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Preface

The modern is a big concept, which with all its derivatives, such 
modernity and modernism, seems to suggest universality. There 

must be something identical or at least similar in all the phenomena 
which we call modern, even if the concept subsumes several centu-
ries of cultural, historical, economic, and social developments in in-
numerable geographical locations. But the broad scope of the notion 
also implies local and historical varieties. The papers included in this 
volume seek to discuss the characteristics of the modern in two coun-
tries in the eastern half of Europe, Bulgaria and Hungary, that have 
had much in common from the viewpoint of historical experience: 
Ottoman occupation, fast modernization (i.e., fast application of the 
Western model of modernity), German alliance in two World Wars, 
Sovietization, Revolutions in 1989, and EU membership (2004 for 
Hungary, 2007 for Bulgaria). But the differences are huge too, if one 
takes a closer look. The contributors focus mostly but not exclusively 
on the peculiarities of literary modernism in the respective countries, 
trying to catch the local in contrast to the universal. 

Since 1981, the Institutes for Literary Studies in Budapest and 
Sofia have enjoyed a fruitful cooperation, even if this was, from time 
to time, put on hold. Back then, both institutes belonged to the Acad-
emies of Sciences of the respective nations, and the departments for 
literary theory initiated most of the joint efforts. The context of schol-
arly cooperation has changed significantly in the meantime. Both 
countries have experienced the shift from socialism to democratic 
and capitalist society, in which the Academy of Sciences ceased to 
act as a centralized institution of power. With the end of the Soviet 
bloc, both institutions had many more opportunities for international 
cooperation, but Bulgarian-Hungarian cooperation in the field of lit-
erary research has not been abandoned. We continued having meet-
ings, workshops, conferences, academic visits and joint publications. 
As a result of the fruitful cooperation, important international confer-
ences were organized after the year 2000. Their topics were “Images 
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of the Other in Literary Communication” (2002), “Images of the Oth-
er in Literary Communication: Dialogisms, Interferences” (2004), 
and “Literature and Literary Criticism” (2008). The proceedings of 
those conferences were gathered into two collections called Images 
of the Other in Literary Communication 1 (2006, edited by Radosvet 
Kolarov and György C. Kálmán) and 2 (2012, edited by Péter Hajdu 
and Radosvet Kolarov). The included papers discussed different as-
pects of otherness in the construction of identity in the field of litera-
ture and literary theory. 

In 2012 the Institute for Literary Studies in Budapest became part 
of the Research Center for the Humanities, which separated from the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 2019. Nevertheless, the Bulgarian 
and the Hungarian Academies of Sciences sponsored a joint research 
project entitled “Literature, Society, Literary Theory”. The fund could 
be used for mobility, i.e., bilateral academic visits, although this be-
came practically impossible for two of the three years the project was 
designed for. Covid-19 made cooperative research difficult, but not 
impossible. We could organize only a few visits, and had to abandon 
the plan of an academic conference as the capstone of the project, but 
scholars have been working on the topic we originally chose as the 
focus of our research, as a result of which we can proudly present 
this volume, which we were able to complete despite the duress of the 
pandemic. 

Péter Hajdu 
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Hristo Botev  
und der europäische Prozess 

der nationalen Selbstbestimmung

Aleksander Panov
Bulgarien, Institute fuer Literaturwissenschaft, 

Bulgarische Academie der Wissenschsften

HRISTO BOTEV AND THE COMMON EUROPEAN 
PROCESS OF NATIONAL SELF-DETERMINATION

Alexander Panov
Institute for Literature – Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 

Abstract

The article analyses the problem of recycling archaic cul-
tural models to the end of realising modern goals. The main 
question that needs to be answered is what the reasons for this 
paradox are. A notable example discussed in the article is the lit-
erary work and social activity of the great Bulgarian poet Hris-
to Botev, who, although considered to be the first modern Bul-
garian writer, adopted some major archaic models as well. The 
analysis of Botev’s oeuvre leads to the conclusion that his works 
employ three such models: 

1. Emergence and establishment of new meta-narratives le-
gitimizing the national community. 

2. Construction of a new cultural hero serving as a unifying 
center of this community. 

3. Revival of the model of legends and legend imitation. 
The central issue in the study of the first cultural model 

of the legitimising meta narratives is the question of the sub-
ject of speech. The article opposes the dominant opinion on the 
emergence of national mythology and insists that these are not 
myths, but rather stories, as the organizing function of the bearer 
of speech is clearly present. 

With regard to the second cultural model – the construction 
of the image of a new cultural hero – the thesis proposed is that 
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throughout Europe this function was taken over by the figure 
of the noble robber. There is a paradox here as well. In general, 
the robber plays the role of an antimodern symbol. During the 
period of national revolutions, however, literary characters and 
real-world robbers alike took the lead in the process of nation 
building. Nevertheless, this image managed to establish itself 
because the old ethnic characters were not able to carry out new 
societal tasks. 

The most interesting principle discussed in the paper is the 
recycling of the model of the legend found not only in literature 
and journalism, but in real social practice, as was the case in the 
Middle Ages. The author provides an analysis of a legend imita-
tion undertaken by Botev himself through the seizure of Radet-
ski. The analysis confirms that the model of the legend proves 
to be extremely efficient during the period of nation building.

Keywords: Hristo Botev, plot, myth, cultural model, Mo-
dernity

In der Geschichte der bulgarischen Literatur wird Hristo Botev 
meistens als der erste moderne Dichter wahrgenommen. Zugleich 

wird mit ihm das feste Klischee verbunden, dass er ein Beispiel für 
die Einheit von Wort und Tat ist. Das bedeutet, dass Botevs Dichtung 
nicht als künstlerische Fiktion aufgefasst wird – was das charakteris-
tische Merkmal der modernen Literatur ist –, sondern als performati-
ver Redeakt, ähnlich dem Gebet, der Beschwörung oder dem Schwur. 
Anders gesagt, führt die Bezeichnung „Einheit von Wort und Tat“ zu 
einer tief vormodernen Vorstellung von der Rolle des Wortes im Le-
ben des Menschen und seiner Gemeinschaften.

Die weitläufige Analyse der Dichtung Hristo Botevs zeigt, dass 
dieses Paradox – das Zusammenleben von archaischen und modernen 
Kulturmodellen – in allen Ebenen seines Schaffens zu finden ist: Die 
Äußerung der Autorfunktion, die Genreorganisation des künstler-
ischen Diskurses, die Rolle des Stils in der Organisation der poet-
ischen Sprache, die verschiedenen Modi der Identifizierung zwischen 
Autor, Figur und dem Wahrnehmenden, die Beziehung zu den uni-
versellen Themen der menschlichen Kultur. Ganz natürlich entsteht 
dabei die Frage: „Worauf ist das Auftreten dieses künstlerischen und 
kulturellen Paradoxes zurückzuführen?“ Immerhin basiert die sich 
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durchgesetzte Vorstellung von der künstlerischen Entwicklung auf 
die Idee, dass jede neue kulturelle Epoche, jede künstlerische Rich-
tung einen Schritt nach vorn in der allgemeinen Entwicklung der äs-
thetischen Wahrnehmung der Welt darstellen.

Hier würde ich gerne eine etwas ungewöhnliche Antwort auf die 
gestellte Frage vorschlagen. Meiner Meinung nach ist die Erschei-
nung dieses kulturellen Paradoxes keine individuelle Besonderheit 
der Dichtung Hristo Botevs, sondern die Offenbarung eines allge-
meinen Prozesses in der Entwicklung der europäischen Kultur. Das 
ist wirklich ein Paradox, denn es handelt sich um eine Zeit, wo die 
Romantik, der Realismus, sogar der Modernismus schon seit langem 
auf der europäischen literarischen Szene vertreten waren. In der Ep-
oche einer stürmischen Modernisierung der europäischen Literatur 
von der Auferweckung archaischer kultureller Modelle zu sprechen – 
das sieht tatsächlich etwas sonderbar aus. Und doch ist die Tendenz 
vorhanden. Sie ist mit dem im 19. Jh in ganz Europa stürmisch ver-
laufenden Prozess der Formierung von Nationalstaaten und Nation-
algemeinschaften verbunden. Genauer, mit der Rolle des Wortes in 
diesen Prozessen. Denn ein in seiner Wesenheit politischer Prozess 
könnte nicht verwirklicht werden, wenn nicht vorher bestimmte 
Transformationen in der kollektiven Mentalität stattgefunden haben. 
Mit anderen Worten, bevor die nationale Gemeinschaft und der damit 
verbundene Nationalstaat erschaffen werden, muss die Idee der Na-
tion selbst geboren werden: mit ihren Werten, mit ihren inneren Reg-
ulationsmechanismen unter den Mitgliedern der Gemeinschaft, mit 
ihren empfehlenswerten Verhaltensmodellen, mit der Vorstellung von 
den Zielen, die die Gemeinschaft zu erreichen strebt und die in ihren 
nationalen Idealen ausgedrückt werden. Damit gesellschaftliche Be-
wegungen zur nationalen Selbstbestimmung und Befreiung entste-
hen, muss die Idee der Nation als solche wahrgenommen werden, als 
etwas, wofür es sich lohnt zu sterben. 

Wie schon gesagt, verläuft der Prozess der nationalen Selbst-
bestimmung und der Formierung der Nationalstaaten im 19. Jh auf 
dem ganzen Territorium Europas. Das bedeutet aber nicht, dass alle 
Länder sich in der gleichen kulturellen und politischen Situation be-
finden. Man kann mindestens drei Grundmodelle der Organisation 
der Gesellschaft unterscheiden, die die Zusammenhänge zwischen 
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der Erscheinungen der Moderne als innere Organisation der gesells-
chaftlichen Verhältnisse, einerseits, und die politische Einrichtung 
der jeweiligen Staaten, andererseits, darstellen.

Zu der ersten Gruppe gehören die Staaten Westeuropas, in denen 
die moderne Organisation der gesellschaftlichen Verhältnisse sowie 
ihre politische Organisation als moderne Nationalstaaten sich in Ein-
heit befinden. Das sind vor allem England und Frankreich, wo dieser 
Prozess an der Grenze zwischen dem 18. und dem 19. Jh verwirklicht 
wurde.

Zu der zweiten Gruppe gehören die Länder Süd- und Mit-
teleuropas: Spanien, Italien, Deutschland, Österreich-Ungarn u.a., 
wo die Moderne als innere Organisation der gesellschaftlichen Ver-
hältnisse schon eingetreten ist, aber die politische Errichtung des Na-
tionalstaates erst bevorsteht.

Für die dritte Gruppe, zu der die Länder Südosteuropas, vor allem 
die Balkanländer, gehören, ist es charakteristisch, dass die Moderne – 
sowohl in der inneren Organisation der gesellschaftlichen Verhält-
nisse, als auch in der Politik – sich erst herausbildet. 

In diesen drei gesellschaftlichen Situationen kann man ver-
schiedene Beziehungen zwischen den vormodernen und den mod-
ernen Kulturmodellen beobachten. Einerseits erscheint in den Staaten 
mit einer entwickelten Moderne das Vormoderne als Objekt der Nos-
talgie zu jenen Lebensformen, die wahre menschliche Werte aus-
drücken. Solche Prozesse sind eine Form der Reaktion gegen die Ein-
schränkungen der Modernität mit ihrer Mechanisierung, mit ihrer 
Bürokratie, mit dem Unterwerfen des ganzen menschlichen Lebens 
dem Sreben nach Gewinn. 

Auf der Grundlage solcher Tendenzen treten auch entschieden 
kontra-moderne Bewegungen auf, die sich nicht nur gegen die Mod-
erne selbst, sondern vor allem auch gegen die „Kehrseite“ beim Ge-
brauch ihrer Institutionen auflehnen. Es geht darum, dass die Basis 
der modernen Gesellschaft: die Formalisierung des menschlichen 
Lebens, der Gesetze und Institutionen, mit denen die gesellschaftli-
chen Verhältnisse reguliert werden, die Freiheit des Wortes und des 
Gewissens, die politischen Parteien und vor allem die Entfremdung 
des Menschen von seiner Arbeit, nicht für die Entwicklung von mod-
ernen demokratischen Prozessen, sondern als Mittel zum Verfolgen 
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egoistischer Interessen benutzt werden. Diese Probleme nämlich 
bilden die Grundlage sowohl des romantischen Aufbegehrens als 
auch der realistischen Analyse oder des modernistischen Splins.

Von einer dritten Seite erscheint eine interessante Tendenz. Die 
Bewegung, die ein seinem Wesen nach modernes Ziel zu erreichen 
strebt, wie es der Aufbau der nationalen Gemeinschaften und der Na-
tionalstaaten ist, verwendet typische vormoderne kulturelle Mod-
elle und Mechanismen. In den Staaten Südosteuropas ist das ver-
ständlich – ihre Gesellschaften sind gänzlich traditionell, was bedeu-
tet, dass die Menschen nicht über andere Vorstellungen zur Erklärung 
der Welt verfügen. In dieser Situation erfolgt der Aufbau eines neuen 
Wertesystems in der kollektiven Mentalität unausweichlich über tra-
ditionelle kulturelle Modelle. Warum werden aber solche Modelle 
auch in Ländern wiederauferweckt, wo die Moderne die kollektiven 
Vorstellungen schon formiert hat?

Worum geht es eigentlich genau? Während des nationalen Auf-
baus in den verschiedenen europäischen Ländern lassen sich, unab-
hängig von den Unterschieden in der gesellschaftlichen und kulturel-
len Situation, drei traditionelle kulturelle Modelle beobachten, die 
einen universellen Symbolraum erschaffen. Diese drei kulturellen 
Modelle sind: Erscheinen und Durchsetzen neuer Metanarrative, die 
die geteilten Vorstellungen der Menschen von dem Wesen der mod-
ernen Lebensweise, die Werte und die empfohlenen Verhaltensmod-
elle formieren.

Erschaffung eines neuen kulturellen Helden, der die kollektive 
Vorstellung der Gemeinschaft von sich selbst ausdrückt. Die neuen 
kulturellen Helden können aber nicht die alten ethnischen Helden 
sein, obwohl in einigen Ländern auch solche erscheinen – das aus-
drucksvollste Beispiel ist „Kalevala“. Immerhin sind die Helden der 
neuen nationalistischen Epen schon anders; hauptsächlich werden sie 
in der Figur des gerechten Räubers realisiert.

Und, an dritter Stelle, werden die empfehlenswerten Verhaltens-
modelle mithilfe des erprobten Mechanismus der Legende aufgebaut; 
er formiert die Gestalt des neuen Musterhelden, der nicht mehr die 
christlichen, sondern die nationalistischen Werte ausdrückt. Dabei 
wirkt der Legende-Mechanismus nicht nur auf dem Feld der Kultur, 
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sondern auch in der unmittelbaren gesellschaftlichen Praxis, und ruft 
ganz reelle politische Handlungen und Folgen hervor.

Die Frage nach den nationalistischen Metanarrativen wurde 
mehrmals gestellt, deshalb habe ich nicht vor, die Ursachen für ihr Er-
scheinen zu begründen oder ihre unterschiedlichen Formen in den eu-
ropäischen Ländern zu beschreiben. Ich würde gerne nur ein Problem 
beleuchten, das mit dem Unterschied zwischen Mythos und Metan-
arrativ verbunden ist. Wenn wir über die Schaffung nationaler Iden-
titäten auf der Grundlage einer geteilten Weltvorstellung und geteilter 
Werte sprechen, benutzen wir gewöhnlich den Begriff „nationale 
Mythologie“. Sogar der Vorreiter der metanarrativen Theorie Jean-
Françoic Lyotard vermischt diese beiden Begriffe.1. Der Unterscheid 
zwischen dem Mythos und dem Metanarrativ besteht darin, dass beim 
Mythos das für jede Narration charakteristische Ereignis fehlt – das 
Ereignis, das von einem äußeren Bewusstsein als Geschichte darg-
estellt wird. Der Mythos existiert in der Form einer unmittelbaren 
Realität, ähnlich der Sprache, die im gesellschaftlichen Bewusstsein 
lebt, doch nirgends objektiviert wird, nur in den Äußerungen, durch 
die sie funktioniert. Der Mythos gibt ein Weltwissen auf, wobei er als 
unmittelbares Sein und nicht als Erzählung darüber existiert. 

Die Mythen waren niemals Narrative und sie könnten es auch nicht 
sein; deshalb kamen sie zu uns nicht in ihrer unmittelbaren Form. Sol-
che Mythen-Erzählungen exisitieren nur in den Mythologielehrbüch-
ern; und wenn ihre zusammengehörende Sujetkette von den antiken 
Schriftstellern reproduziert wird […], so geschieht das nur, weil in jen-
er Zeit die Narration schon seit langem funktionierte.2 

Das bedeutet, dass der Mythos ein allgemeines Weltwissen vor-
stellt, ohne es in der Form einer Geschichte darzustellen; die Ge-

1 Еrstens erzählen die Volksgeschichten etwas, was man positive oder negative 
Bildungen nennen könnte, d.h. die Erfolge oder die Niederlagen, die die Versuche 
der Helden krönen, wobei die Erfolge oder die Niederlagen entweder die gesells-
chaftlichen Institutionen legitimieren (Funktion der Mythen) oder positive oder 
negative Modelle (glückliche oder unglückliche Helden) für die Integration in die 
errichteten Institutionen (Legenden, Märchen) vorstellen. J.-F. Lyotard. La Con-
dition postmoderne. Paris: Minuit, 1979, p. 87.
2 Фрейденберг, O. M. Миф и литература древности. Москва, 1978, p. 228.
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schichte entwickelt sich im Laufe der Zeit, so wie es jedes Narrativ 
verlangt. Außerdem fehlt beim Mythos das für das Narrativ wichtige 
äußere bewertende Bewusstsein, das imstande ist, die einzelnen El-
emente der Geschichte als Sujet zu ordnen und sie als Ereignisse dar-
zustellen, d.h. als Handlungen, die auf irgendeiner Weise gegen die 
bestehende Ordnung verstößen. Der Mythos als solcher ist die beste-
hende Ordnung.

Wenn man über nationalistische Mythologie spricht, meint man 
gewöhnlich, dass sie eine sekundäre Mythologie ist, in der Zeit des 
nationalen Aufbaus geboren, um die Grundelemente der nationalen 
Weltvorstellung sowie jene positiven oder negativen Beispiele für 
Handlungen der Helden, die die nationalistischen Institutionen fes-
tigen, von denen Lyotard spricht, zu bestätigen. In den meisten Fäl-
len erwähnt man, das diese Weltvorstellung in Form von Sujets re-
alisiert wird, die in der jeweiligen Gemeinschaft funktionieren. Das 
Sujet ist jedoch ein wesentlicher Teil der narrativen Struktur, d.h. es 
braucht ein Ereignis und das äußere Bewusstsein des Subjekts der 
Narration, das als Vermittler zwischen der erzählten Geschichte und 
des Wahrnehmenden wirkt. Mit anderen Worten: wenn wir über das 
Formieren der nationalen Identität mithilfe von Sujets sprechen, wol-
len wir eigentlich ausdrücken, dass dieser Prozess mithilfe von Met-
anarrativen – oder, wie manche geneigt sind, sie zu nennen, großen 
Erzählungen – verwirklicht wird. In diesen Erzählungen sind die ein-
zelnen Handlungen auf der Zeitachse aufgestellt (etwas, was in den 
Mythen gänzlich fehlt), damit sie eine Geschichte (Sujet) aufbauen, 
die von bestimmten Ereignissen erzählt. Auf diese Weise konnten 
wir das Metanarrativ, auf dem sich die Weltvorstellung in der Dich-
tung und Prosa von Hristo Botev entwickelt, rekonstruieren:

Der Mensch leidet, weil die kosmische Ordnung gestört ist; da drin 
ist es nicht mehr klar, was gut und was schlecht ist, was Schande und 
was Ruhm ist. Denn eines der heiligsten Elemente des Lebens – das 
Feld, wo die menschliche Arbeit eingesetzt wird und die Güter geboren 
werden, die das Leben erhalten, zu einem Sklavenland geworden ist, 
zu einem Ort des Leidens. Statt vom Tag wird die Welt von der Nacht 
beherrscht, und diese Nacht ist voll von Gefahren und Leiden. Jene, 
die aufgerufen sind, Ordnung in die ungerechte Welt zu schaffen – die 
Gesetzgeber, die Führer, die Künstler der sozialen Einrichtugen, – sie 
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haben sich als blinde Führer erwiesen. Aus diesem Grunde blieb das 
Volk ein unvernünftiges Kind, in einer Sklavenwiege eingeschläfert, 
zu einem falschen Gott betend, nur durch Angst und Unterwerfung 
regiert. Die traditionellen Stützen – der Glaube, die Hoffnung und die 
Liebe – wirken nicht mehr, sie sind sogar zu ihrem Gegenteil geworden. 
Das Sklavenland befindet sich in einem tiefen Schlaf, und die Weni-
gen, die nicht schlafen, die ihre Stimmen erheben und Veränderung 
wollen, werden als Taugenichtse und Räuber gebrandmarkt. Nur wenn 
der Glaube an den falschen Gott abgeschafft wird, nur wenn ein rich-
tiger Glaube gefunden wird, nur wenn die Freiheit zu einem wahren 
Wert wird, nur wenn die Helden, die zu einem Kampf für Ehre und 
Wille fähig sind, in den Balkan gehen und das Leben der Herde zu ei-
nem sublimen Leben der Heldentat wird – nur dann kann der Mensch 
den richtigen Weg zur Rettung finden und wieder seinen traditionellen 
Werten gemäß leben – im Namen des Heims, der Familie und der Ar-
beit, nicht mehr gestört durch den Versklaver, der ihn aller wichtigen 
Werte beraubt hat. 

Wie wir sehen, trennt dieses Sujet die Zeit deutlich in Vergan-
genheit (vor dem Joch), Gegenwart (das Joch) und Zukunft (die Frei-
heit). Andererseits unterscheidet sich das darin dargestellte Weltbild 
wesentlich von dem Bild, das von der traditionellen mythologisch-
folkloristischen Kultur und von dem christlichen Glauben getragen 
wird; zugleich steht es auf seinen Grundelementen, indem es eine 
bestimmte Position einnimmt: sie werden ausglacht, ausgeschimpft, 
verworfen, doch nicht selten beruft es sich auch darauf. Das heißt, 
der sekundäre Charakter des aufgebauten Weltbildes wird offensi-
chtlich. Alles bisher gesagte stellt kategorisch die Frage über das Sub-
jekt der Narration, das die einzelnen Elemente in eine Geschichte 
ordnet, diese Geschichte als Ereignis darstellt (d.h. man kann ein-
schätzen, was die bestehende Ordnung stört) und eine Meinung zu 
diesem Ereignis äußert. 

Wer kann dieses Subjekt sein? Es ist offensichtlich, dass es nicht 
mehr das anonyme, von der Tradition beleuchtete Kollektiv sein 
kann. Wenn wir uns aber zugleich vorstellen, dass es um einen ein-
zelnen Menschen geht, so kann und darf er sich nicht offen gegen 
die bestehenden, den Autoritäten der Tradition anlenhnenden Vor-
stellungen auflehnen. Der einzig mögliche Ausweg ist, eine solche 
Erscheinungsform für das Subjekt der Narration zu finden, die ein-
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erseits die Norm bestätigt, andererseits aber sie sehr wesentlich in 
die gewünschte ideologische Richtung transformiert. Diese Situation 
kennt man im europäischen Kulturraum schon seit mehr als zweit-
ausend Jahren; sie ist am besten erkennbar in der Strategie, die Je-
sus Christus in der sog. Bergpredigt benutzte. Nachdem er mehrmals 
die rhetorische Figur „Denn es wurde gesagt… Und ich sage euch“ 
verwendet hatte, stellte der Prediger seine Beweggründe für die Um-
wandlung des bestehenden Wertesystems dar: „Ich bin nicht gekom-
men aufzulösen, sondern zu erfüllen.“

Die gleiche Taktik verwendet auch Botev. Die Möglichkeit dazu 
geben ihm zwei erprobte Methoden zur Äußerung der Autorfunktion. 
Einerseits tritt er in der Rolle des Sängers auf. Gestützt auf die Tradi-
tion der Folklore, benutzt er die wichtigste Besonderheit des Singens 
als eine symbolische Handlung, und zwar die Einheit der individu-
ellen und der kollektiven Stimme.3 Mit dem Akt des Singens selbst 
wird das im Werk ausgedrückte individuelle Erlebnis automatisch zu 
einem kollektiven Erlebnis. Gerade diese Besonderheit des Singens 
bildet die Grundlage der sekundären Folklorisierung der bedeutend-
sten Texte Hristo Botevs.

Die andere Möglichkeit wurde von Lyotard folgendermaßen be-
schrieben:

Der Erzählende zeigt seine Erzählerkompetenz nur soweit er Hörer 
war. Indem er zuhört, bekommt der gegenwärtige Adressat das gleiche 
Recht. Die Erzählung wird zur Nacherzählung erklärt (auch wenn der 
Erzählvortrag viel Neues enthält) […]. Das ermöglicht es uns deutlich 
zu sehen, wie die Tradition der Erzählungen zugleich auch die Tradi-
tion der Kriterien ist, die die dreifache Kompetenz des Wissens: zu 
sprechen, zuzuhören und zu tun, bestimmen, wo die Beziehungen der 
Gemeinschaft zu sich selbst und zu ihrem Umkreis ausgespielt werden. 
Gerade durch die Erzählungen wird die Gruppe von pragmatischen 
Regeln, die den sozialen Zusammenhang herstellen, weitergegeben.4  

3 Бахтин, M. M. Эстетика словесного творчества. Москва: Искусство, 
1979; Neumann, P-H. Das Singen als symbolische Handlung. – Merkur, 1980, 
p. 383.
4 Lyotard, J.-F. Op. cit., p. 88.
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Um diese Möglichkeit zu benutzen, muss Botev sich auf die uni-
versellen Narrative im europäischen kulturellen Gedächtnis stützen. 
Also gibt er schon feststehenden und von der Gemeinschaft über-
nommenen kulturellen Sujets einen neuen ideologischen Inhalt. 
Und, wirklich, alle zwanzig Gedichte Hristo Botevs behandeln auf 
verschiedene Art und Weise die beliebtesten Motive der europäis-
chen Kultur: die Parbel von dem verlorenen Sohn, das Heiligenle-
ben des Alexius von Edessa, das Vermächtnis des Abraham, die Ge-
schichte Moses und den Exodus, das evangelische Sujet, die Gestalt 
des mythologischen kulturellen Helden, umgewandelt in die Figur 
des gerechten Räubers. So werden die universellen Metanarrative 
des europäischen kulturellen Erbes wiederverwertet, damit sie eine 
gänzlich neue Funktion erfüllen: der Aufbau des nationalen Selbst-
bewusstseins.

Wenn wir über die symbolische Seite beim Formieren der na-
tionalen Gemeinschaften sprechen, dürfen wir eine Frage nicht außer 
Acht lassen, nämlich: wer ist der Held, in dessen Gestalt die Gemein-
schaft sich selbst erkennt, der ihre Identität hütet und verteidigt. Mit 
anderen Worten: wir kehren wieder zu einem mythologischen Mod-
ell zurück, das man wiederverwerten muss, um die Figur eines kul-
turellen Helden zu konstruieren, der die Gemeinschaft verkörpert. 
Während des Formierens der nationalen Gemeinschaften muss das 
ein neuer Held sein, der fähig ist, die ihrem Wesen nach neuen Werte 
einer modernen Gemeinschaft, der Nation, auszudrücken. Die eth-
nischen Helden, die mit den wichtigsten Werten der Etnie verbunden 
sind – Blut, Land, Glaube –, sind nicht in der Lage, diese Rolle zu 
übernehmen. In den meisten Fällen werden sie mit gutmütigen Humor 
„in Rente geschickt“.5 

Anstelle der epischen Helden der Ethnie müssen neue auftreten. 
Unerwartet erscheint in dieser Rolle in ganz Europa die schon zu 
Zeiten von Robbin Hut bekannte Gestalt des gerechten Räubers. Hier 

5 Vgl. z. B. die Gestalt von Diado Liben in der Novelle Liuben Karavelovs Bul-
garen aus alter Zeit, dessen Äußere, Verhalten und Gewohnheiten stark an ein Ver-
haltensmodell erinnern, das von Krali Marko symbolisiert wird – dem wichtigsten 
ethnischen Helden der Bulgaren. Durch die Gegenüberstellung der Gestalten von 
Krali Marko und Diado Liben erklärt Karavelov den epischen Helden als Teil des 
Geistes der „alten Zeit“.
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stoßen wir wieder einmal auf ein schwer erklärbares Paradox: nach 
dem großen Erforscher der Räuberei Eric Hobsbawm wird die Figur 
des gerechten Räubers nicht mit der Idee des Aufbaus einer Gemein-
schaft neuen Typus, die das Gefühl von Ungerechtigkeit und ethnische 
Unterdrückung überwinden sollte, sondern mit der ideellen Vorstel-
lung von der mythischen Vergangenheit verbunden; damals war die 
Weltordnung richtig, frei von Ungerechtigkeiten, die hauptsächlich 
durch die Gegenüberstellung Arme – Reiche und Schwache – Starke 
verursacht wurden.6 In der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jh wurde durch diese 
konservative Charakteristik die Gestalt des Räubers zu einem der 
wichtigsten Symbole der Rückwendung zu den vormodernen Leb-
ensformen und des antimodernen Widerstandes gegen die Schatten-
seiten der Moderne.7. Wie ist es dazu gekommen, dass das Symbol des 
Konservativen, des Vormodernen, des antimodernen Widerstandes 
auf einmal zur grundlegenden treibenden Kraft im Kampf für die 
Formierung einer ihrem Wesen nach modernen Gemeinschaft, wie es 
die Nation ist, wurde? Im zeitgenössischen bulgarischen Bewusstsein 
wird das Wort „Haiducke“ eindeutig mit der Idee des Heldentums im 
Namen der bulgarischen Nationalidee verbunden. Dieses Phänomen 
ist nicht nur bulgarisch. Wie Hobsbawm bemerkt, ist das Wertesys-
tem des gerechten Räubers mit den Ideen der Gleichheit, Brüderli-
chkeit und Freiheit verbunden, deswegen haben die revolutionären 
Bewegungen auf der ganzen Welt den edlen Rebell als ihren natürli-
chen Vorfahren anerkannt.8.

Für die Verwandlung des edlen Räubers (in der bulgarischen na-
tionalen Tradition ist das der Haiducke) in den wichtigsten kulturel-
len Helden der neu auftretenden nationalen Gemeinschaften gibt es 
noch einen, viel pragmatischeren Grund. Bei der Organisierung von 
sozialen Bewegungen, die das Erreichen eines Nationalbewusstseins 
und die nationale Selbstbestimmung zum Ziel haben, insbesondere 
in Ländern, wo dieser Prozess mit der Erkämpfung der Unabhängig-

6 Hobsbawm, Eric. Die Banditen. Die Rauber als Sozialrebellen. München: Hans-
er, 2007. p. 42.
7 Vgl. die ausführliche Argumentation von Angel Angelov in seinem Buch An-
ti/Moderne: Gestalten des Exotischen und des Paradieses auf Erden in Europa im 
19. Jh. Sofia, 2017.
8 Vgl. Hobsbawm, Eric. Op. cit. p. 44.
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keit von einem fremden Reich verbunden ist, erscheint die Notwen-
digkeit eines bewaffneten Kampfes unabänderlich. Da stellt sich auf 
einmal heraus, dass im Rahmen der unterdrückten und nach Freiheit 
strebenden Ethnie die Räuber die einzigen sind, die über Wissen und 
Mittel zum bewaffneten Kampf verfügen. Und noch etwas: ihr Sym-
bolkapital ist sehr stark, deshalb kann jeder bewaffnete Kampf erfol-
greich sein nur wenn beliebte Räuberführer daran teilnehmen – in der 
bulgarischen Tradition werden sie „Voivoden“ genannt. Das macht 
eine schnelle Umformulierung des Wertsystems, das mit der Figur 
des Räubers und seiner Verwandlung zum kulturellen Helden der sich 
formierenden Nation, erforderlich.

Diese Notwendigkeit zeigt sich ganz klar, wenn wir die Motive, 
die in den Räubern gewidmeten Folkloreliedern – den sog. Haiduck-
enliedern – mit den Motiven der nationalistischen Literatur in der 
zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jh vergleichen. Diese Lieder zeichnen sich 
durch einen ausgeprägten Balladencharakter aus, ihre Sujets erzählen 
hauptsächlich von dem tragischen Schicksal jener, die sich freiwillig 
gegen die feststehende patriarchale Ordnung auflehnen. In den tradi-
tionellen Haiduckenliedern finden wir aber keine Spur von der Ge-
stalt des Haiducken als bewussten Kämpfer für die nationale Befrei-
ung, wie es die gegenwärtige Interpretation behauptet. Diese Gestalt 
wurde ganz bewusst von den drei Ideologen der nationalen Idee – Ra-
kowski, Botev und Karawelov – geschaffen, damit sie den neuen epis-
chen Helden darstellen konnte. In seinem Artikel „Das Volk. Gestern, 
heute und morgen“ konstruiert Botev eine ganzheitliche Theorie von 
der Rolle des Haiducken als die Verkörperung der bulgarischen Na-
tion und stellt die Haiduckenlieder nicht als Balladen dar, sondern 
als ein Epos, der die Heldentat des neuen kulturellen Helden besingt. 

In den zwei Gedichten Hristo Botevs, deren Sujets dem tradi-
tionellen Folklorelied ähnlich sind – „Haiduken“ und „Pristanala“ –, 
sind Balladenmotive immer noch anwesend, da es um Familienkoli-
sionen und Widerstand geht. Doch der Balladenfatalismus ist schon 
überwunden – das Schicksal der Helden ist nicht tragisch, sondern 
heroisch. Die Helden selbst werden nicht mehr verurteilt, sondern 
absolut glorifiziert. Der Haiducke muss gerühmt werden, seinem 
Beispiel muss man folgen („Deshalb singt sein Lied“). So wandelt 
sich bei Botev die Gestalt des Haiducken in eine epische Figur um 
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(„Wer sich davon überzeugen will, sollte in den Sinn unseres Haid-
uckenepos eindringen.“)

Das Werk, das die Gestalt des Haiducken endgültig zum neuen 
Kulturhelden der Nation erhebt, ist „Hadshi Dimiter“. Das Gedicht 
verarbeitet das für alle mythologisch-folkloristischen Volkskulturen 
universelle Motiv des auf dem Gebirgsgipfel liegenden – kranken 
oder verletzten – ethnischen Helden.9 Es ist wichtig, dass er als ewig 
lebendig gedacht wird, weil er die Idee der ganzheitlichen Gemein-
schaft verkörpert. Solange er lebt, wird auch die Gemeinschaft le-
ben. Er wird als Zentrum der Welt dargestellt, er befindet sich zwis-
chen den Symboltopoi des Himmels und der Erde, des Balkans und 
der Ebene. Zugleich wird aber zeine Funktion verändert: Er ist nicht 
mehr die Verkörperung der ethnischen, sondern der nationalen Ge-
meinschaft. Das beweisen sowohl die Periphrase der berühmten Ho-
ratius-Formel „wer für das Vaterland fällt, stirbt nicht“, als auch die 
ihn Umkreisenden: die Tiere, die sich um den verletzten Helden küm-
mern – der Adler, der Falke und der Wolf, sind Symbole der nation-
alen Souveränität. Der ganze Weltbau, die ganze gesellschaftliche 
Organisation, das ganze Wertsystem, die Topoi, die Erzählungen, 
das Gedächtnis usw. müssen sich nach dieser wichtigen Identifika-
tionsstütze orientieren. Mit Recht hat Michail Nedelchev das Gedi-
cht „Hadshi Dimiter“ einen Sammelpunkt des bulgarischen mytho-
poetischen Textes genannt, der alle überlieferten Vorstellungen von 
der Welt und von den Motiven, die darüber erzählen, versammelt und 
weitergibt in der ganzheitlichen Entwicklung der bulgarischen Men-
talität und Kultur.10 So wird der archaische Kulturmechanismus um-
funktioniert und beginnt die wichtigste Rolle im Prozess der Festset-
zung der modernen Gemeinschaft – der Nation – zu spielen. 

9 Vgl. Thomson, Stith. Motiv-index of Folk literature. Bloomingtton: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1955. Motive mit Nummern А500-А599, А-1703, А-1058, А-2252.3, 
А-978. 
10 Vgl. Неделчев, Михаил. „Българският митопоетичен текст: Земя, 
небе и песен“. – In: Неделчев, Михаил. Персонализмът в българската 
литература. София, 1999. [Nedelchev, Michail. Der bulgarische mytho-poet-
ische Text: Erde, Himmel, Held und Lied. – In: Nedelchev, Michail. Persönli-
chkeiten der bulgarischen Literatur. Sofia, 1999.] 
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Hier entsteht aber auch ein Problem: im Text des Gedichts wird 
der Held nirgends als „Haiducke“ bezeichnet, also kann man nicht 
eindeutig behaupten, dass gerade die Gestalt des gerechten Räubers 
in den nationalen Kulturhelden transformiert wurde. Der Grund dafür 
wurde von Eric Hobsbawm vermerkt: der Haiducke ist im Prinzip 
anonym. Meistens trägt er einen Namen wie Stojan, Iwancho, Tatun-
cho u.ä.11 Solche Namen tragen die gewöhnlichen Bauern, deshalb 
können sie sich nur schwer in der Rolle des einzigartigen, einmali-
gen, unverwechselbaren Helden hineinleben, der den antiken Mus-
tern oder dem traditionellen Folklorehelden Krali Marko ähnelt. Der 
Name des Kulturhelden ist aber eine seiner Schlüsselcharakteristik-
en. Deshalb konnte sich der Haiducke als Sammelbild nicht zu dieser 
Rolle erheben. Erst als es einigen der aus dem Haiduckentum stam-
menden Persönlichkeiten wie Panajot Hitov, Hadshi Dimiter und Ste-
fan Karadsha gelingt, sich mit ihren eigenen Namen zu bestätigen und 
die Anonymität der Folklore zu überwinden, können sie als die neuen 
Kulturhelden der Nation besungen werden. Ein Prozess, den man in 
ganz Europa beobachtet: dort trägt der gerechte Räuber in seiner Rolle 
des Nationalhelden immer einen bezeichnenden und erkennbaren Na-
men.12.

Interessant ist, dass, als der nationale Staat schon errichtet war, 
die Gestalt des gerechten Räubers wieder zu ihrer traditionellen Rolle 
zurückkehrte – sowohl praktisch als auch symbolisch. Viele, die die 
Errichtung des Staates erlebt haben, kehrten zu ihrer Rolle als Op-
position der Machhaber zurück und lehnten sich gegen die neue Un-
gleichheit, gegen den Bürokratismus und die Unmenschlichkeit der 
modernen Staatseinrichtungen auf. Mit anderen Worten: sie über-

11 Hobsbawm, Eric. Op. cit., p. 98.
12 Vgl. z. B. die Geschichte der italienischen Banditen Carmine Crocco und Ninco 
Nanco: das Paar erinnert erstaunlich an das Paar Hadshi Dimiter und Stefan Karad-
sha. Die Parallellen zwischen Croccos Schicksal und dem Schicksal eines anderen 
bulgarischen Haiduken – Panajot Hitov, der zum Symbol der nationalen Befreiung 
wurde, sind bemerkenswert. Sie sind in selben Jahr geboren, werden zu Räubern 
aus persönlichen Gründen, dann beteiligen sie sich an den Kämpfen für die nation-
ale Selbstbestimmung. Sie erleben die Realisierung ihres Ziels und verewigen die 
Erinnerung an den Kampf in Memoiren, die denselben Titel tragen: „Wie ich Haid-
ucke wurde“ (Vgl. Hitov, Panajot. Wie ich Haiduke wurde und Crocco, Carmine 
Come divenni brigante).
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nahmen wieder ihre traditionelle Charakteristik antimoderner Sym-
bole. Als Beweis einer solchen Behauptung könnte man die Schick-
sale wichtiger Figuren wie Kapitan Petko Voivoda in Bulgarien und 
Ninco Nanco in Italien betrachten. Der Letztere kehrte zu seinem al-
ten Metier zurück, weil er die Korruption der neuen Administration 
verabscheute – für ihn war sie sogar schlechter als die bourbonische. 
Bei einer Schlacht wurde er von einem ehemaligen Schargefährten 
getötet, der Sergeant in der Regierungspolizei geworden war. Dieser 
mit seiner Symbolik bemerkenswerte Fall wurde in der populären 
Ballade „Ninco Nanco muss sterben“ besungen. Botev erlebte diese 
Zeiten nicht, deshalb blieb sein Hadshi Dimiter für immer das neue 
nationale Symbol Bulgariens.

Mit dem Namen Hadshi Dimiters ist aber auch die Erscheinung 
eines weiteren archaischen Mechanismus verbunden, die im Prozess 
der nationalen Befreiungskämpfe wiederverwertet werden  – der 
Mechanismus der Legende. Im Unterschied zum Kulturhelden aber, 
der pflichtgemäß als lebend gedacht werden muss, muss der Legend-
eheld sterben und so zum Symbol der Selbstaufopferung im Namen 
eines erhabenen Ziels werden. Wie bekannt, veröffentlicht Botev das 
Gedicht Hadshi Dimiter in einem Kalender für das Jahr 1875. Dort 
findet man nicht nur traditionelle Heilige, sondern auch Namen wie 
Wassil Lewski, Angel Kantschev und andere bulgarische Helden, die 
für die Freiheit gestorben sind und zu Märtyrern und Großmärtyrern 
erklärt wurden. Ein solcher Kalender wurde auch für das Jahr 1876 
gedruckt und Wassli Lewski gewidmet. Das gleichnamige Gedicht 
zeigt den Helden zum ersten Mal im Kontext des evangelischen Su-
jets: so legt es den Grundstein zu jenem legendären Bild, das im bul-
garischen Nationalbewusstsein von Vasov festgesetzt wurde.

Die wesentliche Frage in diesem Zusammenhang ist aber, ob der 
Mechanismus der Legende nur im Rahmen der Literatur bleibt oder 
auf irgendeiner Weise das Verhalten der Menschen im wirklichen 
Leben bestimmt. So, wie es zum Beispiel im Mittelalter geschieht.13 
Man könnte behaupten, dass die Legende bei der Errichtung des uni-
versellen Modells des europäischen nationalen Aufbaus mitwirkt, 
aber nur wenn sich Beweise finden, dass ihre Elemente – aktive Tu-

13 Vgl. die Beschreibung des legendären Imitatio bei Jolles. Jolles, A. Die Ein-
fachen Formen. De Gruyter: 1956.
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gend, Heldentaten, Namengebungen und Attributionen, Reliquien, 
Wundern und das Wichtigste: die Einwirkung durch Imitatio –, eine 
Rolle bei den nationalen Kämpfen spielen. Gerade in diesem Zusam-
menhang liefert Botev den vielleicht überzeugendsten Beweis.

Wie bekannt, kam die Befreiung Bulgariens als Resultat des 
Russisch-türkischen Krieges von 1877–1878 zustande. Dieser 
Krieg konnte nur geführt werden, weil passende politische Verhält-
nisse vorhanden waren, die ihrerseits von den Interessen der sog. 
Großmächte abhängig waren. Die öffentliche Meinung beeinflusste 
die politischen Entscheidungen in hohem Maße. Damit sie ihre Rolle 
als wichtiger Faktor für die politische Entscheidung erfüllen konnte, 
musste man die europäischen Bürger nicht nur über die Situation 
im Osmanischen Reich und über die grausame Niederwerfung des 
Aprilaufstandes informieren. Dazu war auch etwas anderes notwen-
dig: das Heldentum der Aufständischen musste im Kontext eines be-
kannten und effektiven Kulturmechansimus wahrgenommen werden, 
damit es auf eine sich ziemende Weise verarbeitet werden konnte. Der 
Mechanismus der Legende erwies sich als der sicherste Weg.

Dieses Modell betrachtet den Tod im Namen der Rettung als 
ein kategorischer Beweis für die Entschiedenheit einer bestimmten 
Gemeinschaft, ihren Glauben zu verteidigen. Der Konflikt wird 
hauptsächlich als ein Zusammenstoß der Christenheit und des Islams 
dargestellt, und die bekannte Losung „Freiheit oder Tod“, von Prudon 
entlehnt, wird in ihrer faktischen Glaubwürdigkeit wahrgenommen. 
Mit anderen Worten: die Symbolwelt der Legende muss in das reelle 
Leben übergehen. 

Botev begreift diese Notwendigkeit ganz klar. Schon fünf Jahre 
vor der berühmten Eroberung des österreichischen Schiffs „Rade-
tzky“, die nach der Meinung der Historiker die entscheidende Rolle 
für die Formierung der öffentlichen Meinung in Europa gespielt hatte, 
schrieb er den Artikel „Petruschan“, wo er den Tod als einziges Ziel 
eines jeden Unabhängigkeitskämpfers in Bulgarien erhob. Dabei geht 
es nicht um den Tod, der während eines Kampfes kommt oder ein 
praktisches militärisches Ziel verfolgt. Ganz im Gegenteil: der Tod 
wird als ein sich selbst genügender Wert wahrgenommen. Laut Ts-
vetan Todorov ist diese Art von Tod eine notwendige Bedingung für 
die Verwirklichung des heroischen Modells: 
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Die Menschen müssen sterben, damit die sittlichen und politischen 
Werte überleben.“14  

Der Tod ist wertvoller als das Leben, denn durch den Tod erreicht 
man das Absolute: indem der Mensch sich opfert, zeigt er, dass das 
Ideal wichtiger als sein Leben ist. Europa kennt dieses Modell von den 
Legenden über die christlichen Märtyrer, die ihr Leben im Namen 
ihres Glaubens geopfert haben. Damit ein Tod als Martyrium erkannt 
wird, muss man ihn aber nicht als individuell, isoliert, sondern als 
Teil eines universellen sittlichen Raums wahrnehmen. Mit anderen 
Worten: der Tod muss sich in die imitative Kette eingliedern, die für 
jede Legende ein Muss ist. Botev gelingt es, das konkrete Ereignis zu 
finden, dessen Wiederholung die europäische öffentliche Meinung 
als ein Kettenglied in der imitativen Kette der universellen europäis-
chen Legende erkennen wird – die Legende von den Heiligen der na-
tionalen Freiheitskämpfe, die als Wiederholung der Kämpfe zur Ver-
breitung des Christentums wahrgenommen werden.

Der Artikel „Petruschan“ gibt wieder einmal die Antwort, wie 
Botev das Legendemodell in der Praxis realisiert, ein Modell, das 
eine außerordentlich wichtige Rolle in der Formierung der europäis-
chen öffentlichen Meinung gespielt hat. Der Artikel ist von einem 
Epigraph begleitet, das bis heute die Aufmerksamkeit der Forscher 
nur selten auf sich zieht. Das Epigraph lautet: 

Es wurde uns gesagt, dass sie Räuber seien, aus ihren Räuberhöhlen 
gekommen; doch sie haben nichts genommen, nicht einmal ein Stück 
Brot; wir haben von ihnen nur eines gehört: Wir sind gekommen, um 
für unser Land zu sterben. L. Mercantini 

Der Autor der zitierten Verse ist der italienische Dichter Luigi 
Mercantini, einer der nächsten Gefährten von Giuseppe Garibaldi, 
der auch seine Hymne geschrieben hat. Das Gedicht heißt La spigo-
latrice di Sapri [„Die Ährensammlerin aus Sapri“] und erzählt von 
der Heldentat des italienischen Dichters und Revolutionärs Carlo 
Pisacane, der am 25. Juni 1857 zusammen mit 24 Anhängern ein Lin-
iendampfboot eroberte und dem Kapitän befahl, zur Insel Ponza zu 

14 Todorov, Tzvetan. Face a l’extreme. Paris: Seuil, 1991, p. 16.
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fahren, wo etwa dreihundert Revolutionäre eingesperrt waren. Er be-
freite sie, dann kehrten alle zum Kontinent zurück, stiegen aus dem 
Schiff bei der Stadt Sapri aus und gingen ins Land hinein, um eine 
Revolution zu erwirken. Sie wurden von den Gendarmen der Bour-
bonen eingekreist; Pisacane und seine Gefährten wurden umgebracht. 

