory. 
Attila Bombitz, in his book entitled Mindenkori utolsó világok (All Time 
Last Worlds, 2001), describes the typical features of the Austro-Hungari-
an Monarchy through the literary art of the representative authors of post-
1945 Austrian literature, such as Ingeborg Bachmann, Thomas Bernhard, 
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Peter Handke, Robert Menasse and Christoph Ransmayr. The monograph 
entitled Catullus noster (2003) by Anikó Polgár is not only an essential 
work of Hungarian Catullus-reception but also has become a basic work 
on the theory of literary translation by applying the four basic patterns 
of literary translation: domestication, integration, reconstruction and ap-
plication. Besides the aforementioned series, contemporary Hungarian 
literary theory plays an exceptionally important role among the activi-
ties of Kalligram Publishing, a signifi cant example of which is Mihály 
Szegedy-Maszák’s series Selected Works. 

Beyond all this, Kalligram functions as one of the most impor-
tant creative workshops of contemporary Hungarian fi ction. Firstly, it is 
the publisher of signifi cant contemporary authors, among others Endre 
Kukorelly, Szilárd Borbély, Lajos Grendel, András Pályi, Vilmos Csap-
lár, Mihály Kornis, and secondly, the most progressive, young Hun-
garian literature is unimaginable without Kalligram’s books. Without 
the books of Zsuzsa Csobánka, Dénes Krusovszky, Zoltán Csehy, Gá-
bor Lanczkor, Attila Mizser, Gergely Vida, László Lövétei Lázár, Imre 
Bartók, Gábor Kálmán, Ádám Mestyán, András Gerevich and others, 
all published by Kalligram, young Hungarian literature would be inde-
scribably poorer.

Therefore, we can rightly say that Kalligram has become part of a 
process during which it has turned into a kind of trademark, and the pe-
riodical Kalligram6 also plays an important role in this. Starting in 1992, 
the latter has gradually become a forum that captivated readers by its 

6  The fi rst issue of the periodical Kalligram appeared in June 1992. In 1993, 
Kalligram’s editor-in-chief was Lajos Grendel, its editors were Gábor Csanda, 
Gábor Farnbauer, Zoltán Hizsnyai, János Széky and László Tóth. By 1994, the 
members of the editorial board were Gábor Csanda, Zoltán Hizsnyai, János 
Széky, and in the same year the editor-in-chief was Zoltán Hizsnyai, and Lajos 
Grendel was a senior fellow, its editors were Gábor Csanda and János Széky. 
In 1995, Zoltán Hizsnyai appears in the imprint as editor-in-chief and Lajos 
Grendel as senior fellow. Zoltán Csehy became an editor in 1997 and was ed-
itor-in-chief between 2004 and 2006. In 2007, Zoltán Németh became editor-
in-chief and András Gerevich, Dávid Szolláth and Zsolt Beke became editors. 
At present, the editor-in-chief of Kalligram is Sándor Mészáros, and its editors 
are Zsolt Beke, Endre Kukorelly and Zsófi a Szilágyi.
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openness, by encouraging cultural dialogue as well as by its provocative 
actions and aesthetic radicalism. The extreme openness of the journal was 
also apparent in the fact that it published thematic issues, in a relatively 
short period, like the April 1996 issue entitled Éneklő Borz (Singing Bad-
ger), featuring Hungarian authors from Romania, the October 1996 issue 
In memoriam Juraj Špitzer or the summer 1998 pornography material. 
Thanks to the activities of editor-in-chief Zoltán Hizsnyai (1995-2003), 
thematic blocks and issues were also published about Miklós Mészöly, 
Péter Esterházy, Péter Nádas, Lajos Parti Nagy, among others, which sur-
passed the scope of a contemporary literary journal. These essays placed 
the oeuvres of the examined authors in a literary historical context, thus 
both inspiring and setting further directions for their reception. 