Im Artikel „Petruschan“ vergleicht Botev die Heldentaten von 
Hadshi Dimiter und seinem Trupp mit den Taten von Pisacane und 
erhebt den Tod für das Vaterland als einziges Ziel, das den Gang der 
Geschichte verändern kann: 

Sie sind gestorben, doch ihr Tod war ein gewaltiger Schlag auf die 
Türkei, entscheidend auch für unser Vaterland : dem ersten Land hat er 
den Untergang, dem zweiten die Wiedergeburt verkündet. 

Nach fünf Jahren entscheidet Botev, dass er diese Heldentat wie-
derholen und in die Reihe der Märtyrer, die ihr Leben für die nation-
ale Idee geopfert haben und sich in den allgemeinen Symbolraum 
Europas eingeschrieben haben, eingehen kann. Dabei macht er aber 
eine Ergänzung. 

Botev kannte das Gedicht von Mercantini sowie die Geschichte 
von Carlo Pisacane aus dem Buch Alexander Herzens Былое и думы 
[Gedachtes und Erlebtes], das in der Zeitschrift Полярная звезда ge-
druckt wurde. Dort entdeckte er alle Einzelheiten des Geschehenen 
und wiederholte sie fast wortwörtlich. In seinem Buch erzählt Her-
zen aber auch etwas anderes. Eines Abends wollten er und einige 
seiner Gefährten von Italien in die Schweiz fahren. Sie kamen zu spat 
zum Hafen und mussten den nächsten Morgen abwarten und das er-
ste Schiff nehmen. Das Schiff gehörte Österreich, und zu jener Zeit 
war Österreich-Ungarn dasselbe wie die Türkei auf dem Balkan: eine 
fremde Macht. Deshalb mussten Herzen und seine Gefährten sich 
verstecken, damit sie nicht erkannt wurden. Der Name des Schiffs 
war „Fürst Radetzky“. Es ist bekannt, dass Botev, bevor er nach Bu-
larien zog, die Schiffe der österreichischen Donau-Gesellschaft stud-
iert hatte. Es waren mehr als zehn. Er wählte „Radetzky“ aus – in 
dieser Wahl liegt wohl eine besondere Symbolik. Wahrscheinlich 
ist das nicht dasselbe Schiff, mit dem Herzen gefahren ist, doch der 
gleiche Name war Grund genug.
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Die wörtliche Übersetzung des Gedichts von Mercantini zeigt 
überzeugend, wie konsequent Hristo Botev das Ereignis wiederholt 
hat:

Sie waren dreihundert, sie waren jung und stark und sie sind 
gestorben! Am Morgen ging ich Ähren sammeln, und ich sah ein 
Schiff auf den Wellen: das Schiff bewegte sich mit Dampf und erhob 
eine dreifarbige Flagge. Das Schiff hielt an der Insel Ponza, blieb 
eine Zeit lang und kehrte zurück; es kehrte zurück und erreichte das 
Land. Bewaffnete stiegen aus, doch sie taten niemandem Böses. Sie 
waren dreihundert, sie waren jung und stark und sie sind gestorben! 
Bewaffnete stiegen aus, doch sie taten niemandem Böses; sie ver-
neigten sich und küssten die Erde: ich sah in ihre Gesichter – alle hat-
ten eine Träne im Auge und ein Lächeln. Man sagte, sie seien Räuber, 
aus ihrer Höhle gekrochen, doch sie nahmen kein einziges Brot; ich 
hörte sie nur eines rufen: Wir sind gekommen, um für unser Land zu 
sterben! Sie waren dreihundert, sie waren jung und stark und sie sind 
gestorben! Er ging als erster, mit blauen Augen und goldenen Haaren. 
Ich fasste Mut, griff nach seiner Hand und fragte: Wohin gehst du, 
schöner Kapitän? Er sah mich an und entgegnete: Meine Schwest-
er, ich gehe für mein schönes Vaterland sterben. Ich fühlte wie mein 
Herz erzitterte, doch es gelang mir ihm zu sagen: Gott helfe euch! Sie 
waren dreihundert, sie waren jung und stark und sie sind gestorben! 
An diesem Tag vergaß ich, Ähren zu sammeln, und lief ihnen nach: 
zweimal sind sie auf Gendarmen getroffen und haben ihre Waffen 
gezückt. Doch als sie die Mauern des kartesianischen Klosters er-
reicht hatten, hörte ich Trompeten und Trommeln und sah wie durch 
den Nebel, die Schüsse und die Flammen mehr als tausend gegen sie 
schritten. Sie waren dreihundert, sie waren jung und stark und sie 
sind gestorben! Sie waren dreihundert und sie sind nicht geflohen; 
sie schritten dem Tod entgegen, als ob sie dreitausend wären; sie wol-
lten mit der Waffe in der Hand sterben; und ganz vorne, blutbefleckt, 
kämpfte jener, für den ich betete. Ich sah nur ihn, ich erblickte nichts 
anderes. Ich sah niemanden, nur die blauen Augen und die goldenen 
Haare!…

Es ist offensichtlich, dass die meisten Einzelheiten sich decken: 
die Eroberung des Schiffs, das Küssen der Erde, die kategorische En-
tschlossenheit, für das Vaterland zu sterben. Sogar wenn Botev nicht 
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bewusst nachahmte, hat ihn die Matrix des universellen Sujets selb-
st geleitet. Die Fortsetzung des Sujets zeigt, wie eng die Geschichte 
von Pisacane und das Gedicht von Mercantini mit dem Vorgehen des 
Trupps von Hristo Botev und mit der späteren Verewigung ihrer Taten 
verbunden sind. In der Antologie Pentscho Slaveikovs Auf der Insel 
der Seligen wurde unter dem Namen Bore Vihor das Gedicht Hun-
dert zwanzig Mann veröffentlicht, das die Heldentat von Botev und 
seinem Trupp besingt. Slaveikov benutzt fast wörtlich das Werk von 
Mercantini, sogar den einprägsamen Refrain. Er kannte das Gedicht 
im Original und konnte ihm möglichst genau folgen. Der einzige Un-
terschied besteht in der Zahl der Freiheitskämpfer – sie fallen weder 
mit der realen Zahl von Botevs Gefährten, noch mit dem Refrain von 
Mercantini zusammen. Die Änderung wurde offensichtlich wegen 
dem Rhythmus des Gedichts erforderlich.

In der heutigen Vorstellung wird die Imitation von fremden Ta-
ten nicht gut angesehen. Vielleicht ist das einer der Gründe, warum 
diese Geschichte nicht popularisiert wird, obwohl sie der Fachwelt 
bekannt ist. In der Logik des Legendemodells ist aber das Einziehen 
in das Martyrologium der Helden (Analog der Liste der christlichen 
Heiligen) die größtmögliche Leistung eines Menschen. Deshalb hat 
sie auch die höchste Bedeutung im allgemeinen Prozess des nation-
alen Aufbaus.

Das Anwenden der drei archaischen Kulturmodelle, von deren 
Wiederverwertung und Umfunktionierung wir gesprochen haben: 
das Errichten von Metanarrativen, das Errichten der Gestalt des Kul-
turhelden und die Anwendung des Legendemechanismus, ist ein 
Beispiel dafür, dass der Prozess der nationalen Bewusstwerdung und 
Selbstbestimmung in Europa in seinem Verlauf einen gemeinsamen 
Symbolraum schafft. Das Recht, die eigene Identität zu verteidigen, 
wird als universell wahrgenommen, den universellen christlichen 
Werten ähnlich. Deshalb empfinden sich die Personen in allen eu-
ropäischen Freiheitsbewegungen als eine Gemeinschaft, unabhängig 
davon, dass jeder für das Recht seiner eigenen Heimat kämpft. Erst 
spatter, als die Nationalstaaten sich um die nicht ausreichenden Res-
sourcen zu konkurrieren beginnen, wird der Andere als Feind betra-
chtet. Doch das ist schon ein anderes Thema. 
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ABSTRACT

The paper is an overview of the dystopic texts produced by 
Hungarian modernist writers. Anti-utopia is the dominant ap-
proach in the speculative fiction of interwar Hungary, which is 
demonstrated on the examples of Frigyes Karinthy’s satiric Gul-
liver sequels and Sándor Szathmári’s Kazohinia that functioned 
as a cultic read in a not small circle for a while. Pilot Elza by Mi-
hály Babits is a genuine dystopia, which was celebrated because 
it refuted the concept of belatedness in Hungarian literature. Ba-
bits wrote his dire vision of eternal war and cultural decline si-
multaneously with the grand modernist dystopias of world lit-
erature. However, despite some remarkable features, the novel 
cannot compete with those.

Keywords: Frigyes Karinthy, Sándor Szathmári, Mihály 
Babits, misogyny, cultural decline

Dystopia is one of the major genres of modernism, one which, 
through the trinity of Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1921), Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World (1931) and George Orwell’s Nineteen 
Eighty-four (1949), has achieved a standing canonical position. It 
is hardly surprising that modernist writers tended to be concerned 
about the social, political, cultural, and sexual aspects of modernity; 
utopian writing offered them an opportunity for a rather direct kind 
of reasoning. The Hungarian examples (to mention only the liter-
arily prestigious ones among a plethora of lowbrow utopian writ-
ing) are mostly anti-utopias, satiric parodies of utopian thinking,1 a 

1 I do not think I need to explain my usage of the terms utopia, anti-utopia, and 
dystopia, but it is in line with, for example Vieira, Fátima. The Concept of Uto-
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generic tradition mostly connected to Gulliver’s Travels, which was 
so strongly present in the Hungarian literary production that both 
Frigyes Karinthy (1887–1938) and Sándor Szathmári (1897–1974) 
presented their anti-utopias as Gulliver sequels. Karinthy put Gul-
liver’s name in the subtitles of both of his anti-utopias: Voyage to 
Faremido: Gulliver’s Fifth Voyage (1916), and Capillaria: Gulliver’s 
Sixth Voyage (1921). The first edition of Szathmári’s novel was enti-
tled Gulliver’s Voyage to Kazohinia (1941); in the later editions Gul-
liver’s name disappeared from the title (1946: Voyage to Kazohinia; 
1957: Kazohinia), but remained the name of the protagonist, and the 
first chapter still provided a continuity with Swift’s frame narrative. 
What did not fit in this anti-utopian trend was the genuine dystopia 
created by Mihály Babits (1883–1941), a central figure of the Hun-
garian modernist movement. His Pilot Elza, or The Perfect Society 
(1933) received praise for being in tune with the contemporary de-
velopments of European literature.2 

Frigyes Karinthy (1887–1938) was one of the greatest humorous 
writers of the XXth century. His humour shines most brilliantly in his 
short sketches and literary parodies. Voyage to Faremido describes 
the perfect world of the ethereal machines―the solasis―that com-
municate through pure music and regard organic matter as contami-
nation. Midore, the machine that introduces Gulliver to the reality 
of Faremido, explains that if an artificial brain is contaminated with 
organic matter, the solasi’s eye turns inside and the solasi sees its own 
brain instead of the world.3 As the only possible cure, their whole 
brain must be replaced. The contrast of intelligent inorganic matter 
and contagious organisms is later extended to the whole Earth. The 
solasis regard Earth as a “primitive and regressed, rudimentary and 
diseased solasi” (33), attacked by the parasitic dosires, which Gulliver 

pia. – In: Claeis, Gregory (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Utopian Litera-
ture. Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. 3–27 and Moylan, 
Tom. Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia. Boulder, Co-
lo: Westview Press, 2000. 
2 Lengyel, Balázs. “Babits Mihály “világirodalmi szemekkel.” – Nagyvilág XX-
VIII, 1983, p. 1705.
3 Karinthy, Frigyes. Voyage to Faremido. Capillaria. Transl. Tabori, Paul. New 
York, N.Y.: Living Books, 1966, p. 25.
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understands to be human beings and animals. Although Midore’s ex-
planation necessarily regards all organic material as contamination, 
the slightly more detailed history of Earth seems to identify the do-
sire parasites mostly as humans. The Earth’s sickness, according to 
the solasis, started in the Ganges and the Euphrates areas, then spread 
all over Asia. At that time, when Earth was still healthy enough to 
communicate with the ethereal solasis, they advised it “to emit a little 
heat,” because “the dosire was a very miserable and helpless parasite, 
and a few degrees’ increase in heat—maybe eighty or a hundred—
would kill and exterminate it” (34). However, the solasi realized that 
no drastic measures would be necessary to cure Earth because the 
problem would solve itself. Since the inorganic solasis are practically 
immortal, they can easily wait a ten or twenty millennia. Therefore, 
the insight that organic creatures kill and eat each other gives the hope 
that life will destroy itself, thus curing the Earth. 

The dosires simply used the Earth to germinate and then, thanks to the 
organ of instinct, exterminated each other. [… T]he dosires, however 
badly they infested the planet’s body for a while, would certainly an-
nihilate each other.4 

Karinthy wrote Voyage to Faremido during the Great War, which 
may explain why he envisioned the end of civilization or organic life 
on Earth as the result of fight. The image of Earth as a single intelli-
gent being may make the book interesting for current Ecocriticism, 
although the inorganic nature of the only worthy kind of intelligence 
marks the limits of that interestingness. The warming of the globe as a 
cure against parasitic humanity still can resonate in the current context.

Karinthy wrote the blatantly misogynous Capillaria while in a 
happy relationship,5 which seems to have been a rare phenomenon in 
his life. Gulliver’s ship sinks, and he continues his life at the bottom 
of the Atlantic, due to the advanced technology of the bullpops. In the 
deep ocean two kinds of intelligent creatures live: Oihas are beauti-

4 Karinthy, Ibid., pp. 35–36.
5 Robotos, Imre. “A természet lángelméje vagy tréfája. Karinthy Frigyes 
nőszemlélete”. – In: Angyalosi, Gergely (Ed.). Bíráló álruhában. Tanulmányok Ka-
rinthy Frigyesről. Budapest: Maecenas, 1990, p. 124.
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ful, bigger than human females, while bullpops are penises that have 
developed their own organs for movement, sensation, and thinking. 
An Oiha is interested only in joy and pleasure, making use of all the 
goods the hard working bullpops produce, and also eating bullpop 
brain. The bullpops practice all the human disciplines of science and 
humanities, and their prime aspiration is to build towers to reach the 
ocean’s surface. The Oihas live in half ready bullock towers; when a 
tower is high enough for their use, they invade it, kill the bullpops and 
move in. For the bullpops the Oihas appear as transcendental deities 
they adore. The Oiha queen explains to Gulliver (while interpreting 
his reports) that the human society functions similarly; it is a false 
impression that women are oppressed by the patriarchy: in the real-
ity they enjoy a life of leisure, letting men do both the hard work and 
care about all the uncomfortable and joyless problems of logos, to use 
a notion that is alien to the Oiha queen but offers a rather accurate 
description of the conglomerate of knowledge, problems and aspira-
tions bullpops are crazy about and Oihas could not care less about. 
This representation of human society in which men are mercilessly 
exploited by cold-hearted women is supported by the frame story of 
Gulliver’s marriage, which is entertaining because any reader can 
understand how cruelly he is used, while he, the I-narrator, does not 
seem to have a clue. 

Although the book’s moral is clearly misogynistic, it may be read 
also as a critique of logocentric male society. Although Gulliver’s dis-
course about the bullpop world is entirely laudatory, the bullpops in-
fatuation with Oiha beauty and their inability to face the reality of the 
Oihas’ destructive effect reveals them as fallible and of limited intel-
ligence. The fact that bullpop communities working on different tower 
building projects tend to start wars against each other also makes it 
impossible to see the bullpops as symbol of an otherwise ideal society 
that is regrettably held back and oppressed by the females. Read this 
way, Capillaria becomes a double anti-utopia mocking both female 
and male communities. The mockery is remarkable in such images 
as males as self-sustaining penises, or Gulliver talking directly to the 
Oiha queen’s vagina because that is the best way the highly sensual 
creature can understand things. However, the two butts of mockery 
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are far from balanced; the cruel and indifferent Oihas (i.e. the women) 
are obviously the villains here. 

Sándor Szathmári (1997–1974) regarded himself as Karinthy’s 
disciple (or “spiritual son”).6 Kazohinia, which was his only book of 
literary significance and influence, shows the classical travelogue 
structure of utopias. Gulliver survives a shipwreck and arrives on an 
unknown island named Kazohinia, which he manages to leave after 
various adventures. The island is populated by people who call them-
selves Hin, but a part of the area serves as a reservoir for defective 
individuals, the Behin. From the author’s confessions and especially 
from his introduction to the second edition one can conclude that his 
intention was to juxtapose a genuine utopia (the description of the 
perfect society of the Hin) and an anti-utopia (the world of the Be-
hin, which mocks human society).7 The perfectly ordered Hin soci-
ety is regulated by the principle of kazo, which is something like the 
rationally understandable harmony of things. Emotions or passions 
cannot disturb a Hin’s mental balance or influence his or her actions, 
and therefore the society as a whole functions in perfect balance too. 
Szathmári’s representation strategy, however, differs from classical 
utopias in the narrator’s character and attitude; usually the witness 
understands and admires the perfect society, while Gulliver finds the 
Hins annoying, boring and shockingly immoral. His attitude is well 
demonstrated by the scene in which he thinks to get an apartment of 
his own by abusing Hin customs. Hins live in uniform apartments, 
but they do not own them, since they do not have private property. 
Gulliver simply enters an apartment and tells the occupant to move 
out because he, Gulliver, needs it more, as it is very close to the place 
where he works. The Hin accepts this argument as kazo, and leaves.8 
For the Hin the most suitable arrangement of flats is kazo, and he does 
not feel attached to a given flat just because he has spent some time 
in it. For Gulliver the lack of enthusiasm for owning things is ridicu-

6 Tófalvi, Éva. “A hazatérő író: Szathmári Sándor”. – Confessio XV., 1991, № 2, 
p. 57.
7 For the authorial intention and its failure to be realized in the text see Berkes, 
Tamás. “Az elgondolhatatlan utópia”. – Literatura XXXVIII, 2012, № 1, pp. 90–99.
8 Szathmári, Sándor. Kazohinia. Transl. Kemenes, Inez. Budapest: Corvina, 1975, 
p. 127.
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lously strange. However logical and fair the Hin reaction in this par-
ticular case seems to be, many readers tend to find the emotionless, 
eventless, cold lifestyle of the Hin unattractive and boring. Gulliver 
thinks that the Hin have no soul and that a soul is necessary for hu-
manity.  Szathmári makes it clear that Gulliver is unable to under-
stand the real advantages of the Hin life-style, but he probably failed 
to make the Hin utopia convincingly attractive.

Gulliver is no happier when sent among the Behins, a society 
that is a parody of the European one. The Behins oppress and hurt 
each other continuously because of concepts that can be decoded as 
abstract and exaggerated versions of Gulliver’s own, such as religion, 
aesthetics, prestige, or gender morality. Travesties of European habits 
are usually funny, and it is even funnier that Gulliver cannot see the 
obvious similarities between the Behins and himself. He completely 
understands the ridiculous nature of the Behin society without adapt-
ing this lesson to himself. 

The Hin world is not an ecotopia, but some of its features show 
remarkable similarities to some ecocritical insights. The recycling 
of human corpses―which shocks Gulliver―indicates an advanced 
technology that tries to minimize waste. As it seems, Hin society does 
not overconsume, which may be a consequence of the lack of any 
competitive male ego (or as Gulliver calls it: a soul). This impression 
is strengthened by the contrast to the Behins, who have developed a 
fully hierarchized and sexist society. They take their “spiritual val-
ues” so seriously that they do not have time to produce food or any-
thing else―except what seems to be the equivalent of art. The Hins 
regard the separated Behin colony as a big hospital or lunatic asylum, 
and so provide enough food for every Behin. However, the ruling 
caste of the Behins collects and redistributes the personal food ratios 
to create social inequalities and force many people, especially wom-
en, to starve. The Behins really have an inexhaustible external source 
of goods (exactly what the human race seems to think they have), but 
competitive male subjectivity leads them to create both deprivation 
and overconsumption.9  

9 The Hin doctor cannot even understand Gulliver’s society in which people want 
to have more food and work less, “while it is a general balance what our organs 
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The biggest fault of the Kazohinia is the naïve pseudo-scientific 
explanation for the differences between Hins and Behins. They are 
biologically different: every brain functions as an aerial to receive the 
cosmic rays that emanate from the sun, but the brains of the Behins 
function incorrectly due to self-oscillation (174–175). The Behins’ 
brain is thus incapable of clear logical thinking, because it listens to 
its own phantasmagoric waves instead of reality. Even if the reader 
accepts Hin society as genuinely utopian (as the author intended ac-
cording to the paratextual testimony of the second edition), it is im-
possible to imagine it as a remotely possible option for mankind, since 
such a society depends on a different (not really human) kind of body. 
The way Szathmári explained the dichotomy of clearly thinking and 
rather crazy intelligent creatures recalls Karinthy’s Faremido, where 
the contamination of organic matter confuses the mind, while the 
juxtaposition of two (anti-)utopias echoes the structure of Karinthy’s 
Capillaria.  

Mihály Babits was a towering figure of Hungarian modernism. 
Through his positions as editor-in-chief of Nyugat, the most influen-
tial literary magazine of the interwar period (1929–1941), and as the 
curator of the Baumgarten Foundation (1927–1941), which was giv-
ing away substantial sums as the era’s most prestigious literary prize, 
as well as his immense production of critiques and book reviews, he 
succeeded in shaping the life and taste of at least one, but a decisive, 
segment of the Hungarian literary field. Although his literary fame 
has been based on his tremendous achievement in lyric poetry, he was 
also a prolific prose writer of five novels and several hundred pages 
of short stories.10 His narrative output had negligible influence on the 
development of the Hungarian novel, perhaps due to his lack of tal-
ent in the very art of storytelling. One may expect that a dystopia, 
with its inclination to reasoning, to contain long discursive passages, 
is more suited to Babits’s prose writing style, but Pilot Elza – despite 

needed, and overburdening was equally harmful whether the strain was on the 
stomach or the muscles” (92).
10 For the latter see Babits, Mihály. Kisprózai alkotások. Ed. Némediné Kiss, 
Adrien and Szántó, Gábor András. Budapest: Argumentum, 2010.
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the sensation it caused in the short run11 — is the least discussed of 
his novels.12 

A number of weaknesses may explain this lack of vivid scholarly 
reception. Firstly, the structure seems rather unbalanced. The book 
contains five parts of broadly similar length, but the first two mostly 
dwell on a single night Mr. and Mrs. Kamuthy spend in a bomb shel-
ter, in the company of Dr. Schulberg. The protagonist Elza Kamuthy 
appears only in Part 3, after which her parents play no further major 
role in the narrative. Although it is not unusual to stage situations in 
the beginning of a story in which other people can speak about the 
protagonist who is to take the floor later, to use more than 40 % of the 
text for such preparation is rather extreme. Secondly, all the five parts 
end with “Notes” that tell a different story about the small earth, an 
artificial, miniature world a scientist created in the past to see the de-
velopment of life, and maybe society. The ending of the novel reveals 
that the main story was set in small earth, suggesting an endless chain 
of smaller and smaller earths. History is determined: life necessarily 
develops on any planet, and evolution necessarily leads to an intel-
ligent race that at one point in its history will create a small earth to 
understand its beginnings, before starting the eternal war13 as the end 
of civilisation. And then the small world also creates its small world. 
However, during the main narrative Dr. Schulberg is reading a book 
about the small world he is part of. The illogical relationship of the 
two narratives is not solved in any satisfactory way.14 Having two un-
related stories in a book would not be a problem, of course, as some 
great examples of modernism show (William Faulkner’s The Wild 

11 Kocsis, Lilla. “Én csak jel és szimbólum vagyok.” Utópikus vonások Babits Mi-
hály Elza pilóta vagy a tökéletes társadalom című művében. PhD dissertation, Uni-
versity of Szeged, 2009, p. 22.
12 Lengyel, Zsolt. “Narratív pozíciók az Elza pilótában”. – In: Nédli, Balázs, Pi-
enták, Attila, and Sipos, Lajos (Eds.). Közelítések... Babits Mihály életművéről szül-
etésének 125. évfordulóján. Szombathely: Savaria University Press, 2008, p. 172.
13 Although the critical response has mostly understood Pilot Elza in the context of 
contemporary literature, the expression “eternal fight” (örök harc) literally quotes 
the subtitle of the first volume of Mór Jókai’s  The Novel of the Century to Come, 
the most influential utopian novel in Hungarian literature. Babits obviously criti-
cizes that novel, in which the eternal peace follows the eternal fight.
14 Lengyel, Zsolt. Ibid., p. 179.
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Palms may suffice as an example). However, the weakness in Babits’ 
novel is the impossible and scarcely elaborated way these two narra-
tives are connected in the end. Thirdly, a dystopia is supposed to give 
some ideas about the represented society, but from Pilot Elza we can 
extract only very little and contradictory information about how the 
dystopian future actually works. Babits focuses only on a few issues, 
the eternal war, the decline of culture, and gender segregation, while 
dropping casual remarks on everything else. As Zsolt Lengyel put it: 

Taking the contemporary world as granted he only explains what and 
how has changed in the world of eternal fight.15  

This seems rather similar to what is called the principle of mini-
mal departure in possible worlds theory.16 However, it does not work 
well here. The eternal warfare is repeatedly said to depend on collec-
tivism, which is contradicted by both the hierarchical levels of the 
bomb shelter (in which the rich have first class private cabins, while 
the third class is atrocious) and the bourgeois household of the Ka-
muthys.17 

What Babits focuses on is the general decline or the end of cul-
ture. His vision of the eternal war presents a world in which fight is 
regarded as the only and genuine purpose of human existence, and 
everything from economy to science and to procreation is subordi-
nated to that purpose. Culture is not needed for the fight, therefore it 
dies. The two antagonistic waring entities are said to differ in their 
relationship to the concept of nation. The alliance where most parts 
of the story develop is said to cherish the nation, while the enemy is 
international. The entities are not named, but Elza’s city is indicated 
with an initial “Sz…” and we learn that is located by the river Tisza, 
and over the river it contains a part called “Újsz…” [New Sz…]. These 
15 Lengyel, Zsolt. Ibid., p. 176.
16 See Ryan, Marie-Laure. Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence and Narrative 
Theory. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana UP, 1991.
17 See, e.g., the scene when Mrs. Kamuthy has to open the door for a visitor her-
self: “Her maids have joined the army, and as it seemed even the richest bour-
geois households had to do without maids.” Babits, Mihály. “Elza pilóta”. – In: 
Babits, Mihály. A gólyakalifa; Kártyavár; Timár Virgil fia; Elza pilóta. Budapest: 
Szépirodalmi, 1982, p. 611.
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little pieces of information strongly suggest the setting to be Szeged 
in Hungary. Not only do most of the characters have Hungarian fam-
ily names, but once (maybe as a slip of tongue) the narrator also men-
tions that their characters are Hungarian: “The Hungarians, as every 
nation, were spread widely along the frontline” (635). However, it is 
difficult to see how nation can be important for a cultureless political 
unity, and actually nothing national features in the represented soci-
ety. The nationlessness of the dystopian nation state, however, is not 
a weakness of the novel, but a conscious feature. The final moral we 
learn is that there is no difference between the enemies. Nationalism 
and internationalism are nothing more than ideological slogans use-
ful for war propaganda. Schulberg had already explained this in the 
bomb shelter:

This practically realizes the idea of international unity without giving 
up fierce pride in national existence. This way the old opposition of na-
tional and international has been successfully overcome. Our enemies 
fight with an international slogan, but we are as international as them, 
and (in the separation of their military units) they are as national as us.18 

Elza also finds her place in the enemy army in the end, function-
ing as a bomber, while no cultural or linguistic barrier seems to cause 
problems. Although she does not understand the language, she can 
perfectly perform the combative task of bombing her home town Sz…

The plot centres around a final turn in the decline of culture, 
namely the decision that women should be recruited for combatting 
forces and front duty. In the beginning, society is segregated: men are 
fighting in the underground tunnels of the frontline, while women 
and cripples19 live in the cities and the former go to universities to do 
historical research and sustain some residues of culture. One can see a 

18 Babits, Mihály, 1982, p. 498.
19 Most of the cripples are artificially made. The wealthy families with good con-
nections bribe the doctors to cripple their new born sons so they will be immune of 
war duty, although with the automatized equipment they could easily perform any 
task. While the others are in war, the hereditary cripples can accommodate wealth 
and political power. The crippled ruling class can be regarded as a black humor-
ed allegory. 
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stroke of misogyny in the narrator’s evaluation of a culture sustained 
by women: 

Universities had become girl schools. They did “research” with the na-
ïve meticulousness and ardent diligence without any initiative, which 
is characteristic of female students… What kind of culture was this? 
Perfectly sterile!20

 

Dr. Schulberg represents a kind of alternative culture: he is a very 
elderly gentleman who nostalgically sticks to his bourgeois erudition 
and passes his free time reading old books, while cynically perform-
ing his duties as an army general and scientist. He offers a similar 
option to Elza when she is recruited. Elza, who learned how to fly 
an airplane as a bourgeois pastime, can be his private pilot when he 
visits the frontline, which may keep her relatively safe and provide 
immense free time to continue her studies in the history of religion, 
which is her academic field. Elza flies through the enemy lines and 
lands Dr. Schulberg’s plane on the other side. Both of them are used by 
the enemy: Dr. Schulberg as a laboratory assistant, Elza as a bomber. 
With Elza’s failed attempt to escape, an attempt to find another real-
ity beyond the eternal war destroys even this last option of sustaining 
culture in the last reservoir of the private sphere.

Pilot Elza was not the only text in which Babits wrote about his 
anxiety about the decline of culture. “For sure, from the ‘20s on Babits 
did not trust in the development of culture. He was afraid of further 
decline,” summarises Mihály Szegedy-Maszák.21 And to prove that 
his pessimism was far from being exceptional in the Europe of the 
time, it is enough to quote Robert Musil’s note: 

Once again the uppermost problem: […] collapse of the culture (and of 
the idea of culture). This is in fact what the summer of 1914 initiated.22

20 Babits, Mihály, 1982, p. 553.
21 Szegedy-Maszák, Mihály. “Esszéírás és irodalomtörténet”.  – In: Szegedy-
Maszák, Mihály (Ed.). A magyar irodalom történetei. Vol. 3. 1920-tól napjainkig. 
Budapest: Gondolat, 2007, p. 252.
22 Musil, Robert. The Man Without Qualities. Volume 2. From the Posthumous 
Papers, 1961. Transl. Pike, Burton and Wilkins, Sophie. New York, N.Y.: Ran-
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Аt the beginning of the plot, before women are allowed/forced 
to join the fighting army, men and women are practically segregated 
and have completely different life experiences. This makes reproduc-
tion a challenge for the society of eternal war, one which is solved by 
making reproduction a war duty. People are obliged to get married 
and fulfil a quota of children. Meeting a suitable partner, however, is 
difficult, since men and women cannot easily talk to each other be-
cause of their different interests and attitudes; they do not even want 
to spend much time together. At least this is how Elza and the univer-
sity students she is surrounded by are described, although in a bomb 
shelter quick sexual encounters are also mentioned between men on 
short leave from the front and easy women. It is difficult to tell if the 
family life of the Kamuthys should be read as a critique of the pre-
eternal-war bourgeois marriage or a representation of the dystopian 
couple. They do not seem to share any values or agree on anything; 
when they speak they annoy each other, and if any emotion can be 
detected between them it is hatred. In such a society homosexuality 
is the obvious choice to fulfil one’s emotional and sexual needs. And 
while “sexual relations in canonical utopias have been overwhelm-
ingly heterosexual”23 until the last decades of the XXth century, Babits 
explicitly takes the homosexual option into account. The female stu-
dents’ general lesbianism is frequently mentioned, and Dr. Schulberg 
also declares to Elza that he used to be homosexual before aging has 
made him asexual. Although it is tempting to appreciate Babits’ tak-
ing homoerotic practices into account as an innovative feature in the 
contemporary context of dystopian writing, one should not forget that 
the text’s attitude towards homosexuality is rather derogatory. Girls 
are always criticized for “consoling themselves with girlfriends” for 
the lack of men, and Dr. Schulberg thinks it does his reputation good 
to hire a woman as his personal pilot. Elza, the protagonist, whom 
everybody (including readers) is supposed to like, is never tempted by 
homosexual desire. She even experiences a (not too rewarding) sexual 
encounter with a sensitive young man. Despite hints at ubiquitous ho-

dom-Vintage International, 1996, p. 1809. – https://uberty.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2015/12/musil-2.pdf.
23 Tower Sargent, Lyman and Lucy Sargisson. “Sex in Utopia: Eutopian and 
Dystopian Sexual Relations”. – Utopian Studies XXV, 2014, № 2, p. 301.
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mosexual practices in Babits’ dystopia, it represents a society defined 
by a default heteronormativity endorsed by the implied author: homo-
sexuality can be seen as as just another symptom of cultural decline.  

Babits’ novel also seems unique among modernist dystopias in 
the way it handles resistance. Resistant groups usually play a central 
role in the plot, but this is not a case in Pilot Elza. In Moylan’s tax-
onomy the alienated protagonist is either crushed by the power struc-
ture, or finds allies and “enters collectively into outright opposition,” 
which may end in another, but memorable, defeat or in “the organi-
zation of a resistant enclave” or in a new political movement of lib-
eration.24  None of these happens to Elza. She knows of the existence 
of resistant groups, as everybody does, but never has any thought of 
joining them or even looking for them. It is sometimes said by minor 
characters that deserters and revolutionaries have their own secret 
bomb shelters, but such people never appear in the narrative itself. 
The bombing in the eternal war is a gas attack, and the attacked states 
use them as disciplinary means: at the entrance of a bomb shelter eve-
rybody goes through an identity check, so deserters and unreliable 
elements must choose between dying on the streets and surrendering, 
unless they build their own secret shelters. But there are also rumours 
about fake air raids when the state actually attacks the secret shel-
ters of the resistance. Neither the protagonist nor any major character 
knows anything about the resistant groups for sure or tries to contact 
them. The middle class bourgeois characters may look suspiciously at 
the revolutionaries anyway. When Elza in her final despair flies over 
the front line to land in the country of the enemy, she is not crushed by 
the power system, but simply used by the enemy as a valuable asset. 
What is also different from the major modernist dystopias is that the 
totalitarian states of the eternal war do not expect commitment from 
their citizens. They are quite satisfied with cooperation, which they 
can easily enforce through brutal violence (or the threat of it). The idea 
that the gas attacks of the enemy are used to dispose of domestic oppo-
sition suggests a cynical cooperation between the overtly antagonistic 
enemies to stabilize each other’s totalitarian systems.  

Utopian writing is basically intellectual, yet the most memorable 
utopian (including anti-utopian and dystopian) novels are emotion-
24 Moylan, Tom. Ibid. XIII.
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ally loaded narratives about alienated characters – in addition to the 
vivid fantasy of an alternative social reality. For an anti-utopia the al-
ternate reality does not need to be consistent or logically convincing; 
it is enough if it is funny and formulates some strong statement about 
our own social organisation. Karinthy’s Gulliver sequels are undeni-
ably funny; their plots are very simplistic, just like the classic utopias: 
Gulliver goes to a strange place, learns the inhabitants’ language and 
understands their society (or rather listens to them explaining his own 
human society), then returns. Being funny is not enough of an excuse 
for the misogynistic ideas in Capillaria, though the positive ethos of a 
non-human, artificial intelligence remains thought provoking even in 
the context of the later developed dystopian tradition of robots. Szath-
mári’s novel may have remained popular because of its ambiguities, 
rooted in the satirical tradition: a fallible (or rather stupid) narrator-
protagonist criticises two different societies without understanding 
the basic faults of his own world. The fun may take on a grotesque, 
sometimes even Kafkaesque, quality. In a genuine dystopia, incon-
sistency and fallible logic are much less acceptable, especially when 
a rather uneventful narrative – like that of Babits’ – solicits an intel-
lectual approach. Pilot Elza suffers from inconsistencies, and despite 
some remarkable features its dire vision of eternal war and cultural 
decline, suggesting the futility of both hollow nostalgia and resist-
ance, lacks the impressiveness of the modernist dystopias.  
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ABSTRACT

The article discusses the poetical revolution of the some-
what forgotten literary group A Holnap [The Tomorrow] and 
their two anthologies from 1908 and 1909, causing real poeti-
cal revolution at their times, and becoming a real forerunner of 
the Hungarian poetical modernity. The paper prudently debates 
the contradictory position and the significant role of the Hol-
nap Literary Society, a new group of young poets and enthusi-
astic journalists, together with their Maecenases, who – from 
the Hungarian countryside, from a city of high-bred manners, 
Nagyvárad – endeavoured to reform, uprouse and even to change 
the inveterate literary societies of the time, competing simulta-
neously the capital’s alluring literary life and the preponderant 
conservative forces, whose nationalist counter-propaganda had 
elevated to a governmental level. In this way, A Holnap acted as 
a kind of protective shield for the most important modernist liter-
ary journal, the Nyugat’s invigoration. 

Key words: poetical revolution and modernism; Endre 
Ady’s poetical role; A Holnap [The Tomorrow] anthologies; early 
phase of institutionalisation; fierce, ideological debates

For a long time, the concept of modernism in Hungarian literary 
history clung rigidly and rather erroneously to a particular privi-

leged creative community, a location, a centre, as a narrative which 
sought to think of the events of literary life from this origin in a linear 
and developmental way, rather than in its natural network-like man-
ner. While in Hungarian literary historiography philological explo-
ration of the events that occurred at the dawn of the previous centu-



48 

ry remains rather fragmentary, trapped at the level of basic bequests 
and source documents, and is still lamentably incomplete in terms of 
critical editions of the oeuvres of individual authors, an approach to 
its value that was not at all pluralistic has been bequeathed over the 
decades, a tradisionalised approach which hardly sought to take ac-
count of aspirations or temporal or spatial variations that were differ-
ent from or parallel to this centre. True, the intellectual circle of Bu-
dapest’s Nyugat (Hungarian for “West”) – the most important literary 
journal of the first three decades of the XXth century), following its 
short-lived predecessors, brought about a spectacular and decisive 
change in the country’s figurative field of literature merely by con-
solidating and institutionalising it with the support of the National 
Federation of Industrialists and, from 1909 onwards, by establish-
ing its own publishing house, thus crowning the efforts of the previ-
ous ten years with success.1 Its unquestionable importance notwith-
standing, however, for a long time, in the centrically simplified, some-
times downright cultic narrative of Hungarian literary history, “all 
other—former or contemporaneous—groups could only play the role 
of footnotes.”2 Thus, in the last hundred years or so, many statements 
have been erroneously and superficially canonized in discourses on 
Hungarian literary modernism which in fact failed to address or take 
into consideration significant facts. First, that Modernism arrived in 
Hungary rather late by European standards and can therefore only 
be understood as part of a very complex intellectual ‘drift’, i.e. as a 
multi-faceted historical and sociological phenomenon within art, the 
individual facets of which were created and shaped by one another 

1 *When I wrote this paper, I was a recipient of the János BOLYAI Research Schol-
arship of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.
 On the financial background of the journal and the publishing house of the same 
name, see for instance Fráter, Zoltán. A Szövetség szelleme. A Nyugat mecénásai 
a GYOSZ-ban [The spirit of the Alliance. Patrons of Nyugat in the National Feder-
ation of Industrialists], Budapest, MGYOSZ-könyvek, 1996; and Buda, Attila. A 
Nyugat Kiadó története [The history of Nyugat Publishing]. Budapest: Borda An-
tikvárium, 2000.
2 Gintli, Tibor. “A 20. század első felének magyar irodalma. Bevezetés” [Hungar-
ian literature in the first half of the 20th century. Introduction]. – In: Gintli, Tibor. 
(Еd.) Magyar irodalom [Hungarian Literature]. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 2010, 
p. 641.  [Emphasis added by me, B.L.]
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and in line with the interaction of many other different trends. Sec-
ond, that the aspirations of the new literature, especially the aspira-
tions of the modern poetics (which later, according to the principles 
of Marxist literary history, defined Hungarian lyric poetry of the late 
XIXth century as a kind of preparation, transition, labour, and thus as 
a purpose-oriented process) were in fact integral and integrated parts 
of a much larger literary and social polysytem. In this complex system, 
with its multiple literary factors, the events of 1906–1908 did indeed 
bring about a code-switching, but along several poles, and not as part 
of a single series of events. This polysytem can hardly be dissociated 
from Endre Ady’s debated emergence as a poet and his poetic para-
digm shift, his gradually expanding symbolism, and his important 
role as a publicist in the social modernisation of the age (even if it is 
inadvisable to forget his poetic predecessors and exemplary poets), 
and his contemporaries, who were sometimes undeservedly margin-
alised and with whom he drew inspiration from the very same source 
in the first part of his career.3 At the same time—and this is more 
important for the present topic—by ignoring this complex literary 
field, literary historians have pushed a fundamental aspect into the 
background which would have dealt with the cardinal canonisation 
issue of institutionalisation along with the contemporary history of 
many other peer movements (societies sympathetic to or, to some ex-
tent, rivalling the intellectual scope and aims of the capital’s literary 
journal, which also overlapped in terms of their authorship for a long 
time) simultaneously with the unfolding Hungarian poetic modernity. 
As András Wirágh recently put it: 

Hungarian literary studies reached the point at the turn of the millen-
nium where it could slowly attempt to reassess the myth of Nyugat and 

3 See Boka, László. “Sem rokona”? – egyediség, úttörőség és líratörténeti kölcsön-
hatások az Ady-életmű körül 1908 előtt” [“Not a relative either”? – uniqueness, 
pioneering and interactions in the history of poetry around Ady’s lifework be-
fore 1908].  – In: Az én testamentumom. Tanulmányok Ady Endréről [My testa-
ment. Studies on Endre Ady]. Eds. Borbás, Andrea – Nagy, Réka. Budapest: Petőfi 
Irodalmi Múzeum, 2020. [PIM Studiolo], pp. 333–400.



50 

discover writers and generations of writers who had been left in obscu-
rity for decades alongside the canonical authors of Nyugat.4 

In Hungarian literature 

it is impossible to pinpoint one single author, place, and time with 
whom, where, and when the new era that replaced Romanticism and 
National Classicism began. But two cities, two anthologies, and a jour-
nal which was published for over 33 years and which adopted a wide 
range of poetic endeavours must be identified: Nagyvárad and Buda-
pest. The collection of the two “A Holnap” [‘The Tomorrow’] antholo-
gies, published in 1908 and 1909, and “Nyugat”.5  

The above statement by Lajos Sipos can hardly be called into 
question, but it does merit further discussion and more detailed con-
text. I undertake to do precisely this in the present study. The last 
months of 1908 and the first half of 1909 marked a turning point in 
the spread of modern Hungarian literature and the consolidation of its 
debated positions, as became clear in the relationship between former 
and latter, past and future, in the open or latent competition among 
radically different literary views, and even more so in the crystallisa-
tion and evaluation of new readerships and editorial groups emerged 
with increasingly clarity. These years were able gradually to illustrate 
the various aspects of the new, modern literary trend that was entering 
the phase of institutionalisation, including its emerging aesthetic val-
ues, which were being refined in internal and external polemics. Dur-
ing these years, however, the now rather forgotten group known as A 
Holnap was much more in the limelight than its more successful coun-
terpart operating in the capital.6 At the time, harsh criticisms of the 

4 See Wirágh, András. “Nyugatosok” a Nyugaton kívül [Nyugat members outside 
Nyugat]. – Reciti.hu 2020. -https://www.reciti.hu/2020/5479. 
5 Cf. Sipos, Lajos. “Modern magyar irodalom: A Holnap és a Nyugat” [Modern 
Hungarian Literature: A Holnap and Nyugat]. – In: Sipos, Lajos. Modernitások, 
alkotók, párbeszédek [Modernities, creators, dialogues]. Szombathely: Savaria Uni-
versity Press, 2016, p. 34.
6 Under the literary group in Nagyvárad we do not mean just the seven well-known 
poets or the Holnap Literary Society that was formed in their footsteps, but a move-
ment including sympathisers with an even broader social base.
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new literary and artistic experience of the turn of the century and the 
emerging literary tradition were primarily aimed at them. The publi-
cation of their two poetry anthologies (in the autumn of 1908 and the 
spring of 1909) led to a prolonged series of polemics and sometimes 
scandalous debates between the small group of those who, in addition 
to literary modernity, also advocated social modernity, and the tradi-
tionalist forces of the conservative academics, who wielded consider-
ably greater influence at the time.7 For a long time, the group of young 
intellectuals from Nagyvárad, which expanded into a movement and 
emerged as early as February 1908 and had an impact for more than 
three years, thematised the Hungarian cultural sphere and public life 
more strongly than its counterpart in the capital, which in retrospect 
maintained a more obvious hegemony. Its influence was far from be-
ing either local or temporary. Looking back from 1937, in his well-
known literary history Aladár Schöpflin also felt the need to empha-
sise that three decades earlier the first debates did surrounded not the 
members of Nyugat, but the emergence of the group from Nagyvárad: 

The battle was not even launched against »Nyugat«; in the first year 
they did not notice, perhaps they did not even want to notice, that the 
journal wanted something different, something new, than the other ex-
isting journals. There were debates about it in writers’ and journalists’ 
societies, and most of the acclaimed writers expressed highly critical 
opinions of some of its publications or writers, but these debates were 
not made public.8  

From the moment they made their first appearance, however, the 
members of A Holnap found themselves in the middle of fierce de-
bates from every direction on artistic, social, and even political levels. 

7 Within a few weeks of the anthology’s launch in September 1908, almost all 
the leading representatives of the literary scene of the time had expressed their 
opinions about the members of A Holnap, the moderns who were now ‘acting as a 
group’. Within a few months, even prominent figures of Hungarian cultural pol-
itics spoke out against them, including Zsolt Beöthy, Jenő Rákosi, Albert Appo-
nyi, Albert Berzeviczy, and Ferenc Herczeg, mostly without being familiar with 
the poems in the anthology.
8 See Schöpflin, Aladár. A magyar irodalom története a XX. században [The history 
of Hungarian literature in the 20th century]. Budapest: Nyugat Kiadó, 1937, p. 128.
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As Mihály Ilia put it, their performances were surrounded by satiri-
cal vignettes and mocking poems and snappy cabaret sketches, and 
the poems by the seven poets included in the anthology were bitterly 
referred to in newspaper articles throughout the Monarchy without 
people knowing them, while most of these poems were known to the 
general public not in original, but only from paraphrases, caricatures 
in the tabloids, superficial assessments or summary opinions of na-
tionally renowned critics, and propaganda elevated to the governmen-
tal level.9 In fact, although the first Nagyvárad anthology was not pub-
lished in large number of copies, still a significant share of them re-
mained unsold. The group action, however (done in deliberate support 
of Endre Ady), aroused real fear in many of the authoritarian Phari-
sees of the age’s declining literary scene. Thus, A Holnap unwittingly 
acted as a kind of protective shield for Nyugat in those early years, 
and Nyugat was able gradually to grow stronger in the background.