Furthermore, the periodical has continually provided a platform 
for the transmission of culture in the broadest sense, the perspective of 
Central Europeanness in a narrower sense and, within that aspect, for 
the conscious presence of Hungarian-Slovak cultural dialogue. By the 
transmission of Slovak culture and fi ction in the Hungarian language 
and by encouraging translations, Kalligram has provided a forum for 
rethinking the cultural possibilities of the Central European region. At 
the same time, it appears as a key strategy that, unlike most contempo-
rary Hungarian literary periodicals, Kalligram has, from the outset, also 
employed the perspective of world literature, and literature in transla-
tion has always formed an important part of its profi le. It has devoted a 
block to late modern American poetry, to contemporary Afro-American 
gay poets, to Portuguese, Belarusian and Finnish literature as well as to 
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary.

Kalligram has become an important part of Hungarian literary 
periodical culture not only because of the thematic issues edited by Zol-
tán Hizsnyai and its authors playing an important role in contemporary 
Hungarian literature, but also because of the visual shift that occurred 
during the chief-editorship of Zoltán Csehy (2004-2006), thanks to 
graphic editor Tibor Hrapka. The provocative, often shocking visual ef-
fects (a penis held in a fi st on the cover, naked female and male bodies, 
nipples, outstretched tongue) strengthened the direction of fi ction that 
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was manifested through a dialogue generated on the themes of the body, 
identity, differentness, alienness, cultural diversity, etc. This strategy 
also carried the added bonus that it attracted some authors of contem-
porary Hungarian literature to the journal, which often meant a direct 
route to publication in book form.

In other words, there gradually developed a network of editors 
and authors who can be placed in the context of the publisher and the 
periodical that made Kalligram one of the most important workshops of 
contemporary Hungarian literature. What is more: Kalligram far tran-
scended the context of Hungarian literature. It has very strong positions 
in Slovak literature, too. Kalligram’s fi rst books in the Slovak language 
were published in 1994. These were translations of Zoltán Fábry’s 
Obžalovaný prehovorí (The Accused Speaks) and Wolfgang Kraus’s 
Budúcnosť – Európa (Our Future: Europe), followed by three further 
books in Slovak in 1995: Masky sa vracajú (The Masks Return) by 
György Konrád, Samota motýľa (The Loneliness of the Butterfl y) and 
Domov a svet (Home and the World) by Miklós Mészöly. In 1996, Kal-
ligram started publishing Slovak authors in Slovak too. The fi rst books 
were Moja maďarská otázka (My Hungarian Issue) by Rudolf Chmel, 
Čas stretnutí (Time of Encounters) by František Mikloško, O plameni 
a nočných motýľoch (Moths to the Flame) by František Šebej, Svitá, až 
keď je celkom tma (It is Dawning When All is Dark) by Juraj Špitzer and 
Sen o krajine (Dream of a Country) by Peter Zajac.

The publication of the above books was the fi rst step of a suc-
cessful project that resulted in Kalligram gaining equally strong po-
sitions in the Slovak and Hungarian cultural and literary life and on 
the book market. The publisher is represented in Slovak book publish-
ing by twenty-two (22!) series of books which are each signifi cant in 

themselves, as is the case with the Hungarian series. The series Ad fon-
tes, for example, publishes essential philosophical literature in Slovak 

translation, such as the works of Plutarch, John Stuart Mill, Thomas 

Hobbes, Arthur Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard, Bertrand Russell, 

Jürgen Habermas, Peter Sloterdijk, etc. the books in the series Anthro-
pos represent professional literature from sociology to literary theory 
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by Antoine Compagnon, Arthur C. Danto, Gérard Genette, Jean Leduc, 
Francoise Susini-Anastopoulos, etc. Domino-books represent the hu-
manist ideals of Central-Europeanness. Several books by Slovak (Adam 
Bžoch, Ján Čarnogurský, Fedor Gál, Miroslav Kusý, František Šebej, 
Tomáš Štrauss, Pavel Vilikovský, Peter Weiss) as well as Hungarian au-
thors (Zoltán Fábry, Lajos Grendel, György Konrád, Miklós Mészöly) 
have been published in this series. Kalligram is planning a series of 
sixty volumes of Classic Slovak literature, similar to the one on world 
literature. The latter includes Esőváros (Rain City) by Éva Bánki, Fehér 

király (White King) by György Dragomán, Egy nő (She Loves Me) by 
Péter Esterházy, Tündérvölgy (Fairy Valley) by Endre Kukorelly and 
Zsidó vagy? (Are You Jewish?) by Gábor Németh in Slovak. Besides 
the above-mentioned series, there are a lot of Hungarian authors present 
in the Slovak book market, thanks to Kalligram. Let us mention Péter 
Nádas for example, fi ve of whose books have already been published in 
Slovak. His Emlékiratok könyve (Book of Memoires) was translated into 
Slovak before any other foreign language thanks to Juliana Szolnoki-
ová. We must also mention that, besides the works of Michel Foucault, 
those of Sándor Márai were also published by Kalligram as a separate 
series. The publication of Márai’s complete works in Slovak fosters 
the Slovak reception of Hungarian literature as well as cultural transfer 
between the two nations, and has also given rise to a new generation of 
Slovak-Hungarian translators: Gabriela Magová, Renata Deáková, Jit-
ka Rožňová, Peter Macsovszky, Denisa Pochylá-Kečkéšová and Peter 
Kováč. Kalligram has also started a series of Slovak monographs simi-
lar to the Hungarian series Yesterday and Today, with a similar inten-
tion. The volumes appearing in the series Váhy (Scales) reinterpret the 
most important authors and texts of post-1945 Slovak literature from 
the latest aspects of literary theory. Some of these works are Ľubomír 

Feldek by René Bílik, Mila Haugová by Stanislava Chrobáková-Repar, 
Pavel Vilikovský by Peter Darovec, Ján Buzássy by Ján Gavura, Dušan 

Mitana by Tomáš Horváth, Dušan Dušek by Dana Kršáková, etc. The 
fact that the publisher Kalligram is also present in the Slovak journal 
culture further extends its playing fi eld. Kalligram publishes the Slovak 
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journals Anthropos and Os – the profi le of the former being cultural sci-
ence and of the latter political science and sociology.

In other words, similarly to Hungarian culture and literature, a 
very strong network structure can be observed in Slovak culture, liter-
ary science, philosophy and generally in the humanities: the trademark 
Kalligram builds itself through editors, poets, prose writers, transla-
tors, literary scholars, philosophers, historians, sociologists, ethnogra-
phers and even politicians. Therefore, the question we raise relates to 
the well-known question of network theory: “What is the reason that a 
well-organised group works more effi ciently than a set of the same (or 
larger) number of unrelated people? What causes the whole to be more 
than the sum of its parts? What is the reason for this »extra«?” (Chris-
tiakis – Fowler, 2010, 24)

The success stories articulated in the context of literature – be 
they individual writing careers, those of literary texts or of a publisher 
or brand – create such real networks that can be interpreted on the ba-
sis of scale-independent network-building, and which are “governed 
by two laws: growth and popularity connection. Every network starts 
from a small core and gets expanded by the addition of new points. 
When these new points decide where to connect, they prefer the points 
that have more links.” (Barabási, 2011, 98) This model, which was 
fi rst observed by Albert László Barabási, is governed by the principle 
“the rich are getting richer” (Barabási, 2011, 100), or a “simple algo-
rithm” which consists of two rules: growth and popularity connection. 
(Barabási, 2011, 98)

This description may also shed light on the characteristics of lit-
erary career stories. Writers’ success stories are characterised by the 
fact that, after a while, almost all literary journals would like to get hold 
of and publish the manuscript of the same author, and every literary 
journal wants to have critiques and reviews written about the success-
ful writer’s books. As a result of this, the author becomes better and 
deeper embedded in the system of literary institutions (for example, by 
awards, grants, readings and contacts) so that it re-generates the number 
of introductions, performances, readings, the circle of professional ac-
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quaintances, reviewed books, further awards, etc., thus creating a com-
plex network. The successful author becomes ever more successful, and 
gradually entwines the signifi cant areas of the literary space.

This is not dissimilar in the case of building a publishing net-
work. The situation is only much more complicated that a publisher as a 
network creates and presents itself along with all the relationships of all 
the individuals participating in it. We must not forget, either, that these 
relationships are generated along with elements of the literary life and 
institutional system which are not part of human nature. The opportuni-
ties for growth and the popular connections of the institution and brand 
are multiplied by positions of literary life, literary awards and member-
ships of professional organizations.