In the first decade of the XXth century, leaders and advocates of 
literary societies, who were rigidly opposed to poetic change, com-
pletely subordinated artistic and critical considerations to national 
standpoints.10 These societies continued to promote the literary tradi-
tion of the XIXth century and a sort of János Arany epigonism. Zsolt 
Beöthy11 and his brother-in-law, Jenő Rákosi,12 representatives of the 
9 Ilia, Mihály. “A Nyugat és A Holnap programja” [The programme of Nyugat and 
A Holnap]. – Tiszatáj, LXII, 2008, № 11, pp. 4–8; and Ilia, Mihály. “Irodalmi ün-
nep” [Literary celebration]. – Bárka, 16 January 2008, www.barkaonline.hu (ac-
cessed on 8 June 2021)
10 These societies were gradually losing their significance and prestige compared 
to the early 19th century, when they were tasked with promoting publications in the 
mother tongue, revitalising the life of literary criticism, and creating space for lit-
erary debate. However, during the period discussed here, they became closely in-
volved with politics, becoming increasingly rigid, closed, and conservative.
11 President of the Kisfaludy Society, a leading lecturer and professor at the Uni-
versity of Budapest, and author of several high school literature textbooks, who be-
lieved, for example, that literature should be understood as a direct expression of 
the national spirit. In his book published for the millennium of the Hungarian Con-
quest, which was originally intended to replace the historical epic with a literary 
narrative, he therefore took the figure of the Volga horseman as his starting point 
in a kind of search for the ancient traits of the national character.
12 Influential owner and editor-in-chief of the Budapesti Hírlap [Budapest 
News], a writer of German ancestry, playwright, theatre director, member of 
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conservative nationalist worldview and cultural approach who were 
able to shape public opinion, strove for many years to portray the new 
trend, and in it Ady and, after 1908, also all the works and writings by 
his young colleagues from Nagyvárad, in a negative light, partly out 
of incomprehension and partly as conscious, determined opponents 
of social and artistic modernity. Of course, many thought already in 
the 1880s that the literary approach, manner of expression, and poetic 
horizon of the Kisfaludy Society and the Petőfi Society had become 
anachronistic. The critics from the populist-nationalist side, who con-
sidered the XIXth century poets János Arany and Sándor Petőfi as par-
agons, had occupied all the important positions in Hungarian cultural 
life (with relevant political support) since the time of Pál Gyulai and 
his colleagues. As László Imre explains in several of his studies, they 
seized these positions in the literary societies and in the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences, and the literary prizes were distributed among 
them, and undeserving works won awards with increasingly frequen-
cy.13 This was also related to the fact that during the rise of the so-
called ‘literary modernists’, Count István Tisza,14 who polemicized 
with Endre Ady, claimed several times that János Arany was the ideal 
to follow for the young, in opposition to the new poets, who were con-

parliament, and a corresponding member of the Hungarian Academy of Sci-
ences who considered language and national loyalty the primary values of ar-
tistic and literary expression.
13 Imre, László. “Bevezetés” [Introduction]. – In: A magyar irodalom története 
1849-től 1905-ig [The history of Hungarian literature from 1849 to 1905]. Еds. 
Imre, László – Nagy, Miklós – S. Varga, Pál. Debrecen: Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, 
2006, pp. 3–12.
14 A Hungarian politician from an aristocratic family, member of parliament, 
Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Hungary, first between 1903 and 1905 and then 
between 1912 and 1917. He was President of the Chamber of Deputies in 1912 and 
1913, and he also held the Croatian-Dalmatian-Slavonian ministerial post without 
portfolio on several occasions. He was one of the most influential political leaders 
on the Hungarian side in the last decades of the Monarchy, advocating the main-
tenance of the Austro-Hungarian dualist system and also being a member of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. He was an advocate of the rule of law, the par-
liamentary system, and constitutionalism but also supported the leading role of 
the aristocracy and the gentry and the maintenance of limited voting rights. Endre 
Ady criticised him sharply (and sometimes unjustifiably) on several occasions in 
his writings as a publicist.
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sidered decadent, sick, immoral, and obsessed with imitating foreign 
trends. Some people therefore assumed, completely groundlessly,15 
simply on the basis of the title of the anthology that it had a political 
tone, echoing the voices of social democracy and bourgeois radical-
ism. Ákos Dutka, reacting to this phenomenon, noted in a short article 
for the annual Budapesti Újságírók Egyesülete Almanachja [Almanac 
of the Budapest Journalists’ Association] at the very end of 1908, in 
the midst of the conflicts, that the members of the new generation 
were talents who, “were all, one by one, welcomed by Hungarian lit-
erature at the time of their arrival. But when they gathered together 
to document the beginning of the new era, a whole host of authorities 
took up arms against them. Today, therefore, a serious and honest aes-
thetic evaluation is unimaginable.”16

The rigid rejection soon took on ideological overtones, and in the 
eyes of the enthusiastic young people who were taking the first steps 
to emerge as a group, it all degenerated into an unjustifiable father-
son, nationalist-liberal struggle lacking any dialogue. Initially, they 
had hoped, in the face of superficial accusations, for a certain unifi-
cation of the still very small, not at all united and not homogeneous 
camp of those who demanded a more modern, more progressive lit-
erary style with a greater degree of individual artistic freedom. The 
rejection with which they met seemed to be stronger and more united 
than ever before. “Call yourselves the ‘representatives of Holnap’, 

15 The final choice of the title of the group of poets in Nagyvárad has given rise 
to several criticisms. One could easily understand it as a desire to break complete-
ly with national traditions and the present. Yet, as Zoltán Szénási pointed out, it 
should be understood as a kind of “highlight of the temporality (the momentary, 
transitory, ephemeral nature) of modern art.” In addition to the necessity of look-
ing into the future, it is appropriate to emphasise in the final naming the ‘contem-
porary’ meaning of the adjective modern, the content-evaluating meaning of the ar-
tistic expression corresponding to the expectations of the present, and the desire to 
do so. Cf. Szénási, Zoltán. Néma várostrom. Népnemzeti tradicionalizmus és konz-
ervatív kritika a magyar irodalmi modernség kontextusában 1920 előtt [Silent cas-
tle siege. Ethnic traditionalism and conservative criticism in the context of Hun-
garian literary modernism before 1920]. Budapest: Universitas, 2018, pp. 95–106.
16 Dutka, Ákos. “A Holnap” [A Holnap]. – In: A Budapesti Újságírók Egyesülete 
Almanachja [Almanac of the Budapest Journalists’ Association], 1909. Budapest: 
Révai és Salamon, 1909, pp. 119–120. [Emphasis added by me, L.B.]
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‘decadents’, ‘western-oriented’ or ‘modernists’: practically, it does 
not matter...”, wrote István Bársony in his article in Magyar Hírlap 
[Hungarian Gazette] in January 1909 in an open letter addressed to 
Ignotus.17 This is why János Horváth, who belonged the conservative 
side but aimed to understand Ady’s relevance, noted with due criti-
cism years later, writing about all this as a missed opportunity, that 
the task of the academic and conservative criticism of the time should 
have had, in the case of the new poetics, to “separate the literary and 
political meanings of each work; to determine without exasperation 
the novelties in taste and style”, and “to give recognition where tal-
ent creates something new of value, and to warn against its dangers. 
[...] But this was not the case. Instead the worst that can be expected 
in the reception of such a complex phenomenon occurred: the abso-
lute denial, even without cognition. Conservative criticism has left 
its audience in total ignorance of the true meaning of the movement. 
Clearly, in their views all what Ady and his contemporaries were do-
ing was in part a mere fad and in other part evil degeneracy, but it cer-
tainly had nothing to do with literary history.”18 This is why the huge 
number of attacks on the first A Holnap-anthology in the press used 
the accusation, the indictment of Ady-epigonism as the main weap-
on in order to discredit the movement throughout the country. From 
1908, i.e. from the publication of the first anthology in Nagyvárad, 
the attacks proclaimed that the movement concerned little more than 
works by ‘disciples’ of the sick, ‘whimsical genius’, who did not need 
to be dealt with much. In 1909, Károly Lovászy even thought it worth 
publishing a small book of parodies in Budapest entitled Holnapu-
tán kiskedden [literally: on the day after tomorrow, on ‘small Tues-
day’ meaning ‘never’, mocking the name of the movement A Holnap], 
which of course sold far more copies than the original anthology and 
which featured a large crow and six smaller crows cawing in imita-
tion of the large one. The subtitle made even more explicit the obvi-
ous analogy of the choice of title reflecting on the anthology, and it 
built on the untrue, superficial accusations concerning imitators and 

17 Ignotus [Veigelsberg Hugó]: Hungarian poet, writer and journalist, editor-in-
chief of Nyugat in its first two decades, and a major figure in the history of Hun-
garian literary criticism.
18 Horváth, János. “Aranytól Adyig” [From Ady to Ady]. Budapest: Pallas, 1921.
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epigones of Ady that were being made in the public mind.19 It is tell-
ing that Lovászy published another volume of parodies mocking the 
authors of “Nyugat” under the title Ugat [literally: barking], but this 
was years later, in 1912 only, by which time the movement of A Hol-
nap had all but died out. In the autumn of 1908, however, the adjective 
“modern” mentioned in these denunciatory debates referred primar-
ily to poets appearing in A Holnap as a group, or – using the term of 
the conservatives – rather as Ady’s troop. Besides him, six talented 
poets published in the anthology: Mihály Babits, Béla Balázs, Ákos 
Dutka, Tamás Emőd, Gyula Juhász and Jutka Miklós. The totally un-
just accusation of Ady-epigonism in the smear campaigns had a pro-
found effect on these six authors, who had previously only expected 
the arguments of the counter-camp at most, but certainly not internal 
opposition and dissension or attempts at expropriation and competi-
tion among interests within their own camp, the modernists. These 
accusations (referring to the group as Ady’s followers) were unfortu-
nately published very early on the columns of Nyugat as well. After 
the anthology had made a strong impact, many people saw it not only 
as a competitor, but suddenly also as a rival from the provinces. Nyu-
gat undertook to publish Simon Kemény’s superficial criticism of the 
first anthology,20 including the very lines according to which “he is 
their father, mother, grandfather: they all owe to Endre Ady. Least of 
all Mihály Babits, but him, too”. Kemény’s assessment was unluckily 
published exactly when, in the background people were witnessing 
true preparations for war between the camps of moderns and national 
conservatives, and within a few weeks the conflict erupted, thus “or-
chestras had stirred up and sprung to the attack”.21

19 Cf. Holnapután kiskedden: Modern poéták verses könyve, melyből a nyájas pub-
likum megtudja mi módon pöngetik a lantot Magyarhon új dalosai [On the day af-
ter tomorrow, on small Tuesday: a book of poems by modern poets, from which 
the dear public will learn how the new lyrists of Hungary are playing the lyre]. Еd. 
Lovászy, Károly. Budapest: Kertész József könyvnyomdája, 1909.
20 Cf. Kemény, Simon. “A Holnap” [A Holnap]. –  Nyugat, 1 October 1908, pp. 
214–216.
21 See in this connection the 1909 Almanac of the Budapest Journalists’ Associ-
ation and its foreword by Elemér Bányai, commonly known by his pseudonym 
Zuboly. Later, in a letter to Gyula Juhász, Ignotus, a prominent figure of Nyu-
gat, partially distanced himself from Kemény and assured him of his solidari-



57

In addition to the blame game, the national polemics and minor 
scandals also served as a kind of advertisement for the group of A Hol-
nap, the members of which, in addition to generational contrasts, na-
tional-liberal, and other binaries, inevitably thematised the province-
capital difference (or even opposition to a certain extent). In his first, 
enthusiastic review,22 Lajos Hatvany, in a dig at the societies in Buda-
pest, even noted that the glory of the publication belonged to a hitherto 
unknown provincial society, and not to ‘the cowardly publishing ped-
lars of Budapest’. Sándor Antal, the editor of the first anthology, who 
sometimes included provocative portraits of the poets before their 
poems, also touched on this in his recollection decades later: 

The problem with A Holnap was that it was way too successful. We 
found ourselves confronted not only with Pest, but with everyone from 
old József Lévay to Gábor Oláh. [...] For half a year, we were constantly 
the subject of attention of the president of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, in the daily press, in the humour magazines, in the self-edu-
cation circles of schools. The politicians, the prima donnas, the swin-
dlers, the embezzlers faded into the background...23  

All this was achieved by a new provincial group, the Holnap Liter-
ary Society, which was unknown before the autumn of 1908, so much 
so that it was officially founded only a month after the launch of the 
first anthology in September 1908. Looking back at it today, it is com-
pletely clear that instead of the mostly condemnatory voices, the con-
temporary reviewers (such as Lajos Hatvany, György Lukács, Dezső 

ty with A Holnap, but this was not made public. For more on the conservative-
modern conflict that erupted, see: Boka, László. “Szellemi erupczió”— és hadi 
készülődések… A Holnap és A Budapesti Újságírók Egyesületének 1909-es Alma-
nachja [“Intellectual eruption” — and war preparations... A Holnap and the 1909 
Almanac of the Budapest Journalists’ Association]. – In: Boka, László. Peremek és 
középpontok: Tanulmányok a 20. század első felének magyar irodalmáról [Periph-
eries and Centres: studies on Hungarian literature of the first half of the 20th centu-
ry]. Budapest: Balassi, 2018, pp. 13–34.
22 Hatvany, Lajos. “A honlap” [A holnap]. – Pesti Napló, 23 September 1908, 
pp. 3–4.
23 Antal, Sándor. Ady és Várad [Ady and Várad]. Typewritten document, NSZL 
Manuscript Collection, Emőd’s bequest, Fond 395; in print under the same title, 
Budapest: Madách Irodalmi Társaság, 2004, p. 110.
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Kosztolányi, Jenő Mohácsi, and even Aladár Schöpflin), who appreci-
ated the anthology in accordance with its true merits but were by far in 
the minority, emphasized the compilation’s truly epoch-marking role 
and its significance from the perspective of literary history, including 
the question of literary decentralization and the points of contact be-
tween early aestheticizing modernity and social criticism.

The framing and establishing of A Holnap itself can best be seen 
as a fortunate coincidence brought about by complex factors. Ady’s 
countrywide successes by then—above all the reception of his two 
powerful volumes of 1906 and 1907 (Új versek [New Poems] and 
Vér és arany [Blood and Gold]), but also his messianic conception of 
poetry and self-canonisation, which he had already experienced in 
his 1903 volume of poems Még egyszer [Once Again] published in 
Nagyvárad – played a significant role in this, as did his failures and 
tragedies in his personal life: after the loss of their stillbirth baby with 
Léda in the summer of 1907, by the end of the year Ady lost his job as 
a journalist in the capital, at Budapesti Napló [Budapest Journal]. In 
his hopeless situation friends and followers in Nagyvárad welcomed 
him with open arms. The smaller but prosperous city, where he had 
lived and worked among 1900 and 1903 was also his muse’s (Léda’s) 
hometown, the place where their fateful love begun to glimmer, a be-
loved place that played a decisive role in his earlier career too. Ady 
wished to novelise this milieu of Nagyvárad, naming the city: The 
City of Blood.  Thus he gladly accepted the invitation of the local po-
ets, organizers and maecenas, who were preparing to launch a “mod-
ernist, monthly literary revue”, simultaneously with Nyugat, and he 
assumed the figurative leading role in it, for which he felt predestined 
from the outset.24 By this time, the first two issues of Nyugat had al-
ready been published in Budapest, and this might had been an incen-
24 Ady’s poetic universe has a synthesizing linguistic character. Ady was recep-
tive to the more advanced Hungarian poetic traditions of the recent past and open 
to French Symbolism, while at the same time preserving his intimate connection 
with the values and language of old Hungarian poetry, especially the Calvinist tex-
tual tradition. In line with this, Ady would have liked to have seen himself as an 
absolute innovator, who encompassed timelines, was a descendant of sufficiently 
distant noble poetic ancestors, and in many respects, not only in his poetry but al-
so in his character, was a rebel, an advocate for his nation, a Hungarian concerned 
for his race, and a Hungarian who had emerged from his race.
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tive for the young people of Nagyvárad and their supporters. In the 
spring of 1908, having in front of them the first issues of the journal, 
Ady took a photo with two young disciples, the poet Tamás Emőd and 
journalist Mihály Nagy, who later served as president of the Holnap 
Society. This photograph represented a sort of intellectual identifica-
tion with the Budapest journal’s aspirations and modern, aesthetical 
programme. The other decisive factor was Gyula Juhász’s arrival in 
Nagyvárad in early February 1908. By this time, Juhász was consid-
ered also a well-known and celebrated poet by the new generation, 
just like Ákos Dutka, who was publishing already his second volume 
of poems. Juhász, who started to work at the local Premonstratensian 
High School and worked as a journalist too, enthusiastically threw 
himself into the activities of establishing a new Literary Society. At 
the beginning the efforts were aimed at the creation of a monthly 
literary journal, but it soon became clear that the necessary finan-
cial resources would not be available for a stable operation. Finally, 
Sándor Antal, Ákos Dutka, and Gyula Juhász reached an agreement 
with Gusztáv Sonnenfeld, the head of a leading Printing House in 
Nagyvárad, whom they commissioned to print the planned paper, ac-
cording to which they would publish an anthology first, with a deco-
rative design for the time being. From then on, recruitment was pri-
marily linked to Juhász himself, who immediately wrote letters to 
his former university classmates: Mihály Babits, Dezső Kosztolányi, 
Béla Balázs, Gábor Oláh. He was also the most dedicated in the de-
centralisation movement, i.e., the effort to launch25 the new Hungar-
ian poetry from the provinces, in contrast to the powers that were in 
the capital (whether conservative or modern), and Nagyvárad seemed 
to be an ideal place for this. The most important factor enhancing this 
was the openness and welcoming milieu of the city itself. 

Nagyvárad (today Oradea, Romania) has a rich and varied his-
tory, with successive periods of prosperity and decay. With its bishop-
ric founded in the XIth century, its large manorial estates, its dynamic 
economic development after the Compromise of 1867 (between Aus-
tria and Hungary), its enlightened citizens who were well aware of the 

25 As he repeatedly mentioned in his correspondence with his good friend Mihály 
Babits or later explained in their programme letter to the paper Független Magya-
rország [Independent Hungary], which supported them.
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need for constant renewal, its persistently strong military base, and its 
railway hub as the centre of the second largest county in Hungary at 
that time, it was a city with a strong sense of tradition but also with an 
open and welcoming approach. With its strong ecclesiastical schools, 
its famous Law Academy, its learned archpriests, its nationally known 
editorial offices,26 its growing number of European-ranking printing 
presses, its theatre (which was already standing by the turn of the cen-
tury), its large Jewish population, its cafés (which spread rapidly com-
pared to its population), the conservative but supportive Szigligeti 
Society and the King Ladislaus Masonic Lodge, which by then was 
also decades old, and, in general, its vibrant intellectual and artistic 
life, the city set the scene for competitive, parallel worlds. Ady, who 
in December 1899, as a true village boy, was still amazed by the lively 
atmosphere in Nagyvárad, lived in the city for a period of nearly four 
years at the time, which became a determining factor in his personal 
life and in his poetry and publicism. He described the local society as 
follows: “In Nagyvárad, a quite peculiar and interesting art of living 
and coexistence has developed. [...] here people understand one anoth-
er. Although this city was made up of antitheses such as freethinkers 
and priests, churches and synagogues [...] Here, kindred spirits find 
one another, and here excellence of any kind succeeds. This is the so-
cieté of Nagyvárad.”27 Dezső Szabó, a well-known Hungarian prose-
writer and at the time a substitute teacher who had been transferred 
to the aforementioned High School in the city in 1908, wrote about 
Nagyvárad in his autobiography Életeim [My Lifes]: 

It was one of the most interesting cities in the country. [...] It had all the 
contradictions, all the solidarity, all the discord, all the seeds of life and 
all the death germs that determine the future. An open eye could see 
all the problems of the country simmering behind the joyful efferves-
cence of life. In its centre, it was easy to believe that you were in one of 
Budapest’s very lively districts. [...] The composition of its people justly 
represented a Hungarian Noah’s ark. There was the aristocracy and the 
gentry. [...] Then there was the intellectual Latinist middle class.28  

26 In addition to many other periodicals, there were four in 1900, five in 1904, and 
by 1908 seven prestigious daily newspapers in the city.
27 Ady, Endre. ”A hétről” [On the A hét]. – Nagyváradi Napló, 26 October 1902.
28 Szabó, Dezső. Életeim [My Lives], II. Bukarest: Kriterion, 1982, pp. 189–190.
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Gyula Juhász wrote not a glorifying reminiscence but an enthu-
siastic article already after the first months of his stay in the city. He 
shared his perceptions in an article entitled “A nagyváradi nyitány” 
[The Overture of Nagyvárad], written for the daily newspaper of his 
hometown, Szeged. According to him, “this Hungarian city of priests, 
soldiers, and Jews, modern and old, unites and compresses Hungarian 
oppositions with almost electric tension.”29 At the dawn of the new 
century, the multifaceted city or the city with multiple souls — as En-
dre Nagy, Ákos Dutka, György Bölöni, Aladár Schöpflin, László Cs. 
Szabó,  Sándor Márai, Ernő Ligeti, Sándor Antal, and so many oth-
ers have referred to it—“was not proud of its past, but was vain about 
its future”.30 Zoltán Szabó’s apt lines were once confirmed by Endre 
Ady himself. Ady, who left the city for Paris in the autumn of 1903 
to follow his muse, Léda, did not cut ties with his local friends. On 
his way from Budapest to his native village, Érmindszent (today Ady 
Endre), or later, on his way to Csucsa (today Ciucea, Romania), he al-
ways stopped in his beloved “little Paris on the banks of the Pece”, as 
he himself playfully labelled the city, and regularly got together with 
his friends and supporters, including his later colleagues at A Holnap. 
Ady’s increasing reputation as a poet and his attachment to the city 
also helped prompt many others seriously to consider the idea of pub-
lishing a permanent literary journal here.

The city did indeed “welcome many of the great intellectuals of 
the time, attracting them from the most diverse regions of the coun-
try,” thus becoming “the cradle of significant transformations in Hun-
garian literature.”31 According the young Tamás Emőd, the idea of 
founding a new literary society and a literary journal was already be-
ing discussed among the local intellectuals in 1907. It is more likely, 
however, that the arrival of Gyula Juhász in Nagyvárad as another 
‘nationally renowned poet’ gave the final impetus for the earlier plan 

29 See Juhász, Gyula. “A nagyváradi nyitány” [The overture of Nagyvárad], – Sze-
ged és Vidéke, 19 August 1908.
30 Cf. Szabó, Zoltán. “Nagyvárad, költők kedvese” [Nagyvárad, beloved by po-
ets]. – In: Szabó , Zoltán. Szerelmes földrajz [In: Love with Geography]. Budapest: 
Nyugat, 1942, p. 176.  
31 See Ilia, Mihály. “A Holnap születése” [The birth of A Holnap], – [Irodalomtör-
téneti dolgozatok], Szeged, 1960, p. 97.
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to come to life. Juhász had already written about his new workplace on 
24 February 1908 to his friend, a former fellow student at university, 
the young Mihály Babits, as follows: 

Nagyvárad has already given me great, significant, beautiful spiritual 
sensations. It is a highly intelligent, even brilliant city. Here are some 
of my friends and admirers:  Sándor Antal, writer and sculptor (a 
great admirer of yours, too), Manojlovits, German translator of Ady, 
János Hartmann, future monographer of Petőfi, Kardeván, eminent 
educator, Ignác Ödön Udvardy, teacher of painting, physicist Iréneusz 
Károly, Gyula Kozáry, philosopher and priest, Kollányi, who writes es-
says on poets for “Huszadik Század” [Twentieth Century], Léda, whose 
name needs no epithet, and — last but not — Dutka and Tamás Emőd, 
poets. And many other notables. My book is selling fast, and I am going 
to be a theatre critique and a columnist for “Szabadság” [Liberty]. And 
you should send me your writings right away, because they are waiting 
for them, eagerly waiting for them.32  

Three days later, on 27 February 1908, Ady arrived in Nagyvárad 
again. By this time, the nucleus of the future society had already gath-
ered in some form, namely the authors of the literary journal to be 
published, who were considering launching a monthly revue.

At that time, the initiative was primarily the brainchild of Gyula 
Juhász, an active and enterprising man already considered a ‘local’ 
poet, who also waited for his former fellows Dezső Kosztolányi and 
Gábor Oláh, to join the newly forming society. Because Ady was the 
avowed head of the movement, Kosztolányi declined to participate, 
as so did Gábor Oláh from Debrecen, who dropped out because of 
his reckless ambition. Oláh who hesitated for a while, but eventually 
failed Juhász’ expectations, was even willing to speak in the later 
series of polemics against the anthology’s contributors. Unlike Ko-
sztolányi and Oláh, Mihály Babits,33 whose name and poems were 
32 Babits Mihály levelezése 1907–1909 [The Correspondence of Mihály Babits 
1907–1909]. Еd. Szőke, Mária. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 2005, p. 80.
33 In 1908, one of the most outstanding authors of the first era of Hungarian lit-
erary modernism, the later editor-in-chief of Nyugat, was in fact still complete-
ly unknown in Hungary. “A young poet, an independent man who reads a lot. 
That’s all I know about him. And I would like to know more,” wrote Lajos Hatva-
ny about Babits (who had not yet turned 25) in his exultant review of the anthology 
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basically still unknown to the general public in 1908, and Béla Ba-
lázs, who start off as an aesthetician and writer, but was beginning 
to pursue his ambition to become a poet too, contributed their poems 
to the forthcoming volume. As a matter of course several of the local 
poets were unquestionably considered members. Among them was 
Ákos Dutka,34 who’s reputation stood the closest to that of Ady and 
Juhász. Dutka had already had two collections of poems published in 
national forums, and in this respect he was followed by Jutka Miklós, 
a promising poetess who had already made her debut in Budapesti 
Napló [Budapest Journal] at the age of 16 and was in the middle of 
editing her second volume of poems in 1908. Tamás Emőd, a young 
man about to graduate from high school, had also joined them. In ad-
dition to the seven people included in the anthology, they were joined 
from the outset by Sándor Antal as an ‘eighth’ member, who organ-
ized the publication of the anthology with the head of the Sonnen-
feld Company. Despite having the seven authors as ‘stable’ members, 
the new society took some time to arrive at a consensus concerning 
its name. Juhász’s suggestion — also for the title of the journal — 
was Hét magyarok [Seven Hungarians]. Others suggested the name 
Göncölszekér [Big Dipper], a reference to the fact that the constella-
tion also consists of seven stars. In the end, the story of how the mem-
bers of the group eventually arrived at a decision concerning the name 
was unanimously linked by those who remember it to the decisive 
opinion of Ady. As the assembled could not decide on the name, they 
desperately asked Ady, who sat wearily in an armchair and, refusing 
to take part in the deliberations, said only, “tomorrow”. Dutka then al-
legedly exclaimed, “Fine, let it be ‘tomorrow’, ‘The Tomorrow’. Then, 

of Nagyvárad, and he then went on to say, based on the small number of his poems 
published in A Holnap, “I will not ask biographers, but his poems to tell me about 
him.” See Hatvany, Lajos. “A holnap” [A holnap]. Оp. cit.
34 This also explains why, after the poems by Ady, which made up about half of the 
first anthology, Dutka’s 15 poems made up the second largest group in the volume. 
In his introduction, it is not a coincidence that Sándor Antal singled out Ady and 
Dutka among the “settled problems,” i.e. those above discussion, and wrote that “it 
is difficult to risk opinions” about the other five contributors.
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when the letters were counted, the words [‘a holnap’] turned out to 
consist of seven letters, so everyone calmed down.”35

Although the anthology itself was mostly ready to go to press by 
the end of May, it was only launched in September, after the off-sea-
son, the so-called ‘saison morte’ of summer. Until then, however, it 
was reported on in several forums and national organs, and excerpts 
from it were published ad absurdum, even in Új Idők [New Times], 
which a few months later tried (partly successfully36) to play off Ady, 
who had proclaimed himself as the intellectual leader, against his 
fellow young poets who had joined forces with him in the anthol-
ogy and generally against those who were dedicated to and supported 
the new, modernist trend. The anthology, however, was an immedi-
ate and stunning success. A significant part of the preface dealt with 
Ady, and almost half of the selection consisted of a series of his po-
ems, thus setting Ady’s poetry as an example or even a programme 
for the young literature and the new artists. Within just a few weeks, 
the poets whose works had been published in A Holnap were joined 
by dozens of progressive creators, visual artists, composers, publi-
cists, and other intellectuals, such as Dr. René Berkovics, Dr. Sándor 
Dénes, Zoltán Franyó, Ernő György, Nándor Hegedűs, Henrik Hor-
váth, Dr. Bertalan Kolbach, Boldizsár Kollányi, Theodor Manojio-
vics, Manó Marton, Jenő Mohácsi, Dr. Mihály Nagy, Endre Pálos, Dr. 
Lajos Sarkadi, Gyula Sebestyén, Barna Szunyogh, Ernő Tibor, and 
Viktor Wertheimstein. On 17 April 1909, Anna Lesznai was admit-
ted at the meeting of the electoral committee, and Béla Reinitz, Andor 
Böszörményi, and painter István Balogh joined the general assembly 
on 14 November, as did the young publicist Ernő Ligeti, who was still 
living in Kolozsvár [today Cluj-Napoca] at the time, as the publication 
of the anthology in Nagyvárad had inspired local movements in sev-
eral other cities throughout Hungary, and similar poetry collections 

35 Dutka, Ákos. A Holnap városa. Regényes korrajz a nagyváradi “A Holnap” szül-
etésének idejéről [The city of A Holnap. A fictional chronicle of the birth of A Hol-
nap in Nagyvárad]. Budapest: Magvető, 1955, p. 34.
36 The notorious A duk-duk affér [The Duk-Duk Affair], a still enigmatic, poign-
ant piece of writing, appeared in the pages of the Új Idők [New Times] in October 
1908, for a time driving a wedge between Ady and the members of the Holnap So-
ciety and between Ady and the prominent figures of Nyugat.
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had been published, also featuring seven young poets. Within a few 
months, “the name of A Holnap had become an emblem”.37

On 27 September 1908, a festive inauguration ceremony was held 
in the city hall of Nagyvárad, where both Ady (and Léda), who had 
just returned from Paris, attended. In his opening speech, the presi-
dent of the new literary society, Sándor Dénes, spoke of the new group 
as a movement with great ambitions, and he also spoke of a certain 
‘campaign’ which lay ahead.38 From then on, the critical reception 
surrounding the anthology on behalf of the conservatives became 
even more radicalised, “and participating meant a choice of cultural 
and political values”.39 At the same time, the Society, which was the 
first to dedicate itself to János Vajda’s oeuvre40 and the preservation of 
his memory (but also the oeuvre and intellectual heritage of Hungar-
ian poets like Bálint Balassi, Mihály Csokonai Vitéz, Sándor Petőfi, 
and Gyula Reviczky), sought not simply to break with the outmoded, 
arrogant canon of Hungarian literary life. The idea of creating inde-
pendent forums for new literary talents inspired both generational and 
local visions of decentralisation. Speaking of the anthology itself and 
the eponymous Holnap Literary Society less than a year later, Theo-
dor Manojlovich (the Serbian-born Todor Manojlović) made the fol-

37 Ilia, Mihály. “A Holnap születése” [The birth of A Holnap]. Оp. cit., p. 98.
38 “We are now competing with the Past for the Tomorrow. Amazingly, in this very 
city, a whole small group of minstrels has come together—all leaders of the new 
campaign.” Cf. Dénes, Sándor. “Az első előadó estély” [The first night of lectures]. 
–  Nagyváradi Napló, 29 September 1908, p. 7. For more see Ady, Endre. Összes 
prózai művei [Complete works of prose], IX, Budapest, Akadémiai, 1973, p. 514. 
The Society itself — which continued to plan a journal — was not actually and for-
mally established until 15 October 1908.
39 Cf. N. Pál, József. “Ady – az irodalmi modernség s a progresszió viszonya”. (II. 
rész) [Ady -the relationship between literary modernity and progress. (Part II)]. – 
Kortárs, LII. 2008, № 4, pp. 1–32; and N. Pál, József. Modernség, progresszió, Ady 
Endre és az Ady-Rákosi vita. Egy konfliktusos eszmetörténeti pozíció természete és 
következményei [Modernity, progress, Endre Ady and the debate between Ady and 
Rákosi. The nature and consequences of a conflicting position in the history of ide-
as]. Jyväskylä–Pécs: University of Jyväskylä, Faculty of Humanities, Hungarian 
Studies, 2008; https://jyx.jyu.fi/dspace/bitstream/handle/123456789/19856/URN_
ISBN_978–951–39–3327–2.pdf?sequence=1 (accessed on 8 June 2021)
40 János Vajda, a leading poet of the late 19th century, a predecessor and role model 
of Endre Ady.
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lowing remarks at the Society’s matinee in Arad: “Our suspicion that 
we had entered an era of literary and cultural revival was confirmed. 
And this is our greatest triumph. The emergence of the Holnap Soci-
ety is not accidental, not arbitrary, not a starting point, but the neces-
sary, inevitable consequence of something that began long ago, that 
has been in operation for a long time—but only invisibly, in an elusive 
manner. [...] A Holnap gave a name to something, an effort, a direction 
that existed before and only needed a name, an emblem. Therein lies 
its strength and its importance. A Holnap is not a »literary society«, 
as there are in the capital and in the countryside, with an organisa-
tion, a working schedule, basic rules—and arrogance. It owns none 
of these nice and salutary things. It is infinitely free, irregular, and 
individualistic, and is strongly opposed to literary and artistic fac-
tions and interest groups, enemy of all systems based on drinking and 
herding others.”41

In the youthful milieu of the supporters of the Holnap Society, re-
gardless of worldviews, there was a place for everyone who thought 
the social framework of the time was outdated or who wanted to es-
cape the influence of the literary ‘popes’ (whether pro-governmental 
or oppositional, conservative or liberal) in a prosperous, provincial 
city that was open to culture to — in Ady’s words — “make way for 
all true talent.” The versatile company of those who rallied behind the 
anthology (and the even wider movement it generated on a theoreti-
cal level) seemed to fill a certain void and close gaps in a truly unique 
way, embodying previously unspoken aspirations — as Manojlović 
went on to say — of a Hungary which was young, intellectual, aspir-
ing to join the West, which could awaken “for the time being only 
in literature.” Thus, this unusualness itself created multipronged at-
tacks, violations of interests, and sharply polemical situations from 

41 See Manojlovitsch, Theodor. “A Holnapról: lényege, céljai” [About A Hol-
nap: its essence and objectives]. – Függetlenség (Arad), 12 November 1909. The 
text was also published in the capital by Független Magyarország [Independent 
Hungary] on 21 November 1909. On Manojlović’s youth. See also: Németh, Fe-
renc. Ady vonzáskörében. Todor Manojlović Nagyvárad, Temesvár és Arad között 
1907–1910 [In: Ady’s zone. Todor Manojlović between Nagyvárad, Temesvár and 
Arad 1907–1910]. Zenta: Vajdasági Magyar Művelődési Intézet, 2012 (Délvidé-
ki Soroló 3).
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all directions. Seeing this, the conservative populist-nationalist camp 
and its organs, still in an overwhelmingly dominant position, sought 
to minimise the poetic significance and perceived value of the new 
poetry in its efforts to stabilise their position.42 Furthermore, they 
struggled to extend the aforementioned accusation of Ady epigonism 
to the other six poets in the anthology in every possible way. The nay-
sayers (and this time not only the traditionalists) tried somehow to 
separate the younger poets from their notorious leader, but there were 
also examples of the reverse: falsely sending a message to some of 
their ‘more novice’ peers, they said they were more valuable, ‘strong-
er lads’, too strong to need to join Ady’s ‘school’. The point was obvi-
ously to drive a wedge between them in some way, so that the Society, 
which also stood for the new poetic direction, would not be consoli-
dated in the long term.43 According to Sándor Antal, for example, the 
rather conservative newspaper “Alkotmány” [Constitution] instantly 
condemned “Ady in its attack, because of his irresponsibility and im-
morality”, while at the same time it acknowledged the works by Gyula 
Juhász, Mihály Babits, and Ákos Dutka. 

All the other opponents — even Budapesti Szemle44 [Budapest Review] 
— promise to forgive Ady if he dismisses his army and marches un-
armed and unescorted into the counter-camp.45 

In the scheming against the poets whose works were published 
in the anthology (and against the heterogeneous group of their sup-
porters in general), the province-capital opposition also appeared over 

42 ‘Poetry that is indecipherable to the ears and soul of the Hungarian people, that 
is not rooted in the spirit of the nation, and that even explicitly wants to create a 
“new world” here through some western poetic fads: it is not aware of itself and 
cannot be anything but a literary aberration that lasts for a while,’ wrote Mihály 
Szabolcska, one of the recognized poets of the time, in an article entitled Ma, hol-
nap, holnapután [Today, tomorrow, the day after tomorrow].
43 Which was partly achieved with the infamous Ady article A duk-duk affér [The 
Duk-Duk Affair] published in the competing Új Idők [New Times].
44 Popular newspaper of Jenő Rákosi.
45 For Antal’s typewritten recollection, see Antal, Sándor. Ady és A Holnap [Ady 
and A Holnap], NSZL Manuscript Collection, Fond 395. Budapest, Madách Irodal-
mi Társaság, 2004.
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time, while the nightmare of an impending rebellion against Buda-
pest was unfortunately successful in reducing the sympathies of those 
who shared or supported related aspirations.46 However, a few weeks 
after the initial, perhaps too belligerent celebration in September in 
Nagyvárad, Ady said in October 1908 that 

A Holnap does not seek to be an immature rural, provincialising revo-
lution, a kind of literary Barbizon school; it does not seek to be a pro-
vincial protest against the literature of the capital.47  

Ady pragmatically realised that the intellectual and financial 
support of Budapest was indispensable, and he also tried to muffle the 
sometimes too harsh remarks made by Juhász and his fellows against 
the capital city. A Holnap found itself confronted with too many peo-
ple whose interests it was clearly threatening, even if unwittingly. By 
seeking to make way for the young creative individuals while at the 
same time speaking out against all binding institutionalism and au-
thoritarianism entwined with political power, or at least by seeking 
to offer something new instead of these, it won the sympathy of the 
supporters not only of the ‘aesthetic new’ but also of the ‘social new’ 
in its theory of modernism, and in doing so, it also frightened a great 
many people. This was aggravated by the fact that in a dynamically 

46 Juhász, strangely enough, played a leading role in this, but it is well known that 
Ady himself was not too fond of the Hungarian capital, and according to Béla Ba-
lázs’s letters, he was averse to any kind of “clique in Budapest.” More than six 
months before the release of the anthology, Juhász wrote in the columns of  Szeged 
és Vidéke [Szeged and its Surroundings], in a review of Ákos Dutka’s new volume, 
that “we have only one desire, to write new, more beautiful Hungarian poems. It 
does’n matter, whether Ady writes them or Dutka or me, we understand, appreci-
ate and honour each other. What the Faculty, the Café New York, and the Calvinist 
ecclesia say about us — is of no importance.” In a programme-article for the  Füg-
getlen Magyarország [Independent Hungary] he stated that the new literary society 
“in the homeland of Chief Bihar” rebels against “the pretentiousness of the literary 
authorities in the cafés in Budapest.” Juhász, Gyula. “Dutka Ákos versei. A föld 
meg a város” [The poems of Ákos Dutka. The soil and the city]. – Szeged és Vid-
éke, 27 June 1908; see also the manuscript of the programme written for Független 
Magyarország on the aims of the Holnap Literary Society. Petőfi Literary Museum 
Manuscript Collection, 1908. Call number: V. 2332
47 See Nagyváradi Napló [Journal of Nagyvárad], 16 October 1908.
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developing city in a province of the Monarchy, not only had an an-
thology been published, but — as had been planned for several years 
— a monthly literary revue was also going to be published with Ady 
as editor-in-chief, and this could not have pleased the new regulars 
at the Café New York in Budapest, who increasingly saw the Holnap 
Society as a rival and usurper of the label ‘modern’ in the symbolic 
literary field.48 

Nevertheless, there was no question that in the eyes of public 
opinion, the writer of the preface to A Holnap had more radical aims 
than the author of the opening page of “Nyugat” had had nine months 
earlier. Sándor Antal did not proclaim his appreciation of national 
values, as Ignotus had done, and he boldly set out the path of the new 
group and openly claimed famous poets as predecessors in opposi-
tion to the old-fashioned approach towards the literature of the time: 

And our society, A Holnap, includes Balassa, Csokonai, Petőfi, János 
Vajda, and Reviczky. All those Hungarians who burned and died for 
tomorrow. They are long gone. Today they ask for nothing. But even 
today the lintels in the Hungarian mansions are still so low that they 
cannot enter.49  

These lines made many hiss with disapproval. The most common 
accusations against those included in the anthology thus continued 
the criticisms against Ady that had been made in the past (lack of ar-
tistic talent, incomprehensibility, lack of national sentiment). These 
were followed by accusations according to which they were sick or 
even insane,50 and they were subverting the social order and corrupt-
ing the youth, so the smear campaign deliberately conflated the in-
dividual poetry of those younger than Ady with that of the supposed 
leader, treating their poems as mere epigonism. At the meeting of the 

48 The journal plan came up several times in the 1910s.
49 See Sándor Antal’s introduction. – In: A Holnap. Nagyvárad: Holnap Irodalmi 
Társaság, Láng József nyomda, 1908.
50 Jenő Rákosi wrote about the poets in the first anthology at Christmas 1908: 
“they all seem to have been taken from Petőfi’s poem ‘Őrült’ [Madman],” Cf. 
Rákosi, Jenő. “Holnaposokról és modernekről” [On the members of A Holnap and 
the moderns]. – In: A Budapesti Újságírók Egyesülete Almanachja 1909, Budapest: 
Révai és Salamon, 1909, pp. 163–169.



70 

Petőfi Society on 6 January 1909, Géza Kenedi read his ‘reflections’ 
on the anthology (entitled Fagyöngyök [Mistletoes]). He spoke of a 
“decadent, symbolistic, and morbid literary trend”. Ferenc Herczeg, 
the president of the Petőfi Society and one of the most prominent au-
thors of the time and also president of the largest journalists’ associa-
tion and member and vice-president of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, repeated his earlier statement at this assembly, namely that 
“what is usually called a school or a trend” is nothing more than a 
bunch of talentless imitators, although in the years and months before 
the anthology was published all the major newspapers had already 
published poems by individual poets whose works were in the an-
thology. As noted above, “Új Idők”, edited by Herczeg, had published 
excerpts from the edited volume A Holnap in August 1908!

There were indeed few sober aesthetic assessments of the vol-
ume from Nagyvárad in the national press after its presentation,51 in 
contrast with the numerous angry rejections and the repetition of the 
accusations made in a series of editorials. While in the annual “Al-
manach of the Budapest Journalists’ Association” some wrote about 
“horror juventutis”, József Mamusich, who quoted Jenő Rákosi’s in-
famous excommunicating article of Christmas 190852 and who ap-
proved of the statements made in it, wrote the following in a rather 
prejudiced article in the columns of Bácskai Napló [Journal of Bác-
ska]: “They can only agonize, torment, scream, and go wild, but they 
cannot love, laugh, or appreciate the good. Spirits of flame storming 
the skies, modern literary madmen,” as ‘–ő’53 sees them. Immaculate 
joy, self-sacrificing friendship, fervent enthusiasm are banished from 
their ideals. They prefer only decay, because the balsamic scent of the 
flower disgusts them; they seek only blight, because their inert souls 
find no pleasure in the eternal beauty of nature. The swamp, the filth 
are their elements. They deny that they have souls, they conceal their 
hearts, for that is the only way to be modern. Only in this manner 

51 In addition to Aladár Schöpflin, we can mention here in particular Dezső 
Kosztolányi’s more thorough criticism and the insightful analyses by Lajos Hatva-
ny and György Lukács.
52 Cf. –ő [Rákosi, Jenő.]. “A Holnap” [A Holnap] – Budapesti Hírlap, 20 Decem-
ber 1908, pp. 3–4.
53 One of Rákosi’s well-known journalistic pen names, his ‘pseudonym’.
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can they fail to make themselves understood, and fail to understand 
themselves. Otherwise, it would emerge that they are not dragons 
that fly in the sky, but worthless worms that have jiggled a lot in the 
cheese, until they fell out of it, and they are wriggling next to it, but 
do not know why.’54 Dozens of similar examples could be cited mostly 
written by people who arrived at their superficial judgements without 
actually having read the Nagyvárad anthology. These voices tended 
to focus on parody poems and mocking paraphrases, and if they did 
turn to the primary source, only poems such as Babits’s Fekete ország 
[Black Country] and Ady’s notorious A fekete zongora [The Black 
Piano] received special attention, and they were readily regarded as 
blatant examples of decadent incomprehensibility. Fekete ország first 
appeared in print in the pages of A Holnap, but A fekete zongora had 
already appeared in the capital and in some papers in major provincial 
towns about a year and a half earlier, while Ady had included it also 
in his volume Vér és arany [Blood and Gold].