Consequently, literary institutions, publishers, periodicals, au-
thorial groups, oeuvres of writers, etc. begin to function as super-organ-
isms which “have a life of their own, grow and develop” (Christiakis 
– Fowler, 2010, 12), and thus, the nodes (texts, authors, oeuvres, etc.) 
creating the network “may exceed themselves and their limitations”. 
(Christiakis – Fowler, 2010, 24) The literary network creates itself as a 
super-organism with the help of its own components, connecting points 
and relationships graphs and wires between them. The components of 
the literary super-organism imagined in this way are created on the one 
hand by the authors (including editors, translators, etc.) and on the other 
by institutional elements (literary and social positions, awards, the ar-
eas of literature, etc.). The super-organism described above represents 
itself in literary space as a network by moving these two categories 
together and within each other. 

The foundation of Kalligram publisher and periodical and its regis-
tration as a company in Bratislava on 2 May 1991 did not come of nothing, 
either, as the persons participating in it – László Szigeti, Lajos Grendel, 
Gábor Farnbauer, József Juhász R., József Fazekas (and, as a supporting-
founding institution, the Agricultural Association (PD) of Orechová Potôň) 
– had brought the network of their previous relationships with them. 
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Figure 1: The company-like network of Kalligram 
from its foundation to the present7 

Thanks to the logic of growth and popularity connection, this brand 
has, since the nineties, become a complicated super-organism, which has 
gradually come to include characters who brought with them their own, 
already established networks and also extended them with the help of Kal-
ligram. Thus, by the early 2010s, a complex network had been established 
which created hundreds of names and institutional elements and tens of 
thousands of relationships, webbing all the important areas of literary life.

7 http://fi remny-register.sk/fi rma/17311527-KALLIGRAM-spolsro/
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Figure 2: The schematic, symbolic model of the birth 
and operation of the Kalligram network

The Kalligram network could also be drawn on the basis of a dif-
ferent kind of logic, depending on the institutional background brought 
along and displayed by persons representing the publisher in this super-
organism. Therefore, in order to show the intricate interplay of these 
two components: individuals and institutions within the same brand, 
it is actually necessary to show these two components of different sta-
tuses and to move them within each other. As there are several hundred 
people represented by and with the help of the publisher Kalligram, we 
are only able to draw a symbolic, schematic model of networking.
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Figure 3: The schematic, symbolic model 
of the institutional embeddedness of the Kalligram network

Therefore, since 1991, Kalligram as a publisher, periodical and 
intellectual workshop has gradually become a super-organism through 
the authors, co-workers, editors, translators present in it and (also) rep-
resented by it as well as through other institutional elements represented 
by them which is able to infl uence the Central European, especially Hun-
garian (in Hungary, Slovakia and Transylvania) and Slovak literary me-
dium. Thanks to this process and state of affairs, Kalligram has become 
a kind of trademark due to the intellectual openness, tolerance and pro-
vocative voice of the authors represented by it and has assumed the role 
of the generator of progressive literary, cultural and political processes. 
It has become an intellectual workshop that has been able to transform 
the subordinated positions of minority existence into a central position 
by utilising its intercultural status. The border situations, border confl icts 
and cultural differences have thus gained a position of discussability and 
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become the generators of European mentality, knowledge, progressivity 
and value-centeredness. All this has been achieved through the medium 
of the book, and would have been unimaginable without its components 
operating as a network.
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CHAPTER 12

 

A New Medium: 

Facebook Poetry

When a new medium appears and develops, it is exceptionally 
exciting to follow the process during which a multitude of meanings 
are superimposed on it. By and by, these meanings and functions can 
be inseparably bound to the given medium, while other meanings and 
functions are gradually erased and become impossible to continue. If 
we describe the history of literature as the history of media and the in-
terpretation of literature as that of media, we have to fi nd our path not 
along the immanent features of writing but along the actual possibilities 
and restrictions of the technical apparatus. 