Rákosi himself, of course, continued to fight against A Holnap, 
and in the spring of 1909, not surprisingly, he had not arrived at a posi-
tive opinion regarding the second volume, A Holnap új versei [New 
Poems of A Holnap] either. He even found it strange that the same 
group of authors was composing new poems which resembled the 
poems they had written six months earlier! As he wrote, the new an-
thology 

has a sad, in some parts depressing effect on people. They could have 
easily given it the title: lasciate ogni speranza!55 I don’t know if this 
second volume is a serious decline or if it just makes such a repulsive 
impression on me simply because it is the second. One simply cannot  
bear two of these. Those who seemed to be fads in the first volume now 
seem to be maniacs here. There, one might have hoped that their talents 
would shake off the hallucinations generated by their shaken nervous 
systems. Here, they make a system out of their own madness and turn 

54 Mamusich, József. “A modern költők” [The modern poets]. – Bácskai Napló 
(Szabadka), 25 December 1908, p. 2.
55 The second part of the famous line from The Divine Comedy: “Abandon all 
hope!”
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it into a self-conscious cult. [...] The reformation in Nagyvárad will not 
live to see the day of its own slogan: the Tomorrow.56  

In response to these absurd accusations, Miksa Fenyő57 wrote at 
the 1909 annual opening that in the smear campaign 

The warlike manner of the Philistines is unfolding: now they call on 
their followers to defend them in the name of the national spirit, but if 
they do not win with the slogan of Hungarianism, tomorrow they will 
march in the name of morality, the day after tomorrow in the name of 
health, etc.58 
 

Fenyő proved an excellent diagnostician.
Perhaps more important than the protracted episodes of the de-

bate and more crucial than the motifs which have surfaced again and 
again over the years which have passed is that the people who lent 
their names to the first anthology were not really Ady imitators at all, 
even in the early years of their careers. It is vital to see that the source 
of the form and atmosphere of modern Hungarian poetry, which grad-
ually gained ground at the turn of the century, is not to be found in 
Ady at all, but rather in János Vajda, Gyula Reviczky, Jenő Komjáthy, 
and József Kiss. Ady undeniably ushered in a breakthrough in com-
parison to them, and to a certain extent he created a ‘new language’, 
but he was by no means alone in this endeavour. From today’s per-
spective, in terms of hierarchy, one arguably discerns the outlines of 
forms of subordination and coordination, but in the first years of the 
new century, this was not obvious at all. At the time of the publica-
tion of A Holnap, Ady’s struggles and poetic aims were metaphori-
cally supported by poets who clearly recognised and respected him, 
but above all his supporters emphasised the need for a new poetic 
paradigm shift. And all the while Ady’s bluster and attitude was con-

56 Cf. –ő [Rákosi, Jenő.]. “Versek” [Poems]. – Budapesti Hírlap, 20 May 1909, no. 
118, pp. 1–5.
57 A Hungarian writer and intellectual, a co-founder of Nyugat and an instrumen-
tal figure in the Hungarian Federation of Industrialists (GYOSZ) prior to Second 
World War.
58 See Fenyő, Miksa. “Hadi készülődések. (Válasz Rákosinak)” [Preparations for 
war. (Response to Rákosi)]. – Nyugat, 1 January 1909, pp. 48–51.
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demned by many representatives of the younger generation, who even 
considered his work counterproductive. As is well known, in letters 
written to Babits around 1906, the young Dezső Kosztolányi called 
Ady an ‘empty poseur’. The stormy reception of the first anthology 
in Nagyvárad in the autumn of 1908 thus made several young art-
ists even more uncertain. Babits, when corresponding with Béla Ba-
lázs in January 1909, arrived at the point where they both wondered 
whether they should include their poems in the new anthology which 
was already being planned. Babits was by nature averse to harshness 
and superficial criticism, whatever the source. In his letters, he de-
scribed overpraising flattery as ‘distasteful ad nauseam’, and he of-
fered the same characterization of the negative clichés that were so 
loud in the press of the time, but he was most seriously distressed by 
the contentions that he and his peers were little more than Ady imita-
tors. As a poet making his national debut at the time, he had to clear 
his name before this superficial brand was burned on him. This is why 
his “Analízis” [Analysis],59 published in the columns of Nyugat only a 
few months later, shows a calm but very clear detachment: 

I have never imitated Ady, I do not know Ady personally, I do not fol-
low Ady’s direction, because I do not follow any poetic direction at all .

In addition to the untrue accusations of epigonism, the ‘Adyism 
catchword’ also became a slogan or rather an imprecation extended 
to an entire generation, the Hungarian modernists of the time. In the 
vocabulary of the conservative critics, this became the expression of 
a generational, intellectual, and poetic-historical, emphatically atti-
tudinal direction, by which they paradoxically acknowledged Ady’s 
powerful influence and his central role, which was exactly what they 
sought to deny at the same time. In the daily practice of contempo-
rary journalism, they identified and merged all the innovative ele-
ments that they did not want to see under the heading of Adyism.60 

59 Cf. Babits, Mihály. “Ady (Analízis)” [Ady (Analysis)]. – Nyugat, 1909, no. 10–
11, pp. 565–568.
60 See Rákosi’s statement made years later, in which he listed as elements threat-
ening the social order “the Masonry, internationalism, radical social politics, athe-
ism, nationalism, Babits, Ady, the members of A Holnap and Nyugat, this whole 
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In the first quarter of his creative oeuvre, which lasted for only about 
twenty years, Ady successfully synthesized the results of the early 
primary waves of domestic modernism, i.e. from the end of the XIXth 
century. Neither in his love poetry (at least in the period preceding 
the so-called Léda-poems) nor in the uniqueness of the motifs or use 
of symbols in his first two volumes could he be considered spectacu-
larly ahead of his time. In György Lukács’s assessment, however, by 
1908, Ady’s poetry had brought to the fore feelings that were “the 
feelings of the sun-starved Hungarian man looking westwards”, and 
he was the first to formulate these feelings. In this respect, he was a 
pioneer, since “it was he who first uttered the very special pains and 
longings of the Hungarian man of culture, not expressed by foreigners 
and hardly comprehensible to them.”61 When writing about A Holnap, 
Lukács already evaluated the Ady of the volumes Új versek [New Po-
ems] and Vér és arany [Blood and Gold] when he pointed out that the 
significance of this poetry was spectacularly demonstrated precisely 
in the fact that in his so-called poems on Hungarianism Ady “re-
versed a relationship, exchanged an accent.” Of course, this was not 
only noticeable in his self-flagellating poems on Hungarianism. The 
powerful retuning of love affairs was also based on such exchanged 
accents, which inevitably caused consternation among a significant 
mass of readers of the time. 

grotesque world’” Cf. [Dunántúli] Rákosi, Jenő. “Levelek” [Letters] – Budapesti 
Hírlap, 12 November 1915.
61 All this inevitably created a new language, “a new mythology was born out 
of old concepts, outdated histories and—apparently—only ethnographic facts,” 
through which the “tired ‘Hungarian ideologies’ took on an unexpectedly terrify-
ing depth and a wildly powerful significance.” Lukács pointed out that Ady’s sig-
nificance lay in the fact that he realised that the thesis of belonging to the west, long 
considered positive and seemingly solid, i.e., “not problematic,” and which had 
been proven over and over again through the centuries was only a “blissful self-
deception”! Instead, it is precisely our determinacy and its pains, and the depths 
of self-deception that he ruthlessly revealed in his verses to us, “guests in Paris for 
merely a few weeks.” At the same time, Ady speaks on behalf of the entire Hun-
garian nation, while “giving us wings and teaching us to fly.” Cf. Lukács, Györ-
gy. “Új magyar költők. A Holnap” [New Hungarian poets. A Holnap] – Huszadik 
Század, 1908, no. 11, pp. 431–433.
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There was no poet in Hungarian poetry who dared to write his love po-
ems to a married woman, and even less who would have sung the con-
summation of love and the psychological complications that followed , 

wrote Aladár Schöpflin, who supported Ady from the outset, 
about Ady’s poetry and his early years in Nagyvárad before 1904.62 
The ‘attachment’ of A Holnap to Nagyvárad could have been expected 
to be offensive in this form, with its bundle of novel poems, including 
those that were published in the anthology for the first time and those 
that had already been published in other forums. The passionate love 
poems of this collection, which were very specific in their nature, and 
the enthusiastic poems dealing with social backwardness and other 
acute social problems in Hungary, such as the intricacies of urbani-
sation or emigration, were, moreover, given national prominence at a 
time when the prevailing poetic tradition and official criticism did not 
consider the fact that the poems were composed in Hungarian alone 
sufficient to assure them recognition as part of a national canon.

At this point it seems worth recalling that the European turn 
to Modernism was not primarily concerned with elements of con-
tent but obviously with linguistic creativity and constructedness, or 
more precisely, modes of composition and pictorial-poetical dispos-
al. The modern symbolist poem is by definition and above all or-
ganised around a set of markers reflecting in one or more symbols, 
which inevitably makes the meaning fragmentary, ambiguous, and 
layered, and thus it is impossible to assign a single meaning to a set 
of markers. The ‘paradigm of incomprehensibility’ and the ‘poetry of 
a morbid mood’ that strongly surrounded the primary critical recep-
tion of Ady and later the A Holnap volumes were in fact emphasised 
as a consequence of this. All this not only covers the statement that 
the possibilities of secondary meanings of linguistic elements are in 
fact revealed in endless degrees, in a spiral, but also the poetic idea of 
modernism, through its own practice, abolished the traditional notion 
of authorship, at least in so far as it did not consider the subject of the 
poem to be necessarily and exclusively identifiable with the concrete 
flesh-and-blood author and his or her social role. All this also meant 

62 Cf. Schöpflin, Aladár. “Ady nagyváradi évei...” [Ady’s years in Nagyvárad...] – 
Nyugat, 27, 1934, № 21, p. 404.



76 

that the vision of the modern poetic subject did not need the primary 
experience of the physical author in terms of spatial or temporal coor-
dinates to capture authentically a theme or mood, as the conservative 
critics with Jenő Rákosi at the forefront, formulated as an expecta-
tion, rather rudely raising this as an objection to Ady and to his poem 
A Tisza-parton [On the Tisza Bank], written already in 1905. The de-
bates surrounding A Holnap thus were primarily 

not about the work as an aesthetic phenomenon, but about value pref-
erences, ideological intentions, clashes of human, social, and national 
visions and political aspirations.63  

For example, the groundless accusations raised against the po-
ets of anti-Hungarianism and the accusations of a lack of patriotism 
went so far that not only their poems, which were described truly as 
incomprehensible, erotomaniac, perilous and decadent, but even their 
shaved faces were heavily criticised, and many people thought that 
not only the anthology’s forward-looking title but also this physical 
appearance was a sign of denial of national tradition.

The first anthology — as Dezső Kosztolányi, who wrote a laud-
atory review in the pages of A Hét [The Week] under the pseudo-
nym Lehotai, put it—was in many respects ‘shaggy, bold-hearted, 
and young’, that is, not yet perfect in every line, but something which, 
at the same time, could not be disliked. Similarly bold-hearted and 
young was the Society behind the poems. Though in many respects 
enthusiastic, naïve, and inexperienced, by mobilising enormous ener-
gy, it opened paths for other groups and fought multi-front battles with 
youthful fervour. Buoyed by the successes and scandals of the first 
anthology of A Holnap, the Society wanted to have Anatole France 
himself write a foreword for the second volume (obviously with the 
assistance of György Bölöni who was living in Paris, and his wife 
Itóka, alias Otília Márkus/Marchișiu). The plan remained only a plan, 
as did many other plans and visions,64 until the successful but short-

63  See N. Pál, József. Modernség, progresszió, Ady Endre és az Ady-Rákosi vi-
ta. Оp. cit.
64 Based on the success of the first anthology, the second one was published by 
Deutsch & Társa in 1909. Because of a miscalculation, it was immediately pub-
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lived Society gradually ceased to function around 1911 — right when 
Gyula Juhász left Nagyvárad for good—because of a lack of sufficient 
funds. Its members were slowly absorbed by the Hungarian capital, 
and its best poets were attracted to Nyugat, which had become the ab-
solute leader of the modernists’ objectives. At the same time, a few 
of the seven poets began to pursue careers in theatre, film, and pho-
tography. After 1910, the prominent supporters of the former Society 
behind the poets continued their symbolic or very tangible struggles 
for the success of social modernisation of Hungary until the outbreak 
of the First World War created a completely new situation, which at 
the same time put an end to the supposed crises and prosperity of the 
‘Happy Times of Peace’, the era of the Dual Monarchy.

Nevertheless, one finds in the complex roles played by A Hol-
nap and in the direct or indirect impact of the Society many things 
which can be considered clear, unquestionable achievements that 
were reached in the span of only a few years. The publication of the 
first anthology and the debates surrounding it were a milestone in the 
institutional breakthrough of Hungarian poetic modernism. The de-
bate sparked by the first anthology was a turning point in the debates 
between the existing poles of conservatives and moderns. The Holnap 
Society in Nagyvárad was thus also of great importance in the life of 
Ady and in the recognition of his epoch-making role. The discovery 
of Mihály Babits as a poet is a primary merit of A Holnap, and the 
importance of the recognition and impetus it gave to Béla Balázs in 
his then still nascent poetic path are also not to be underestimated, as 
is the open cultivation of the memory of János Vajda.65 The primary 
impact and importance of the anthology are shown by the fact that it 
immediately provided a model for those hoping for literary decentral-
isation, as similar anthologies with seven poets appeared in Kolozsvár 
(Közös úton [Our Common Path]) and Miskolc (Heten vagyunk [We 
are seven]) in 1909, with meaningful titles and promising authors 

lished in 1,500 copies, which, according to many recollections, eventually became 
a huge extra expense.
65 They dedicated their first anthology to his memory at a time when literary his-
torians were hardly concerning themselves with Vajda. Their first public appear-
ance was also a commemorative evening dedicated to Vajda.
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who later had prominent careers.66 In Temesvár (today Timișoara, 
Romania), a new literary society was founded under the leadership of 
Zoltán Franyó in 1908 under the name A Dél [The South]. All these 
show the strong influence of A Holnap at its time. Furthermore, this 
weapon of literary decentralisation remained significant even dec-
ades later. In Transylvania, after other parts of the country had been 
annexed by the surrounding states after 1920, it helped the local Hun-
garian literary and intellectual life (which had been forced to become 
independent from cultural life in and financial support from Buda-
pest) to (re)discover regional traditions and seek its identity in the face 
of the forced separation from its centre.

In the meantime, as noted above, the Holnap Literary Society 
questioned the forms, frameworks, and rigid practices of the authori-
tarian literary societies of the time and sought to establish instead a 
free and loose ‘model’ that would strengthen the individual artists’ 
autonomy and their co-artistic relationships. One of their most impor-
tant ‘achievements’, the introduction of the so-called ‘literary-artistic 
matinees’ or ‘intimate afternoons’, was also linked to this.67 All of this 
only becomes truly meaningful today if we realise that in the overall 
artistic endeavours of the turn of the XIXth and XXth centuries, litera-
ture, the humanities, and the various artistic disciplines came togeth-
er in the course of these occasions and demonstrated this in practice. 

66 Cf. Közös úton [Our Common Path] [Poems by Gyula Andor, Mária Berde, Zsolt 
Harsányi, Ottó Indig, Ernő Ligeti, Andor Németh, Dezső N. Pap]. Kolozsvár, Fab-
ritius Erik és Tsa, 1909.; and  Heten vagyunk [We are seven] [Jenő Bán, József Far-
agó, Margit Kaffka, János Miskolczi Simon, Ilona Péry, Piroska Reichard and Csa-
ba Sassy]. Miskolc: Szelényi és Társa könyvnyomdája, 1909.
67 Despite its short lifespan, “A Holnap” and its members have been associated 
with numerous art events, recitals, exhibitions, and theatre performances. Howev-
er, instead of simple recitals and book launches, these occasions (in front of a var-
ying but mostly appreciative audience) brought literature, theatre, visual arts, and 
music into genuine dialogue. Poets themselves read their works or actors interpret-
ed and performed them in a kind of chamber theatre production. Composers played 
their latest compositions alongside pieces composed to poems, and powerful paint-
ings by modern painters were exhibited. At other times, poets themselves would 
appear as authors of theatre scenes or even operettas, but they were also happy to 
perform at more traditional vernissages, where they would talk about their works 
of art in the language of literature. And of course they also held academic lectures.
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All this was to become known in European intellectual and art history 
years later, mainly through Oskar Walzel’s series of lectures in 1917, 
as the ‘mutual illumination’ of the different forms of art, or ‘wech-
selseitige Erhellung der Künste’. In Hungarian terms, A Holnap played 
a pioneering role in this, and the existence of this mutual illumination 
found form both in these matinees and the anthologies.

The focus of the poetry group’s worldview (despite the accusa-
tions levelled at it) was not an absolute questioning of national tradi-
tions, but rather a fruitful redefinition of them. Linked to this was the 
elimination of outmoded artistic forms of expression and worn-out 
poetic practices, and the proclamation of something radically new and 
hopeful beyond modern poetic forms and the declaration of a transfor-
mation and breakthrough that had already taken place in the present, 
which seemed to find clearest expression in literature by the members 
of A Holnap and which also pointed towards the inevitable moderni-
sation of society. This “fertile crisis” was referred to by Ady himself 
at the end of 1908 as “the revolution of Hungarian souls”.

Although the young people of Nagyvárad were never able to pub-
lish a literary journal and only managed to launch two anthologies, 
their achievements speak for themselves. These achievements docu-
mented the initial struggles and institutionalisation of Hungarian lit-
erary modernity, without which their peers, who gained greater prom-
inence than they ever won, might not have been able later to succeed. 
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ABSTRACT 

The article examines the interaction between Comparative 
Literature and Balkan Studies in the new context of the dominat-
ing interest toward the so-called ‘world literature’. This ques-
tion requires an explanation because ‘world literature’ is often 
opposed to regional studies, such as Balkan literary studies, for 
example. 

The text opens with a description of the three historical 
phases in the development of Comparative Literature: the initial 
study of the unilateral influence of bright literatures on lesser-
known ones; followed by attention toward the dialogue among 
literatures via reception that includes translation and critical 
analysis of the foreign literary text; and the present day – that 
gives advantage to ideologically and sociologically justified sub-
ject matters (postcolonical studies, gender studies, multicultur-
alism, etc.), and focusing on the individual style of writers, pos-
sibly with multiple identity. Attention is paid here to the respec-
tive effacing of the national markers of the text. Grounds have 
been given for the necessity to preserve the knowledge about the 
symbolic capital of historically established literary centres. Not 
always explicitly stated, the argument between Contemporary 
Literature and ‘world literature’ actually exists. Thus, the author 
comes to the peculiarities of Balkan contemporary literary stud-
ies that are due to the difficulty in communication among periph-
eral neighbouring literatures. The conclusions point out the cur-
rent possibilities for the spreading of Balkan writers throughout 
the world.

Key words: Comparative Literature, Balkan literary stud-
ies, world literature, contemporary spreading of Balkan writers
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Comparative Literature is a research field that is open to devel-
opment over time and that allows placing the focus on novel objects 
of analytical attention, as well as the application of newly formulated 
work methodologies. The contemporary developments in this disci-
pline also make it possible to view its relations to literary research in 
the field of Balkan Studies in a different light.

The history of Comparative Literature displays the lasting meth-
odological grounds for its existence, as well as positions changing 
over time, some of which contain a certain amount of nihilistic po-
tential. With its actual (French-based) appearance in the 1930s (pre-
ceded by the Comparative Literary History that was developed in the 
German-speaking world, and with which we, in Bulgaria, have been 
familiar ever since the end of the 19th century through the works of 
Professor Ivan D. Shishmanov), Comparative Literature had the abil-
ity to create rules and after some time to outgrow and change them.1 
The idea of the influence of certain bright literatures and literary ex-
amples on foreign literature and writers was significant at the begin-
ning. This concept consolidated for a while not just French literature, 
but the Western European canon as the leading one, and resulted in the 
underestimation of all remaining literatures, respectively. 

After the 1970s, the “injustice” of the old paradigm was chal-
lenged both in theoretical and in practical terms, and the aesthetics 
of reception of Hans Robert Jauss came centre stage.2 We could con-
sider this change as the first opening of Comparative Literature to the 
search for significant aesthetic values not only in the bigger, but also 
in the lesser-known literatures. Researchers in those years directed 
their attention to the active aspect of the very process of perception/
reception of foreign literatures. Thus, translations, as well as critical 
interpretations proved a real and rich study material. Literary com-
1 Bassnett, Susan. Comparative literature. A critical Introduction. Blackwell, Ox-
ford UK & Cambridge USA, 1993, pp. 12, 31, 91, 114; Станчева, Румяна Л. 
Среща в прочита. Сравнително литературознание и балканистика. София: 
Балкани, 2011; Станчева, Румяна Л. Европейска литература/европейски 
литератури. Европейски ли са балканските литератури? София: Балкани, 
2012. 
2 Jauss, Hans Robert. Pour une esthétique de la réception. Trad. de l’allemand par 
Claude Maillard. Préface de Jean Starobinski. Première parution en 1978. Collec-
tion Tel (n° 169), Gallimard: 1990.
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munications gained possibilities of interpretation in a two-way, dia-
logue fashion. The dynamics was traced thoroughly, and sometimes 
cases of creative reception were established. For instance, not only 
had Ivan Vazov read Victor Hugo, but he also had been inspired by 
specific creative solutions of his French predecessor, both in his po-
etry, and in his prose. From the point of view of reception aesthetics, 
except as a luminous classical phenomenon for Bulgarian literature, 
Vazov became important and comparable in the aspect of the dialogue 
among cultures, as well. It should also be noted that at the said second 
stage Comparative Literature, with various grounds, still took into 
consideration the time and the place where a certain literary interac-
tion had occurred.

Today, three decades after the end of the Cold War, we find our-
selves at a different and dynamic stage of the development of our dis-
cipline endowed with Protean abilities to morph. Comparative Litera-
ture in its essence is situated between literary theory, on the one hand, 
and literary and cultural history, on the other. It is based on struc-
tural ideas about the literary text and the historical circumstances 
of its genesis (objective events and writers’ characteristics). Outside 
the already traditional grounds for comparison, such as themes, lit-
erary forms, genres, models, images, mytho-critics, interactions be-
tween literature and other arts, contacts and exchanges, many new ap-
proaches emerge. They engage the literary comparatist in sociological 
and ideological patterns. All these newer or reinvented old approaches 
swim in the vast sea of interdisciplinary studies.3 Here are some of 
them: Cultural Studies, Comparative Cultural Studies, Cultural Iden-
tities, Gender Studies, Postcolonical Studies, analyses of translation 
and context, world literature, etc.4 We are particularly interested in 
the so-called ‘world literature’, because this label is partly opposed to 
3 Barry, Andrew, Georgina Born, and Gisa Weszkalnys. “Logics of interdisci-
plinarity”. – In: Economy and Society. 2008, № 37, p. 1, 20–49, [last accessеd on 
14.01.2022]. -http://users.sussex.ac.uk/~ir28/IDR/Barry2008.pdf 
4 I do not mean to include here the names of educational courses in Comparative 
Literature and World Literature at universities in Bulgaria and worldwide, which 
encode in themselves both scientific principles and contextual educational needs 
of the respective universities, and represent above all a “package” of sorts. Firther 
summarisation in this direction can be found in the following larger-scale project: 
Бурова, Ани и др. Модели на преподаване на сравнителни литературни 
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Comparative Literature, and more often than not ignores the reference 
points for literary events by time and space, and redirects its interest 
toward migrating, dual identities in the literary manifestations.

I may as well run the risk of closing the afore-mentioned three 
stages in their starting points, but I shall nevertheless repeat the fac-
tors that initiated them: the early French school of comparative stud-
ies confident in the advantages of their domestic literature (hence, 
the idea about the influence); the culturological view of the German 
school of reception in the second stage (which is a corrective of sorts, 
and a search for unison with the trends in the humanities from the 
1970s); and in the present day, the massive interdisciplinary dynam-
ics of Postcolonial Studies takes centre stage (these studies contain 
the notion of ‘world literature’), that field being presided by the me-
dium of the English language and American cultural domination. (Al-
though we may often think of Western cultures as a monolith, it is in 
fact the European West that contains the idea about national litera-
tures, whereas the American position in regard to its own cultural for-
mation remains rather non-engaged in that respect.) By focusing our 
attention on the initiators of three various consecutive tendencies, we 
are able to see clearly the shifting of the balance of Comparative Lit-
erature (France, the Federal Republic of Germany, the United States) 
during the three consecutive time periods: the first half of the 20th 
century, the time after World War II, and the 30 or so odd years after 
the end of the Cold War. 

Taking into account the fact that contemporary Comparative Lit-
erature is often interested in ‘world literature’, I shall pay attention 
to that phenomenon in particular. It is being opposed mainly to re-
gional studies, such as Balkan Comparative Literary Studies, for in-
stance. Balkan literatures are European, but because of historical fac-
tors, their development had been interrupted, and they had not had the 
chance to become part of the European canon with their own authors. 
Therefore, it is interesting to pose the following question: are Balkan 
literatures able to ride the contemporary wave of opening to all litera-
tures and writers throughout the world? Or will they remain as ever 
in the periphery, but not only of Europe, which today is a centre with 

дисциплини в актуалния академичен контекст. – Colloquia Comparativa Lit-
terarum, 2019, № 5, с. 97–107.
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fiercely disputed authority, and will stay poorly visible among the 
multitude of world authors, as well? 

‘World literature’ is justified ideologically by Postcolonial Stud-
ies, and it is based on the practices (marketing and educational) 
that append the canonical literary examples with new bright works 
snatched from various part of the globe. ‘World literature’ deals with a 
huge international literary exchange, and focuses its attention not only 
on translation, but also on the systematic emergence of dual writerly 
identities (expression in a language other than the native one, as well 
as self-translation), hence, engaging the world into constantly surpris-
ing literary appearances. Writers who have entered the present-day 
dynamics of the global market of aesthetic and social ideas, of trans-
lation and literature distribution activities, and who are supported by 
the powerful funds for translation and book publishing are nowadays 
being made part of ‘world literature’. Those writers often carry mixed, 
multicultural creative heritage and, to a large extent, become the face 
of the present literary day. World literature looks like the sum of writ-
ers and their works, like a planetary anthology. It is only too logical 
that in this context the very thought of national representation of a giv-
en author or of classical exemplary works affirmed in the past loses its 
significance. In the circumstances of such decentralisation of literary 
perceptions, Comparative Literature often focuses on the interdisci-
plinary examination of the realities of the contemporary literary field 
(by means of sociology, geocriticism5, ideological and thematic trends 
like Gender Studies or the topic of migration, for example). 

However, what happens when we start talking about ‘world lit-
erature’? Are world literature and national literature compatible? This 
question is rarely asked. The general behaviour is to go for practi-
cal implementations. When does a certain national literature become 
world literature? Probably from the moment when a book with a title, 
similar to the title of the recently published “Bulgarian Literature as 

5 Soja, Edward. Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical 
Social Theory. London: Verso Press, 1989; Moura, Jean-Marc. L’Europe littérai-
re et l’ailleurs. Paris: Presses universitaires de France, “Littératures européennes”, 
1998; Westphal, Bertrand. La Géocritique. Réel, fiction, espace. Paris: Éditions de 
Minuit, “Paradoxe”, 2007.
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World Literature”6, is released, a title that for the first time so directly 
announces its pretence that Bulgarian literature rises to a planetary 
height. By the way, the said book has already stirred international 
response.7 We are bathing in the Primordial soup! Let me remind 
you that the volume dedicated to Bulgarian literature is part of a se-
ries on national literatures (most often analysed per se, and not, or if 
at all, only weakly analysed in comparativist terms) under the com-
mon heading “X literature as world literature”, but also about authors 
or literary phenomena analysed in a similar global perspective.8 The 
idea behind the series is characterised by paying close attention to the 
unique nature of every phenomenon in so-called ‘world literature’, 
which avoids sharing historical typologies, abstains from territorial 
reference points, and is being thought of only in the grammatical Sin-
gular as part of a pre-conceived entity dubbed ‘world literature’. 

Unlike similar centrifugal projects, we can point out another 
multi-volume approach based on reasonable conservativeness and re-
lated to literary communities bound by territory or language, or liter-
ary movements, which altogether render the characteristic features 
of Comparative Literature. It is no coincidence that the said series has 
been created by the International Comparative Literature Association 
(ICLA), which has consolidated its authority over the years.9 Albeit 
not always explicitly expressed, the dispute between Comparative 
Literature and ‘world literature’ is a fact. 

Nothing prevents the two directions from their parallel develop-
ment in time, but there is a tendency that the well-structured scientific 
field of Comparative Literature is replaced by the rather ideologically 
justified term ‘world literature’. 

When a writer becomes a laureate of the Nobel Prize, which is 
an event that resounds internationally, the distinction itself gives new 
6 Bulgarian Literature as World Literature. Eds.: Mihaela P. Harper and Dimitar 
Kambourov. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020.
7 For example, see the following review: D’haen. Theo. Book review: Bulgarian 
Literature as World Literature. – Colloquia Comarativa Litterarum [last accessеd on 
14.01.2022] – https://ejournal.uni-sofia.bg/index.php/Colloquia/article/view/133
8 More on this series at: https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/series/literatures-as-
world-literature/ [last accessеd on 14.01.2022]
9 Comparative History of Literatures in European Languages (CHLEL) [last 
accessеd on 14.01.2022] https://www.ailc-icla.org/other_publications/
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opportunities for distribution of his work.10 The example of Orhan Pa-
muk, for instance, is territorially close to Bulgarians and well known 
through his numerous translations. As a practice, ‘world literature’ 
feeds in a new, more comprehensive way man’s thirst for diverse lit-
erature. The practical aspects of ‘world literature’ are not opposed to 
Comparative Literature. They provide a wide range of writers’ names 
and titles from all over the world. I would say that ‘world literature’ 
is the new way for the literary circles to get rid of a canon, of West-
ern European exemplary works, of a closing to a mere enumeration 
of certain works. Comparative Literature has the new chance of us-
ing the stirring in thought (namely that non-canonical liteatures can 
give birth to canonical works) and the creation of an endless number 
of translations in order to expand the perimeter of the literatures that 
are being compared (so as, in fact, not to have a limited perimeter). 
The hope for our slice of the globe, South Eastern Europe, is that it has 
become rarer that someone would shrug their shoulders when writers 
coming from literatures, until now considered in general as peripher-
al, emerge in comparative analysis. However, there is a risk to lose the 
historical and territorial positioning of Comparative Literature that is 
so characteristic of that field when comparing literary phenomena.

Thus, it is not by chance that the present-day stage of Compara-
tive Literature is still searching for its face. Owing to the need of 
comparison that is inherent in its methodology, Comparative Litera-
ture gladly accepts the wide opening to the world and to lesser-known 
literatures that have somewhat been underestimated in the past. I see 
a positive trend in this fact and an opportunity to broaden the hori-
zons. However, it also contains dangers of losing the methodological 
specifics or of erasing the traditional reference points without giving 
new ones. 

In recent decades, a number of literary scholars have observed the 
current difficulties in Comparative Literature related to its dynamic 
and non-homogeneous development. For example, in Emily Apter’s 
book “Against World Literature: on the Politics of Untranslatability”11 

10 See the book dedicated to that phenomenon: Личева, Амелия. Световен ли е 
“Нобел”? София: Колибри, 2019.
11 Apter, Emily. Against World Literature: on the Politics of Untranslatability. Lon-
don, New York: Verso, 2013.
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the very title is indicative of such unacceptance. Although in this 
work the analysis refers to the degrees of translatability and untrans-
latability among the various languages, literatures, and cultures, the 
clash of different trends among literary circles throughout the world 
is clearly visible. The US author pointed out that Translation Studies 
and World Literature “were unable to rework literary history through 
planetary cartographies and temporalities despite their recourse to 
world-systems theory.”12 In addition, the same author voiced her con-
cern that 

Occidental genre categories invariably function as program settings. 
And when non-European literatures are addressed, they are often 
grouped under monolithic rubrics such as “Islam” or “Asia” (a tenden-
cy criticized by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in “Other Asias” [2008].13  

Such need to distinguish each literature with something specific, 
at least with its name, is important to the lesser-known European lit-
eratures, of which Bulgarian literature is a good case in point, and to 
literatures considered in general regional, peripheral and often gener-
alised as Balkan, Scandinavian or given similar geographical names, 
instead of their national names. 

Statements of the change in the nature of Comparative Litera-
ture have been present ever since the 1990s, as expressed by Susan 
Bassnett, for example. She viewed a divergence from the purely liter-
ary comparative analysis at the expense of a series of ideas for almost 
mathematically foreseeable self-construction of the text or for laying 
the emphasis on the reader and the sociological aspects of the liter-
ary field: 

The great waves of critical thought that swept through one after the 
other from structuralism thought to post-structuralism, from feminism 
to deconstruction, from semiology to psychoanalysis – shifted atten-
tion away from the activity of comparing texts and tracking patterns of 
influence between writers towards the role of the reader. And as each 

12 Ibid., p. 7. 
13 Ibid., p. 59. 
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new wave broke over the preceding one, notions of single, harmonious 
readings were shattered forever.14  

Nevertheless, Susan Bassnett was not nostalgic of the compari-
son of texts inherent in Comparative Literature. She launched her own 
version of change – which she perceived in Translation Studies. We 
can see here a returning to the reception theory, which the US author 
failed to point out. Nevertheless, Bassnett based her speculations on 
the Polysystemic theory of Itamar Even-Zohar, which laid the empha-
sis on translation policies and translators’ strategies.15

Bassnett, herself a figure of authority in Translation Studies, re-
arranged the taxonomy trying to bring Translation Studies to the fore-
front, by stating: 

Comparative literature as a discipline has had its day. Cross-cultural 
work in women’s studies, in post-colonial theory, in cultural studies 
has changed the face of literary studies generally. We should look upon 
translation studies as the principle discipline from now on, with com-
parative literature as a valued but subsidiary subject area.16  

Personally, I find such closing of the literary interest within a sin-
gle area of study, namely Translation Studies, rigid and unrealistic. 
Without wishing to underestimate Translation Studies, I find it diffi-
cult to imagine how the study of translation dynamics would override 
the fundamental basis of literary comparisons that take into consid-
eration the time and the place (and that are characteristic of the mother 
field – Comparative Literature). I realise how belated my challenge to 
Bassnett is, but I cannot remain silent and make no commentary on 
such an authrotitatively formulated personal whim.

Postcolonial Studies in literature, in their turn, are opposed to 
the hierarchy in the relations beween the Metropoly and the Colo-
nies. These studies usually argue against the importance of the big 
literary centres because of the fact that they are located in the capi-
tals of colonial states, and that through their culture and language 
14 Bassnett, Susan. Comparative literature. A critical Introduction. Blackwell, Ox-
ford UK & Cambridge USA, 1993. 
15 Ibid., p. 159.
16 Ibid., p. 161. 
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have influenced the local cultures and languages within the colonies. 
An interesting dilemma comes to the fore of the thought: should we 
exclude from the comparison the literatures of the former metropo-
lies? Should literary criticism, history, and comparative studies deal 
with the former colonies and their literature only? In their Introduc-
tion to a collection on these topics, Ashok Bery and Patricia Murray 
raised the question of the im/possible shifing of Europe from its cen-
tral place in literature.17 On the one hand, this was done (according 
to Dipesh Chakrabarty’s project for ‘provincialisation of “Europe”’ 
quoted by the authors) by revealing internal hesitations and contradic-
tions, the use of force, and other negative sides to the old authoritative 
centres. The authors of the Introduction also found that the category 
‘postcolonial literature’ was never thought to include the literature 
of the former imperial powers, although they too were postcolonial 
states, which had not only helped shape their former colonies, but 
had themselves been irrevocably shaped ‘by the experience and the 
loss of empire’.18 The two authors rightfully posed the question of the 
importance to seek a “horizontal comparative framework”19 and that 
postcolonical studies be conducted in a comparative aspect. They be-
lieved that otherwise, even if Europe were not mentioned, it would 
inevitably be present as the big absent centre. 

Nowadays, the pulling and rolling out in all directions of the 
somewhat thinned sheet of Comparative Literature has found at times 
positive calls for new projects, which seek to preserve the stability 
of Comparative Literature as a discipline, and through the elasticity 
of the same discipline to overcome the antagonisms of the present 
caused by the still existing trauma between former empires and colo-
nies, between possessors of power and subjected, dependent cultures. 
Thus, the “Atlantic Empires” project20 set itself the task to consider 

17 Bery, Ashok, and Patricia Murray. Introduction. – In: Bery, Ashok, and Pa-
tricia Murray (Eds.). Comparing Postcolonial Literatures. Dislocations. Palgrave 
Macmillan UK, 2000, р. 7.
18 Ibid., p. 9.
19 “horizontal comparative framework”.
20 Clavaron, Yves, Jean-Marc Moura (Eds.). Les Empires de l’Atlantique. XIXe-
XXIe siècles. Figures de l’autorité impériale dans les lettres d’expression europée-
nnes de l’espace atlantique. Les Perséides Editions, 2012.
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the literatures written in European languages, but from different na-
tions around the Atlantic Ocean. The project spans four continents 
(Europe, the Americas, and Africa) and literatures written in four Eu-
ropean languages, and it is related to the Anglophone, Francophone, 
Hispanophone, and the Lusophone space. The idea of the project is 
not to compile an exhaustive history, but rather to look for specific 
contacts and exchanges. And also, to overcome already existing for-
mulations, “such as the Creolisation, the British Commonwealth, the 
literature-world, the Black Atlantic, etc.”21 In essence, the European 
component is very powerful within such a project through languag-
es – the languages of colonisers, but enables the search for ways to 
overcome the traumas by means of specific realities that have led to 
the literary success of the peripheries.

The focusing on contemporary literary achievements from the 
four geographical corners of the world brings with itself a desire to 
overthrow the old, authoritative literary centres. In the current cen-
trifugal world (and among scientific trends toward dislocation and 
disjointment), we cannot forget that territorially delineated centres 
had existed in the past (and Comparative Literature contains inherent-
ly a historical component), that what has been accumulated through 
the centuries cannot be erased, that Europe’s domination in a liter-
ary aspect is not colonial only, but rather has a deeper structural and 
historically lasting literary sense that we should not lose from sight. 

*

What is Europe’s significance as a historical centre and to what extent 
does Europe provide grounds for the comparison of literatures that do 
not know much about one another despite belonging to neighbouring 
nations? Balkan literatures represent a community mainly on a geo-
graphical principle, and to a certain extent because they followed a 
similar rhythm to their historical development which was dependent 
on foreign empires for a long time. Communication between those 
literatures is informative, superficial. As I have stated elsewhere22, 

21 Ibid., pp. 11–12. 
22 Станчева, Р. Л. Среща в прочита. Сравнително литературознание и 
балканистика. Ibid.
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the similarities between Balkan literatures become apparent only in 
a wider international literary context. The comparison between two 
Balkan literatues is possible by juxtaposing the creative reception of 
the same literary events, or exemplary cases, in them. These exem-
plary cases, in a historical aspect, most often come from West Eu-
ropean literatures. Therefore, we can imagine an isosceles triangle, 
whose basis (the Balkans) is governed by mutual indifference, and the 
reception interest goes along the sides toward the top, from the basis 
to the preferred canonical phenomenon. Actually, in literary Balkan 
studies most often we can examine analogical expressions of interest 
in two or more Balkan literatures toward an external West European 
or other prestigious aesthetic object.

And by this I do not mean only the long created prestigious value 
of the West, attacked strongly today in the context of globalisation, 
but a reality of values – the gradual development of Western litera-
tures, those, in which foreign empires have not caused stasis, inter-
ruption, acculturation as elsewhere in the world. 

On the other hand, one cannot help but notice that the Balkans 
are not the only geographical entity that values itself as a periphery. 
Strange as it may seem at first glance, Europe’s very own geographi-
cal centre suffers from a provincial complex. Those are the words of 
Milan Kindera, the Czech writer, who expresses himself in two lan-
guages.

Is it true, he asks, that it is impossible to trace durably and precisely the 
frontiers of Central Europe? It is indeed! Those nations have never been 
masters neither of their fate nor of their boundaries. They have rarely 
been subjects, and almost always objects of History. Their unity is un-
intentional. They are close to one another neither of their own will, nor 
because of sympathy, not still because of linguistic closeness, but due 
to their similar experience, due to common historical situtations that 
draw them together, in various ages, in various configurations, and in 
always changing and never definite frontiers. Central Europe (...) is 
polycentrical and expresses itself in various aspects when viewed from 
Warsaw, from Budapest, or from Zagreb. But no matter the viewing 
perspective, we can discern a common History.23  

23 Kundera, Milan. Le rideau. Essai en sept parties. Paris: Gallimard, 2005, p. 61. 
“Est-il vrai que les frontières de l’Europe centrale sont impossibles à tracer dura-
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Balkan literatures are very similar to Central European ones 
along these chatacteristics. They too have not been the masters of 
their fate or their frontiers for many centuries. And this is how mod-
ern times have caught them. On many occasions, they have been the 
object of History. Their closeness is not based on a linguistic basis 
or political alliance, nothing to say of their own will or sympathy. 
The only certain thing is that throughout their historical development, 
Balkan nations have shared peaceful neighbourly existence or have 
warred against one another for their frontiers on a certain part of the 
continent that gives them their common regional name. Every one of 
the cultural centres in the Balkans differs in terms of its language and 
national tradition. Each of the Balkan literatures has its own pecu-
liarities. If there is something that unites them, despite the common 
history, of which Kundera also spoke, it is, perhaps, the dissatisfac-
tion that they are located in the Balkans – that is, the same provincial 
complex that Central European literatures also share. However, this 
state of things does not rule out the chance that some contemporary 
Bulgarian writers (and writers from the other Balkan countries, or 
in a larger context – South East European literatures) conform to the 
perceptions of world literature. I would like to mention here Georgi 
Gospodinov, whose works have been translated into many languages, 
and have been garnered with prestigious international literary dis-
tinctions. And I should also mention writers who are Bulgarian by 
origin, but initially publish their works in a foreign language abroad, 
after which they are being translated into Bulgarian, as is the case of 
Kapka Kasabova, for example. Nevertheless, we are unable to change 
the logic of the literary life in the past. 

blement et avec exactitude? Bien sûr! Ces nations n’ont jamais été maîtresses ni de 
leur sort, ni de leurs frontières. Elles ont rarement été sujets, presque toujours ob-
jets de l’Histoire. Leur unité était non-intentionnelle. Elles étaient proches les unes 
des autres non par volonté, ni par sympathie, ni par proximité linguistique, mais 
en raison des situations historiques communes qui les rassemblaient, à des époques 
différentes et dans des frontières mouvantes, jamais définitives. L’Europe centrale 
(…) est polycentrique et apparaît sous un autre jour vue depuis Varsovie, depuis Bu-
dapest ou depuis Zagreb. Mais quelle que soit la perspective dans laquelle on la re-
garde, une Histoire commune transparaît.”
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The material gathered over the years (and I should mention here 
one joint publication of the Institute of Literature of the Bulgarian 
Academy of Sciences and the Union of Translators in Bulgaria en-
titled Reception through Translation of European Literatures in Bul-
garia, and its 6th volume dedicated to Balkan literatures, in which I 
participated at the stages of creating the structure and the later stages 
of its editing)24 shows clearly that relations among South East Euro-
pean literatures can be interpreted in two ways: on the basis of their 
linguistic proximity, as is the case of Southern Slavic literatures, or on 
the sole basis of their Balkan neighbourly relations. However, in both 
cases translations are a must for the meaningful literary communica-
tion. There are very few cases where Balkan writers had been read in 
the original. Here I shall enumerate only well documented instances 
of personal contacts with registered literary results. 

As it was mentioned before, they are few and not essential. Their 
number places them rather as exceptions. Nobel laureate Ivo Andrić 
used to be personally acquainted with a few Bulgarian writers, his 
body of work was commented on by the Bulgarian critics, and in all 
likelihood, he was percevived as exemplary by a certain number of 
Bulgarian writers, as attested by some research works by Svetlozar 
Igov and other critics.25

One such instance of a direct contact among writers who speak 
similar languages and can, consequently, communicate without an 
interpreter or translator has been studied in Blaga Dimitrova and 
Yordan Vasilev’s book Krastopatna sreshta [A Crossroad Meeting].26 
This is the case of the creative meeting and the love between Bulgar-
ian poetess Elisaveta Bagryana and Serbian poet Rade Drajnac. Their 
rare, brief, and secret meetings reflected on the work of each one, on 

24 Ничев, Б., Г. Савов, К. Йорданова. (състав.). Преводна рецепция 
на европейските литература в България. Том 6. Част II. Балкански 
литератури. Жечев, М., Р. Станчева (състав.). София: Академично изд. 
“Марин Дринов”, 2004.
25 Игов, Светлозар. Иво Андрич. Творческо развитие и художествена 
структура. София: БАН, 1992.
26 Димитрова, Бл., Й. Василев. Кръстопътна среща. Документална нове-
ла. София: БАН, 1999.
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the subjects on which they dwelt, and their search in terms of poetic 
form.27

In Balkan literatures, written in languages belonging to different 
linguistic families, communication is entirely doomed to translation 
and direct contact is an even rarer phenomenon. There is an interest-
ing case in Bulgarian-Romanian literary relations. Several critical ar-
ticles from both sides of the frontier have argued about the reason for 
the similarity in the cyclical structure of Mihail Sadoveanu’s Hanu-
Ancuţei [Ankutsa’s Inn], and Yordan Yovkov’s Vecheri v Antimovskiya 
han [Evenings at Atimovo Inn]. In my opinion, the most convincing 
commentary belongs to Ivan Stankov, who demonstrated the obvi-
ous differences in the style of both writers and refuted with solid ar-
guments the possibility that Yovkov was influenced by Sadoveanu’s 
writing.28 Without myself ruling out the possible creative impulses 
from the Romanian writer, I would like to remind here that the cy-
cle of short stories, united around a common topos, such as a villa, a 
windmill, a farm, etc., was not invented by Sadoveanu. 

The examples of personal contacts among Balkan writers are 
both few and without any significant impact that might result in a 
literary novelty. Therefore, it is interesting to pose the question how 
we view analogical phenomena in two and more Balkan literatures 
that do not stem from a bilateral contact. True indeed, in the event of 
personal commitment in any literary communication, we have the 
chance to document what has happened in reality and through literary 
analysis. However, we cannot find an explanation in analogical phe-
nomena, if we do not widen the framework, if we do not place Balkan 
literary phenomena within the context of the European literary field. 
That is the reason why Balkan comparative literary studies develop 
in this triangular fashion by leaving the Balkan frames and becoming 
a European literary study. The novel interest toward ‘world literature’ 
allows mainly to distinguish certain contemporary writers in an ex-
tra-national context. We need the established approaches of Compara-
tive Literature so that Balkan literatures have the chance to be studied 

27 Ibidem, pp. 65–66.
28 Станков, Иван. “Към проблема Йовков-Садовяну”. – В: Литературно-
естетически процеси на Балканите. София: Моранг, 1994.
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in comparison and in their historical exhaustiveness, which matches 
the history of European literatures.

*

In the 19th and 20th centuries, very few translations were carried out 
among Balkan literatures, especially if we compare those to the trans-
lations from French, German, English and other Western European 
literatures. Over the last almost 30 years, translating from all lan-
guages has become a financially stimulated international cultural 
policy. However, it is not enough for a book to be translated. It has 
to be noticed, and it has to benefit from a reception not only via its 
translation, but also via its critical perception, and in much better cir-
cumstances, from a creative reception. Translations of books of writ-
ers from neighbouring nations have mainly an informative role, but 
are usually not considered exemplary. The symbolic capital (as Pierre 
Bourdieu put it29) of Western literatures and of world successes (also 
with advantage to neighbouring literatures) has been preserved and 
it has a defining role, despite the abundance of mutual translations of 
Balkan writers nowadays. 

Unlike the subsidised practical activity on the publishing and on 
scientific projects for analysis, literary communications among Bal-
kan literatures happen within the much larger context of European 
literary phenomena, and today even among the avalanche of world au-
thors. ‘World literature’ leads to comparison among individual writ-
ers, and not among national literatures or historically formed literary 
movements and models. Contrarily, Comparative Literature and the 
study of the similarities among Balkan literatures can preserve its 
significance by not losing sight of its established literary historical 
reference points. 

The chance of Balkan literatures to be remarked largely and their 
gain of visibility outside the national context are supported to some 
extent by the fall of prejudices against what is unknown and what 

29 Бурдийо, Пиер. Правилата на изкуството: генезис и структура на 
литературното поле. София: Дом на науките за човека и обществото, 
2004. Bourdieu, Pierre. Les règles de l’art. Genèse et structure du champ littérai-
re. Edition du Seuil, 1992.
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does not belong to the centres that are authoritative by tradition. Join-
ing the global exchange of literary phenomena will be meaningful, if 
the effacing of the national markers of the text will be avoided in the 
course of its interpretation.
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ABSTRACT

In this article I am looking for the answers of the follow-
ing questions:

What significance had the foreign images from 1820–1840 
of the Greek struggle for national independence for integrating 
Greece with the modern European culture?

How did the exotic find its territory in the Ottoman Empire2 
at the end of the 1820s?

What were the changes of the European artists’ attitude to-
ward the Orient in the second half of the 19th century?