Consequently, the relationship between poetry and the new media 
and can be interpreted from basically two aspects. Firstly, what oppor-
tunities does a new medium provide for poetry and secondly, how does 
poetry utilise the appearance of new opportunities provided by the new 
medium? In other words, the question is how a phenomenon becomes a 
medium and how writing and literature are able to place themselves and 
appear in it – how literature changes the medium and how it is changed 
by the medium. Therefore, when examining the Facebook-medium as 
opposed to the “literary text” phenomenon, their superimposition on each 
other and slipping into each other, we must not forget the functions and 
medial conditions which characterize the technical platform of Facebook 
and by which it is distinguished from other, competing social networks. 

The dynamic message board, which plays a key role in our topic, 
sets the stage for our eponymous Facebook poetry. Texts or text frag-
ments, termed fi ction or poetry by the user and posted on the message 
board, belong to vastly different areas of literariness. The fact that, on 
the surface of a new medium, kinds of texts meet that can be interpreted 
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as fi ction which do not at other places, also entails that new, democratic 
game rules and value relativising procedures appear through the new me-
dium. On the message board, professional authors’ own texts or thought 
fragments (Verona Šikulová [Veronika Šikulová], Anna Snegina [Mi-
chal Habaj], Jan Cempírek, Imre Bartok, László Garaczi) share the same 
platform as the texts of classics that can be posted by anyone (William 
Shakespeare, Samuel Beckett, Dezső Kosztolányi), as well as with the 
casual, humorous-sentimental, perhaps amateurish greeting poems and 
verses of public poetry of various status. As the medial interface does not 
allow for an institutional distinction that would separate the popular, elite, 
casual, “valuable”, “worthless” etc. texts, the user is made to mobilise 
their previous reading experiences and decide for themselves. 

Besides discussing the status of the message board when choos-
ing our starting point, we should set up several binary oppositions. Such 
are the post and the comment; posting one’s own text – posting some-
one else’s text; a literary text posted on Facebook – hyperlink, link to a 
text posted in a blog or on a home page; text posted in one’s own (false) 
profi le – text posted on a page created for a specifi c text or volume; text 
appearing as text – text appearing as part of an image. These “oppo-
sitions” provide opportunities for various statuses, self-representation, 
text creation and text presentation. The conglomerate called Facebook-
literature can be categorized along this kind of oppositions and the posi-
tion of specifi c phenomena entails different medial conditions. 

For that reason, literary texts, poems appearing on Facebook pro-
vide exceptionally varied possibilities from a medial aspect. On one 
hand, the text appearing as a post may retain the wrap of the original 
poem, but on the other hand, it can appear in a brand new visual form, 
too, such as continuous text without punctuation, etc. As well as ap-
pearing as text, a work of art can be posted as a picture or part of one, 
the photographic version of its original, paper-based edition. László 
Garaczi, for example, used to post some of Vladimír Holan’s poems 
every week. We could say that the poems, which had presumably been 
scanned from the volume published by Kalligram Publishing in 2006, 
entitled Walls, posted as pictures, retain the texture of the original book-
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object, the splines, fl uffi ness and landscape-like appearance of the pa-
per and the contours of the ink. However, if we said that, we would 
not be telling the truth. The image of the Holan-poems scanned and 
posted on Facebook by Garaczi creates the plies of the paper, its grey-
ish surface, its ‘landscaping’ with the help of the technical apparatus, 
while the pages of the original volume appear dazzlingly white to the 
reading eye. That is, the poems posted as a picture retain nothing of the 
original paper-likeness, but rather much more so, they create or recreate 
or simulate it in a different medium: on the screen by a Facebook post.

Picture 1: The Holan-poem8, posted by László Garaczi

Yet the Holan-poem entitled And just (Holan, 2006, 264), translated 
into Hungarian by Anikó Polgár and posted by László Garaczi, is able to 
evoke the feeling that is associated with reading paper-based literature. It 

8 https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10202719266649087&set=b.14
2 1843291.-2207520000.1409914036.&type=3&theater
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is done on one hand by the visual representation of materiality and on the 
other hand, that the original text and the original tradition can be found and 
handled, thus making the poem appearing as picture more unique and more 
personal than the electronic text. Text that is typed in and appears electroni-
cally does not provide this kind of sensual experience. The vast majority of 
poems and fragments appearing on the Facebook message board follows 
the technical-visual parameters (type, font, etc.) allowed by this medium. 
Among these, the poems by French poet DaBo, alias Damien Bonneau, 
represent a unique shade. Here is one in Hungarian, which can be viewed 
as part of a special language learning strategy:

„A harminchetedik versem magyarul

hétfőn rád írok
kedden radírok
a többi nap ráérek
a többi nap rád érek”9

Creating one’s own Facebook page provides a more complex op-
portunity than posting poetry on the message board. Such pages are usu-
ally either authorial, with the writer or poet in the centre, or are created 
for a specifi c volume, most often by the author. The creator of the autho-
rial pages can be the author him/herself, but also one of his/her fans. For 
example, Szilárd Borbély’s Facebook page, which continually publishes 
various medial news about the author is one of the latter. This activity 
ranges from typing in and providing links to Szilárd Borbély’s poems 
or extracts through interviews with the author to links of criticism of the 
author’s books. The ultimate goal is actually the communication and fol-
lowing of all publications, news and media events related to the author. 

From our topic’s point of view, Facebook pages created for a spe-
cifi c book have a similarly important role. Let us mention, for example, 
the pages of Üvegház (Greenhouse) by Gabriella Nagy, Polaroidok (Pola-
roids) by Márton Simon, Hüllők és izzók (Reptiles and Light bulbs) by Illés 

9 https://www.facebook.com/damien.bonneau1/posts/779785025379395
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Molnár, Egy híd térfogatáról (Of the Volume of a Bridge) by Tamás Korpa, 
A patkány éve (The Year of the Rat) by Imre Bartók and Gondolatolvasó 
(Mind Reader) by Noémi Szécsi, where video material and pictures are 
also posted besides the texts. Such pages are generally created and updated 
by the authors themselves, and they provide a great opportunity for the 
interpreter to follow individual self-representation and the author’s self- 
promoting skills. Uploading online publications, the gradual sharpening of 
the features of the volume in progress, the promotional procedures, ad-
vertising, announcing publication and posting the reception of the volume 
along with comments by the author - well, we can gain some insight into an 
exceptionally complex superimposition of textual and paratextual features, 
which appear in time and are self-interpretational. 

Picture 2: The Facebook page10 of Márton Simon’s book Polaroids

Dániel Levente Pál’s Facebook page called The Lord’s Eighth Dis-
trict is different from the ones listed above in that its texts originally come 

10 https://www.facebook.com/pages/Polaroidok/451693274900123?fref=ts
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from other Facebook posts which, in due course, came to comprise a 
new genre. That is, we can observe a reverse trend: whereas the previous 
pages had been created for an already existing book or one in the mak-
ing, in the case of Dániel Levente Pál, there were the posts at fi rst, and 
as they grew in numbers, the possibility for them to appear in book form 
arose. Or, as the author said in an interview: “It all started by me posting 
short dialogues on Facebook to entertain my friends. Short conversations 
or fragments thereof, which ʻhappened to meʼ here in the eighth district. 
These became numerous and I was asked and encouraged more and more 
to make them into a book.” (Toroczkay, 2013, url)

Picture 3: A post from Dániel Levente Pál’s Facebook page 
The Lord’s Eighth District
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The post reads in English as follows:
Kálvin Square, meeting point, two university students in suits 

and ties are talking. A girl in a T-shirt with Lybia written on it goes up 
to them with a map in her hand and uncertainty in her eyes.

Girl: “Hello. Do you speak English? I can’t fi nd…”
One of the guys (grabs the other side of the map so it wouldn’t 

blow in the wind, looks the girl in the eyes and waits till she returns his 
look): “I cannot know what this land means to other people. For me, it 
is my birthplace, this little nation embraced by fl ames, the world of my 

childhood rocking in the distance. I grew out of her like a tender branch 

from a tree and I hope one day my body will sink into her.” (The girl 

looks at him with bewilderment in her eyes and the guy carries on after 

a short pause): “For one who fl ies above, this land is merely a map, and 

does not know where lived Vörösmarty Mihály, what does this map 

hold for him?”

Girl (with ever greater embarrassment): “…Sorry?...”