Keywords: Exoticism, Arcadia, Italian painting, First Half 
of the 19th c., Philhellenism

Philhellenism

Sympathy, compassion and active support for the Greek cause for ac-
quiring national independence or, shortly, Philhellenism united per-
sons of different and even opposite social and political position in Eu-
rope. The independence of Greece turned into a European problem, as 
Georges Castellan wrote:

From the very beginning of the rebellion, the public opinion in Europe 
was sympathetic to the Greek struggle. The positive opinion was a re-
sult of certain mindset prepared by the popularity of Romanticism, by 
the Christian ideology of the Holy Alliance and the Restoration, by the 

1 All of the illustrations are copies from books.
2 In the 19th century, the territory of the exotic expands to include the Middle East, 
which is called ‘middle’ only from the European point of view.
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widespread liberalism always ready to condemn every tyranny. Phil-
hellenism appeared and in it, summoned by Pericles’ Greece,  op-
posite elements were synthesized and different people were united. 
That happened to poets like Goethe, Chateaubriand, Beranger, mon-
archs like Ludwig I of Bavaria and  Charles X of France. Philhel-
lenism urged many volunteers to the places of battles and  they entered 
the rebel army, but were soon to be disappointed by a country that did 
not  match their idea of classical Antiquity at all.3 

From 1800 to 1819, the city of Parga changed several times its 
state belonging. It was a decade lasting dream of Ali Pasha of Ioan-
nina to bring Parga within his possessions. In 1814 “With one sudden 
assault, he took over the village of Agia, which lay on the outskirts 
of Parga, but vehement opposition by the citizens of Parga prevented 
him from progressing any further”4. The inhabitants of the city raised 
the British flag over the fortress asking Great Britain for protection. 
Three years later negotiations began for Parga to be given to the Otto-
man Empire. The outcome of the negotiations between Great Britain 
and the Ottoman Empire in May 1817 provoked a wave of protests 
throughout Europe. The citizens of Parga were given a choice – to 
emigrate (using the British ships) or to stay. The army of Ali Pasha 
was deployed in immediate proximity to the city. The citizens left in 
the direction of the Corfu Island5.

The topic of the Parga refugees would become part of many im-
ages and texts dealing with the Greek struggle for freedom from the 
first decades of the 19th century. Both the poem by Berchet and the 
picture of Hayez (discussed further in the text) were ‘agents’ in the 
3 Кастелан, Жорж. История на Балканите ХІV–ХХ в. Пловдив: Хермес, 
2002. On the complicated history of the rebellions and uprisings in the Balkans 
in the 19th century, I recommend: Йелавич, Барбара. История на Балканите 
(ХVІІІ–ХХ век). Т. 1, София: Амат-Ах, 2003. On the Greek rebellions precise-
ly – p. 223–237. 
4 Dimitropoulos, Dimitris. Parga 1819: Waiting for Ali Pasha – In: Eugenia Dra-
kopoulou, Dimitris Dimitropoulos (eds.). Sailing in the Ionian with History at the 
Helm. Athens: Institute of Historical Research / National Hellenic Research Foun-
dation, 2015, p. 124.
5 I took the information from Dimitropoulos, Dimitris, op. cit., 123–131. The ar-
ticle follows the changes of Parga’s state identity between 1800 and 1819, paying 
attention mainly to the events between 1817 and 1819.
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liberal resistance in Europe against the political rule over one or an-
other national community, against the political lack of freedom.

Greece had already attracted the attention of the European intel-
lectuals with the archaeological excavations from the middle of the 
18th century. The interest in the origins of epos and drama, but also of 
democracy, enhanced that attention. With the inclusion of Greece in 
the Grand Tour, it gradually became clear that the Greek culture was 
equally, if not even more important for the creation of Europe than 
the Roman one. From the very beginning of the 19th century, how-
ever, the interest of the liberally minded part of the French society 
for the Greek struggles was predominantly motivated not by cultural 
reasons, but by political ones. Both lines – the archaeological and the 
political one, were personified by Olivier Voutier who found a statue 
of Aphrodite on the island of Milos in 1820 and took part in the battles 
as a volunteer on the Greek side. The statue in question is the famous 
Venus de Milo6. 

It is exactly the interest for what happened in Greece, satisfied 
by different media (press articles, visual images, poetry, memoirs, 
historical works), that formed the expectations for actual and reliable 
knowledge about the Ottoman Empire7. This knowledge would ‘map’ 
the symbolic geography of what is one’s own and what is foreign: val-
ues, forms of life, relations between man and nature, between men 
and women, the character of power, clothing, etc. What was less vis-
ible was the desire through this cartography to determine one’s own 
as more civilized.

In the century of Louis XIV everyone was a Hellenist, now everyone is 
an Orientalist. We have enough knowledge of each and every country 
in the Orient from China to Egypt,  

6 Haskell, Francis. Le metamorfosi del gusto. Studi su arte e pubblico nel XVIII e 
nel XIX secolo. Torino: Bollato Boringhieri, 1989, р. 150.
7 The so called ‘discovery of the Balkans’ is part of the expansion of the symbolic 
geography of Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries. The ‘discovery’ – cultural, ge-
ographic, political, does not mean that the discovered parts of the world were hid-
den before. The discovery is for someone, from someone’s point of view, it is con-
ducted by economic, political, and religious interests and values.
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said Victor Hugo in January 1829 in his preface to the poetry book 
Eastern Poems (Les Orientales). It is in the same book that Hugo de-
fined Spain as Orient, as semi-African and Africa as semi-Asian. The 
territory of the Orient included, as one may learn from the poems and 
the preface, Jews, Arabs, Spaniards, Persians, Greeks, and Turks8. If 
a part of Spain, due to the presence of Arab culture, was also Orient, 
if Greeks and Jews were in the Orient, but were also in Europe, than 
the borderline between Europe and the Orient in cultural aspect was 
mobile and did not coincide with the state borders. Knowledge about 
the Orient may define the actual territory of what is civilized, adding 
what culturally belongs to it, and may exclude what contradicts civi-
lization. The French visual images of the 1820s representing Greece 
tended to locate it between the own and the foreign. It is exactly in 
the 1820s, and particularly in the second half of the decade, that the 
depiction of contemporary life in Europe became equal in social im-
portance to the depiction of historical events. 

Nr. 1. Louis Léopold Robert, Young Greek Sharpens His Dagger (Jeune Grec 
aiguisant son poignard), oil on canvas, 64 x 43 cm, 1828–29, Thorvaldsens Mu-
seum, København

8 Hugo, Victor. Oeuvres completes de Victor Hugo. Odes et ballades. Les Orien-
tales. Paris: Éditions Rencontre, 1968, p. 303–305.
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The painting of Robert presents a young man, almost a boy in 
Greek national costume, his face of correct proportions and with long 
hair; the young man is sharpening his dagger on a rock; there is a 
rifle beside him; the chosen background is the Corinth Bay and the 
surrounding mountains. The composition reminds us, but only to a 
certain extent, Robert’s picture of Italian brigands. There is a similar 
monumentality in the figure and similar connectedness to nature, but 
here nature is more than a birthplace, it is the Motherland. The figure 
of the young Greek is painted at full-length, which also contributes to 
the suggestiveness of the image. The impression is that a young nation 
with future is determined to defend itself9. Beauty – both human and 
of nature, determination to fight by force of arms for one’s freedom, 
local colours – those are elements of a common medium of visual 
meanings created in France by the artists with reference to the Greek 
resistance in the 1820s. I found no evidence for the artist being in-
volved with the Greek cause whatsoever. And yet Robert approached 
the task as usual – he strove for credibility of face, clothes, and sur-
roundings. In a letter (from 4–14 February 1828) to his family, Robert 
writes that the model Simo is from Thessaly, that his garment is also 
authentic Greek; he says nothing of the weapons. The view of Corinth 
is submitted to Robert by a German amateur artist named Link, who 
travelled to Greece10.

The painting was ordered by Frédéric de Pourtalès11. It was ex-
posed in Bern in 1830 and brought a gold medal to the artist12. He took 
part in Salon 1831 in Paris with the same painting. Later on Robert 
also painted a replica with smaller dimensions for Bertel Thorvald-

9 The painting of Louis Leopold Robert Young Greek Sharpens His Dagger has the 
dimensions of 64 x 43 cm. It was ordered by Bertel Torwaldsen and is a copy of the 
larger painting Robert painted for Count Frédéric Pourtalès. In the original, which 
is of unknown location, the young Greek is painted in ‘full-length’ (Gassier, Pierre. 
Léopold Robert. Neuchâtel: Ides et Calendes, 1983, 323–324).
10 The information is from a letter by Aurele Robert to his parents, quoted by Gas-
sier, Pierre, op. cit., 324.
11 Short information on Frédéric de Pourtalès (1779–1861) in Swiss Historical Dic-
tionary; the edition is trilingual – http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D24160.php.
12 Feuillet De Conches. Léopold Robert, sa vie et ses œuvres/02 – https://fr.wikisource.
org/wiki/L%C3%A9opold_Robert,_sa_vie_et_ses_%C5%93uvres/02 
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sen13. In the museum of Neuchâtel there is a watercolour (gouache) 
copy of the painting, not dated; it was painted by the brother of Leo-
pold – Aurèle Robert14. In my opinion, the high esteem of the painting 
is due to the fact that in accordance with his general mindset, Robert 
did not paint a battle, but only the preparation for it. Most of the phil-
hellenistic images show battles, victims, suffering, cruelty. The face 
of the young man, in spite of his determination, is rather kind-looking; 
it does not express any desire for vengeance or uncivilized roughness. 
Robert presents a handsome youth, a potential hero in the struggle for 
freedom; it is exactly the combination of beauty, heroism and civiliz-
edness that appeals so much to the public15. Such appeal is also due to 
the common positive attitude to the Greek cause – the reception of the 
image is dominated by political and cultural values.

There is a copy of the painting in the “Michael and Demetra 
Varkarakis Collection”. The title is changed to Young Greek Warrior 
Sharpening His Dagger with an addition to it: on Ancient Marble. The 
copy is “from the mid-19th century; the artist is unknown”16. It is not 
indicated that the original is a painting by Leopold Robert. The rela-
tion between Ancient heritage, Ancient Greek heroes and the mod-
ern struggle for freedom is a consistent element in the constructed 

13 Gassier, Pierre. Léopold Robert. Neuchâtel: Ides et Calendes, 1983, p. 324.
14 Aurèle Robert, Jeune Grec aiguisant son poignard, sans date (entre 1829 et 
1835), aquarelle ou gouache sur papier, 21,4 x 15,3 cm, Musée d’art et d’histoire 
de Neuchâtel. See also Peinture et dessins. Collections des arts plastiques du Mu-
sée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel 1500–1900, Neuchâtel: Ides et Calendes, 2012, 
174–175.
15 Roughness is also missing in the replica (in Musée de La Chaux-de-Fonds) of 
The Wife of the Brigand Watches over the Sleep of her Husband. Paul Seylaz writes 
about the painting: “Some kind of tenderness in both figures has taken the place of 
the melodramatic roughness” (Seylaz, Paul. “Léopold Robert: femme de brigand 
veillant sur le sommeil de son mari”. – Bericht über die Tätigkeit der Eidgenössis-
chen Kommission der Gottfried-Keller-Stiftung dem Eidgenössischen Departement 
des Innern erstellt, Bern, 1963, s. 65). So, the tender and kind features can also be 
interpreted as a development in the style and the sensibility of Robert concerning 
his personages in the second half of the 1820-ies.
16 Tsigakou, Fani-Maria. Artistic Interpretations of Philhellenism. The Michael and 
Demetra Varkarakis Collection. Athens, 2015, 58, 228.
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national ideology. This relation was originally made by Byron in the 
poem The Giaour (1813).

The impression of heroism and youth, of relation between the 
generations is present in the works of different artists. The title of the 
painting Greek Boy Defending His Wounded Father by Ary Scheffer 
is a good example in that respect: the son continues the battle after the 
father is thrown down17.

Italian Images (1820s–1840s) of the Greek Struggle  
for National Independence

Depending on its position, the ethnographic may serve a purpose op-
posite to the unhistorical idealization, namely to give currency to the 
images of present political events. The correctly depicted ethnograph-
ic details of the clothing and the background are which guarantee the 
truthfulness of the event. The paintings of the Italian artists in support 
of the Greek national struggle for independence in the 1820s attest 
to that. First Francesco Hayez and then some other painters answer 
the exhortation of Luigi Muzzi in 1825 and of Gabriele Pepe in 1830 
to put mythology and classical history aside and to turn to the heroic 
Greek present18.

In Italy, the production of literary and visual works on the Greek 
topic was enormous and it was maintained throughout the entire 19th 
century. The liberally minded Italian intellectuals found (especially 
until 1861) similarity between the political situations in the two coun-
tries. Among the multitude of publications from that period, I will 
mention two, since they are important for the creation of visual imag-
es. Those are the poem by Giovanni Berchet (1783–1851) “The Refu-
gees of Parga”, written in 1819–1820 (published in Paris in 1823) and 

17 Ary Scheffer (1795–1858). Jeune Grec défendant son père blessé, oil on canvas, 
1827, Benaki Museum, Athens. On the meaning of family relations in the French 
images of Greek rebellions – Kepetzis, Ekaterini. Familien im Krieg – “Zum grie-
chischen Freiheitskampf in der französischen Malerei des 19. Jahrhunderts”. – In: 
Gilbert Hef, Elena Agazzi, Elisabeth Décultot (Hg.). Graecomania. Der europäis-
che Philhellenismus, Berlin, New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2009, 171–184.
18 Risorgimento greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: Edizioni 
del Sole, 1986, 121.
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the translation of “History of the Greek Revival from 1740 to 1824” 
by François Pouqueville, published in 1824 in Paris and in 1825 in 
Italian19. Berchet’s poem became extremely popular – many editions 
were printed, copies were imported secretly into Italy, it was copied 
by hand, the Italian patriots recited the poem on their meetings20. That 
explains why the poem served also as the basis for visual works. 

While Italy was presented by the foreign artists as Arcadia, Ital-
ian artists created images of the Greek political present and thus they 
symbolically integrated Greece with Europe. The inclusion of Greece 
in Europe changed the cultural territory of our own and drew a border, 
beyond which the others were. The visual images functioned as po-
litical exhortations for freedom. Freedom was a value that served as 
a main differential mark between our own and the foreign in the 19th 
century. The lack of freedom functioned as a lack of civilization; the 
requirement for democracy functioned not only as political, but also 
as civilizational mark, its opposite was injustice.

Nr. 2. Francesco Hayez, The Refugees of Parga (I Profughi di Parga), oil on can-
vas, 210 х 290 cm, 1826–31, Gallery “Tosio Martinengo”, Brescia

19 Pouqueville, François-Charles-Hugues-Laurent (1770–1838), Storia del risorg-
imento in Grecia dal 1740 al 1824. The period examined in the History almost co-
incides with the life of Ali Pasha.
20 Bellorini, Egidio. Giovanni Berchet. Seconda edizione. Torino: Paravia, 1941, 
p. 60.
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The subject of the painting as well as its title are taken from the 
above mentioned poem of Berchet. In the last, fifth sub-part from the 
second part of the poem, in the section entitled “The Story”, the Greek 
woman from Parga tells the Englishman Arigo how the people from 
the island, led by their priests, disinterred the bones of their ancestors 
(“gli avi di Parga sepolti”), piled them up a pyre and set them on fire; 
the bones burned, the army of the impious (Ali Pasha) did not dare to 
approach, the wind drifted the ash away, and when the pyre went out, 
the citizens undertook their exile. “This is undoubtedly the best part 
of the poem”21. And it is exactly the part, which Hayez represents in 
his painting. The imbued with emotion story is yet insufficient for 
Hayez to transform the textual into visual. In his memoires, he re-
counts the investigation he made with the purpose of correctly depict-
ing the landscape, faces, clothing22. A reliability would enhance the 
political impact. The ethnographic (the clothing of the personages, the 
Orthodox priest) here is not exotic, but a comprehensible image, close 
to one’s own. And yet the ethnographic is preserved only for the peo-
ple (faces, costumes) while the landscape is freely recreated without 
any reference to the landscape of Parga. The rocky mountains may 
mean love for freedom, inaccessibility and solitude, since Parga was 
not seized in a battle, but exchanged in a bargain23.

The problem of freedom is presented – unlike in social revolu-
tions – as a whole people’s deprivation, as a dispossession of Mother-
land. In the same year – 1831, at the Salon in Paris, Delacroix shows 
Liberty Leading the People at the Barricades, where liberty divides/
unites different social strata; in social revolutions, the issue of ethnic-
ity is not the most important one. In the painting of Hayez it seems 
that we behold the whole population of Parga; the joint suffering abol-
ishes the question of social differences. Neglecting real or potential 

21 Bellorini, Egidio, op. cit., p. 44.
22 Risorgimento Greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: Edizioni 
del Sole, 1986, p. 278–279. 
23 Details on the sources used by Hayez and on the impact of the painting. – Risor-
gimento Greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: Edizioni del Sole, 
1986, p. 278–279; Orientalisti italiani. A cura di Rossana Bossaglia. Venezia: Mar-
silio, 1998, p. 109.
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social conflicts characterizes the descriptions or images of national 
rebellions. 

Hayez portrayed himself in the painting – the young man be-
side the priest. With the inclusion of himself among the deprived of 
a motherland and of the right to self-allegiance, who are governed 
by iniquity, the artist emphasizes the juxtaposition between the im-
age and the social milieu it was designated for. The young man looks 
at the spectator and this as if removes the dividing line between the 
image’s provisional space and the spectator’s real one. His inquiring 
look expects an answer, moreover when the spectator knows that the 
inquiring person is the artist himself. The presence of the artist in the 
image once again intensifies the main suggestion – like the Greeks, 
we Italians are persecuted, chased away in our own motherland. The 
painting is shown in Brera, Milan, in 1831, right after the suppression 
of the rebellions in the Duchy of Modena and in the Papal State. The 
painting functions as a political message; the elements we would clas-
sify as artistic are not a goal in themselves, they are only the means 
of achieving such message.

The Refugees of Parga reminds of a chorus scene in a musical 
drama, a scene from a dramatic performance in general. At will, we 
may imagine a Verdi’s chorus scene on the topic of love, freedom and 
oppression. Comparisons between visual and textual works with op-
era and theatrical performances from the first half of the 19th century 
are common for many researchers; the relation seems obvious24. It is 
an important relation because in 1810–1820 arts in Italy start develop-
ing a kind of public, which, united in its emotional and value estima-
tion, assumes itself as ‘a people’. Directing poetry (and later on visual 
art and music as well) towards topical and ‘real’ events creates a com-
munity, which shares one and the same ‘historical destiny’. Words, 
24 On Hayez and the chorus scenes in Verdi – Zuffi, Stefano, Castria, Franco 
1998: La pittura moderna. Milano: Electa, p. 59. Vittorio Spinazzola entitled an 
emblematic research work on Brechet “Poetry as Performance”. The author pro-
vides rich evidence of the theatricality of Brechet’s poetry: Spinazzola, Vittorio. 
La poesia come spettacolo di Giovanni Berchet. – Storia della letteratura italiana, 
diretta da Emilio Cecchi e Natalino Sapegno. vol. VII. Milano: Garzanti, 1969, 
972–984. Particularly on the relation of Brechet to the public – p. 973–975. See al-
so Cadioli, Alberto. Introduzione a Berchet. Roma – Bari: Laterza, 1991, 86–88, 
158–159.
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music and images interact with their devices in representing historical 
events. Arts play a decisive role in the establishment of national iden-
tity. According to Spinazzola, the Parga man and woman in the poem 
of Berchet do not have personal names because they are generalized 
figures of the Parga citizens. He also points out that Berchet’s tech-
nique is rather the one of a theatrical poster artist and not of a painter25.

The dimensions of Hayez’s painting contribute significantly to 
the ‘stage’ effect – the figures are in full height; confronting them, 
the spectator as if can step across the provisional borderline and find 
himself beside the female figure and the scull in front of her depicted 
on the margin of the representational field. The dimensions of the 
painting correspond to its subject matter – it is in the lofty genre of 
historical painting, but the event is contemporary.

Nr. 3. Cesare Mussini, We Shall Be Free (Saremo liberi), oil on canvas, 164, 
5 x 137, 5 cm, approx. 1833, Palazzo Reale, Torino

25 Spinazzola, Vittorio. Ibid., p. 976.
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In We Shall Be Free (1849)26 by Cesare Mussini the costumes, the 
faces and the inscription in Greek letters confirm the authenticity of 
what is depicted. The impact of the image would be different if this 
‘authenticity’ was missing. The artist confirms the authenticity of the 
image: “A Greek theme from 1824. Georgios Rodios kills his wife 
Demetra to save her from the persecution of the Turks”27. The cell, 
the thick prison bars, the chain dropping down towards the skeleton 
(at the bottom-right) already suggest struggle and death, injustice and 
lack of freedom. On the wall there is a cross painted in blood; actu-
ally blood is imminently to be shed as the man has directed his knife 
to his wife’s chest. The figures are almost in real height; we would 
see them that way if the scene took place before our eyes. The beauty 
of the male and the female faces is in contrast to the malicious face of 
the guard. The moral opposition – between self-sacrifice and cruelty, 
is designated for the contemporary Italian public who is able to recog-
nize itself in the noble readiness of the Greeks to die for their moth-
erland. The academic style of the painting idealizes. Idealization is a 
propaganda of values; the artist propagates a political attitude and not 
some unhistorical and unchangeable social relations, as it would be 
the case in another story. The disparaging question how could the two 
Greeks dress in exactly those festive clothes in prison, is lacking any 
grounds, for the suggestion is: death for one’s motherland is a festive 
sacrifice uniting marriage and death; the white veil on the face of the 
woman symbolizes that she is at the same time a bride and a diseased.

Related to the Italian armed (and unsuccessful) resistance to the 
Austrian rule, Mussini’s work functions as a political exhortation in 
defence of freedom, the image ‘takes part’ in the struggle of the Ital-
ians. The artist paints the picture in Rome, investigating ethnographic 
sources in order to reliably recreate the Greek faces and costumes, in 
the same way, in which the foreign painters do when creating idyllic 

26 The painting Giorgos Rhodios Kills His Wife Demetria to Save Her from the Per-
secution of the Turks is also known as We Shall Be Free and is dated by the artist 
in 1849, but he started working on it in 1841 and finished it in 1851 – http://www.
treccani.it/enciclopedia/cesare-mussini_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ 
27 Risorgimento Greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: Edizio-
ni del Sole, 1986.
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national Italian images as eternal and unchangeable28. Both paint-
ings, by Mussini and by Hayez, create the image of the ‘nation mar-
tyr’ with whom the Italians, willing the freedom of their motherland, 
could identify.

The title of Ludovico Lipparini’s painting Archbishop Germanos 
Fixes the Flag and the Cross into the Rocks of Kalavryta on 15 March 
1821 (Venice, 1838) is at the same time descriptive and documental – 
the real event is depicted and it has the power of exhortation. Exhor-
tation supposes a community, not a public. A community is expected 
to show not only empathy, but also readiness for action. In accord-
ance with that, the rhetoric of the image is monolithic – people’s unity 
and an oath to faith and motherland. The gaze (of the adherent, of the 
spectator) is first directed to the sublime figure of the Orthodox bish-
op, above him are the cross and the flag – motherland and faith are 
above everything; the hands risen in oath confirm the determination 
to protect the holy items, the rocky mountains add to the impression 
of power. If the idea of freedom is close to the Italian public, there are 
also elements, which are not ‘own’ for them – Eastern Orthodoxy, the 
shape of the cross, clothes, faces. They are not own, but they are not 
completely foreign either. In relation to Islam and the Turks, Ortho-
doxy and the Greeks are arranged in the now expanded borders of the 
own. The dedication: “To his majesty King Oton I, King of Greece” 
confirms in words the visual rhetoric. The impact of the painting – 
similar to that of a slogan, is strong and this is confirmed by the great 
number of its lithographic reproductions in the region of Veneto and 
in Naples29.

28 Orientalisti italiani. A cura di Rossana Bossaglia. Venezia: Marsilio, 1998, 111.
29 The painting was burnt out during the bombing of Milan on 2 February 1943. 
See in: Risorgimento greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: 
Edizioni del Sole, 1986, p. 29.
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Nr. 4. Ludovico Lipparini, Souliote Reflecting on the Devastation of his Moth-
erland (Un Suliotto che riflette sulla desolazione della patria), aquarelle, 1838, 
Collection of the Archbishop of Cypress

In the watercolour Souliote Reflecting on the Devastation of his 
Motherland, the armed man, dressed in a local costume, is outlined 
at the background of the mountain and the sea. At his feet lies a can-
nulated broken column and a part of an entablature. The grandeur of 
Antiquity is presented through the dimensions of the ruins that are 
easy to recognize as one’s own in Italy; this is the common past that 
now has fallen into the hands of foreigners. Antiquity functions not 
as a background with no connection to the present, but as a part of the 
impression that the previous grandeur of Greece lies broken. If face, 
garment and weaponry refer to the local, the Greek, which could be 
shared, although with some effort, the Ancient ruins signify one’s 
own in a broader cultural-historical horizon. The impression is of his-
tory and tragedy and not of idyllic timelessness.

The considered images represent the nation (in this case, the 
Greek one) as suffering and united, they also ‘appeal’ and contribute 
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to the creation not of a heterogeneous public, but of a unified national 
community that sympathizes with the depicted. Such images will be 
significant for the future formation of a monolithic image of the na-
tion, whichever it is. At the same time, they conceal the complicated 
nature of the events – the presence of different social groups in the 
ethnic one and their incompatible interests. The ethnographic here 
serves a purpose opposite to the idyllic one – it represents the current 
history. The images on the theme of the Greek struggles represent 
human behaviours, which the European public would recognize as 
akin, unlike the exotic foreignness of the Oriental ones. Yet, those 
images may serve as a justification for various interventions, both in 
the events and in the situation after them – political, cultural and re-
ligious one.

In order to emphasize the difference between the images, in 
which the author aims at achieving impact also through purposeful 
ethnographic credibility, and those, in which the artist rather treats 
this subject matter claiming his own civic position and his adherence 
to the cause of the Greek rebellion, I will shortly analyse a painting 
by Letterio Subba.

Nr. 5. Letterio Subba (1787–1868), Episode from the Greek War for Independ-
ence (Episodio della guerra di indipendenza greca), approx. 1836, oil on can-
vas30, Museo Regionale, Messina 

30 I could not find out what are the dimensions of the picture.
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The painting represents a naval battle; the Greek rebels have 
managed to board the Ottoman (or Egyptian) ship and are dislodg-
ing the enemy. A blue flag with white cross is seen and in the distant 
background there is a mountain with an acropolis. In the centre is 
an allegorical female figure who looks at one of the running men; he 
as if realises the approaching vengeance for what he has done. The 
woman is in a supposed Greek costume – low-necked tight upper part 
in golden and loose cream-coloured lower part, gold-thread belt, em-
broidered jacket, red shoes; her hair is diligently parted in the middle 
and a blue tassel is coming down from the red hat. The figure is ideal-
ized not without an erotic element; in her right hand she holds a sword, 
with which she leads the attackers.

The artist did not aim at the credibility that the above examined 
images by Italian painters have. The painting could be apprehended 
as a naval battle between attackers and defenders of a ship. It can 
be viewed as a battle for freeing hostages (in the front-left there is a 
half-naked man tied to the board of the ship) from pirates, as a justi-
fied vengeance for an endured iniquity. The allegoric figure is, which 
‘claims’ the defence of an equitable cause. The embroidered jackets 
and the Phrygian hats of some of the male figures should indicate to 
the spectators that those are Greeks. 

The message of the painting is an abstractly moral one – an abused 
justice is being restored: the allegorical figure has stepped with one 
of her feet on the (supposed) leader of the enemy, who is prostrated in 
her feet begging for mercy; his weapon has become useless and is not 
even drawn from its sheath. This is the usual way of depicting vic-
tory of good over evil, of a Christian warrior over Antichrist. Both in 
the composition and in some particular techniques, Subba applies the 
Baroque and the Classicistic tradition. In order to create a perception 
for dynamics, but also for ‘naturalness’, he cuts through the line of the 
representational field a part of the bodies of those entering from the 
left and of those leaving to the right. Thus the spectators comprehend 
that the battle develops also outside the framework of the image. The 
enemies, running or retreating, are as if descending downwards, to 
hell (?), while the Greek symbols – the flag and the acropolis – are 
up, high above. The figure of the dark-skinned young man as if enters 
the image from the real space, where we the spectators also are; it ‘di-
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rects’ our eyes inwards along one of the diagonals towards the flag; 
the other diagonal starts with the man tied to the board and ends at the 
acropolis in the far background. The outlined (compositional) tech-
nique – the figures entering and leaving the representational field – is 
a Baroque one; as technique it embodies the Baroque conception of 
the spatial continuum between illusion and reality, between stage and 
reality, generally – between the imaginary and the real one.

Part of the figures however – the woman in the left background, 
some of the male figures with embroidered jackets or with hooded 
cloaks slipped on their shoulders create the perception of contempo-
raneity; they are not familiar from the Baroque or the Classicist tra-
dition. The image declares the artist’s attitude to the Greek struggle 
for independence. The painting is created around 1836, when the in-
dependent Greek state already exists. Hence the topic – battle for in-
dependence, for national freedom – is probably orientated much more 
towards the local public. The painting reveals the ‘political ideal’ of 
the artist. The modern Greeks fight for Christianity, but also for An-
tiquity. It is hardly probable to see here the suggestion of a republican 
Antiquity, for at least in the 19th-century Europe such political com-
bination is not possible; what it would be is exactly an ideal. Consid-
ering Letterio Subba’s two paintings on Greek topic (the second one 
is The Death of Markos Botsaris, around 1836), the researchers mark 
the presence of a patriotic message referring to the independence of 
Italy and aimed at the public of Sicily31. 

Borderlines: dividing/connecting

In 1826, Le Brun Gallery in Paris organizes two exhibitions the in-
come from which is designated to support the Greek cause. From 371 
works, about twenty are dedicated to the Greek national struggle, 
among the authors are Delacroix, Shepherd, Horace Vernet32. Some 
of those artists would present Italy as a country, whose population is 

31 Vitella, Maurizio. La Pittura dell’Ottocento nella Sicilia Orientale – In: La Pittu-
ra dell’Ottocento in Sicilia tra committenza, critica d’arte e collezionismo. A cura di 
Maria Concetta Di Natale. Palermo: Flaccovio, 2005, p. 178.
32 Risorgimento greco e filellenismo italiano: lotte, cultura, arte. Roma: Edizioni 
del Sole, 1986, p. 120.



120 

not affected by historical changes and the countries from Maghreb 
and Mashriq – as a world that is uncivilized, directly related to na-
ture. They are going to convert that part of the world, which is close to 
Europe, into an imaginary space of their erotic desires – into Orient. 
Similar is the attitude of the first Italian painters Orientalists.

Following the expectations of the public, the attention of part of 
the French artists from the end of the 1820s move from Italy to the 
unspecified but enormous territory called Middle East (in Bulgarian 
literally ‘Near East’ – translator’s note). Geographic titles are value 
denotations, it depends who gives them. If from the view of London 
and Paris, Turkey, Syria and Palestine are the Middle East, then ob-
viously the Balkans would be the Near East. For us, who at least of-
ficially do not think of ourselves as of East, the Middle East is a Near 
one, and it is so with a good reason – it really is close to us. The images 
of this Middle-Near East provide evidence of two different attitudes 
(it does not matter whether they are made on the spot – sketches, pre-
paratory drawings, or they are worked in oil in the studio in the East 
or after the return to the European metropolis).

The first one is the look of a foreign observer who is not involved 
and who does not allow local traditions or even particular techniques 
to influence his work. This look represents the Eastern (Oriental) as 
exotic. The exotic is outside one’s own culture. This kind of exotic 
continues also in the second half of the 19th century, but then it is al-
ready a reproduction of well-known schemes – it becomes the desired 
banality. The second attitude is more clearly outlined in the second 
half of the 19th century – the Orientalist artists manifest a desire for 
proximity, for communication with the local forms of life and that 
minimizes the exoticism.
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Alexandre Gabriel Decamps (1803–1860)33

In the situation of the Greek cause’s great popularity and of a quick-
ened interest in the East, the two paintings of Decamps at the Salon 
of 1831 enjoyed great attention. At the Salon of 1827, Decamps also 
participated with an Oriental topic – Janissaries. Yet the difference 
between his paintings from 1831 and from 1827, as well as between 
them and the paintings of other artists working on the theme of the 
East, is essential: he is the first French artist who represents the Ori-
ent in virtue of his own impressions. This is the historical importance 
of the two pictures Hajji Bey, Chief of the Smyrna Police, Makes his 
Patrol (or Turkish Patrol) and View from the Levant34.

Nr. 6. Alexandre Gabriel Decamps, Hajji Bey, Chief of the Smyrna Police, 
Makes his Patrol (Cadji-Bey, chef de la police de Smyrne, faisant sa ronde), bet-
ter known as “Turkish Patrol” (“La Patrouille turque”), oil on canvas, 115 x 179 
cm, 1830–31, Wallace Collection, London

33 The works of Decamps attract exceptional attention until the end of the 1850-
ies; among the collectors of his works are Baron Rothschild and the Duke of 
Orleans; in 1862, a monument is erected to him. The monument is located in the 
Decamps Square in Fontainebleau, sculptor Albert Ernest Carrier Belleuse. Af-
ter the 1860s the works of Decamps gradually fall into oblivion for a whole cen-
tury. The interest for him is renewed in the mid/late 1960s. For detailed articles 
on his works in: Saur. V. Pomarède, Alexandre Gabriel Decamps – Saur Allge-
meines Künstlerlexikon. B. 25, München-Leipzig, 2000, p. 92–94, and Grove Dic-
tionary of Art, 1996.
34 The location of View from the Levant (Vue prise dans le Levant), around 1831, 
51 x 73, is unknown.
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The two paintings mark the directions the Orientalist artists 
would follow afterwards: concreteness (Hajji Bey, Smyrna) and in-
definiteness (The Levant). It would be enough to change the title of 
the second painting to View from Europe in order to understand how 
the look of the outsider totalizes the unknown to perceive it and to 
make it to a certain extent understandable. The Levant (the Orient) is 
not only a geographic space, it is more over a symbol of behaviours, 
customs and values, which are foreign when compared to our famil-
iar ones. The aspiration for credibility of the depicted strengthens the 
impression of unusualness and foreignness. The second theme, as far 
as I can judge from the old photograph I have, presents a Persian fam-
ily approaching a city distinguished by its minarets. Both images – of 
the police patrol and of the family presuppose a comparison with the 
world of the spectators35.

From there on, Orientalism predominantly would follow an em-
phasized ethnographic pattern of presentation, which is not a fiction, 
but is based on the author’s experience from the East36. The pursuit 
of ethnographic credibility differs from the documenting of archaeo-
logical excavations or of existing monuments. The latter is topical for 
France not only, but more over after Description of Egypt, the enor-
mous endeavour, published in 24 volumes between 1809 and 1822, 
that was undertaken during the Napoleon’s military campaign (1798–
99) in Egypt. The general public would hardly become enthusiastic 
over such a specialized documentary work. European artists created 
images of the Orient before Decamps as well, but their objective was 
rather a documentary reproduction of monuments, whereas the hu-
man figures rather served as a reference point for the size of the monu-
ment, or as supernumerary actors to fill the space. Such is the style of 
the drawing The Tophane Fountain (?) by Christian Gottlob Hammer, 

35 In the work of Anna-Joel Falcon there are many critical reviews on the two 
paintings by Decamps at the Salon of 1831: Falcón, Ana-Joel. The Orient Imag-
ined, Experienced and Remembered in the Work of Alexandre Gabriel Decamps 
(1803–1860): A Study of the Artist’s Personal Orient. Queen’s University Kingston, 
Ontario, Canada, 2008, 22–32.
36 On the impact of Decamps on the future Orientalism and also on the signifi-
cance of the immediate experience of the Orient – Falcon, Ana-Joel, op. cit., p. 25 
and passim.
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Dresden, 1820. Both the title and the composition, in which the foun-
tain occupies the central place, indicate what the important thing in 
the image is – not human relations, but architecture.

Nr. 7. Christian Gottlob Hammer, The Tophane Fountain (?) (Der Tophane Brun-
nen (?), engraving, 1820, Dresden 

Decamps sets off for the East with the official assignment to rec-
reate, together with the marine painter Hippolyte Garnier, the battle 
of Navarino in 1827, but he does not set about accomplishing the task. 
For the period 1828–1829 he lives in Izmir (Smyrna); the sketches he 
brings from there serve him for years in preparing paintings. Regard-
less of the satiation with ethnographic credibility, the way Decamps 
perceives this world is the one of a foreigner; his look coincides with 
that of the Salon public in Paris.

The attempts to recreate the peculiarity of light would become 
the main pictorial task of the artists visiting the East – for those who 
do not disguise erotic or openly pornographic images as Oriental. As-
similation of light, transforming the figures into a silhouette plane is 
a part of the influence of the East. The most impressive scenography, 
presenting a night patrol in Isfahan, is the painting with the same 
name by Alberto Pasini37.

37 Alberto Pasini, Night Patrol in Isfahan (Alberto Pasini, Ronda notturna a Ispa-
han), oil on canvas, 16,5 x 21,5, 1858, private collection, Milan.
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In Turkish Patrol, and in other of Decamps’ paintings with East-
ern subject, ethnographic exoticism is an instrument that both divides 
from and brings closer to the exotic. There is no reason to impute the 
totalizing characteristics of visual colonialism38 to all the Oriental-
ists. Throughout the 19th century, the outside look towards the pe-
ripheries of certain countries or of Europe gives way to the feeling of 
closeness, understanding and sympathy.
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ABSTRACT

The paper examines certain ways universality and locality 
are expressed in popular song lyrics, which are a special kind 
of poetry – sung poetry. Traced here are the specific functions 
of the words that shift the concrete referentiality (shifters) and 
those that stabilise the concrete referentiality (fixers). The theo-
retical observations are illustrated with Bulgarian and English-
language popular song lyrics that represent various types of in-
terplay between universality and locality.    

Keywords: popular music, popular song, lyrics, shifters, 
fixers

To quickly clarify the terms in this paper’s title – “popular song 
lyrics” will here refer to certain examples from Bulgarian and 

English-language popular music of the second half of the 20th century 
and since, while the “interplay between universality and locality” 
will not be sought in all of its multiform aspects, but predominantly 
in the way it is expressed in the words that function as shifters and 
those that function as fixers.

“Thus music has always been described as the language of feel-
ing and of passion, just as words are the language of reason…”, claims 
Schopenhauer1 in his consistent praising of music as an art, which 
“stands completely apart from all the others”2 – while all the other arts 
exhibit the ideas, music exhibits directly the will itself. Similarly, mu-

1 Schopenhauer, Arthur. The World as Will and Representation. Volume I. Transl. 
and ed. by J. Norman, A. Welchman, C. Janaway. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2010, p. 287.
2 Ibid., p. 283.
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sical formalists as Calvin Brown insist that language “cannot give us 
the sense of peace as strongly as can a fine composition of ‘peaceful’ 
music, but it can tell us exactly who is peaceful, where, when, why, 
and in what surroundings”3. There is a long line of philosophical and 
musicological parallelisation of the oppositions: words vs. music and 
reason vs. feelings. This constitutes the traditionally durable belief 
in “the mythical union of a lower reality embodied in language and 
higher one embodied in music”4. Eduard Hanslick, Calvin Brown, as 
well as many other musical formalists are in firm accordance that in 
vocal music words would represent an idea, while music would in-
tensify and beautify this idea. Such conception overlooks a few very 
important aspects, among which: the irrational side of language; the 
ability of music to actualise certain connotations of words and verbal 
structures; et. al. It is also crucial to take heed of the insufficiency and 
oversimplification that the opposition music vs. word holds, especial-
ly when those two elements meet, as in vocal music. Word actually 
needs further differentiation; from the point of view of literature it is 
much more complex than just a rational equivalent of the emotional 
music.

Compared to epic (let alone to practical communication), the adverbial 
exactness in lyric poetry is decisively more sparing. To the questions 
who, when, where, why, etc. the lyric work answers in its own way 
and the first and foremost in this “own way” is to answer with lyrical 
“hints” or to evade the answers altogether.5

 

According to Calvin Brown, “[t]he thing which language does 
best, however, is to give precisely this particularity which is beyond 
the reach of music”6. But language is a broad term, and when it comes 
to lyric poetry, the particularity quite often is not the leading feature.

3 Brown, Calvin S. Music and Literature. A Comparison of the Arts. Hanover and 
London: University Press of New England, 1987, p. 67.
4 Kramer, Lawrence. Music and Poetry. The Nineteenth Century and After. Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1984, p. 2.
5 Георгиев, Никола. Анализ на лирическата творба. София: Просвета. 1994.
6 Brown, Calvin S. Music and Literature. A Comparison of the Arts. Hanover and 
London: University Press of New England, 1987, p. 67.
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With that in mind, let us now focus on popular music lyrics and 
certain ways they possess to express universality and locality.

Pronouns, characters, relations

In his “Song and Music in Language Learning” book, Tim Murphey 
explores the top 50 English-language songs from the Music & Media 
European Hot 100 Singles chart for the second week in September 
1987. A very interesting appendix lists the most frequent words used 
in this song corpus, and among the top 15 most frequently used words 
we can observe: I, you, me, my, it, I’m, your 7. I am sure that any other 
analysis of random material from a random period would confirm this 
tendency of high pronominal frequency. 

Personal pronouns are “the most important class of shifters”, ac-
cording to Otto Jespersen8, who coined the term “shifters” to desig-
nate words “whose meaning differs according the situation”. Shifters, 
as Roman Jakobson would put it in 1957, “are distinguished from all 
other constituents of the linguistic code solely by their compulsory 
reference to the given message”9. In written poetry shifters present 
the reader with universality and freedom of interpretation, and the 
same goes for the sung poetry, only in a slightly more limited range. 
Some key differences between song and lyric poetry derive from the 
differing pattern of their reception. The performance of the song func-
tions as a kind of fixer; performance is a kind of interpretation of the 
song, which fixes certain aspects and eliminates others. Moreover, 
song brings together the successiveness of poetry with that of music, 
and this doubled successiveness determines the one-wayness of the 
reception. Song reception does not have at its disposal the possibility 
of written lyric poetry of going back, nor of contact with the graphi-
cal side of the text, not even of the potential coexistence of a poem’s 

7 Murphey, Tim. Song and Music in Language Learning. An Analysis of Pop Song 
Lyrics and the Use of Song and Music in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Lan-
guages. Bern: Peter Lang, 1990, p. 324, Аppendix 8.
8 Jespersen, Otto. Language: Its Nature, Development and Origin. London: George 
Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1922, p. 123.  
9 Jakobson, Roman. “Shifters, Verbal Categories, and the Russian Verb”. – In: Se-
lected Writings II. Word and Language. The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 1971, p. 132.
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whole meaning. Actually, song reception does have at its disposal its 
own alternatives to these three things: going back appears in the forms 
of repetition (most notable – the chorus); graphical support appears in 
the printed lyrics on LPs, CDs, on the webpages of the performers, and 
more recently in lyric videos; coexistence appears in the ability of a 
certain performance to fix just one meaning to the particular recipient. 

So if we return to Calvin Brown’s statement “[t]he thing which 
language does best, however, is to give precisely this particularity 
which is beyond the reach of music”10, we will see that through shift-
ers it is actually the other way round – music provides the particular-
ity, when the performance fixes a single interpretation, while shifters 
provide the broadness of interpretation, identification, subject rela-
tions, etc. As an example we could take a look at The Beatles’ 1964 
song “And I Love Her”. The never-to-be forgotten original vocal per-
formance of Paul McCartney fixes a certain interpretation, and fur-
ther fixing comes from his brand new collection “The Lyrics. 1956 to 
the Present”: 

But precisely because Jane was my girlfriend, I wanted to tell her there 
that I loved her, so that’s what initially inspired this song; that’s what 
it was.11  

That is the exact, as Jakobson would put it, “reference to the 
message”12, that the personal pronouns in this song hold: McCartney 
expressing his love for his girlfriend of that time Jane Asher. And yet, 
precisely because of the high density of shifters in the lyrics (I, her, 
you, my, she, me, ours, mine) the song is open to any form of identi-
fication and appropriation on behalf of the listener. For 1964 McCa-
rtney it was “very satisfying to make that record and to have written 
that song for Jane”13, but for any listener the personal pronouns and 

10 Brown, Calvin S. Music and Literature. A Comparison of the Arts. Hanover and 
London: University Press of New England, 1987, p. 67.
11 McCartney, Paul. The Lyrics. 1956 to the Present. Edited with an Introduction 
by Paul Muldoon. Allen Lane, Penguin Random House UK, 2021, p. 12.
12 Jakobson, Roman. “Shifters, Verbal Categories, and the Russian Verb”. – In: 
Selected Writings II. Word and Language. The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 1971, p. 131.
13 McCartney, Paul. The Lyrics. 1956 to the Present. Edited with an Introduction 
by Paul Muldoon. Allen Lane, Penguin Random House UK, 2021, p. 13.
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phrases like “my love”, “my lover”, “this love of mine” are inviting to 
project any desired subject configuration.

Rather than in development of either single framework, the effects of 
musical forms and lyrics need to be engaged in particular relations be-
tween performance, reproduction and response. Such relations can per-
haps best be approached by considering the occurrence in rock songs of 
pronouns and other linguistic ‘shifters’. These are words whose prop-
erty of reference varies according to who is speaking, when and where. 
Self-evidently, these are especially crucial for any notion of expression 
of experience or direct address within a song-form.14  

The tendency of high pronominal frequency in popular music 
lyrics reflects their aspiration for universality. This aspiration has of 
course its marketing aspects, too – just like the preference for Eng-
lish language and the simplification of lyrics would guarantee bigger 
sales. But it has also its creative and expressive aspects – the author 
would often seek to reach universality of his/her message exactly by 
opening the lyrics with more shifters. In the words of Queen drum-
mer Roger Taylor: 

“I think if you write a song, you can’t be too specific (…); to appeal to 
a lot of people it has to have some general themes, which might touch a 
lot of people – you can’t be too specific, I think” (Queen + Bejart 2019).

Murphey’s content analysis shows that not only all the songs he 
studied had “I” referent (except one), 94% of them unspecified, and 
88% contain “you” referents, but also that the vast majority of songs 
do not mention time or place, or when they do mention them, they are 
vague and not precise15. That shifters would have numerical superi-
ority over fixers turns out to be a tendency much more dominating 
in popular song than in lyric poetry. Still, it is a tendency common to 
popular music and written poetry, as is common the productive ten-

14 Durant, Alan. Conditions of Music. London: Macmillan, 1984, p.202.
15 Murphey, Tim. Song and Music in Language Learning. An Analysis of Pop Song 
Lyrics and the Use of Song and Music in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Lan-
guages. Bern: Peter Lang, 1990, pp. 46–48.
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sion this tendency evokes – the tension between singularity and plu-
rality, between individuality and universality.

Streets, districts, cities

Naturally, a certain part of popular song lyrics are predominantly nar-
rative. Country music definitely bears the palm in this respect. Nar-
rative (closer to epic) songs contain a lot of fixers – a term I use as a 
correlate of shifters. Fixers would be all those words and phrases that 
would stabilise the meaning into concrete and steadfast referential-
ity. Such are, for example, personal names, geographical realia, third 
person narration and its characters, etc.

As an exemplary popular song with regard to a variegated pal-
ette of fixers one should definitely mention The Beatles’ 1967 “Penny 
Lane”. McCartney himself16 emphasises the documentary aspect of 
the song and claims that it is “best viewed perhaps as a docudrama”. 
The street, the district, and the city of Liverpool are depicted indeed 
so vividly that they are not only “in the ears and eyes” of the author (up 
to the present), but also in those of the recipients. McCartney recounts 
how very real are still the characters to him, and how he drives past 
“Penny Lane” “showing people the barbershop, the bank, the fire sta-
tion, the church I used to sing in, and where the girl stood with the tray 
of poppies as I waited for that bus”17. And so do the numerous Beatles 
fans – the song has a documentary aspect not only as a snapshot of 
1960s Liverpool places and people, but also as an important fan sight 
that has documented the life of The Beatles.

Not having produced popular music superstars with the range of 
global success and overall cultural importance as The Beatles, Bulgar-
ian popular music also has its streets, districts and cities, even though 
they are not crowded with curious music fans. There were two main 
directions in Bulgarian popular music of the socialist period (1944–
1989): the so-called estrada (light music or pop music)18 and the di-

16 McCartney, Paul. The Lyrics. 1956 to the Present. Edited with an Introduction 
by Paul Muldoon. Allen Lane, Penguin Random House UK, 2021, p. 583.
17 Ibid.
18 “The estrada song adopted some fashionable at that time intonational influenc-
es (connected for example with the Italian song and the French chanson), staying 
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rection of rock (mostly in a “tamed” form, pop rock). For both direc-
tions (and even for a more progressive band such as FSB) there was 
a pronounced tendency of using pre-existing poetical works as lyr-
ics for songs, and even more often new ones were created by profes-
sional lyricists. Bulgarian popular song lyrics of the period in a way 
are a sung volume of poetry, many of them have excellent literary 
qualities. Among the most well-known authors of lyrics are the po-
ets: Pavel Matev, Evtim Evtimov, Alexandar Petrov, Bogomil Gudev, 
Lyubomir Levchev, Nedyalko Yordanov, Mihail Belchev, Miryana 
Basheva, Margarita Petkova, Petya Dubarova, Georgi Konstantinov, 
Petar Karaangov, Rumen Leonidov, Radoy Ralin, Victor Samuilov, 
and many others. 

In 1975 Mihail Belchev, enchanted by Miryana Basheva’s poem 
“The Boulevard”, came up with a tune to it, and thus created a hit of 
long-standing popularity, even up to this day. The melody and the 
lyrics of the song constitute a great example of a synthetic whole, 
supplemented by a memorable whistled tune and excellent vocal per-
formance (in all its versions). The song expresses locality in an unos-
tentatious form of regional patriotism – the singing I frankly declares 
that he would not exchange the “boulevard with the lyrical rhythm” 
even for Champs-Élysées. Gradually the song has become “a sort of 
symbol of Sofia”, as Belchev himself would put it, and it was even the 
occasion of him receiving the “honorary citizen of Sofia” title in 2004 
(Белчев 2014). The fixers in this song draw a beautiful picture of an 
emblematic boulevard, which the citizens of Sofia, just like the sing-
ing I in the song, softly and gently love19. The fixers have another func-
tion as well – a documentary function – the boulevard on which “the 
day starts” was then called “Ruski”, now it is “Tsar Osvoboditel”; the 
emblematic chestnut trees that “blossom in the bustle, fade and then 

true above all to the pleasant melody, the ‘big voice’ and the affinity above all to the 
sentimental expression.” (Леви, Клер. Нови насоки в полето на музиката. – 
В: Българският XX век в изкуствата и културата. София: Институт за 
изследване на изкуствата, 2019, с. 448.)
19 This love is not absolute and unconditional though, as living on this boulevard, 
or for that matter in the centre of Sofia, has also become a figure of speech that des-
ignates people with high city self-confidence and many pretentions (zhaltopavet-
nik – literally: one that lives on the yellow paving stones).
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blossom again” were then much more in number before Sofia Munici-
pality cut some of them in 2008 (allegedly, due to spread of Cameraria 
ohridella Deschka & Dimic) and planted different ones in 2014. 

Naturally, when it comes to poetry (whether written or sung), 
the elements with potential documentary function should always be 
considered very carefully. A written literary work would be more 
strongly attached to fictionality though, while a sung poem becomes 
more “actual” through the very act of its performance and the con-
nection of the lyrics with the melody and the voice of the performer. 
Another song dedicated to Sofia that was the occasion of its singer 
receiving the “honorary citizen of Sofia” title (2018) was “Sofia, My 
Love”, sung by Bogdana Karadocheva. Margarita Petkova’s memora-
ble lyrics paint an image of a very unpleasant and yet much loved city 
of Sofia – a city that is “dark, and dusty, and dirty, and fearful”, and 
yet so dear to the singing I. It is exactly this love and hope for better 
times that appeals most to the local listener – statistically speaking, 
the city might have become less dark and fearful since the unstable 
1990s, when the song was created (although definitely not less dusty 
and dirty), but this love and hope is a message that could carry the lo-
cality through any time period.

Fixers could indeed hinder a song’s unimpeded universality and 
long-lasting success among the audience. Further examples of that 
could be found in some songs from the 1983 Balkanton compilation 
Sofia My Beloved, performed by various artists and dedicated entirely 
to the beloved capital city (e.g. names of monuments praising the So-
viet army; old names of streets, etc.). Some topoi might even be entire-
ly incomprehensible to younger generations, while others could be a 
never failing trigger of nostalgia. An interesting 2012 hit by pop band 
Akaga and rapper Spens – “Sofia” – combines nostalgia for child-
hood orderly socialist Sofia with strong political and social criticism. 
The video (this ever so powerful visual fixer) consecutively compares 
places in Sofia then and now, thus reinforcing the nostalgic and criti-
cising message.

In general, popular music lyricists (and for that matter, poets) 
would incline to more universality by avoiding exact location. Un-
like “The Boulevard”, the 1988 song “The Main Street”, performed 
by the rock band Factor, with lyrics by Alexandar Petrov, would not 
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include any fixers. Thus, the main street in question could be basical-
ly any main street in any town, and the main focus of the song lyrics 
is the universal theme of human relations, and respectively the main 
theme of popular music in general – love. Same shifting could be ob-
served in another much loved Bulgarian song – the evergreen 1981 
hit “Our Town” by rock band Tangra. The lyrics of the song depict a 
small “old-fashioned and boring” town, in which nothing interesting 
could happen “except to fall in love”. No fixers designate the town and 
there are absolutely no hints as to which town exactly that would be. 
Actually, the universal appeal of the song’s message has caused many 
arguments through the years – some people are certain that the town 
is Belogradchik (where the song video was filmed), others that it is 
Aytos or some small sea town (where the movie that opens with this 
song was filmed – “A Nameless Band”, 1981), but in fact the lyrics do 
not refer to a particular town. Lyricist Alexandar Petrov calls the song 
“an artistic snapshot of the small town in the early 1980s”, while bass 
guitarist Konstantin Markov testifies that through the years people 
have loved the song’s universal message in any town, throughout all 
generations, up to this day (bTV Media Group 2021). It is interesting 
to observe that Alexandar Petrov is the author of the lyrics of many 
much loved hits that successfully combine universality and locality 
in an interplay that the audience of any age simply adores. With poets 
writing lyrics for various performers and bands, the history of Bul-
garian popular music could be rearranged through analysis focused 
predominantly on lyrics – a long-term ambition that my research work 
has not concealed.

Sometimes fixers could have just poetic function – like support-
ing rhymes or mapping distance – as it is in 1985 “Nadezhda from 
‘Nadezhda’” by rock band Shturtsite. In a jesting and yet lesson draw-
ing way lyricist Iliya Atanasov tells the story of a young man who gets 
tired of always seeing his girlfriend home many kilometres on foot, 
and subsequently in the tram she meets another guy, who would not 
mind walking all the way to her outlying district. In certain popular 
music genres districts are more significant than they are in others – 
for example, when it comes to rap music, more often than not districts 
in lyrics would be connected with certain social function. A tendency 
toward expressing social aspects became clearly visible among Bul-
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garian blues circles in the 1990s – a period marked with abrupt and 
in many ways even painful political and economical transition. At 
first, Bulgarian blues bands were more party-oriented, but then they 
became more social, as Yanev and Bratanov pointed out: “Social mes-
sages of Bulgarian blues come after the first disappointments in our 
crooked transition”20. The most famous blues band of the period used 
fixers with social function not only in its lyrics (e.g. “Born in Podu-
ene”, “The Dog of the Outlying District”, etc.), but also in its very 
title – Poduene Blues Band (thus, binding their origin, place of resi-
dence and work, as well as social messages, firmly to the Sofia district 
Poduene). And Poduene, as the band’s lyrics affirm, is “somewhere at 
the city’s end”, “somewhere at the world’s end”, and through its street 
mud “the train to Europe passes by”21. Poduene Blues Band, and es-
pecially their frontman Vasko the Patch, were very strongly triggered 
by the euphoria that the transition from socialism to freedom (as it was 
then widely perceived) brought in 1989. But so were representatives 
of many other genres – the frequent meetings and rallies of those early 
full of hope months and years were regularly sound-tracked by lead-
ing stars of Bulgarian estrada and rock. Much more than in the pre-
vious decades or in the decades to come, Bulgarian popular music of 
that time undertook a political function – expressing both the local 
economical aspiration of Bulgarians for more prosperous living and 
the universal idea for freedom of speech, lifestyle, ideology. 

Rivers, sea, sea towns

In this last part, I would like to briefly outline a few more types of in-
terplay between universality and locality in popular song lyrics. Not 
binding the song topoi with concrete real places, as we saw above, is 
a very fruitful shortcut to the audience love through time and space. 
And yet sometimes external factors could become fixers, here is an 
eloquent example. The 1980 hit “Meeting” by rock band Shturtsite 

20 Янев, Румен и Емил Братанов. Цветя от края на 80-те. BG РОК 
история / поезия. Интервюта, репортажи и снимки от една незабравима 
епоха. София: Paradox, 2014, с. 525.
21 This song reflects the 1990s, long before Bulgaria joined the European Union 
in 2007. 
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embodies the same lucky balance between locality and universal-
ity that was already exemplified by the songs “The Main Street” and 
“Our Town”. The love story is staged on two opposite river banks 
joined by a bridge, and along the river grow many poplars whitened 
by the first snow. Again, various towns with poplars along their riv-
ers have argued to appropriate “Meeting” as “their” song, and again, 
audiences in all towns and generations have devotedly loved the song 
for decades. What is interesting here is that at some point the song be-
came externally fixed to the town of Haskovo – the open to referen-
tiality shifters (any river with poplars and bridge) became stabilised 
fixers (the numerous poplars of Haskovo). Being well aware that the 
poet who wrote the poem “Meeting” in the 1960s, Simeon Stoyanov, 
was from Haskovo, and that people in this town recognised the song 
as “theirs”, provident political activists for the Union of Democratic 
Forces put frontman Kiril Marichkov as election leader in Haskovo, 
and in 1990 he was elected deputy (Рачков 2021). Locality was ex-
ternally opposed to the universality of the lyrics and the song was po-
litically employed. Luckily, Kiril Marichkov left politics soon after 
(as did many other artists and intellectuals who impulsively became 
part of it), and even more luckily, “Meeting” remained one of the most 
loved Bulgarian songs ever.

I will not go through the multiple estrada songs with lyrics dedi-
cated to various rivers (e.g. the 1969 “Yantra” by Yordanka Hristova, 
the 1970 “Maritsa” by Emil Dimitrov, and so on), even though those, 
too, have their very interesting characteristics. Instead, I will briefly 
mention a few sea praising songs. Many Bulgarian songs with sea the-
matics could be examined through the aforementioned poetic, docu-
mentary and social functions. The lyrics of many of them depict sea 
towns and villages as they looked decades ago, before the unscrupu-
lous concrete overbuilding that has been happening since the 1990s. 
In 1978 “A Family Memory of Pomorie” by Stefka Berova and Yordan 
Marchinkov the characters walk on “home streets” with “dusty fig-
trees”; in 1964 “Ropotamo” by Margret Nikolova the lyrics by Radoy 
Ralin depict the Ropotamo river running towards the Black Sea with 
all its unaffected by human actions natural beauty; in 1980 “Blissful 
Years” Georgi Minchev remembers the lovely times when Sozopol 
was still a very small and cosy town. In a way, the documentary po-
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tential of those and similar songs (along with their videos, of course) 
could be interpreted from the standpoint of our present as ecological 
snapshots. Minchev’s lyrics22 express sorrow over the transformation 
of Sozopol into a seaside resort with “hotel comfort” – a prophecy that 
in recent decades has materialised into monstrous overbuilding that 
goes way beyond the imagination of the 1980s.

For many Bulgarians holiday at the Bulgarian Black Sea coast23 
represents the highlight of the year. Respectively, numerous poems 
and songs are dedicated to the sea, the sea towns, the recreation, the 
dynamics of human relations at the seaside. During the socialist peri-
od many resort complexes were planned and built, and many cultural 
activities took place in them, including various musical festivals, the 
most important of which was created in 1965 in Sunny Beach and be-
came known since 1967 as “The Golden Orpheus”24. In all periods, 
literally all Bulgarian popular music genres touch this geographical 
area with lyrics that appeal to the very special joy and longing that 
the seaside holiday embodies. Such lyrics bristle with fixers, and yet, 
the concrete places that are mentioned do not narrow the universal 
appeal of the tracks, as fixers would normally do. When it comes to 
seaside holiday, this is something that touches almost everybody. So 
paradoxically, fixers work as shifters usually do – they broaden the 
interpretation, the identification, and the projected subject relations. 
Universality gets to be expressed through locality, and their interplay 
makes the songs with sea thematics especially loved by the audience.

*

Any of the aspects I briefly mentioned here in this text could be fur-
ther developed, and I hope they will be. Such research would contrib-
ute not only to Bulgarian popular music studies, but also to Bulgarian 

22 The song is actually a cover version of Carl Montgomery and Earl Green’s “Six 
Days on the Road”; the original lyrics also include many topoi, but the original 
main theme is going home.
23 In recent years, in competition with coasts in Greece and Turkey.
24 Ташева, Стела. Черноморските курортни комплекси и лицето на 
България.  – В: Българският XX век в изкуствата и културата. София: 
Институт за изследване на изкуствата, 2019, с. 485–488.
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literary studies, in so far as sung poetry is also poetry, and very pop-
ular one. But further examination of those aspects would also shed 
light on the unceasing interplay between universality and locality that 
the present collection has as its focus.
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ABSTRACT

The coalition period, 1945–1948, was a transition between 
the new and weak democracy established after the war and the 
impendig communist dictatorship. Literature, precisely because 
it appeared to be more than just literature for politicians, was 
regarded as extremely important. Literature and the study of lit-
erature was confined to a few daily, weekly newspapers, liter-
ary journals and a small number of books. Printing paper was 
allocated by a communist official. During the transition period, 
it became gradually clear for those involved in literary matters 
(poets, writers, critics, scholars) that the rules of the game were 
changing. The communists introduced a new type of argumenta-
tion couched entirely in class warfare terms. Old and non-com-
munist scholars and critics were browbeaten. At the same time, 
the communists started courting what they saw as the most in-
fluential group of intellectuals, that is, the populist writers. The 
communists were inflated with new adherents from all direc-
tions. The other parties, saturated with infiltrators and police in-
formers, began to crumble. A new generation of scholars, born 
in the 1920s, came forward. Some of them were to become the 
dominant figures of literary scholarship up to 1989, the collapse 
of socialism. The transition period ended when the newspapers, 
journals, except those of the communists, were discontinued and 
the Academy was reorganized.

Keywords: literary scholarship, the coalition period in Hun-
gary, Marxism, Stalinism, literary institutions, György Lukács

From positivism and Geistesgeschichte via Stalinism, Marxism 
and structuralism to post-structuralism: the paths Hungarian lit-

erary studies have taken since 1945 seem fairly obvious, almost pre-
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determined. The nouns in the first sentence – and one might add quite 
a few others like Freudism, formalism, reception aesthetics, dialo-
gism, hermeneutics, deconstruction, post-colonialism – do not refer 
to intellectual movements that evolved into one another gently and 
gradually in the course of time. Rather, they reached Hungary ful-
ly formed, were adopted with some modifications, and existed side 
by side. The state of being close together, however, can bring about 
peaceful coexistence through negligence and ignorance just as eas-
ily as interaction through experimental combinations or interaction 
through tension and conflict. A consecutive pattern of the theoretical 
possibilities realized in real time yields the story of post-war literary 
studies in Hungary.

The first period, 1945 to 1949, was extraordinary in a number of 
respects. The end of the war, the promise of a new beginning free from 
the taboos and restrictions of the previous period and, in equal meas-
ure, the inherent uncertainty of the country’s geopolitical situation, 
that is, the question whether and when the Soviet occupation would 
end, inspired frantic efforts both in literature and in literary criticism. 
Although literary studies were confined to a few daily and weekly 
newspapers, literary journals and a small number of books, which 
focused primarily on contemporary and early 20th century Hungarian 
literature, a new generation of talented literary scholars came forward. 
Some of these young scholars were later to become dominant figures 
of the socialist period, wielding their power in questionable ways.

The ambivalence at the outset was radically simplified by the 
communist takeover in 1948. To grasp the course of the events, it will 
often be necessary to go back and forward in time, beyond the lim-
its of the coalition period, that is 1945 and 1948. After the takeover, 
strict Stalinism reigned for a number of years, nearly a decade. Un-
der the surface, however, despite all the Marxist slogans and declara-
tions, there was an unadvertised but unavoidable continuity with the 
practice of literary history and literary criticism of earlier periods. 
Since there were no Marxist guidelines for some of the literary schol-
ars’ main activities, for example biography and stylistic analysis, they 
were generally carried out according to earlier norms and standards – 
peppered here and there with phrases like class-warfare, bourgeois 
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decadence, exploitation, means of production, imperialism, revolu-
tion, or superstructure.

Piecemeal sovietization

In 1944–1945, the members of the communist elite, returning from 
their Moscow exile in the wake of the invading Red Army, had bound-
less energy to rearrange the political landscape to their own advantage 
and had an unconcealed desire to direct the course of the events. They 
had nothing to fear in Hungary, except the wrath of Stalin. They were 
lucky to have survived and painfully aware of their comrades and rel-
atives who disappeared during the great purges in the Soviet Union. 

An incremental sovietization of Hungary, as opposed to the in-
troduction of instant draconian measures, the model of 1919, was 
decided at Party meetings in Moscow in September and October of 
1944.1 The graduality of the moves to be taken was the origin of what 
became known as “salami tactics.” This, however, implied that the 
communists had to accept, at least temporarily, the presence and ac-
tivities of other legitimate political parties and organizations. They 
adopted an old military metaphor (i.e., people’s front) to describe their 
sharing of power with the rest of the political arena. However, since 
they usually described the world in military terms (e.g., class warfare, 
the poet as a partisan as opposed to the poet as a regular soldier),2 it is 
not entirely clear whether these expression should be taken literally 
or metaphorically. In either case, the weaponisation of huge chunks of 
the common vocabulary was an essential feature of Stalinism.

In the new situation, poets, writers, critics, and literary historians 
had to realize that the rules of the game were changing, and old as-
sumptions about success no longer applied. New possibilities opened 

1 Kenez, Peter. Hungary from the Nazis to the Soviets: The Establishment of the 
Communist Regime in Hungary, 1944–1948. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006, p. 14.
2 Lukács, György. “Szabad vagy irányított művészet?” – Forum II, 1947, № 4, pp. 
250–268.; Lukács, György, “Free or Directed Art?” – In: Lukács, György. The 
Culture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Essays on Literature, Art, and Demo-
cratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. Miller, Tyrus. Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013, pp. 
129–152.
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up with promising career prospects and entirely different types of 
winning arguments. The practice of literary history needs years or 
decades of preparation, so in the brief, frenzied coalition period, the 
study of literature was often limited in range and depth. Almost all the 
scholarly books published in the coalition period, between 1945 and 
1948 were written earlier. The period was unique in the sense that al-
most all literary scholars and critics participated in discussions of con-
temporary literature. In hindsight, it is quite clear that the judgements 
and opinions they put forward about contemporary literature deter-
mined how literary history would be written in the decades to come.

The new generation of talented and ambitious young scholars, 
most of them born in the 1920s, included József Szauder (1917–1975), 
Előd Halász (1920–1997), László Kéry (1920–1992), Béla Köpec-
zi (1920–2010), Péter Nagy (1920–2010), Miklós Szabolcsi (1921–
2000), István Király (1921–1989), Tibor Klaniczay (1923–1992), Sán-
dor Lukácsy (1923–2001), and Pál Pándi (1926–1987). Almost all of 
them would become academicians, and all of them would be at least 
heads of departments at various universities or at the Academy of 
Sciences. Between 1945 and 1949, some of them adopted a fierce and 
threatening Stalinist rhetoric in order to cow the older or non-commu-
nist scholars into reticence.

The new beginning: parties and intellectuals

The elections of November 1945, with an amazing 92 % turnout, 
showed that the Independent Smallholders’ Party received 57 %, both 
the Social Democrats and the Communists about 17 %, and the Na-
tional Peasant Party 7 % of the votes.3 Despite their sweeping vic-
tory, the Smallholders were prevented from forming a government 
on their own. Both marshal Kliment Yefremovich Voroshilov, the 
head of the Allied Control Commission in Hungary, and Vyacheslav 
Mikhailovich Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister, made it abundant-
ly clear that they would only accept a coalition government with the 

3 Romsics, Ignác. Magyarország története a XX. században. Budapest: Osiris Ki-
adó, 1999, p. 284.
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interior minister, a key post supervising the police, appointed by the 
communists.4 

The Smallholders’ Party was somewhat bland and unexciting, 
usually hesitant to act decisively, but both of these features were part 
and parcel of their appeal. They offered no fanciful solutions to the 
problems of the country beyond democracy, i.e, the rule of law, and 
private property, i.e., capitalism. They were seen as the least threat-
ening – in the sense of encroaching on and meddling with the lives 
of ordinary citizens – among the parties available. It also helped that 
they were definitely not communists, apart from the ubiquitous infil-
trators and police informers. The majority they initially enjoyed dis-
appeared as the Party, with a little help from their communist friends, 
was sliced into ever smaller parts.

Gábor Tolnai (1910–1990), a scholar of old Hungarian literature, 
was a member of the Smallholders’ Party. His career, however, seems 
to be incongruous with that of anybody outside the Communist Party. 
He was director-general of the National Library, 1946–47; an acad-
emician from 1948, one of the very few who could keep his mem-
bership in the Academy after it was reorganized in 1949; the head 
of the university department in the Ministry of Culture and Educa-
tion, 1948–1949; the ambassador to Italy, 1949–1950; the minister of 
Education, 1950–1951; secretary (1952), then president (1962) of the 
Scholarly Qualification Committee; the head of the old Hungarian 
literature department at the Budapest university, 1953–1980; the edi-
tor of Kortárs [The Contemporary], one of the few literary journals of 
the period, 1957–1962. Posts like these were available only to old and 
trusted comrades. When Tolnai was a university student, he belonged 
to the Szegedi Fiatalok Művészeti Kollégiuma [The Art College of the 
Youth in Szeged]. 

Two other members of the same circle, Ferenc Erdei (1910–1971) 
of the Peasant Party and Gyula Ortutay (1910–1978) of the Smallhold-
ers’ Party, joined the Communist Party in secret very early on (Erdei 
in 1944, Ortutay in 1945). In other words, they acted as high-level 
infiltrators. The sociologist Erdei was interior minister, 1944–1945; 

4 Borhi, László. Hungary in the Cold War, 1945–1956: Between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. Budapest, New York: Central European University Press, 
2004, p. 5.
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an academician from 1948; the minister of agriculture, 1949–1953; 
the minister of justice, 1953–1954; the secretary-general of the Hun-
garian Academy of Sciences, 1957–1964, 1970–1971. The folklorist 
Gyula Ortutay was an academician from 1945; the minister of cul-
ture and education, 1947–1950; a member of the Presidential Coun-
cil, 1958–1978; the president of the Hungarian Folklore Association, 
1946–1978; the president of the Society for Dissemination of Scien-
tific Knowledge, 1964–1978. Although there are documents to prove 
that Erdei and Ortutay joined the communists in secret, Gábor Tol-
nai’s case is unknown. However, unlike Erdei and Ortutay, the schol-
arly achievement of Tolnai, as opposed to the power he was entrusted 
with, was insignificant after 1945. 

At the opposite end from the Smallholders, the National Peasant 
Party, with its meagre 7 % of the votes, had a sizeable group of well-
known, highly educated and outspoken intellectuals with grand ideas 
for the elevation and empowerment of the poorest and least educated 
segment of society. They agreed, to some extent, with the Marxists 
that fundamental changes were both necessary and inevitable in the 
structure of society, in favour of the people at the bottom. They had, 
as a tradition to look back on, the movement of the ’populist’ writers 
between the two world wars. The word ’populist’ is an inadequate 
equivalent for the Hungarian word népi, but there does not seem to be 
any better translation. 

The noun nép (people, population) and the adjective népi were 
used throughout the nineteenth century with quasi-religious over-
tones for the unprivileged, exploited, suppressed, uneducated, mainly 
rural and agrarian masses supposed to provide the real backbone of 
the nation. The word nép is only related to the German Volk through 
this nineteenth-century connection. Its usage was not a direct coun-
terpart to how the Third Reich appropriated the word Volk. The word 
nép was immediately purloined by the people returning from Mos-
cow. The Communist Party daily was called Szabad Nép [Free Peo-
ple]. The word was also used in compounds like népbíróság (people’s 
tribunal), népköztársaság (people’s republic), népi demokrácia (peo-
ple’s democracy), néphadsereg (people’s army), Népstadion [People’s 
Stadium], népfront (people’s front). As soon as it came in touch with 
unpopular things, not only did the word lose its revered sublime over-
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tones but began to get tainted. Later it was simply seen to reverse to 
its opposite the meaning of whatever it was connected with: people’s 
democracy was understood to be the lack of democracy. The word 
szocialista (socialist) produced the same effect in szocialista demokrá-
cia (socialist democracy) and in other expressions. Grammatically, 
they acted as privative modifiers. Eventually, the word nép fell out 
of use, except in old compounds like népharag (public indignation, 
public uproar), népmese (folktale) or népsűrűség (population densi-
ty). The words ’socialist’ and ’communist’ could not fall out of use 
because they never entered common, everyday speech. Apart from 
Party meetings, they were almost exclusively reserved for public oc-
casions in public spaces. In addition to nép, the communists did not 
hesitate to use, even overuse, words like ’nation’ and ’democracy.’

The populist group had a strong sense of solidarity despite their 
widely divergent ideas and frequent conflicts of personality. As if by 
common agreement, they were free to use whatever energy, argu-
ment, leverage, career-enhancing opportunities they saw in order to 
further the cause of the ’people.’ Some of them, like the poet József 
Erdélyi (1896–1978) echoed Nazi slogans and could not stop voicing 
anti-Semitic slurs, others became rabid communists, and were still 
accepted, praised and protected by the rest of the group. Ideological 
orientations were seen as superficial additions to, or inconsequential 
modulations of, the core populist doctrine about the empowerment of 
the rural population at the bottom of Hungarian society.

No matter how talented and articulate they were, the overall in-
fluence of the populist writers was badly overrated by the commu-
nists. This mistake was characteristic of a party which saw its strate-
gic enemy in the large Smallholders’ Party, and had no agrarian or-
ganizations to rely on. The Peasant Party’s election result, that is, their 
7 % shows that the ’people’ the Party intellectuals idealized and idol-
ized were less enthusiastic about their grand ideas. Suspicious of any 
schemes, the ’people’ resisted being elevated and empowered the way 
the Party proposed. But a matter as minor as unpopularity could not 
turn off the communists. It was not popularity but power they were 
after. While the Smallholders’ Party was clearly slated for demolition 
through fragmentation, the populist writers as potential allies and 
legitimating partners were usually courted and treated with utmost 
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care by the communists throughout the whole period of socialism. 
The novelist Péter Veres (1897–1970), the chairman of the Peasant 
Party from 1945 to 1949, was minister of defense between 1947 and 
1949. Another novelist, József Darvas (1912–1973), the deputy chair-
man of the Peasant Party (1945–1949), also suspected to be a closet 
communist, was almost continually a minister (construction, culture, 
education) from 1947 to 1956. Ferenc Erdei, mentioned above, also 
belongs here.

Other, more significant populist writers, like Gyula Illyés (1902–
1983), László Németh (1901–1975), Lőrinc Szabó (1900–1957), János 
Kodolányi (1899–1969) kept some distance and were loosely affili-
ated with the Peasant Party, if at all. (Strictly speaking, Németh and 
Szabó were not populists, only quasi-populists, not far removed from 
the populist group.) Németh, Szabó and Kodolányi, waiting for the 
dust to settle, shunned publicity for some time. Erdélyi was hiding in 
Transylvania. He was tried and convicted for war crimes in 1947, but, 
after serving a most lenient sentence, he came free again in 1948. He 
was permitted to publish a book of poems in 1955.5 In return, he was 
only expected to include a few nice and understanding lines about 
the socialist regime. László Németh, in an attempt to preempt un-
friendly measures against him, moved far away from the limelight 
to Hódmezővásárhely, a small town in the south of the country. He 
taught in the local secondary school for years and translated a classic 
Russian novel, Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, for which he was award-
ed a literary prize in 1952.6 Eventually, both Illyés and Németh grew 
into the highly ambivalent role of the ’distinguished fellow-traveller.’ 
They were guests of honour at the 10th congress of the Communist 
Party in 1970. At that time, having lost much of their outsider status, 
having been turned into allies, with their speech and attitude suggest-
ing that they were letting bygones be bygones, they blended almost 
seamlessly into the tableaux of Party dignitaries. Being protean, it 
seems, had a price.

The Social Democrats had a proud tradition going back to the 
nineteenth century. The members of the Party were mostly urban 

5 Erdélyi, József. Csipkebokor. Budapest: Szépirodalmi Könyvkiadó, 1955.
6 N. N. “Kiosztották az 1952. évi irodalmi és művészeti díjakat”. – Magyar Nemzet 
VIII, 4 April, 1952, № 80, p. 7.
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blue-collar workers. The expression ’organized workers’ referred to 
members of a union. The unions were, in turn, controlled by the Social 
Democrats. At the turn of the century, the Party created a media em-
pire (presses, publishing houses, newspapers, journals) second only 
to that of the Catholic church. They stressed the importance of educa-
tion and supported reading clubs, choruses, recitals. They were famil-
iar with various versions of Marxism and the idea of class struggle. 
However, instead of revolutionary upheaval, they usually went for 
higher wages, better working and housing conditions. Between the 
two world wars, the illegal communists, much as they despised the 
Social Democrats for their alleged petty bourgeois views and spine-
less compromises, used some of their clubs and papers as cover. After 
the war, the Party, especially its top leadership, was infiltrated by the 
communists. This was the time when the term ’crypto-communist’ 
entered Hungarian language. The Party seemed to provide a relatively 
safe haven, at least for a while, for disillusioned erstwhile commu-
nists, like Lajos Kassák (1887–1967), a well-known avant-garde poet, 
novelist and painter.7 But the days of the Party were numbered. Be-
trayed by some of their leaders and under immense pressure from the 
outside, they could not avoid merging with the communists in 1948. 
Since then, the anti-authoritarian tradition of the Social Democrats 
has disappeared without a trace.

Before the elections of 1945, the number of the Communist Party 
members swelled so fast that József Révai (1898–1959), who was to 
become an iron-fisted minister of culture, predicted a 70 % majori-
ty.8 The rapid growth of the Party was partly due to the fact that the 
rank-and-file members of the Hungarian Nazi party (called the Ar-
rowcross Party) were forced by the communist-controlled police to 
choose between joining the Communist Party and being interned. 
György Lukács (1885–1971), coming home from his Moscow exile 
a little later than the others9, is said to have responded to this with 

7 Standeisky, Éva. “Művészetpolitikai elképzelések a Szociáldemokrata Pártban 
1945–1948 között (Kassák, Justus, Fejtő)”. – Történelmi Szemle XXIX, 1986, № 2, 
pp. 325–340.
8 Gyarmati, György. “A közigazgatás újjászervezése az «ideiglenesség» korsza-
kában”. – Történelmi Szemle XXXVIII, 1996, № 1, p. 92.
9 He had to save his step-son from the Gulag.
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caustic wit: “We are a small country. We have only one set of vicious 
thugs.” Like other excellent one-liners, this one is attributed to sev-
eral people: György Lukács, Pál Királyhegyi (1900–1981), a journal-
ist and comedian, and Jenő Heltai (1871–1957), a poet and novelist, 
the first cousin of the Budapest-born Theodor Herzl. Herding the or-
dinary members of the Arrowcross Party into the Communist Party 
was not as outrageous as it seems at first glance. It has been argued 
that the two parties, apart from anti-Semitism, had a lot in common, 
like railing against exploitation, social injustice, big banks, big cor-
porations, agitating for a social revolution, for a planned economy and 
adopting underhand, violent methods.10 People with exactly the same 
social background joined the Arrowcross or the Communist Party 
almost randomly. Endre Rajk (1899–1960), a member of the Arrow-
cross government from 1944 to 1945, and László Rajk (1909–1949), 
a communist, a veteran of the Spanish civil war, the interior minister 
betweeen 1946 and 1948, the victim of a showcase trial based on fab-
ricated charges of high treason, were brothers.

When added up, the informal influence, the connections with the 
occupying army, the administrative positions in the government and 
the intellectual power of the Communist Party was formidable. Their 
special relationship with the Soviet occupying forces made it certain 
that they were listened to when they decided to speak. György Lukács 
was one of the great philosophers of the twentieth century. But when 
he was not in one of his aphoristic moods, and was talking about, 
for example, indefinite objectivity (meghatározatlan tárgyiasság, un-
bestimmte Gegenständlichkeit) or when he used the formulaic Stalin-
ist phrases he picked up in Moscow, he was less easy to follow. József 
Révai, on the other hand, saw through complex problems with ease 
and could come up with razor-sharp arguments on the spot. He even 
earned the grudging respect of the populists who regarded him as a 
worthy adversary. Despite the unimpressive 17 % nationwide support 
of the Party, it is evident in hindsight, rather striking in fact that, even 
before the communist takeover, writers and critics addressed their 
arguments to Lukács and Révai as if they were presiding judges con-

10 Ungváry, Krisztián. “Értelmiség és antiszemita közbeszéd”. – Beszélő III, 2001, 
№ 6, n.p.
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sidering their case. Lukács and Révai, on the other hand, assumed an 
air of authority as a matter of course.

Within and without

An obvious consequence of the communist policy and communist po-
lice was that though a number of Nazi leaders and collaborators were 
summarily sentenced to death by the people’s tribunals (189 between 
1945 and 1950, to be precise11), the de-Nazification of the country 
could not even start, because de-Nazificaton was mainly seen in terms 
of blacklisting, firing or interning the staff of the former state bureau-
cracy, rather than as a process of erecting institutional, constitutional 
and legal barriers to despotic, authoritarian, autocratic and dictatorial 
ways of conducting public affairs. When István Bibó (1911–1979), an-
other – perhaps the most – outstanding member of the Peasant Party 
published an article, in 1945, about the obstacles to the introduction 
of real democratic measures, the communists, acting offended, dis-
paraged him and belittled his arguments.12 Lukács described the arti-
cle in a condescending manner as “superficial” and coming from the 
“right-wing.”13 In the absence of a public discussion about the nature 
of democracy, it may have seemed that the problem with Nazi Ger-
many was not that it was a dictatorship, but that the power was in the 
wrong hands. 

The fact that in his response to Bibó’s article, Lukács dismissed 
the possibility of the dictatorship of the proletariat in the short run, 
shows that he did not expect any sudden change in Stalin’s strategy 
of power sharing and gradual sovietization. In other words, in 1945, 
the leadership of the Party guessed, quite mistakenly, that the transi-
tional period of coalition governments might last much longer than a 
couple of years. After 1949, Lukács, and almost Lukács alone, would 
be criticised for this mistake. By attempting to create a broad-based 
but communist-dominated coalition, by wooing the populists, by let-

11 Romsics, Ignác. Magyarország története a XX. században. Budapest: Osiris Ki-
adó, 1999, 279.
12 Bibó, István. “A magyar demokrácia válsága”. – Valóság I, 1945, № 2, pp. 5–43.
13 Lukács, György. A demokrácia válsága» – vagy jobboldali kritikája? – Valóság 
II, 1946, № 1, pp. 86–97.
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ting in their midst people coming from populist writers, the Party was 
laying the groundwork for a period of relatively peaceful coexistence 
with what they thought to be the most influential intellectual force in 
the country.

In this short period, about three years, there was a great deal of 
uncertainty – when ’uncertainty’ usually meant fear – about Stalin’s 
ultimate intentions. In addition to recruiting true believers and former 
Arrowcross Party members, it was possible for the Communist Party 
to grow rapidly because there was a sufficient number of renegades, 
opportunists and turncoats. They figured out early that in the new 
situation the sooner they declared themselves to have always been 
communists deep down, the better positions they could aspire to. The 
careers of Ferenc Erdei and Gyula Ortutay, among others, show that 
they were right. Despite all the uncertainty others saw, such oppor-
tunists were betting on the worst possible scenario for the country. 
In the meantime, however, the recruitment policy of the Communist 
Party and the idea of the people’s front lead to a major inside-outside 
problem. 

As literary critics and theoreticians, Lukács and Révai disdained 
what they saw as bourgeois literature with its isolated self (das iso-
lierte Ich), and had serious misgivings about avant-garde that they as-
sociated with the madness and cacophony of the age of imperialism.14 
Apart from envying their supposed popularity and reach, Lukács and 
Révai had doubts about the populist writers as well, and suspected 
them of right-wing tendencies.15 When, however, due to the recruit-
ment policy and their desire to have a broad appeal, the floodgates 
were raised, it became a little late and rather awkward for the Party 
ideologues to reject the new adherents’ suspicious views. István Kirá-
ly, who was on government scholarship in the Third Reich as late as 
1944, joined the communists very early, acquired the Party jargon in 
no time, declared himself to be a Marxist, a disciple of Lukács and 
a follower of Révai at that, and, at the same time, came out in favour 
of the populist writers, especially László Németh whose name was 

14 Lukács, György. “Az absztrakt művészet magyar elméletei”. – Forum II, 1947, 
№ 12, pp. 715–727.
15 R[évai], J[ózsef]. “Hozzászólás egy bírálathoz”. – Szabad Nép III, 1945, № 122, 
p. 4.
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somewhat unmentionable because of the things he said in 1943, after 
the defeat of the German army at Stalingrad, about the possible re-
venge of the Jews after the war.16 

When at the end of the semi-democratic period all the other par-
ties with their daily newspapers and journals were swept away, the 
microcosm of the Communist Party, so far as writers and critics are 
concerned, represented the outside – that is, the bourgeois, social-
democrat and populist intellectuals – fairly well. The slices of the 
salami just turned up in new places. What had been inter-party skir-
mishes continued as infra-party faction struggles. Parallel to the grad-
ual sovietization of the country, the external dialogue was becoming 
an interior monologue. But this was the monologue of a split personal-
ity murmuring in different, conflicting voices. The Party’s top leader-
ship, consisting almost exclusively of Moscow-trained veterans, was, 
as usual, both stirring up and thriving on such tensions. The populists, 
still courted, occasionally reproached, were never vindicated, while 
the hard-line Stalinists back from Moscow (the so-called Musco-
vites), never fully rejected, were held on leash. Although the commu-
nist takeover seemed to simplify matters, the situation remained quite 
complex. For example, we should never forget that György Lukács 
had to prove that his Stalinism was genuine in a stiff competition with 
other Muscovite survivors.

István Király went on to become one of the half dozen major fig-
ures in literary scholarship for the period of socialism. He was the 
secretary of the Society of Literary History (1948–1952), the editor 
(1949–1950, 1953–1956) of Csillag [Star, 1947–1956], first the only, 
then the leading literary journal after the communist takeover; the 
editor (1960–1963) of Kortárs [The Contemporary, 1957-], another lit-
erary journal; the editor of Szovjet Irodalom [Soviet Literature, 1970–
1989]; the head of departments of literature in Szeged and Budapest; 
an academician from 1970; a member of Parliament between 1971 and 
1985 and a member of the Central Committee’s various organs after 
1956. In 1952, his book on Kálmán Mikszáth the novelist (1847–1910) 

16 Németh, László. “Németh László előadása”. – In: Szárszó, 1943. Előzményei, 
jegyzőkönyve és utóélete. Dokumentumok. Eds. Sándor Györffy, István Pintér, 
László Sebestyén, Attila Sipos. Budapest: Kossuth Könyvkiadó, 1983, p. 221.
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was awarded the highest prize for literary achievement.17 He always 
had a chauffered black limousine at his disposal. Whatever twists of 
fate history held in store for the country, Király always came out on 
top. Never disheartened by derision or contempt, he had the rare abil-
ity to alter his conviction and allegiance mid-sentence if he sensed a 
change of wind.18

The preeminence of literature

Literature, book reviews, criticism, literary history had an out-
size role after 1945. Actually, this started earlier. Between the two 
world wars, under the conditions of censorship, with the freedom of 
expression severely curtailed in comparison with the entirely free 
press of the Dual Monarchy, the communists and populists alike, and 
many people in between, scrutinized each and every literary work for 
its direct and indirect political content. Reading between the lines, 
presupposing a significant degree of textual duplicity, was common. 
Lukács’s articles from the period, written in Moscow, also mention 
the possibility of doublespeak.19 (That he had an eye for duplicity may 
also betray something about his own position.) Almost everybody 
agreed that literature was more than just literature. For them, litera-
ture was, not among others but primarily, or, for some, exclusively, a 
political statement, some kind of proxy, a coded message or a move in 
the struggle for power. Since their works were studied meticulously 
by many people on all sides, even by people who could not care less 
about literature, writers and critics considered themselves as the main 
protagonists in a drama of historic proportions. After 1949 when the 
turbulent coalition period turned into a straight Stalinist dictatorship, 
under the watchful and not especially benevolent eyes of the Party 
leaders who were, in turn, overseen every step of the way by the So-
viet Big Brother, the stakes were raised and the pursuit of literature 

17 Király, István. Mikszáth Kálmán. Budapest: Művelt Nép Könyvkiadó, 1952.
18 Aczél, Tamás, Méray, Tibor. Tisztító vihar. Adalékok egy korszak történetéhez. 
München: Griff, 1978, 95.
19 Lukács, György. “Széljegyzetek Illyés Gyula “Magyarok” című könyvéhez”. – 
In: Lukács, György. Magyar irodalom – Magyar kultúra. Eds. Ferenc Fehér, Zol-
tán Kenyeres. Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 1970, pp. 188.
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became lethal. Everybody, including topmost Hungarian leaders like 
Révai, dreaded the fateful midnight knock at the door by the secret 
police.20 Lukács had a hair’s-breadth escape.

With the emergence of a new type of political police, not entirely 
different from the Orwellian thought police, another set of restric-
tions also applied. This was the beginning of what is called self-cen-
sorship: some names became unmentionable, certain topics were bet-
ter avoided as if they had never existed. And this situation remained 
the same almost up to 1989, the collapse of socialism. The list of un-
mentionable names, topics, views, arguments changed periodically, 
but there were always many taboos. (And, accordingly, there were 
restricted areas in major libraries. The books in the local branches and 
in the second-hand bookshops were carefully screened.) There was 
also an enormous gray area of sensitive subjects which could only be 
discussed and evaluated in public in accordance with the guidelines 
provided by a handful of literary scholars appointed by the Party to 
positions of power. It was not unlike the old joke: only a few things are 
permitted in socialism, but whatever is permitted, is mandatory. The 
landscape of literary studies was, in fact, slightly more complex than 
that. Only occasionally did all the top figures speak in unison and act 
in a coordinated manner. Usually, there were factions and conflicts, 
temporary alliances and conflagrations of hostility among them, and 
it was not in the interest of the Party leadership to let them heal the 
wounds they inflicted and suffered. 

One serious wound, re-opened whenever deemed necessary by 
the Party leaders, was the decades-old animosity between the popu-
lists and the ’urbanites’ (urbánus). Starting from the early 30s, the 
word ’urbanite’ was usually not used in its literal sense but as a sub-
stitute or euphemism for ’Jewish.’ But not all the urbanite writers 
were Jewish. Attila József (1905–1937), one of the greatest poets of 
Hungarian literature, a former communist and a former member of a 
populist organization, sided with the urbanites when word went out 
that writers could publish either in populist or in urbanite papers, but 
not in both. After the war, when the derogatory communist connota-
tions of the word ’bourgeois’ (polgár, polgári) could already be taken 

20 Csengőfrász, a typical expression of the period, means ’the shock one gets from 
hearing the doorbell ring in the wee hours.’
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for granted, ’bourgeois’ tended to replace ’urbanite,’ still referring 
to the Jews, in order to denounce them. Since it is always useful to 
divide in order to conquer, the animosity between the populists and 
the urbanites was kept alive throughout the period of socialism. Oc-
cupying various government and Party posts, the man responsible 
for cultural affairs after the 60s, György Aczél (1917–1991), always 
pointed out, whichever side he happened to be talking to, that he was 
not free in his decisions. He said he had to make concessions to the 
other side in order to moderate their demands. He was playing with 
fire, but never in his wildest nightmares could he imagine that social-
ism would ever come to an end, and latent anti-Semitism could get 
out of control again.

In the socialist period, the lack of absolute unity at the top, on the 
other hand, meant that from time to time interesting developments 
took place in the cracks among the barons of literary studies. Struc-
turalism had a chance to appear in one of these power vacuums in the 
60s. But for the outsiders, for the general public, the toxic rumours and 
byzantine intrigues whispered in the corridors and offices at the Party 
headquarter were usually not perceivable. The secrecy that made ap-
plied, practical and local Kremlinology indispensable for survival for 
those in the public sphere even had its own name: it was called ’party 
discipline.’

Paper shortage as cultural policy

The central allocation of paper was introduced as a temporary meas-
ure in 1945. It remained firmly in place almost until 1989. In fact, 
the paper shortage was just a convenient reason for saying ’no’ to 
whoever wanted to start their own newspaper, journal or publishing 
venture. At the beginning of the coalition period, all existing news-
papers and journals were automatically terminated, and permission to 
new ones was granted by the Allied Control Commission, that is, by 
Voroshilov’s office. It was agreed that the newly established political 
parties and various other organizations, also permitted by the Com-
mission, were entitled to have their own newspapers. Paper was allo-
cated by Gyula Kállai (1910–1996), a die-hard communist, the head 
of the prime minister’s press department. Later, when the periodical 
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press was regulated by the Hungarian authorities, acquiring sufficient 
quantities of subsidized printing paper became more important and 
more difficult than obtaining the necessary licence, which was often 
a mere formality after securing an allotment of paper.