Guy (smiling): “We are right here…”11

This particular Facebook genre is related to short forms: anec-

dotes, epigrams, short dialogues, one-minute short stories, jokes, while 

it also employs visual effects. 

Picture 4: A page from Dániel Levente Pál’s book in the making The Lord’s 

11 https://www.facebook.com/azurnyolcadikkerulete?hc_location=timeline The student 

is quoting from a very famous poem entitled I cannot know by Miklós Radnóti. English 

translation: Gina Gönczi. https://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=11012354975
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Eighth District, posted on the Facebook-page of the same name12

The text in English:

Eighth district, corner shop.
Man: “A loaf of bread, please.”
Shop assistant: (hands him one)
Man: “Don’t you have a fresh one?”
Shop assistant: “That’s it.”
Man: “We got better food in jail.”
Shop assistant: “You can go back.”
Man: “You carry on like this and I will.”

A link posted on the Facebook message board can result in one’s 
own blog or home page. Examples of this are the pages of Zsuzsa 
Csobánka, István Nagypál, Dániel Levente Pál, Noémi Szécsi and Lóránt 
K. Kabai, among others. (Links lead to poems in some cases and blog 
posts in others and, in the case of István Nagypál, to literary translations.) 

György Kálmán C., in interpreting the relationship between the 
internet, social media and literature, draws our attention to two impor-
tant aspects: the appearance of the internet-persona13 on one hand, and 

12 https://www.facebook.com/azurnyolcadikkerulete/photos/pb.621544361197688. 
-2207520000.1409914607./730834806935309/?type=3&theater

13 “In the medium of the internet, the person of the author undergoes a specifi c/unique 
transformation (...). On one hand, (s)he becomes surprisingly accessible and close: 
it may happen that we can see all the personal posts on Facebook, we can fi nd out 
who their friends are, and so on. (…) Of course, it would be good to have some 
clear picture as to how, in the world of the printed press and books (in the usual, 
paper-based literary life) this persona is develops, what factors, features and types 
it has got – then we could say more precisely how the internet-persona differs from 
it. Because besides the familiar, intimate immediate, there is also anonymity, the 
mystifi cation of one’s identity, and the making of the author’s identity insignifi -
cant. I cannot help but mention an experiment here: Gergely Péterfy is writing his 
novel in a way that – as he advertised on Facebook – the writing process can be 
followed through a webcam; at least the author’s desk and occasionally the author 
himself sitting at it can be seen. No other, previous medium would have been able 
to provide such ‘tracking’.” (Kálmán, 2010, 12)
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of so-called communal creations on the other. In the case of the latter, 
he mentions the enterprise by Slovak Hungarian poet Gyula Hodossy. 
The project called Edit a poem! started in 2010 with the following call: 
“I decided to ask the visitors of Facebook social site to compile and edit 
the material for my book in the making. I intend this to be a good and 
exciting game. I will give you one or two poems a week until the book 
is completed. Everybody can change and correct the texts according to 
their own wish and say whether they recommend them for publication 
or not. The aim is to create a compilation which best refl ects your opin-
ion, by taking into consideration the incoming suggestions. Thank you 
for the messages in advance.”

This enterprise seems hopeless from some aspect, as the author 
asks the advice of people who are not poets, who do not have experience 
in writing. The question is how the posted poems would be modifi ed by 
those fellow “poets” for whom poetry is not their home turf. Comments 
like “I’m sorry I don’t understand”, and “I had the feeling while read-
ing your poem that in those few lines, you would like to embrace the 
intangible miracle happening between the moment of conception and 
birth” are not so much about the texts themselves as about the literary 
competence of the commenters. In some cases, however, meaningful 
comments as well as new text variants were provided. Sometimes even 
professional artists commented on the posted poem: “You can do any-
thing with this one, it will never become a poem, only sophistry and a 
collection of commonplaces. Bring the next one on.” (Attila F. Balázs)