During the coalition period, communist papers like Szabad Nép 
[Free People], Tovább [Further Ahead], Szabadság [Freedom], Forum 
always had enough printing paper. They were the exception. The So-
cial Democrats’ Népszava [People’s Voice] and Kortárs [The Contem-
porary], the Peasant Party’s Szabad Szó [Free Word] and Válasz [Re-
sponse], the Smallholders’ Kis Újság [Small Paper] had to deal with 
difficulties all the time, just like other significant papers. The jour-
nals Világ [World] and Haladás [Progress] belonged to small parties, 
Polgári Demokrata Párt [Bourgeois Democratic Party, 76 thousand 
votes, 1.6 %], and Magyar Radikális Párt [Hungarian Radical Party, 
five thousand votes], respectively. Other important journals like Mag-
yarok [Hungarians], Újhold [New Moon], Valóság [Reality] were pub-
lished by various social organizations. Magyarok, Újhold and Válasz 
were the best literary journals of the period. A donation of ten Ameri-
can dollars during the hyperinflation after 1945 solved some of the 
problems of Újhold for a while.

The types of debates. (1) Contemporary writing

The word vita (debate, controversy) started out as a relatively neutral, 
descriptive word referring to a public discussion. However, after the 
communist takeover, in expressions like the ’Lukács debate’ or the 
’Déry debate’, it sounded more like a reference to the indictment in a 
showcase trial. 

One of the early debates took place at the first congress of the 
Hungarian writers in 1946 in Debrecen.21 The communists just loved 
debates, congresses and associations. They were destined to become 
herding devices in the socialist period.22 The Writers’ Association 
was founded in 1945. The first congress was staged as a courtroom 

21 N.N. “Írók vitája a debreceni kultúrhéten”. – Szabad Nép, V, July 3. 1946, № 
146, p. 4.
22 N.N. “Debrecenben megalakult a Magyar Írók Szövetsége”. – Szabad Nép III, 
25 March 1945, № 1, p. 6.
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drama with the populist and the urbanite writers as plaintiffs and 
György Lukács as the judge delivering the verdict. 

In his opening speech Lukács said that whereas Hungarian litera-
ture should be unified and all the writers ought to respect each other 
as parts of the whole, it was sadly fragmented between the populists 
and the urbanites.23 Sowing seeds of discord, this was just a perfect 
introduction to an out-and-out polemic about the negative roles the 
plaintiffs believed the other side to have played both between the 
two world wars and afterwards. A united anti-communist alliance 
of populist and urbanite writers that would have been a serious ex-
istential threat for the communists had to be avoided. Péter Veres, 
pointing out what he regarded as an obvious obstacle to unity and 
reconciliation, mentioned that certain bourgeois writers labeled Ist-
ván Sinka (1897–1969), Géza Féja (1900–1978), János Kodolányi as 
fascists. In his speech, displaying the well-known solidarity among 
populist writers, Veres somehow forgot about the fact that Sinka, Féja 
and Kodolányi published wildly anti-Semitic pieces in extreme right-
wing papers throughout the 30s. Speaking immediately after Péter 
Veres, Pál Kardos (1900–1971), a literary historian whose parents, 
wife and child had been victims of the Holocaust, reminded him of 
the rampant anti-Semitism of the 30s and early 40s in which Sinka, 
Féja, Kodolányi, Erdélyi were regularly involved. Later, Gyula Illyés 
talked about the retrograde political and literary role the writers of the 
bourgeoisie played between the wars. 

It is less interesting that the populist writers presented their case 
against the ’bourgeois’ writers now in quasi-Marxist class-warfare 
terms and as if they had also been victims instead of perpetrators 
than the fact that the people at the congress had a foreboding that 
some form of punishment for those losing their case was a real possi-
bility. Even if they sensed that Lukács was manipulating them, even 
if they knew that it was Lukács who set them at each other’s throat, 
they could do nothing because they could not afford to lose their case 

23 Lukács, György. “A magyar irodalom egysége”. – Forum I, 1946, № 9, pp. 1–16.; 
Lukács, György. The Unity of Hungarian Literature. – In: Lukács, György. The 
Culture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Essays on Literature, Art, and Dem-
ocratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. Miller Tyrus,. Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013, 
pp. 163–183.
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by turning against the judge. Anyway, it was a clever setup, a crafty 
stratagem, worthy of a cunning politician. And who was in a posi-
tion to mete out a punishment? How severe could it be? Being banned 
from publication? Internment? Imprisonment? Being thrown into out-
er darkness? Nobody knew the answers and everybody had fears, ex-
cept Lukács. In his concluding statement, he completely ignored the 
’bourgeois’ writers almost as if they were already unpersons and fo-
cused on the populists. While he had nothing to say about their unde-
niable anti-Semitism, he presented a nuanced verdict. The populists, 
not without fault, should abandon their pessimistic outlook, reser-
vations about the future, as well as their outdated social views and 
should join the communists in building a new country. What made his 
uplifting speech, full of positive terms, encouragement and optimism, 
really scary was that it had no provisions for dissent. Using silence 
as a weapon, Lukács did not have to utter any threat, or a single word 
about punishment, everybody still understood that the communists 
saw any alternative unthinkable.

This was a clear indication that the communists were willing to 
turn a blind eye to their past anti-Semitism as long as the populists fell 
in line. And, at the same time, it shows that the communists expected 
to come into and remain in power forever as early as 1946, keeping the 
potentially dangerous anti-Semites under permanent control. Thus, 
the literary historical treatment of the populist writers was more or 
less set for the period of socialism. They would always receive some 
sort of balanced evaluation: on the one hand, they served the cause 
of the poor and uneducated people and, on the other hand, they made 
some grave mistakes until they were made to see the error of their 
ways. It should be noted that this approach, couched entirely in politi-
cal and social terms, does not say anything about the literary value of 
their achievement. It is indeed difficult, if at all possible, to disentan-
gle the beauty of Erdélyi’s and Sinka’s poems from their occasionally 
odious content and invariably repulsive context.

This was not the only possible approach and not everybody ap-
preciated what could be called the communists’ delicate tact. Béla 
Zsolt (1898–1949), a novelist and journalist, the author of one of the 
first Holocaust memoirs Kilenc koffer [Nine Suitcases] relentlessly ex-
posed, in his weekly Haladás [Progress], without any balancing act, 
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the anti-Semitism of Sinka, Erdélyi, Németh and Illyés.24 It should be 
noted, however, that Illyés stopped making anti-Semitic remarks af-
ter 1941, published Jewish writers and even offered to shelter some of 
them during the worst Arrowcross period.

The types of debates. (2) ’Bourgeois’ literature

The label ’bourgeois’ literature, when it was used by communists to 
refer to Hungarian literature between the two world wars, was ill-
conceived and misleading. ’Mainstream’ would be a little better, but 
it would also suggest that whatever was neither populist, nor com-
munist literature was only one block on an almost equal footing with 
them. On the contrary, in varieties, quality, importance, legacy, size 
of production and size of readership, ’bourgeois’ literature, with its 
iconic journal Nyugat [The West, 1908–1941] was overwhelmingly 
most significant segment of literature. Nyugat, never homogeneous 
and always in opposition to the ruling governments, was so impor-
tant that very few, if any, person was regarded as a proper writer until 
they managed to publish in it. This was equally true of the populist 
and communist writers. Its rivals, like Napkelet [The East or Sunrise, 
1923–1940] which was much closer to the governments, sometimes 
also excellent, or Új Idők [New Times, 1894–1949], with the largest 
number of readers, were also ’bourgeois’ or ’middle class.’ In fact, 
the communists and the populists were publicity-seeking minorities 
in literature, and like all self-righteous minorities with a cause and 
with the implicit feeling of representing the silent majority, they had 
a strong inclination for sensational, headline-grabbing writing. Even 
some of the violent anti-Semitic outbursts of the populist group can be 
seen as publicity stunts aiming to capture the attention – and to shatter 
the common decency – of the majority of readers.

The use of the words ’bourgeoisie’ and ’bourgeois’ went from the 
relatively infrequent and descriptive to the overused and ideological-
ly overloaded after 1945. The terms took on secondary meanings like 
exploitation, decadence, capitalism, imperialism, sometimes even 
fascism, and thus became synonymous with the communists’ worst 
enemy. ’Bourgeois’ was used with decreasing frequency after 1956, 
24 Zsolt, Béla. Nine suitcases. New York: Schocken Books, 1949.
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and gradually lost its menacing Stalinist overtones. At that time, it 
usually meant ’outdated and unimportant’ and ’no longer relevant.’ 
By the mid-70s, just like nép and népi, it was not used any longer, ex-
cept in Party documents unread even by Party members. After a short 
period of intensive political use in the late 90s, when ’bourgeois’ was 
used in positive contexts, standing for the doubleplusgood, now there 
seems to be an unspoken agreement among politicians not to abuse 
it any longer.

It was quite convenient for communist cultural policy that most 
of the literary giants, belonging to the first generation of Nyugat, 
like Mihály Babits (1883–1941), Dezső Kosztolányi (1885–1936), 
Zsigmond Móricz (1879–1942), Gyula Krúdy (1878–1933), Frigyes 
Karinthy (1887–1938) died relatively young, before 1945. (György 
Lukács also belonged to this generation and published quite a few ar-
ticles in Nyugat.) It was convenient because they could be declared to 
belong to the bourgeois past, with no present-day literary relevance 
whatsoever. It was also convenient because no new role had to be 
invented for them. True, Milán Füst (1888–1967) and Lajos Nagy 
(1883–1954) were still around, but they were awarded a medal and 
quietly pushed aside after 1949. The rest of the dinosaurs, that is, 
those who had published in Nyugat, survived the meteor blasts and 
did not hasten to join the communists, had to eke out a living on an 
individual basis.

Lukács may have been bruised by a scathing review of Mihály 
Babits’ in 1910.25 He could also be blind to literary excellence, or its 
opposite. Whatever the case, a series of articles shows that he decided 
to lower or deny altogether the value of what he regarded as Hungar-
ian ’bourgeois’ literature.26 He was not alone. Árpád Szabó (1913–
2001), who was to become an outstanding classical scholar, published 
an article on Dezső Kosztolányi.27 Szabó used words and expressions 
like ’petty bourgeois,’ ’reactionary,’ ’decadent,’ ’perverted,’ ’sick,’ 

25 Babits, Mihály. “A lélek és a formák”. – Nyugat III, 1910, № 21, pp. 1563–1565.
26 Lukács, György. “Babits Mihály vallomásai”. – In: Lukács, György. Magyar 
irodalom – Magyar kultúra. Eds. Ferenc Fehér, Zoltán Kenyeres. Budapest: Gon-
dolat Kiadó, 1970, pp. 247–270.
27 Szabó, Árpád. “Polgári költészet – Népi költészet (I. Kosztolányi)”. – Valóság 
II, 1946, № 11, pp. 1–24.
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’parasitic’ and ’rotten.’ Lukács, Szabó and others with similar argu-
ments determined the way Babits, Kosztolányi, Krúdy – or even Nyu-
gat which was, quite unjustly, divested of any progressive role – were 
treated in literary essays and literary histories for a long time. After 
1949, they became unmentionable, except in short denunciations, un-
til about 1956, and then, still excluded from the classics, they were at 
best described as minor major or major minor writers with consider-
able flaws. In the more relaxed atmosphere of the late 70s and 80s, 
when strict guidelines were eroded, scholars and critics no longer felt 
compelled to continually warn readers of the pitfalls and limitations 
of ’bourgeois’ literature. By now, Babits, Kosztolányi, Füst and Krúdy 
are regarded as classics.

It is neither surprising nor accidental that two of the best literary 
journals of the coalition period, Magyarok [Hungarians] and Újhold 
[New Moon] were not affiliated with any of the political parties but 
with some otherwise insignificant social organizations and looked 
upon themselves as the direct descendants of Nyugat. Some of their 
authors, like János Pilinszky (1921–1981), Sándor Weöres (1913–
1989), Géza Ottlik 1912–1990), Miklós Mészöly (1921–2001), Ágnes 
Nemes Nagy (1922–1991), Miklós Szentkuthy (1908–1988), and Iván 
Mándy (1918–1995) produced a huge part of the most valuable litera-
ture of the post-war decades. It is also unsurprising that these authors 
were unwilling to make any concessions to the brutal dictatorship that 
followed the coalition period. Given their uncompromisingly non-po-
litical stance in literary matters, they were allowed to publish again 
only after 1956. 

Re-writing of literary history

György Lukács was elected the president of the Society of Literary 
History in 1948. The Society, like its journal Irodalomtörténet [Liter-
ary History] was somewhat drab but it was obviously intended, as a 
counterpart to the Writers’ Association, to direct and supervise liter-
ary historians. In his introductory speech, Lukács outlined the im-
mediate tasks.28 Before anything else could be done, literary history 

28 Lukács, György. “A magyar irodalomtörténet revíziója”. – Forum III. 1948, № 
11, pp. 860–877; Lukács, György. “The Revision of Hungarian Literary Histo-
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had to be sifted, dividing the worthy from the unworthy. This implied 
that the politically unworthy, no matter how beautiful literature they 
produced, had to be thrown on the garbage heap and forgotten about. 
A true revolutionary, Lukács was willing to sacrifice literary excel-
lence. The greatest Hungarian novelist of the 19th century, Zsigmond 
Kemény (1814–1875) was deemed unworthy. It took three decades 
and required an extraordinary effort to put him back into his right-
ful place. This was also the fate of Babits, Kosztolányi, Krúdy and 
others. After publishing books became a state monopoly controlled 
by the Party, the books of the unworthy got scarce. They were not re-
published and disappeared from the second-hand bookshops.

Apart from his speech, Lukács did not do anything in the As-
sociation. The menial work was delegated to real literary historians 
like István Király, Miklós Szabolcsi, Tibor Klaniczay, József Szauder.

The types of debates. (3) Things to keep mum about

Not only in his life but after his death as well, Attila József proved 
to be a thorn in the side of the communists. Although poets and crit-
ics knew, long before 1945, that he was one of the finest poets of 
Hungarian literature, the communists could only deal with him as a 
part of their necessarily restricted and strongly biased party politi-
cal worldview. There were exceptions: Tibor Déry (1894–1977) and 
Andor Németh (1891–1953) but they were not speaking for the Par-
ty.29 During the coalition period, among the communists proper it 
was most probably only Márton Horváth (1906–1987), one of the few 
to take up arms against the Nazis, editor of the Party daily Szabad 
Nép, and Révai’s right-hand man, who knew that Attila József was a 
great poet quite apart from any political considerations. Other com-
munists, especially the Muscovites, could never forgive that, when 
ostracized from the Party, instead of being terminally crushed, Attila 
József went over to the Social Democrats. This story, constantly lied 

ry”. – In: Lukács, György. The Culture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Essays 
on Literature, Art, and Democratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. Miller, Tyrus. Lei-
den, Boston: Brill, 2013. 265–289.
29 Németh, Andor. “József Attila verseiről”. – Szép Szó IV, 1937, № 1, pp. 11–15.; 
Déry, Tibor. József Attila. – Korunk XIII, 1938, № 1, pp. 3–6.
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about for decades, to be re-discovered and exposed only with the wan-
ing of socialism, was shrouded in secrecy. It was not accidental that 
Iván Horváth, (1948-), the son of Márton Horváth and a distinguished 
literary scholar of old Hungarian literature, played an important role 
in rectifying the story.30 Beginning in the coalition times, the name 
of Attila József and the poems of his communist period were merci-
lessly exploited for propaganda purposes. József Révai, expanding on 
some of Lukács’s casual remarks, even invented a revolutionary triad 
consisting of Sándor Petőfi (1823–1949), Endre Ady (1877–1919) and 
Attila József as the mainstream of Hungarian poetry.31 Also seen as 
a Hegelian triad of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, this fiction, the 
only permissible approach to the history of Hungarian poetry until 
the 70s, did an enormous disservice not only to other great poets, like 
Vitéz Mihály Csokonai (1773–1805), Dániel Berzsenyi (1776–1836), 
Ferenc Kölcsey (1790–1838), Mihály Vörösmarty (1800–1855), János 
Arany (1817–1882), but to the members of the triad as well.

There was also a group of significant writers living in exile who 
became unmentionable to various degrees in different periods be-
cause they fled the communists. Although Arthur Koestler (1905–
1983), the author of the novel Darkness at Noon (1940) left Hungary 
earlier, he remained in touch with Hungarian writers.32 In fact, he 
wrote a moving obituary of Attila József as a friend and fellow ex-
communist.33 Koestler was strictly unmentionable.

The novelist Sándor Márai (1900–1989) left Hungary in 1948. 
He made it known that his books could not be published in Hungary 
as long as the country was occupied by the Russians. Until the late 

30 Horváth, Iván. “József Attila és a part”. – 2000, I. 1989) № 4, pp. 52–60.
31 Lukács, György. “Régi és új legendák ellen – Forum II, 1947, № 3, p. 204; Szol-
láth, Dávid. “A forradalmi költőtriász. A Petőfi–Ady–József Attila-kánon az öt-
venes és a hatvanas években”. – Literatura XXXV, 2009, № 4, pp. 446–458.
32 Koestler, Arthur. Darkness at Noon. Translated by Daphne Hardy. New York: 
Random House, 1941.
33 Koestler, Arthur. “Egy halott Budapesten, translated by Pál Schweitzer, pub-
lished by Erzsébet Vezér”. – Mozgó Világ IX, 1983, № 6, pp. 62–64. The original 
version, unavailable to me, was published in the journal Tage-Buch (Paris) in 1939. 
See also Koestler, Artúr (!). Attila, a költő. – Látóhatár V, 1954, № 4, pp. 198–
202.; It is probably the same as: Koestler, Arthur. “Attila, the Poet”. – In: Encoun-
ter (May 1954). This is also unavailable to me.
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80s, old editions of his books could only be purchased in second-hand 
bookshops in secret. 

György Faludy (1910–2006), Győző Határ (1914–2006), Béla 
Szász (1910–1999), leaving Hungary in 1956 after years of torture 
and imprisonment, also became unmentionable.

Although much less significant but much better known than these 
writers, quite like Koestler, György Mikes or George Mikes (1912–
1987), the author of How to Be an Alien, a comic writer representing 
the same Hungarian tradition in humor as Karinthy and Királyhegyi, 
was also unacceptable to the Hungarian authorities.34

Béla Hamvas (1897–1968), a novelist and a philosopher, did not 
leave Hungary but should be mentioned here. Forced into retirement 
from his job as a librarian and banned from publishing in 1949, he 
spent more than a decade as an unskilled laborer, a storeroom hand, 
far away from Budapest, while writing literature, literary theory, phi-
losophy and translating from Sanskrit, Hebrew and Greek. 

There is an interesting Hungarian word: agyonhallgatni. Liter-
ally it means ’to cause one’s death by remaining silent about them’ but 
it is always used to refer to an attempt – that can be foiled by the use 
of the word itself – to suppress somebody or something that should 
be talked about. Had it been up to the communists alone, death-by-
silence would have been the fate of Koestler, Márai, Faludy, Határ, 
Szász, Mikes, Hamvas and others. But the attempt to suppress them 
was not to succeed. Határ and Mikes could be heard on Radio Free Eu-
rope all the time, occasionally even Faludy and Márai made appear-
ances, and Minden kényszer nélkül, the shocking memoir of Szász, one 
of the countless Hungarian Counts of Monte Cristo, was serialized 
and broadcast several times.35 The reputation of Hamvas, by contrast, 
grew by word of mouth.

34 Mikes, George. How to be an Alien: A Handbook for Beginners and More Ad-
vanced Pupils. London: André Deutsch, 1946.
35 Szász, Béla. Volunteers for the Gallows. Anatomy of a Show-Trial. New York: 
Norton, 1971.



170 

The types of debates. (4) Lukács the intolerant

In 1946, in his attack on the journal Újhold, Lukács stated that in the 
radically new situation those who wished to renew the bourgeois po-
etics of the ivory tower and disconnect literature from everyday re-
ality were against the democratic development of the country.36 The 
deceptive and formulaic Stalinist language needs translation. The ex-
pression “democratic development” means “sovietization,” “poetics 
of the ivory tower” means “unsuitable for class-warfare purposes” 
and “radically new situation” means “now that the communists have 
some real power and cannot be stopped from having more.” When 
read this way, it must be conceded that Lukács was right: the authors 
of Újhold were not keen on the sovietization of the country, did not 
produce political poetry and did not seek the approval of communist 
potentates. Young and unfamiliar with Stalinist language, not par-
ticularly interested in what politicians were talking about, not hear-
ing the klaxon going off, Balázs Lengyel (1918–2007), the editor of 
the journal, simply shrugged off what Lukács said.37 He thought that, 
right or wrong, everybody, including Lukács, can have their opinion. 
He did not realize that Lukács had just issued a death warrant for the 
journal, suspended until the communist takeover. Was Lukács a poli-
tician at that time? His argument certainly made him one. Ottó Major 
(1924–1999) an even younger contributor to the journal, had the cheek 
to reply that intolerant vulgar Marxists, out of touch with contempo-
rary literature, subordinated aesthetic judgement to their political and 
tactical purposes and, on top of all, Lukács had conservative taste 
combined with avant-garde zeal.38 Major probably did not know at the 
time how fortunate he was to survive that he was rude, insolent – and 
correct. He got lucky because the communist takeover coincided with 
Lukács’s fall from grace. Personally, Lukács was probably not vindic-
tive. He did not have to be. Bullying and revenge were carried out by 

36 L[ukács], Gy[örgy]. “Újhold. Szerkesztő: Lengyel Balázs. Szépirodalmi negye-
déves folyóirat”. – Forum I, September 1946, № 9, pp. 112–115.
37 Lengyel, Balázs. “Irodalomtörténetírás, irodalmi értékrend”. – Alföld IL, 1990, 
№ 9, pp. 16–19.
38 Major, Ottó. “Az esztétikus problémája”. – Újhold I, December 1946, № 12, 
pp. 129–134.
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people from another department. It was another twist of fate or anoth-
er irony of history that Lukács also lost his journal Forum after 1949.

This type of debate, let alone impertinence, questioning the au-
thority of the Marxist ideologues to pass judgement on everything 
they found disagreeable, was infrequent. The editors of other jour-
nals, older and more experienced than Lengyel, were more cautious 
and knew that printing paper was a precious commodity. However, 
despite all their caution, the papers and journals, except those of the 
communists, were terminated after 1949. That was also the end of 
whatever remained of public free speech.

Ousting the academicians

The temporal boundaries of historical periods are rarely clear-cut. 
The coalition period seems to come close. 1945 as the year the begin-
ning the period refers to the time when the country was fully occu-
pied by the Red Army. However, the first provisional government in 
the Soviet-occupied region in the east was formed in 1944. 1948 as 
the end of the coalition period is equally artificial. The 1947 election 
proved to be a tragic farce. The election fraud that everybody knew 
was taking place showed that, on the one hand, the communists were 
willing to go any lengths and blatantly lie about it in order to secure 
victory and power for themselves, and, on the other hand, that they 
could act with impunity because there was no authority or legal proce-
dure to stop them. Quite the contrary, all the 49 representatives of the 
party (Magyar Függetlenségi Párt [Hungarian Independence Party]) 
that demanded a new election after the election fraud was exposed in 
public, were expelled from Parliament. The country was defenseless 
against the communist takeover even if it took one or two more years 
to set up every sinister aspect of the dictatorship that was to follow.

The communist takeover was in the air after the 1947 elections. 
The decision about its timing was obviously made in Moscow. The 
communists were overjoyed, the rest of the country stunned and wor-
ried with the initially piecemeal and then abrupt destruction of the 
fragile institutions of democracy. This had both direct and indirect 
impacts on literary studies. Among quite a few others, the Academy of 
Sciences was one of the victims, the József Eötvös Collegium the other.
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The Hungarian word tudomány, resembling the German Wissen-
schaft, refers to both the humanities and the natural sciences. Thus, 
the name of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences may be a little mis-
leading in an English context. In fact, the various natural science de-
partments were later additions to what had been conceived of as a lin-
guistic and literary establishment in 1827.

Before 1949, when the Academy underwent a major overhaul, 
it counted as a distinction, a recognition of outstanding scholarly 
achievement, to be elected a member of the Academy.39 The mem-
bers enjoyed certain minor privileges, but had no extensive power 
over their respective fields. After 1949, with its own five years’ plan, 
supervised both by the Communist Party and the government, the 
Academy became another organ of the state, responsible for the ideo-
logical and scientific (scholarly) direction and control of the sciences 
and humanities.

One of the first acts of the new Academy was to re-organize the 
department to which the literary scholars belonged. This meant, and 
that was the whole point of the reorganization, that existing member-
ships were discontinued. Only six of them were re-appointed again. 
János Horváth (1878–1961) was one of them. He is generally regarded 
as one of the greatest Hungarian literary scholars, arguably the greatest 
ever. In 1949, he was 71. He never set foot in the new Academy. Dezső 
Keresztury (1904–1996) lost his membership in 1949 but was re-elect-
ed in 1973. The resolution regarding the expulsions was rescinded in 
1989 but only Keresztury lived long enough to see it. He became an 
academician twice over, both consecutively and simultaneously.

János Horváth, Aladár Schöpflin (1872–1950), Gábor Tolnai, 
József Turóczi-Trostler (1888–1962), Géza Voinovich (1877–1952), 
József Waldapfel (1904–1968) were re-elected to the new Academy. 
All the others had to go: Zsolt Alszeghy (1888–1970), Frigyes Brisits 
(1890–1969), Sándor Eckhardt (1890–1969), Aurél Förster (1876–
1962), Sándor Galamb (1886–1972), Pál Gulyás (1881–1963), Lajos 
György (1890–1950), Dezső Keresztury, Jenő Koltay-Kastner (1892–
1985), Nándor Láng (1871–1952), Béla Pukánszky (1895–1950), Ti-
vadar Rédey (1885–1953), Sándor Sik (1889–1963), Tivadar Thiene-

39 Pótó, János. “Az Akadémia «átszervezése», 1948–1949”. – Történelmi Szemle 
XXXVI, 1994, № 1–2, pp. 79–110.
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mann (1890–1985), Damján Vargha (1873–1956), Béla Zolnai (1890–
1969), Ferenc Zsigmond (1883–1949). It is not easy now to understand 
why none of the papers mentioned the re-organization of the Academy.

The József Eötvös Collegium

The ’Collegium’ produced an amazing number of brilliant linguists 
and literary scholars. It was founded in 1895 by the physicist Loránd 
Eötvös (1848–1919) in order to help poor but talented students from 
the provinces. The name of the institution comes from his father 
József Eötvös (1813–1871), a novelist, philosopher and politician, 
minister of culture and education (1848, 1867–1871). It should be 
noted that the name was not suggested by Loránd Eötvös. The ’Col-
legium’ was based on the model of the French École Normale Supé-
rieur. It is not an exaggeration that the ’Collegium’ usually took the 
poorest and made them the brightest. The most outstanding and best-
known members of the ’Collegium’ – not involved in its afterlife as 
the Institute of Literary History – were Zoltán Kodály (1882–1967), 
Dezső Szabó (1879–1945), Béla Balázs (1884–1949), Zoltán Gom-
bocz (1877–1935), János Horváth, Dezső Pais (1886–1973), Gyula 
Moravcsik (1892–1972), László Országh (1907–1984), Kálmán Rutt-
kay (1922–2010), Zsigmond Ritoók (1929-), László Hadrovics (1910–
1997), Dezső Keresztury.

In 1950, when excellence was no longer a requirement in a teach-
er-training facility, the ’Collegium’ was discontinued. The building 
was turned into a dormitory, the huge library, although it remained 
in place, was taken over by the Academy. Thus, it was only natu-
ral for István Sőtér (1913–1988) and Tibor Klaniczay, both of them 
former members of the ’Collegium’, when they were looking for a 
venue of the newly established Institute of Literary History in 1955 
that they chanced on the building they knew so well. The new di-
rector and deputy director, Sőtér and Klaniczay, were later joined 
by other members of the ’Collegium’: György Bodnár (1927–2008), 
Elemér Hankiss (1928–2015), Lajos Hopp (1927–1996), Károly Hor-
váth (1909–1995), László Illés (1928–2012), József Kiss (1923–1992), 
András Martinkó (1912–1989), Pál Miklós (1927–2002), Péter Nagy 
(1920–2010), G. Béla Németh (1925–2008), József Szauder, László 
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Sziklay (1912–1987), József Szili (1929-), Andor Tarnai (1925–1994) 
and György Mihály Vajda (1914–2001). It is hard to tell whether the 
members of the former ’Collegium’ produced two thirds, three quar-
ters or even more of Hungarian literary scholarship after 1945. 

Before the ’Collegium’ was terminated in 1950, some of its best 
students were expelled under humiliating circumstances. More than 
a decade later two of them, Elemér Hankiss and Béla G. Németh, in 
whose expulsions Pál Pándi played the most significant role, made 
their glorious comebacks. Not only were they employed by the Insti-
tute and re-united with the library of their youth but were to have a 
major impact on Hungarian literary scholarship. 

The case of Péter Nagy is even worse than that of Pándi. He was 
a member of the ’Collegium’ and went to Switzerland in 1943. He 
was always a high-flier. Coming home in 1945, he joined the Foreign 
Ministry. It was in Cairo that he reported the Hungarian ambassador, 
Viktor Csornoky (1919–1948) as a spy. Csornoky was executed in 
1948, exonerated in 1992. His father in law, Zoltán Tildy (1889–1961), 
the president of Hungary was forced to resign and kept in house arrest 
until 1956. Meanwhile Péter Nagy had top jobs at various publish-
ing houses and the Writers’ Association. He was a professor at the 
Budapest university, 1966; a visiting professor in Paris, 1969–1971; 
the head of the Comparative Literature department at the Budapest 
university, from 1971; a member of the Academy, 1973; the director 
of the National Theater, 1978–1979; the ambassador to UNESCO, 
1985–1988. In the meantime, he was still an informer of the secret 
police. His code name was Boris. After 1990, nobody stooped to con-
front him with his past. He died as an academician.

A postscript to the coalition period. Lukács in peril

Although it happened after the communist takeover, the so-called 
’Lukács debate’ belongs to the coalition period. The fact that Lukács 
was removed from the scene raises the question why, in 1945, he had 
been inserted into it at all. Was he a bait? A distraction? Just another 
’useful idiot’? A designated fall guy? Who was playing him? Who de-
cided to remove him? Was it perhaps Révai? Who knows the answers? 
It is quite certain that the image of Lukács as a world-class philoso-
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pher was carefully built up even before he returned to Hungary. His 
books were published, re-published, translated and reviewed.40 He 
had his own journal. His name never disappeared from the commu-
nist daily and weekly papers. His speeches, his roles in various organ-
izations, his professorship at the Budapest university, his reputation in 
the West, his travels to conferences abroad, even his stay in Belgrade 
coming back from Rome, were continually and dutifully reported.41 
This is just not the way scholars, however outstanding, however well-
known in scholarly circles, are treated in Hungary. Lukács was not a 
movie star. In addition, in 1945, Lukács was 60. He could have been 
awarded an apartment and a pension, or even a membership in the 
Academy without any media attention – just like after 1949. It is quite 
obvious that somebody was pulling the strings, and that person was 
not Lukács himself. 

László Rajk, a member of the government, was arrested in May, 
1949. Lukács had to worry about his own life. Rajk was tried, convict-
ed and executed for treason five months later. He was exonerated of all 
the fabricated charges in 1956. Soon after Rajk’s arrest, an article was 

40 Nietzsche és a fasizmus. Budapest:Szikra, 1945.; A realizmus problémái. Bu-
dapest: Anonymus, 1945.; Balzac, Stendhal, Zola. Budapest: Hungária, [1945.]; 
Thomas Mann. Két tanulmány. Budapest: Magyar-Szovjet Művelődési Társaság. 
1945.; Irodalom és demokrácia. [Budapest]:,Szikra, 1945.; Az irodalomtörténet 
revíziója és az irodalomtanítás. Budapest: Szikra, 1945.; A polgár nyomában. A 
hetven éves Thomas Mann. Budapest: Hungária, 1946.; Balzac, Stendhal, Zola. Bu-
dapest: Hungária, [1946.]; Irodalom és demokrácia. Budapest: Szikra, 1946.; Lenin 
és a kultúra kérdései. Budapest: Merkantil Nyomda, 1946.; Népi írók a mérlegen. 
Budapest: Szikra, 1946.; A “giccs”-ről és a “proletkult”-ról. Budapest: Szikra, 
1947.; A marxista filozófia feladatai az új demokráciában. Budapest: Szikra, 1947.; 
Új magyar kultúráért. Budapest: Hungária, 1947.; A marxista filozófia feladatai az 
új demokráciában. Budapest: Budapest Székesfővárosi Irodalmi és Művészeti In-
tézet, 1947.; Thomas Mann. Két tanulmány. [Budapest]:, Atheneum, 1848.; Lenin 
és a kultúra kérdései. Budapest: Új Magyar Könyvkiadó, [1948.]; Marx és Engels 
irodalomelmélete. Három tanulmány. Budapest: Hungária, 1948.; A történelmi regé-
ny. Budapest: Hungária, 1948.; József Attila. Budapest: Magyar Pedagógusok Szak-
szervezetének Oktatási és Kultúrális Osztálya, 1948.; Nagy orosz realisták. Buda-
pest: Budapest Székesfővárosi Irodalmi és Művészeti Intézet, [1948.]; Az újabb 
német irodalom rövid története. Budapest: Szikra, 1948.; Ady. Budapest: Szikra, 
1949.; A marxi esztétika alapjai. Budapest: Szikra, 1949.
41 N.N. “Rómából hazafelé…” – Szabad Nép VI, February 1948, № 50, p. 9.
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published against Lukács.42 After his time in the infamous Lubyanka 
prison in Moscow, Lukács must have known about warning signals. 
László Rudas (1885–1950), a crude and shrewd Stalinist hard-liner 
accused him of anti-Marxism, disparaging Lenin and underestimat-
ing Soviet literature. Lukács was convinced that the charges against 
him were rubbish but he had to consider that the attack was published 
in Társadalmi Szemle [Social Review], the ideological journal of the 
Party. This was a clear indication that the article had been approved 
of at the very top. Fully aware of how easy it would be to connect him 
to the case of Rajk,43 in one of his letters to Révai, Lukács explicitly 
mentions Rajk, and in another he speaks of a potential ’death sen-
tence’ against him.44 

With the life of Lukács hanging in the balance, with our surge of 
sympathy for him, it would only be natural to regard the views he held 
at the time as more justifiable than those of his opponent.45 However, 
at that moment in history, both Lukács and Rudas were Stalinists pure 
and simple. Lukács, of course, was erudite, while Rudas was boorish, 
but their main difference was that they had belonged to different fac-
tions of the Party between the two world wars. His diatribes against 
avant-garde, against contemporary non-political poetry, against such 
’bourgeois’ classics as Babits and Kosztolányi and his overestima-
tion of the populist writers show that the coalition times were one of 
Lukács’s worst periods when he did not let his sense of quality coun-
teract the immediate political concerns of his Party. Only after long 
years out of power and in the decompression chamber of the post-Sta-
lin world, could he abandon some of the worst aspects of mixing raw 
political arguments into considerations of literature.

After two rounds of abusive self-criticism, that is, after his full 
and unconditional surrender, when he had to lavish praise on insig-

42 Rudas, László. “Irodalom és demokrácia”. – Társadalmi Szemle IV. 1949, 
№ 6–7, pp. 412–439.
43 Especially with his stay in Belgrade in 1948.
44 Lukács, György. “Lukács György Révai Józsefhez”. – In: A Lukács-vita (1949–
1951). Ed. Ambrus, János. Budapest: Múzsák Közművelődési Kiadó, 1985, pp. 
309–310, 310–311.
45 Scheibner, Tamás. A magyar irodalomtudomány szovjetizálása. A szocialista re-
alista kritika és intézményei. Budapest: Ráció Kiadó, 2014. 145.
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nificant Soviet socialist realist novels and had to talk about the re-
markable humanism of Lenin, was Lukács finally allowed to live.46 
He could even keep his membership in the Academy. Márton Horváth 
and József Révai played decisive roles in pushing him to self-criti-
cism.47 But Horváth and Révai – in their own different ways – disap-
peared from the scene after 1956. István Király and Pál Pándi were 
there to stay. During the debate, Király was eager to show his will-
ingness to turn his back on Lukács, his mentor, and Pál Pándi joined 
him.48 Despite their show of non-allegiance, Király and Pándi would 
put the questionable achievements of Lukács’s Stalinist period to their 
own good use only a few years later.

Pándi went on to become another despot of literary scholarship 
for the period of socialism. A survivor of the Nazi death camps, he 
was, at the Eötvös Collegium, a student of Király, then became a very 
young university professor in 1949; the head of a literature depart-
ment in Szeged, 1960–1961; the head of the Budapest 19th century de-
partment from 1967, an academician from 1973, one of the editors of 
the Party daily Szabad Nép, 1955–1956; one of the editors of the new 
Party daily after 1956 Népszabadság [People’s Freedom] 1967–1971, 
1982–1985, the editor of the journal Új Írás [New Writing], 1962–
1963, the editor of Kritika [Criticism], 1972–1983. In tandem with 
Király, Pándi used Lukács’s arguments according to which a ’great 
poet’ had to be at the same time a ’social revolutionary’. Pándi always 
remained faithful to this type of orthodox Stalinism.

For about a decade after 1956, Pándi had not only the ear of Györ-
gy Aczél, but was a close friend of István Király and Miklós Szabolcsi. 
The three of them represented the revolutionary triad invented by Ré-
vai. Pándi had Sándor Petőfi, Király had Endre Ady and Szabolcsi had 
Attila József. The friendship with Szabolcsi broke up when Szabolcsi 
46 Lukács, György. “Bírálat és önbírálat”. – Társadalmi Szemle IV, 1949, № 8–9, 
pp. 571–592.; Lukács, György. “Következtetések az irodalmi vitából”. – Társadal-
mi Szemle V, 1950, № 7–8, pp. 613–616.
47 Horváth, Márton. “A Lukács-vitáról”. – Szabad Nép VII, 25 December 1949, № 
300, p. 11.; Révai, József. Megjegyzések irodalmunk néhány kérdéséhez. – Tár-
sadalmi Szemle V, 1950, № 3–4, pp. 193–211.
48 Király, István. “Népi demokráciánk irodalma”. – Irodalomtörténet XXXVIII, 
1950, № 2, pp. 33–56.; Pándi, Pál. “Hozzászólás Devecseri Gábor cikkéhez”. – 
Csillag III, December 1949, pp. 45–47.
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deviated from the strict Marxist line and made concessions to avant-
garde and structuralism in the mid-60s. Pándi’s friendship with Király 
ended abruptly when in a heavy bout of drinking at the University, 
Király said something about Pándi’s Jewish oversensitivity.49 But, at 
the end of the coalition period, this was still in the distant future.

Lessons for post-coalition period

After the communist takeover, the rules of the game started to change. 
The most important lesson was not intellectual but existential: non-
Marxist scholars and critics became unemployable and non-Marxist 
approaches to literature had no chance to appear in print. Thus, every-
body had to have a Marxist façade, which, at that time, meant a Stalin-
ist façade. This was especially frustrating for the real Marxists. When 
everybody is expected to be a Marxist, what distinguishes them from 
the vulgarizers and the opportunists? The quest for the communists’ 
Holy Grail, that is, “authentic Marxism” began immediately after the 
takeover. The “Lukács debate” can also be seen in this light. However, 
at the same time, this search was both dangerous and superfluous. The 
opportunists, as usual, fared much better than the true believers who 
had the disadvantage of taking the Marxist doctrine seriously. In any 
case, what counted as authentic Marxism at any given moment was 
readily available in the editorials of the Party daily Szabad Nép, and 
in Party brochures. But what was the most important takeaway from 
the Marxist writings of the coalition period? What was the lesson no 
literary scholar or critic could ignore? What was the minimum Marx-
ism that all publications had to display?

The most pervasive requirement was the analysis of literary phe-
nomena in societal terms. The assumption was that social views and 
aesthetic value cannot be separated. Great art cannot be but progres-
sive. What progressive meant was defined according to the class-war-
fare conception of society. In practice, a minute investigation of soci-
ety for literary historical purposes never took place. And why should 
it have? The outcome, from which no deviation was permitted, was 

49 Király, István. “A nemzet-vita hullámai”. – In: Rejtőzködő legendárium. Fe-
jezetek egy kultúrpolitikus sorstörténetéből. Eds., Csáki, Judit, Kovács Dezső. Bu-
dapest: Szépirodalmi Könyvkiadó, Szemtanú Kiadó, 1990, p. 199.
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predetermined. As a result, the same two or three dozen phrases, as-
sumed to correlate social and literary phenomena, were repeated like 
mantra. The predictability of the phrases which met the censors’ cri-
teria provided, at the same time, a possibility for hiding. Some of the 
books published under high Stalinism are still readable and relevant 
if one can filter out what was, like some kind of constant background 
noise, unavoidable and compulsory in them. With the social content 
heavily favored, it is not surprising that the formal aspects of poetry 
were neglected.

When György Lukács urged literary scholars to participate in 
the revision of literary history, he made it quite clear that some of the 
classics had to be dropped from the list of authors whose works could 
be researched, taught and published. This was to become a kind of 
restrospective literary nómenklatúra (nomenclature), the official list 
of trusted sources. What Lukács said was not just an empty threat. It 
was about that time that scholarship, education and publishing were 
placed under strict Party control.

The expression “progressive tradition” (haladó hagyomány) was 
coined but not much used in the 30’s. After the communist takeover, 
it was so overused that it lost almost all its meaning. This was quite 
inevitable. György Lukács and József Révai defined the mainstream 
of Hungarian literature as consisting of Sándor Petőfi, Endre Ady and 
Attila József. With giants like Zsigmond Kemény or Imre Madách 
(1823–1864) discarded from the national canon, the status of a huge 
number of other writers became insecure as well. Making the case 
that this or that author should be seen as belonging to the progressive 
tradition seemed to offer a degree of protection for them. An enor-
mous guessing game started. Where would Mór Jókai (1825–1904), 
János Vajda (1827–1897) or Sándor Bródy (1863–1924) belong? The 
compost heap or the progressive tradition? The lesson literary schol-
ars had to learn was that individual initiative had ceased to exist. Re-
search topics had to be coordinated with higher authorities.

Finally, the takeaway from the Lukács debate was that those who 
strayed from the Party line had to face not just one major rebuke but 
the attack of a pack of Party hyenas. During the 50’s, the life of eve-
rybody who had the strange idea of being a literary scholar was to be-
come quite interesting.



180 

REFERENCES

Aczél, Tamás, Tibor Méray. Tisztító vihar. Adalékok egy korszak történe-
téhez. München: Griff, 1978.

Babits, Mihály. “A lélek és a formák”. – Nyugat III, 1910, № 21, pp. 1563–
1565.

Bibó, István. “A magyar demokrácia válsága”. – Valóság I, 1945, № 2, 
pp. 5–43.

Borhi, László. Hungary in the Cold War, 1945–1956: Between the United 
States and the Soviet Union. Budapest, New York: Central European 
University Press, 2004.

Déry, Tibor. József Attila. – Korunk XIII, 1938, № 1, pp. 3–6.
Erdélyi, József. Csipkebokor. Budapest: Szépirodalmi Könyvkiadó, 1955.
Gyarmati, György. “A közigazgatás újjászervezése az «ideiglenesség» 

korszakában”. – Történelmi Szemle XXXVIII, 1996, № 1, pp. 63–98.
Horváth, Iván. “József Attila és a part”. – 2000, I. 1989) № 4, pp. 52–60.
Horváth, Márton. “A Lukács-vitáról”. – Szabad Nép VII, 25 December 

1949, № 300, p. 11.
Kenez, Peter. Hungary from the Nazis to the Soviets: The Establishment of 

the Communist Regime in Hungary, 1944–1948. Cambridge, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006.

Király, István. A nemzet-vita hullámai. – Rejtőzködő legendárium. Fejezetek 
egy kultúrpolitikus sorstörténetéből. Eds., Csáki, Judit, Kovács Dezső. 
Budapest: Szépirodalomi Könyvkiadó and Szemtanú Kiadó, 1990, 
pp. 193–213.

Király, István. Mikszáth Kálmán. Budapest: Művelt Nép Könyvkiadó, 1952.
Király, István. “Népi demokráciánk irodalma”. – Irodalomtörténet XXX-

VIII, 1950, № 2, pp. 33–56.
Koestler, Arthur. Darkness at Noon. Translated by Daphne Hardy. New 

York: Random House, 1941.
Koestler, Arthur. “Egy halott Budapesten. Translated by Pál Schweitzer. 

Published by Erzsébet Vezér”. – Mozgó Világ IX, 1983, № 6, pp. 62–64. 
Koestler, Artúr. “Attila, a költő”. – Látóhatár V, 1954, № 4, pp. 198–202. 
L[ukács], Gy[örgy]. “Újhold. Szerkesztő: Lengyel Balázs. Szépirodalmi ne-

gyedéves folyóirat”. – Forum I, September 1946, № 9, pp.. 112–115.
Lengyel, Balázs. “Irodalomtörténetírás, irodalmi értékrend”. – Alföld IL, 

1990, № 9, pp. 16–19.
Lukács, György. “Free or Directed Art?” – In: Lukács, György. The Cul-

ture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Essays on Literature, Art, and 
Democratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. Miller, Tyrus. Leiden, Boston: 
Brill, 2013, pp. 129–152.



181

Lukács, György. “A demokrácia válsága” – vagy jobboldali kritikája?” – 
Valóság II, 1946, № 1, pp. 86–97.

Lukács, György. “A magyar irodalom egysége”. – Forum I, 1946, № 9, 
pp. 1–16.

Lukács, György. “A magyar irodalomtörténet revíziója”. – Forum III. 1948, 
№ 11, pp. 860–877

Lukács, György. “Az absztrakt művészet magyar elméletei”. – Forum II, 
1947, № 12, pp. 715–727.

Lukács, György. “Babits Mihály vallomásai”. – In: Lukács, György. Mag-
yar irodalom – Magyar kultúra. Eds. Ferenc Fehér, Zoltán Kenyeres. 
Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 1970, pp. 247–270.

Lukács, György. “Bírálat és önbírálat”. – Társadalmi Szemle IV, 1949, 
№ 8–9, pp. 571–592.

Lukács, György. “Következtetések az irodalmi vitából”. – Társadalmi Sze-
mle V, 1950, № 7–8, pp. 613–616.

Lukács, György. “Lukács György Révai Józsefhez”. – In: A Lukács-vita 
(1949–1951), Ed. Ambrus, János. Budapest: Múzsák Közművelődési 
Kiadó, 1985, pp. 309–310, 310–311.

Lukács, György. “Régi és új legendák ellen”. – Forum II, 1947, № 3, 
pp. 203–210.

Lukács, György. “Szabad vagy irányított művészet?” – Forum II, 1947, № 4, 
pp. 250–268.

Lukács, György. “Széljegyzetek Illyés Gyula Magyarok című könyvéhez”. 
– In: Lukács, György. Magyar irodalom – Magyar kultúra, Eds. Ferenc 
Fehér, Zoltán Kenyeres. Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 1970, pp. 179–195.

Lukács, György. “The Revision of Hungarian Literary History”.  – In: 
Lukács, György. The Culture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Es-
says on Literature, Art, and Democratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. 
Miller, Tyrus. Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013. 265–289.

Lukács, György. “The Unity of Hungarian Literature”. – In: Lukács, Györ-
gy. The Culture of People’s Democracy: Hungarian Essays on Litera-
ture, Art, and Democratic Transition, 1945–1948. Ed. Miller Tyrus,. 
Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013, pp. 163–183.

Major, Ottó. “Az esztétikus problémája”. – Újhold I, December 1946, № 
12, pp. 129–134.

Mikes, George. How to be an Alien: A Handbook for Beginners and More 
Advanced Pupils. London: André Deutsch, 1946.