However, this is not the only point in Gyula Hodossy’s project, but 
also that he was able to use a new medial context to create a promotional 
and marketing strategy for literature, which at the same time generated a 
reading public through the illusion of active participation. A similar strat-
egy is followed by the pseudonymous Slovak poet Anna Snegina (Michal 
Habaj) and Hungarian Szandra Viola’s project Sandra, the body-poet, in 
which the poet posts nude and bikini photographs of herself besides her 
poems. The model-poet copies two different medial interfaces on top of 
each other, wanting to amplify one by the other. Her method has gener-
ated some passionate as well as ironic debates on Facebook.
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The evaluation of the posted poems aside, both projects Edit a 
poem! and Sandra, the body-poet raise the questions in a radical form, 
which are also generated by the examples listed above; namely, wheth-
er the text and the self-representation, the text and the medium can be 
separated, and whether we can overlook the paratextual-medial charac-
teristics of reader response if it appears as part of a conscious authorial 
strategy. From Noémi Szécsi to Márton Simon, from Gergely Péterfy to 
László Garaczi, from Zsuzsa Csobánka to Sándor Petrence, in the case of 
several authors of contemporary Hungarian literature, we are faced with 
a phenomenon that is inescapable and requires interpretation. With the 
processes that Dániel Levente Pál classifi es as the 3.0 issues of philol-
ogy, and the operation of which “are induced by the appearance of new 
communication devices and channels” such as text messages, e-book 
notes, e-mail, the post and comments on public media pages, commu-
nity mobile services, applications based on so-called extended reality, 
etc. (Pál, 2010, 27-28) 

Picture 5: A photo from Anna Snegina’s (Michal Habaj) page14

14  https://www.facebook.com/annasnegina?fref=ts
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Picture 6: Detail from the page of Sandra, the body poet15

We can summarise our experiences so far as follows: Facebook 
poetry is the generator of a “new literariness”. The autobiographical 
author is medially staged through their face and body; and the creation 
of a character, a habit, a persona in the sense that György Kálmán C. 
defi ned; and all of this is articulated in virtuality, on the net, through 
posts and comments. This “new literariness” is not only constructed by 
the text itself and the text without a name, face and body as the ideal of 
the formalist movements is unimaginable here. The “new literariness” 
is created from the triple interaction of 

1. the face, the body, the autobiographical author
2. visual and audio effects (lyrics set to music, images, sound) and 
3. the text itself. 
The “new literariness” is at the same time a new referentiality 

through the medium as well as a new personal touch.16 

15 https://www.facebook.com/violaszandraatestverselo?fref=ts
16 Speaking of which, we can mention the incredibly sensitive, provocative, 

stunningly personal poems and (self-)comments posted by Tamás Jónás, 
who belongs to the Roma ethnic group, as well as to the posts by Slovak 
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In the “new literariness”, the authorial (self)-comment, the au-
thorial biography and character, along with a huge realm of statements 
beyond fi ction all become part of the poem. It refers to the altered sys-
tem of conditions of literature that regards the author’s biography, fi g-
ure, character and body (biography) as well as the author’s comments 
evidently as part of the work of art. The multiplication of the medial 
surface is embodied in the wider concept of the literary text within the 
conditions of the “new literariness”. Internet culture and the Facebook-
phenomenon has entailed that the reader is presented with background 
information that had previously been the content of conversations be-
tween friends and were no business of the readers, and now, conscious-
ly or unconsciously, become part of the interpretation because they are 
put on public display as paratexts.

The most stunning experience of internet and Facebook-culture 
appearing in this way is that on Facebookon as a medium, contempo-
rary poets indeed create a “living work of art” from themselves and 
their texts. (The exceptional success of slam poetry in contemporary 
Hungarian literature is thus no accident. Similar factors were active in 
the basic concept and success of the Danube-performance by József 
Juhász R. During the fl ooding of the Danube, the Slovak Hungarian 

performer stood in the water for hours, which provoked a debate on 

the internet and the action became a cultural meme.) A multiplied, dy-

namic, living interface is thus created, of which the classic text, the text 

itself is only a part, one component besides the biography, the body, the 

face, the comments and the self-comments. Perhaps we can call this a 

“new literariness” and from now on, “text analysis” may be losing its 

raison d’etre and will be replaced by the interpretation of the multiplied 

medial interface of this “living work of art”.

Michal Hvorecký, which have generated social and political debate and hun-

dreds of comments.
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