N.N. “Debrecenben megalakult a Magyar Írók Szövetsége”. – Szabad Nép 
III, 25 March 1945, № 1, p. 6.

N.N. “Írók vitája a debreceni kultúrhéten”. – Szabad Nép, V, July 3. 1946, 
№ 146, p. 4.



182 

N.N. “Kiosztották az 1952. évi irodalmi és művészeti díjakat”. – Magyar 
Nemzet VIII, 4 April, 1952, № 80, p. 7.

N.N. “Rómából hazafelé…” – Szabad Nép VI, February 1948, № 50, p. 9.
Németh, Andor. “József Attila verseiről”. – Szép Szó IV, 1937, № 1, pp. 11–

15. 
Németh, László. “Németh László előadása”. – Szárszó, 1943. Előzményei, 

jegyzőkönyve és utóélete. Dokumentumok. Eds. Sándor Györffy, István 
Pintér, László Sebestyén, Attila Sipos. Budapest: Kossuth Könyvki-
adó, 1983, pp. 214–226.

Pándi, Pál. “Hozzászólás Devecseri Gábor cikkéhez”. – Csillag III, Decem-
ber 1949, pp. 45–47.

Pótó, János. “Az Akadémia «átszervezése», 1948–1949”. – Történelmi Sze-
mle XXXVI, 1994, № 1–2, pp. 79–110.

R[évai], J[ózsef]. “Hozzászólás egy bírálathoz”. – Szabad Nép III, 1945, № 
122, p. 4.

Révai, József. “Megjegyzések irodalmunk néhány kérdéséhez”. – Társadal-
mi Szemle V, 1950, № 3–4, pp. 193–211.

Romsics, Ignác. Magyarország története a XX. században. Budapest: Osiris 
Kiadó, 1999.

Rudas, László. Irodalom és demokrácia. – Társadalmi Szemle IV. 1949, 
№ 6–7, pp. 412–439.

Scheibner, Tamás. A magyar irodalomtudomány szovjetizálása. A szocial-
ista realista kritika és intézményei, Budapest: Ráció Kiadó, 2014.

Standeisky, Éva. “Művészetpolitikai elképzelések a Szociáldemokrata 
Pártban 1945–1948 között (Kassák, Justus, Fejtő)”. – Történelmi Sze-
mle XXIX, 1986, № 2, pp. 325–340.

Szabó, Árpád. “Polgári költészet  – Népi költészet (I. Kosztolányi)”. – 
Valóság II, 1946, № 11, pp. 1–24.

Szász, Béla. Volunteers for the Gallows. Anatomy of a Show-Trial. New 
York: Norton, 1971.

Szolláth, Dávid. A forradalmi költőtriász. A Petőfi–Ady–József Attila-
kánon az ötvenes és a hatvanas években. – Literatura XXXV, 2009, 
№ 4, pp. 446–458.

Ungváry, Krisztián. “Értelmiség és antiszemita közbeszéd”. – Beszélő III, 
2001, № 6, n.p.

Zsolt, Béla. Nine suitcases. New York: Schocken Books, 1949.



183

Consensus and Nonsense: 
Kostantin Pavlov’s Poetry  

in the Context of a Political Debate

Plamen Antov
Institute for Literature – Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 

ABSTRACT

The article researches the figure of the most eminent dis-
sident in the Bulgarian poetry during the second half of the 20th 
century. He is considered both in the Bulgarian contexts of the 
late (“Zhivkovist”) socialism (1956–1989) and in the context of 
a central debate in the European humanitarian mind of that pe-
riod (Derrida, Rorty, Habermas). Starting from a concrete poem, 
the interpretation concentrates on the “autobiographical” figure 
of the Reven whose caw, opposed to the choir of the mawkish-
voiced nightingales, is the unique voice articulating the Truth. 
Its strongly reduced, meaning-obscured, degraded to muteness 
speech is the only one able to articulate, even though in a nuga-
tory way, the external (political) absurdity and senseless of the 
totalitarian reality, its denotative emptiness and simulacrum es-
sence. The inarticulate caw of the Raven is – as a refusal from 
Language itself as a drastic mode of resistance – the only one not 
permitting to be involved in a sly dialogic consensus which is 
actually a part of the monologic discourse, legitimizing the sta-
tus quo. A refusal which shifts the dialogue on a wholly different 
plane: not a dialogue within the System, but a dialogue between 
the System itself and the freedom Self.

Keywords: Kostantin Pavlov, 1960s, Modernity, April po-
etry, Power and Language, Différent, Soc-simulacrum, System 
and freedom

The “April” context of the 1960s

In the second half of the 1950s, a new, peculiar lyrical voice sound-
ed in Bulgarian poetry, which quickly began to stand out among the 
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others – the voice of Konstantin Pavlov. Its uniqueness stands out 
against the background of the immediate socio-political and genera-
tional context of which it is a part. 

Let’s outline this context. The end of the 1950s and the first half 
of the 1960s was a very dynamic, revolutionary time. Even under the 
hat of ideology, powerful liberalization processes are taking place. 
The decade became the scene of a fundamental clash between tradi-
tionalism in its various dimensions and invading modernism. 

In fact, taken a closer look, the picture is quite complicated. There 
is a specific internal tension in the very concept of modernity. On the 
one hand, it is denounced as a bourgeois remnant; on the other hand, 
however, the whole pathos of official ideology is deeply modernist in 
nature, and it is the modernist language that is the only one capable 
of articulating it.

Тhis is happening namely with the language of the young poetry 
of the decade – a new wave of poets, very different from each other, 
which the critics will later unite in the concept of the April genera-
tion. The term has an ideological rather than an operational-critical 
character – a way to integrate the poetry during the period directly 
into the central political narrative structured around the mythology of 
the April Plenum of the Bulgarian Communist Party (1956) and To-
dor Zhivkov’s personal role in the renewal processes begun with him.

Precisely because of the ideological nature of the generation, its 
face is heterogeneous and blurred on its periphery. But in the early 60’s 
a solid core was formed in it – the so-called “revolutionary-romantic” 
wing with representative figures Vladimir Bashev, Lyubomir Lev-
chev, Stefan Tsanev. With their linguistic and behavioral extatic pos-
ture (especially Levchev and Tsanev), these poets maximally embody 
the renewing pathos of the modernization processes that take place in 
literature. Their poetics will unfold in the 1960s following the spirit of 
the Russian Sixties (so-called poets shestdesetnitsi) and the pathos of 
Khrushchev’s liberalization. Despite the initial resistance of the con-
servative structure, through their ideological orthodoxy, these poets 
managed not only to establish themselves, but also to occupy a privi-
leged position in the generation, and even to identify with it.

The young poetry exudes the spirit of total modernism, aspiration 
to the Future (which, of course, is “bright” and communist). Powerful 
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antigravity energies act to demonstratively separate that poetry from 
the earth – not only on the narrow Bulgarian scale, i.e. from the na-
tive and rural land of traditionalists, such as Slav Hr. Karaslavov (who 
also belongs to the April generation) and a number of older poets who 
dominated in the 50s1, but also on a global, planetary and cosmic scale 
(the young Levchev’s debut collection of poems – a manifesto for the 
generation – Is symbolically titled The Stars Are Mine, 1957; Over-
coming Gravity is the title of a book by Bashev, 1960; the super-large 
“space” stylistics is especially characteristic of Tsanev).

…But this will happen later. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
young revolutionaries are at the epicenter of a large-scale battle with 
routine and the ossified, the outcome of which seemed neither so 
predictable nor so triumphant. At that time in the vanguard of the 
generation was a friendly group of young revolutionaries – the poets 
L. Levchev, St. Tsanev and Konstantin Pavlov. That is, Pavlov is not 
just biographically and poetically part of the April generation, but he 
is included in the very ideological core of the generation, along with 
two of the three exemplary “revolutionary romantics.” Carried by 
the wings of their own youth, but also by the new spirit of “thawing/
spring” after 1956, the young poets uncompromisingly defended the 
heroic cause of modernism as a struggle for modernity and poetic 
freedom. 

Not only the poetic style, but also the whole public behavior of 
this group purposefully reproduces the provocative aggression of the 
classical avant-garde. The aesthetic épatage, if we believe the mem-
oirs (perhaps nostalgically and sometimes not-innocently embel-
lished), is accompanied by an avant-garde gesture, defiantly aggres-
sive and expansionistically directed outwards, towards the social 
and political field, balancing on the edge of what was allowed. The 
game of hiding from the power control contains a large and impor-
tant part of the energy of the creative act. The audience itself is a spe-

1 On the rural/urban clash in the poetry of the 1950s and 1960s, as well as on 
the overall context of the era, see in detail in: Аврамов, Д. “Неспокойната 
1962 година. Гърчове на протеста в клещите на тоталитарната 
идеология”. [The Troubled Year 1962. Convulsions of Protest in the Grip of 
Totalitarian Ideology] – В: Аврамов, Д. Диалог между две изкуства. [Dia-
logue between Two Arts].София: Български писател, 1993, p. 350–415.
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cial object of aesthetic aggression. Despite all sorts of administrative 
obstacles coming from different levels of the power structure, the 
new poetry is looking for ways to most directly touch the audience, 
bypassing the power institutions. It does this with the awareness that 
it is fulfilling an important apostolic mission – it is not entertaining, 
but preaching, shocking, charming, educating. Some literary read-
ings are banned, but most manage to take place. United in a truly 
informal circle, the young poets Stefan Tsanev, Lyubomir Levchev 
and Konstantin Pavlov with messianic aplomb, known from the early 
avant-garde, travel around the countryside and read their scandal-
ously provocative verses, reaping equal amounts of misunderstand-
ing and enthusiasm, thorns and laziness. They are often accompanied 
by their supporter and mentor – critic Tsvetan Stoyanov, who before 
the beginning of each recital tries to prepare/“warm up” the audience 
with a special lecture on modern poetry.2 The poets themselves are 
also engaged in the theoretical defense of this radical modernism. 
Tsanev and Levchev published fierce polemical articles-manifestos, 
in which they defeated the last remnants of scholastic traditional-
ism. A major part of their polemical energy goes to defending free 
verse (vers libre). Suspicious because of its modernist origins, free 
verse needs a solid political alibi to gain a right to exist. And he gets 
it thanks to all the polemical audacity that young poets are capable of. 
It is they who manage to identify the aesthetic and political spheres 
and thus legitimize the linguistic, avant-garde in essence, ecstatic 
mindset that free verse presupposes and realizes as an immanent part 
of modernist communist ideology, especially in its renewed form af-
ter the April Plenum.

The activity of the group Levchev–Tsanev–Pavlov–Stoyanov is 
only the tip of the iceberg of a cause, behind which stands an increas-

2 Славов, Aт. С точността на прилепи. [With the accuracy of bats]. София: 
Български писател, 1992, p. 188. Other witnesses also remember this pe-
riod, incl. Levchev himself in his memoir novel Ти си следващият [You Are 
Next] (София: Труд, 1998, in particular pp. 188–196). – (We can add here that 
the three modernist poets, together with “their” critic, repeat a situation from the 
second wave of Bulgarian modernism four decades earlier – the “September quar-
tet” around The New way magazine: N. Furnadzhiev, A. Raztsvetnikov, A. Karal-
iychev and “their” critic Georgi Tsanev.)
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ing part of Bulgarian poetry. The balance of powers is changing rap-
idly. Similar revolutionary processes take place in prose and drama, in 
all spheres of cultural life. A long-suppressed energy erupts, finding 
a crack in the ideological shell. 

Of course, the solution is given “from above”. A decisive condi-
tion for these processes is their ideological protection. They are “al-
lowed” and even to some extent tolerated by the new ideological con-
juncture as an expression of that refreshing breath of de-Stalinization 
with which wishes to identify himself the new, Zhivkov model of so-
cialism established after the April Plenum. 

Gradually, a symbiosis was established between the poetic mod-
ernism of the young rebels and the proper, internal modernity of the 
communist ideology. It is no coincidence that the modernist pathos of 
this poetry coincided with the global modernist project of commu-
nism (regardless of whether – and to what extent – the ideology itself 
tends to understand and acknowledge it). Standing under the sign of 
revolutionary romance, declarative rhetoric, optimism and a pathetic 
belief in a “bright future”, April poetry proved to be a valuable alibi 
for the central ideological myth. At the same time – as a current poetic 
canon – it is one of the main producers of this myth itself. 

That is, in its modernist revolutionism, April poetry – in the act 
of its very appearance and in the very causality of this appearance – 
allowed to be tamed, “domesticated”, absorbed by the political power 
in order to legitimize its own modernization claims.

The status of the lyrical Self in this poetry – in its role of linguis-
tic reflection of a biographical poetic body – is dual, at once liberated, 
but also clichéd, bearing the marks of a schematic modernist heroism. 
It is categorically distinct, derived from anonymity in comparison 
with the primitive collectivism of the 1950s, but its entire rhetorically 
manifested inner world remains contained in the parameters of a mon-
umental, supra-personal, albeit experienced as a personal, ideological 
pathos. As one researcher of poetry in the 1960s notes, 

despite the inner clash of feelings and thoughts, despite the alternation 
of mental flights and breakdowns, there was the ideal of a harmonious, 
whole personality, actively and purposefully focused on conquering 
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the world and nature beyond himself, active and with  broad inter-
nal perspectives.3 

How does Konstantin Pavlov’s poetry fit into this context? In 
short, he is both inside and outside: within the common closeness, in-
surmountable gaps are rapidly beginning to emerge.

On the one hand, his poetry will forever preserve and even radi-
calize the dual status of the Self, characteristic of “April” poetics, 
and more precisely of the revolutionary-romantic trend in it. Pavlov’s 
Self is definitely prominent and at the same time a-psychologized. He 
is self-sufficient, heroic, lonely elevated, fully preserving modernist 
coarseness characteristic of the pathos of the 60s in general. His inner 
world is monolithic, one-sidedly modeled, self-defining in relation 
to super-strong moral and metaphysical categories such as freedom, 
dignity, betrayal, fear. He does not know the complex psychological 
relativization that will enter in the poetry of the 70’s, he misses the nu-
ances and details, he is deprived of the ability to see the small things. 
The subject of his poetry – as in “April” poets – is not the human soul 
with its complex inner life, nor the hidden harmony of nature. It re-
mains entirely in the political sphere, understood in a broad sense as 
life in society, as a relationship between the individual and Power.

On the other hand, Pavlov’s poetry is rapidly and irreversibly 
moving away from the official pathos, subject to an unconditional 
belief in the communist myth with which the generation operates.4 
In it satirical-grotesque, paradoxical and absurd language, emblem-
atic figures from the “April” repertoire sound like their own parody. 
The official vision of the “April” poets has been replaced by a total, 

3 Ликова, Р. Поезия на седемдесетте и осемдесетте години. [Poetry of the 
1970–80s]. София: БАН, 1994, p. 22.
4 A comprehensive socio-biographical analysis of the three poets – in their ca-
pacity as socially functioning (auto) myths, in which they will be built in the 
60s and subsequently – was made by Antoaneta Alipieva (see the chapter “The 
Poetic Auto-myths of the 1960s” in: Алипиева, А. Българската поезия от 
60-те години на ХХ век. [Bulgarian Poetry in the 1960s]. Велико Търново: 
Слово, 2004). The author considers the auto-myth “Konstantin Pavlov” as the 
opposite, mirrored to the auto-myth “Levchev”, and the public figure of Stefan 
Tsanev – as a central, balancing situation between them, containing and rec-
onciling a number of features from both extreme positions.
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gap-free, ironically and self-ironically tempered skepticism, turning 
into cruel sarcasm. Pavlov’s poetry knows neither positive feeling 
nor consolation outside the Self – no trace of enthusiasm, faith in 
the future, pride in the heroic past and other clichés of the ideologi-
cally formatted language of “April” modernism. Pavlov’s unshakable 
skepticism and his grotesque absurdism, where lyrical and satirical 
are inseparably fused, his gloomy philosophical ecstatic posture are 
infinitely far from the “engaged” pathos.

As a result, the inevitable rupture occurs. A poem from the im-
portant year 1989 (You and I are in the same boat. / What does it mat-
ter – / if you turn the rudder, / if I turn the oars, / when the boat sinks?) 
marks not only a crisis in the long-term personal friendship with Lev-
chev, to whom it is dedicated (both are classmates and fellow stu-
dents). It is above all an expression of Pavlov’s complete self-exclu-
sion from his own generation, whose representative core at that time 
was already completely absorbed by the Power. Formed by the Power 
itself as an ideological construct, the April generation fully met the 
expectations invested in it to become a poetic apotheosis of the late, 
Zhivkov socialism. The reward for this is – privileges, material pros-
perity and admission to the administrative and political tops of power. 
Levchev himself, meanwhile, has become the emblematic figure of 
the generation who, for a whole decade (1980–1989), was also the first 
bureaucrat in the writer’s hierarchy. A talented poet, within this inclu-
sion in the ideological status quo, he reserved the right to play artistic 
rebellious gestures until the very end of the regime (1989), but never 
exceeding what was allowed by the Power and in fact fully serving 
it. A similar compromise figure is St. Tsanev, too. His moral revolt 
against the falsehood of social reality, which gained him widespread 
popularity, especially in the 1980s, fit perfectly into the horizons of 
communist ideology. The remnants of Stalinism are at war with the 
positions of an original, “pure”, imaginary Leninism, and this seems 
to be the maximum that can be achieved in specific conditions – en-
tirely in the spirit of Khrushchev’s half-liberalization. Socialist re-
ality could be rejected not “from the outside”, but only from its own 
core, from the position of the communist ideal.

Such half-heartedness is completely unacceptable to Pavlov. 
Throughout this time, between the early 1960s and the late 1980s, he 
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has drifted increasingly irreversibly away from his erstwhile associ-
ates. From a certain point on, the rupture became complete, both in 
poetic and “external”, biographical-institutional terms. Pavlov is the 
only one, belonging to the very core of the generation, who enters into 
a direct confrontation with Zhivkov’s regime, “paternally” favour-
able to his poetic generation. While the former rebels are becoming 
more and more tightly integrated at various levels in the System, over 
the poetry of K. Pavlov’s poetry is becoming more and more censori-
ous. After his first two books (Satires, 1960, and Poems, 1965), which 
were met with extreme negativity and absolute incomprehension by 
the critics, he was officially denied publication of his poetry for a 
quarter of a century, until 1989 itself.

The muteness as an existential choice

We can restore the very beginnings of this rupture in an early poem 
of a metapoetic, manifesto character, discussing the very act of crea-
tion, of “singing”. The poem is “The Nightingales Sing” from 1957, 
included in the poet’s first book. It is important in that here appears 
an image that would prove to be in its own way pivotal to K. Pavlov’s 
poetry in general – the image of the raven:

Oh, how many nightingales!...

I walk and listen,
I forget myself
and stumble
in cold human corpses.

Who are they?
How did this happen?
Tell me!

Over every corpse
a rapturous nightingale sings...

Shut up, nightingales!
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Damned nightingales!
Let us hope that in the silence
a single raven will call,
to tell me the truth.
The terrible truth!5

The poem outlines a conflict with possible autobiographical over-
tones – the lonely, ugly raven (allusively borrowed from Botev) versus 
the chorus of sweet-voiced nightingales. Meanwhile, the old Roman-
tic cliché of “singing” has been fully absorbed by the “April” my-
thology and loaded with powerful ideological meanings – it has been 
turned into a sign of the “renewing” turning point after the April Ple-
num, to which the poetry is forced to “sing” hymns of praise; the very 
manifesto of the “April” turning point is a poem by Georgi Dzhagarov 
(from the same year, 1957) entitled “Pre-Spring”, whose refrain reads: 
“Birds are singing” – “something new is stepping here”.6

In opposition to the chorus of sweet-voiced nightingales, the au-
tobiographical figure of the raven is bent simultaneously on articulat-
ing the truth but also on muteness, that is on a reduction of singing, of 
sweet-voice, of voice in general, of articulation. In an outward sense, 
this desirable reduction anticipates – given the time of the poem’s 
composition – the censorial repression of which the poet would be-
come a victim, his forcibly imposed 25-year muteness. And at the 
same time, the situation is “internalized”, assimilated: muteness is 
accepted as a personal choice, set as his own poetic credo. A person-
al ars poetica, based on the refusal of words, which will unfold as a 
process of articulatory reduction, of meaning obscuration, striving 
towards nonsense (it will be maximally realized in the poem “Five 
Old Men”, 1965). 

5 Павлов, К. Сатири. София: Български писател, 1960, p. 14–15.
6 On the particular importance of the motif “birds singing” in the overall “April” 
context of this epoch, see: Кръстева, Г. ““Птици пеят” или за един лирически 
модел в българската поезия от края на 50-те и през 60-те години на ХХ 
век”. [“Birds sing” or a lyrical model in Bulgarian poetry from the late 50’s and 
60’s of the twentieth century] – В: Литература на близкото минало (1944–
1989) [Literature of the Recent Past (1944–1989)]. Благоевград: Югозападен 
университет “Неофит Рилски”, 2012, p. 101–110.
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Through the image of the raven, there is a maximal overlap be-
tween rhetorical act and real somatic-biographical gesture, between 
the poetic voice and its biographical assertion. Namely through this 
complexity K. Pavlov will fulfill the manifesto perspectives present 
in the figure of the raven from 1957 – as the solitary voice articulat-
ing the Truth. 

Read at the level of its “lyrical” Self, Pavlov’s poetry is a power-
ful vehicle of heroic optimism, situated entirely within the field of En-
lightenment humanism.7 Behind the total scepticism and pessimism 
there is a preserved faith in the invincible freedom of personal choice 
of the individual facing the coercion of power. His freedom is invin-
cible namely insofar as its roots lie not in external circumstances, not 
in institutional regulation, but in the Self itself, in his own choice to 
consent or not to consent, to join or not to join. Pavlov’s poetry argues 
that the Freedom is the inalienable privilege of the Self, and that ab-
solute freedom in a situation of total institutional encompassment (al-
legorically represented by the chorus of nightingales) is the privilege 
only of the absolutely allied, the exceptional, or more precisely, of the 
self-excluded from the System Self. In certain conditions, alienation 
does not imply strange character, but quite the opposite – an act of 
maximum engagement.

It is the ability to neutralize “external” coercion by making it 
one’s own choice that is the ultimate expression of freedom. The Pav-
lov’s public behaviour during his quarter-century in a regime of cen-
sorial prohibition, which will be monumentalised in the dissident 
myth “Konstantin Pavlov”, proves this: from the depths of enforced 
muteness, he radiates political gestures that would prove to be almost 
the only, radical defense of human dignity in Bulgarian poetry dur-
ing this period, echoed by the cheerful chirping of nightingales fed 
in their golden cages.

But in his public gesture Pavlov goes no further than speech. His 
resistance is a performative act on the level of writing itself, accom-
panied by a refusal of dissident heroics 

7 It is in such a heroic perspective and towards the existential realm that Ani Il-
kov interprets Pavlov’s poetry, making use of romantic constructs of the “char-
acter―fate” type (Илков, A. Персифедрон (Увод) [Preface]. София: Анубис, 
2001, p. 9–19). 
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“But never,” the poet cautions in a late statement, “in all my life, have I 
set myself any particular task of reacting politically. I say this so I don’t 
get complimented on my conscious resistance. I have deliberately not 
wanted to dialogue with all the conjunctures that have existed indepen-
dently and have not influenced me. I have simply reacted to the things 
impacting me.8

  
But the reduction doesn’t stop there, it has a second level: the po-

etic word itself is replaced with a demonstrative denial of itself, with 
muteness. In the end, not the speech but its absence that proves to be 
the real resistive action. An action thought of not as a physical act, not 
even as an act of writing/expression, but as a stubborn, demonstra-
tive and resistant silence (“I smoked and was silent, I was silent and 
smoked”9). It is this silence that constitutes that “free engagement” 
(Sartre) with actual reality which characterizes the poetical character 
of K. Pavlov as a political being.

The fundamental non-innocence of the language

And so, in Pavlov there is a two-stage reduction in the relation of the 
Self to Power and to the coercion that comes from it. At a first level, 
the resistive action (as the maximum engagement with the ‘political’) 
is reduced to the ‘poetic’ itself, to the ‘verbal’, i.e. it is replaced by the 
‘linguistic’ in the direct sense of the term. On a second level, however, 
there is a reduction of language itself to the inarticulate, to the croak, 
to an inarticulate muteness.

The Self in Pavlov’s poetry, like Kafka’s heroes or Camus’s for-
eignter, faces a legally regulated but completely dehumanized, absurd 
and illogical predetermination – the reality of a Power acting totally 
and anonymously as an ancient Destiny. It is the typical structuralist 
subject, determined by objective forces standing outside and above 
his – an intersection of semiotically (linguistically) manifested power 
practices. 

8 Quoted according: Bat. Journal of Literature, 1990, № 2, р. 7. Issue about Kon-
stantin Pavlov. Ed. by B. Rokanov.
9 Poem “Interview in the whale’s womb” (Павлов, К. Стари неща. [Old Things. 
Selected Poems and Film Scripts]. София: Български писател, 1983, p. 69).
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And at the same time the position of the Self in relation to the 
illogic of the totalitarian mechanism of Power is that of a poststruc-
turalist Différend10 – the “raven”, the totally allied “other”, the malad-
justed one, that “claimant” who, deprived of the means of argumenta-
tion, can assert his rights not within the System, but only by placing 
himself in a fierce counter-position to it. Aware of his powerlessness 
in the face of the “demonism of Power,” he seeks not a heroic resist-
ance against the citadel of Power – a resistance laid in the corporeal 
sphere – but to expose it from within, by its own means, within the 
parameters of language itself.11 

It is telling that this reduction of the lyrical self in Pavlov’s po-
etry ends the period of his own literary self-articulation immediately 
before his fall into the forced hiatus of the censorship ban, i.e. “into 
the whale’s womb”. The book Poems (1965) is finalized by two po-
ems, “Memory of Fear” and “Five Old Men”. Both are in essence an 
act of farewell to language on all levels. In “Memory of Fear” the 
lyrical hero (lyrical insofar as he is a projection of the poet’s Self) 
in an “external,” factual aspect (an anticipation of what will really 
happen to the poet in biographical plan) becomes desocialized, loses 
his human “outlines”, his communicative ability degrades to a bris-
tling animal growl/roaring. In the second poem – “Five Old Men” – 
the same process is unfolded and radicalized on a meta-level, in the 
spheres of poetic language itself – the animal muteness, the inarticu-
late raven’s croak have acquired their analogue in the utter absurdity 
of a logically impenetrable fabula, in the defiant nonsense, where the 
linguistic component itself has gone beyond language. A beyond-lan-
guage-presence, saturated with an eloquent political meaning – deeply 

10 The term belongs to the most meaning-productive core of French poststructur-
alist philosophy since the 1960s (its use by Derrida is particularly intense, infold-
ing a wide range of meanings that vary and build on Hegel’s ‘Aufhebung’). Here 
the term is used most directly in the sense of Lyotard (see Lyotard, J.-F. Economie 
libidinale. Paris: Minuit, 1974).
11 The thesis expounded here corresponds to other concepts fundamental to French 
structuralism, e.g. to the language and silence; the null language-blanc as the nec-
essary condition for perceiving the voice-event (see e.g. Lyotard, J.-F. Pérégrina-
tions. Paris: Galilée, 1990, p. 67); or Derrida’s metaphor of “the voice that keeps 
silence” (Derrida, J. La voix et le phénomène. Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1967, ch. 6).
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hidden and yet sufficiently understandable namely at the level of the 
incomprehensible, of its zero, empty articulacy. A null language, sig-
nifying only by its demonstrative lack of meaning, of a recognizable 
referential layer.12

At the same time, namely this minimized, vague, meaning-
darked speech that carries the truth. It produces the only, albeit “zero” 
meaning – a meaning that is maximally true namеly insofar as it cor-
responds to the very “external” absurdity and meaninglessness of to-
talitarian reality, of its own denotative emptiness, of its simulacrum 
essence.13

To better read the poetry of K. Pavlov, we need to recall the es-
sence of a political debate central to the second half of the twentieth 
century – between the agonizing axiology of the Enlightenment and 
an increasingly radical post-Enlightenment skepticism.

In the 1960s, existentialist humanism was already discredited. 
Western humanitarian thought was increasingly reserved about any 
possibility of freedom as a function of the contract social. Human ex-
istence was finally stripped of all consoling illusions. Freedom is not 
real, but replaced by its own linguistic presentations. It is only really 
available in the realm of a complex system of language games, in dif-
ferent types of textuality – the law, the Constitution, etc.

This debate culminated in an argument that heated up in the 
1980s – Lyotard’s dispute with Habermas, the last self-confessed de-
fender of the thesis of the inexhaustible possibilities of modern hu-

12 Namely this placing of the ‘political’ within the parameters of language, not in 
the “reality”, the remaining at the level of “politically challenging ambiguity”, not 
the striving for some clear political meaning, gives reasons of P. Doynov to declare 
“Five Old Men” the act of “the final renunciation of K. Pavlov from satire” and in 
the last analysis – fot the first postmodern text in Bulgarian poetry (Дойнов, Пл. 
“В преодоляване на Езоповия комплекс”. [In Overcoming the Aesop’s Com-
plex]. – Литературен вестник, 27.1–2.2.1999, № 3, с. 12).
13 See details in: Антов, Пл. “Реалният” социализъм  – пребиваване в 
семиотичния симулакър”. [“Real” Socialism – Residence in the Semiotic Simu-
lacrum]. – В: Култура и критика. Част ІV: Идеологията – начин на yпотреба. 
[Culture and Critique. Part IV: Ideology  – a mode of consumption]. LiterNet, 
Варна, 21.07.2004: www.liternet.bg/publish11/p_antov/realniat.htm.
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manism (and his supporters).14 While the German philosopher tries to 
resuscitate the old Enlightenment idea of social harmony, of achiev-
ing consensus through tolerant discussion and the dialogical clash of 
arguments, Lyotard is adamant: on the contrary, consensus does not 
achieve justice, but is only a hidden legitimation of Power. Dialogue is 
always conducted in the language of one of the parties – that of Power; 
that is why its equality is illusory, and the effect is manipulative. It 
is self-deception, Lyotard argues, that the System allows the “other” 
voice, the voice of the Other, to be heard. There are only minor conces-
sions aimed only at reinforcing the available domination.

It is here, in the parameters, more precisely in the cracks of this 
dialogue, the figure of the individual-Différend appears. The indi-
viduum is involved in a language game whose rules are defined in the 
language of the other party, so that he is deprived in advance of the 
opportunity to defend his arguments.

Here, to all the linguistic “visibilities of the law” of a juridical 
sort, which represent and substitute for freedom, we will add poetic 
language – the soc-realistic literary (in particular poetic) canon, ex-
emplarily represented by the “April” poets: the language of the po-
etic text is harnessed to the general discursivity legitimating Power.

Nowhere is the illusiveness of the dialogical consensus of Mo-
dernity proclaimed by Habermas more clearly visible than in the situ-
ation of totalitarian socialism. And the chorus of nightingales – to use 
Pavlov’s allegory – is the perfect image of this consensus.

Refusing to join this chorus is refusing to participate in a false 
consensus. Konstantin Pavlov does not believe in the dialogue of ar-
guments. The confession quoted above (“I deliberately did not want 
to dialogue with all the conjunctures...”) clearly declares a distrust of 
such dialogism, unworkable in the totalitarian situation, which knows 
only the monological consensus – the consensus of the chorally chirp-
ing nightingales under the conductor’s baton of Power. Its only al-

14 On Lyotard’s objections to Habermas’s theory of the dialogical assent of com-
municative reason (and his proponents such as Appel, Honneth, and Rorty), see 
e.g.: Lyotard, J.-F. Pérégrinations, Paris: Galilée, 1990, р. 77. On the late phase in 
this dispute see e.g. a reply of Rorty (Rorty, R. “Cosmopolitanism without Eman-
cipation: A Response to Jean-Francois Lyotard”. – In: Rorty, R. Objectivity, Rel-
ativism, and Truth. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, рр. 211–222).
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ternative is not the “other” voice, but the voice degraded to its 
own “other”, silence itself (“I smoked and was silent, I was silent 
and smoked”); the voice degraded to the inarticulate croak, to the 
nonsense. There is a specific, negative mimesis. It is only this mute-
ness that can articulate the absurdity and horror of totalitarian reality. 
The muteness is the only language, albeit a null (“empty”) one, that 
does not belong to the discourse of power, is not offered by it. This 
is the only own argument of the “other”, of the Self-Différend, of the 
exceptioned-from-the-system-man, of the outside-positioned-man, of 
the not-possessing-language-man. His language is of necessity anti-
language.

In this sense, the refusal of a “singing” in the choir of the night-
ingales – a refusal that will lead to a refusal of the Language altogeth-
er – has its deep reason: the fundamental non-innocence of the Lan-
guage as a substitute (i.e., false, deceptive) instance. In the real situa-
tion of totalitarian socialism, there is impossibility for existing of the 
language in a pure, moral state. Under conditions of total censorship, 
it is possible either as a part of the legitimating discourse of Power, or 
as a refusal-of-itself, as silence, muteness, aglossia. The only moral 
form of “singing”/writing is the zero one. Language is moral only in 
the performative act of refusing-itself, of its own reduction to mute-
ness. The frowning inarticulate croak of the raven is the only way to 
preserve the dignity of language.

The failure of rebels who remained within the System, such as 
L. Levchev and St. Tsanev – a compromise and morally dubious re-
bellion – proves this. Habermas’s pragmatic consensus is illustrated 
precisely by the rhetorical pathos of the nightingales, whose rebel-
lious gestures can occur only within the boundaries delineated by 
the power’s imperative. A rebelliousness that legitimates the System 
even at the cost of sincere or apparent opposition. Opposition, which 
in the specific conditions plays a role useful for the Power – of a safety 
valve, a vent, an alibi.

In a situation of total control the only dignified position, the last 
refuge of Dignity, Truth, Freedom, is the renunciation of Language. 
The inarticulate croaking of the raven is the radical way to resist – a 
way that does not allow itself to be cunningly drawn into dialogue. 
Which shifts the dialogue to an essentially different plane: it is no 
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longer a dialogue of voices within the System, it is a dialogue between 
the System itself and Freedom.

And here, through the moral factor, we are returned back to the 
field of humanism in a dialectical way. In its striving toward the mute-
ness, Pavlov’s poetry enunciates – and realizes – Modernity’s cen-
tral idea of the intellectual-institution, which, in order to preserve its 
right to radical criticality, must remain outside the language games of 
Power/Authority. That heroic loner who, just residing in the ontologi-
cal muteness to which the System has doomed him, in the performa-
tive act of its very articulation through a linguistic nonsense, exposes 
the System’s illogism in a maximal, absolute way.

Back to nature, or the failed project of Modernity

Manifestly proclaimed in “The Nightingales Sing”, this process of 
escalating reduction of language would later become a fundamen-
tal feature of Konstantin Pavlov’s poetry. Apart from the fact that in 
its own self-consciousness it identifies itself with the raven’s croak, 
in a number of other places the poems demonstratively moo, shriek, 
chirp, cackle, caw in a dog-like manner, quack... Pavlov’s poetry is 
abundantly saturated with zoomorphic imagery (pigs, dogs, horses, 
frogs, fish, amoebae, spiders, all kinds of insects) – a fact that greatly 
provoked the incomprehension, and outright hostility, of the human-
ist Marxist critics of the early 1960s. Later Svetlozar Igov would find 
the most apt expression to characterize this situation – а “going wild” 
of language.15 

Along with this, there is also a demonstrative dehumanization 
of the “lyrical” Self – a process directly related to and implying the 
“going wild” of language. The protagonist irrepressibly loses his hu-
man form, regresses to the animal, bestial. In the poems “Memory 
of Fear” and especially “King Trajan” (1957) the dehumanization of 
the character, his regression back to nature, have reached monstrous 
proportions: 

15 Игов, Св. “Спомен за страха от Константин Павлов”. [A Memory of 
the Fear of Konstantin Pavlov] – В: Игов, Св. Привечер. [At Dusk]. София: 
Литературен форум, 1999, p. 221–228.
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Fearful and spiteful
he fled in the mountains. 
To the bears. 
He lived with them
and began to imitate them.

Lost his human outlines. 

Completely degraded into the wild, a-human, he has acquired 
bear’s fangs and fur, on it grows teeth “huge as an elephant’s tusks,” 
and has goat ears.

This furious dehumanization, we might say, is subordinated to 
an underlying satirical impulse. It is directed against the humanist 
pathos of ultramodern communist ideology and the obligingly fol-
lowing it, articulating it “April” poetry. The modernizing claims of 
communism itself are grotesquely unmasked. 

But the Eastern, socialist type of totalitarianism did not arise 
on a empty place, it is the logical development and radicalization of 
processes fundamental to Western Modernity from the 17th century 
onwards. It is exctly this to give Konstantin Pavlov’s poetry a power-
ful philosophical charge. The demonstrative muteness of the Self, the 
degradation (“going wild”) of his language and his own degeneration 
to the animal, the bestial – this is a diagnosis whose meaning goes 
far beyond the immediate political resistance against the totalitar-
ian reality in Bulgaria of the 1950s–80s. To define the pathos of this 
poetry as merely anti-communist would be to take away much of its 
meaning power.

The degradation of human language in Pavlov’s poetry is a sign 
of total crisis of humanism in the twentieth century. Under its visible 
engagement with the immediately actual, this resistance to the lin-
guistically constructed ethos of communism hides universal dimen-
sions – a demasking of the modernization process as a hypertrophy of 
instrumental reason, giving rise to a new slavery.

Pavlov’s poetry articulates an anti-Enlightenment (and post-
modern in the etymological sense of the term) scepticism born of dis-
trust of the power mechanisms of Modernity. A distrust of the ration-
alism of modern statism, which, unfolding, bathed by the light of Rea-
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son, in a goodwill aspiration to the Universal Good, has unexpectedly 
acquired monstrous features, has found itself in the atavistic-chthonic 
spheres. Statism, self-declared as a hypertrophy of a total instrumen-
talization, whose legitimate product has turned out to be the totali-
tarian state, in which the Power/Authority-means has imperceptibly 
swallowed the man-goal – howling lonely or silent through his teeth 
in the womb of a chthonic monster. (A very productive analogy in this 
sense would be an analogy between the whale of Konstantin Pavlov’s 
famous poem and Hobbes’ Leviathan.)

Muteness, aphasia as a basic concept in this poetry, understood 
in a broad sense (as a loss of language, but also as a blocking of 
Meaning, of Enlightenment logocentrism and rationality, as non-
sense in the general, but also in the narrowly poetic sense of the 
term) – it is the voice of oppressed Nature, which has unexpectedly 
found itself not only dominating the rational and the humane, but 
also produced by it. 

The Raven is the skeptical counterpoint to boundless Enlighten-
ment optimism, to the idea of Modernity as an unfinished project.

When the simulation of truth is the essence of Language in the 
political sphere, it is silence that becomes the last refuge of Truth, in 
its voice. Null (empty) language can be a kind of deprivation in the 
situation of cunning, lying, deceitful dialogue, but also a full inclusion 
in the dialogue of a meta-level – dialogizing with the dialog itself, a 
radical act of criticizing, opposing, exposing the dialogical situation 
itself and ultimately its moral discrediting. 

At this point, through the moral, we come back in a dialectical 
way to the field of humanism. In its aiming to the muteness, Pavlov’s 
poetry articulates – and realizes – the idea about the modern Intel-
lectual-institution, who in order to preserve its right to radical criti-
cality must remain outside the language games of Power. That heroic 
loner who, precisely by residing in the ontological muteness to which 
the System has forcibly condemned him, in the performative act of its 
very articulation by means of a linguistic nonsense, exposes the Sys-
tem’s illogicality in a most effective, absolute way.
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*

We can summarize: Pavlov’s poetry is actively, albeit spontaneous-
ly, involved in the large-scale conceptual debate under whose sign 
the decades between the end of the 1950s and the end of the 1980s 
passed. At different levels (but not in different periods!) it resides si-
multaneously in the modernist, the humanistic-optimistic sphere, in 
the existentialist discourse, on the one hand, and in the postmodern 
one, on the other hand, into the realms of a radical post-Enlighten-
ment skepticism, ruthlessly deconstructing the repressive structures 
of Modernity. 

Residing in the political realm in this deep way, Konstantin Pav-
lov’s poetry did not lose an ounce of its full skepticism after 1989 too, 
after the collapse of communism in Bulgaria. Its Self continues to be 
the same loner, alien to all collective raptures and institutional games. 
In a poem from 1992 (“Prayer”), the social alienation of the Self is still 
total and universally addressed:

Hey, You, our Common Creator -
give me strength
to feel Тhem brothers... 

Unlike his other “brothers”-poets, K. Pavlov did not rush to join 
the chorus of the “new” nightingales, which every Power/Authority – 
communist or not – breeds for itself and which never delay to help-
fully fly at its disposal.
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Political or Aesthetical Subversion? 
Strategies of Avant-Garde Speaking Choirs  

in Interwar Hungary

Dávid Szolláth
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ABSTRACT

Speaking choirs were underground artistic groups of the 
labor-class youth in Hungary in the period between the two 
World Wars. The groups, led mostly by Avant-Garde artists, 
were artistic and political communities also. Dadaism, Expres-
sionism and Constructivism, Soviet Proletkult and revolutionary 
mass festivals had considerable influence on the speaking choir 
movement. Politically, a number of the choirs were influenced 
by the Social Democratic Party, others by the illegal Communist 
Party, but some of them, such as the choir of Kassák or the com-
pany of Palasovszky, were autonomous leftist groups that strove 
to remain detached from any kind of party influence. In the paper 
I will give two examples of works written especially for speak-
ing choirs. The first is a poem (Tömeg, ’The Masses’ – 1930) by 
one of the best-known XX. century Hungarian poet, Attila József 
(1905–1937). The other is a mass play of multiple choirs written 
for street performance. It is called Punalua (1926), it was writ-
ten by a less known Avant-Gardist poet and stage director, Ödön 
Palasovszky (1899–1980), and due to its grand scale, it was never 
performed. The poem of Attila József, though a masterpiece of its 
genre, remains enclosed in its own sociocultural context whereas 
Punalua is still open to reinterpretations.

Keywords: Labor-class culture, Avant-Garde, speaking 
choirs, Hungary, Lajos Kassák, Attila József, Ödön Palasovszky 

The Speaking Choir Movement

Speaking choirs were artistic groups of the Hungarian labor-class 
culture in the period between the two World Wars. These under-
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ground communities were comprised of young, mostly teenager in-
dustrial workers and intellectuals. The groups were led by Avant-
Garde artists of the time such as Lajos Kassák (1887–1967), Jolán 
Simon (1885–1938), Ödön Palasovszky, Aladár Tamás (1899–1992), 
and also non-avant-gardists such as the acknowledged actor-director 
Oszkár Ascher. Speaking choirs were not only artistic communities, 
but political communities which had a certain non-formal educational 
role as well. 

First experiences with Hungarian speaking choirs were made by 
the Proletkult group of Kassa, otherwise known as Košice in 1922, led 
by János Mácza (1893–1974).1 Mácza wrote, directed and organized a 
mass play called “Choir of Workers” for the festival of May the first, 
International Labor Day. But Mácza fled to Moscow and the Kassa 
Proletkult group broke up. The real spread of the Worker’s Choirs be-
gan only after 1926 with the success of the “Új Föld” [‘New Land’] 
Theatre project of Ödön Palasovszky, Aladár Tamás and Zsigmond 
Remenyik (1900–1962). The choir movement was growing very fast 
at the turn of the twenties and thirties. The speaking choir was seen 
as a cheap and democratic genre which was accessible to anyone. Nei-
ther mastering a musical instrument nor having expensive singing or 
acting lessons was needed to join a choir. The only thing needed from 
the participant was that which almost everybody, even the poorest 
unemployed worker had: one’s own voice and one’s ability to speak. 
The choir, as a group performance, was seen as a par excellence anti-
individualistic art in a bourgeois age of emerging movie stars. The 
members saw the choirs as representatives of a new democratic or 
even a new communist age. 

The practical advantages and its good ideological reputation 
made the speaking choirs popular. The movement in its heyday had 
approximately ten thousand members in about a hundred different 
choirs throughout the country. The aggregation of a well-organized 
leftist, potentially communist, youth quickly reached the level of be-
ing a considerable threat to the nationalistic government that was ide-
ologically based on anti-bolshevism and anti-Semitism. The speak-
ing choirs always functioned under strong political control until 1933 
when the whole movement was banned by the Minister of the Interior.
1 Botka, Ferenc (Ed.). Kassai Munkás 1907–1937. Budapest: Akadémiai, 1969.
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The aesthetic and political debates inside the choir movement 
which sometimes involved confrontations and denunciations of each 
other, reflected the debates of European avant-gardists and party 
theoreticians of the twenties about the revolutionary or reactionary 
role of Avant-Garde art. Dadaist cabaret, German Expressionism and 
Constructivism, Soviet Proletkult and revolutionary mass festivals 
had considerable influence on the rather heterogeneous Hungarian 
speaking choir movement. Politically, a number of the choirs were 
influenced by the Social Democratic Party, others by the illegal Com-
munist Party, but some of them, such as the choir of Kassák or the 
company of Palasovszky, were autonomous leftist groups that strove 
to remain detached from any kind of party influence.

In fact the question which divided the Hungarian labor cultural 
scene most during that period was the acceptance of what we now 
more or less call Avant-Gardism. One can easily note that many of 
Kassák’s adversaries were once his disciples. Mácza, Aladár Tamás 
and others were easily and subsequently attracted by the call of the 
party, and turned their back on Kassák because of his stout resist-
ance to accept any party intervention. And party theoreticians consid-
ered expressionism, constructivism etc. as anti-revolutionary artistic 
choices. They, like Georg Lukács (1885–1971) among them, consid-
ered this to be the art of the Weimar Republic, that of the bourgeoisie 
decadence and not that of the labor-class. Based on a study of the five 
main speaking choirs (in the more detailed Hungarian version of this 
paper)2, we can say that the stronger the party control was, the less 
subversive the performance of the choir became.

The Performance as a Political Ritual

There were, roughly speaking, two main types of speaking choir per-
formances. The one I am going to speak about first can more easily 
be seen as a “political ritual” of a community rather than an artistic 
performance before an invited audience. As a political ritual it was a 
celebration of the union of the working class. The synchronized reci-

2 Szolláth, Dávid. A kommunista aszketizmus esztétikája: a 20. századi magyar 
irodalom néhány munkásmozgalom-történeti vonatkozása. Budapest: Balassi, 2011, 
pp. 191–248.
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tation and motion of the choir, that also engaged the audience, was 
a symbolic enacting of the messianic moment, a unity of the class 
consciousness, when all individual interest dies and transforms into 
one greater common will. This probably sounds like political pop-
ulism, and as we know, cultural anthropology could be useful in the 
interpretation of modern political rituals. The choirs tried to veil the 
theatrical character of their performance, and the measure of success 
was if the audience ceased to be an audience and joined the choir in 
reciting the lines. 

Mass festivals of the early soviet republic were more similar to 
this kind of political ritual rather than that of theatrical symboliza-
tion. Most known among them was the “Storming of the Winter Pal-
ace” re-enacted in Saint Petersburg and directed by Nikolai Evreinov 
(1879–1953) in 1920. It took place three years after the original events 
by the same red soldiers in part who participated in the battle on those 
same streets. Other examples can be found in the workers’ theatres 
of Berlin. The actors used the same placards and flags that they used 
during the street protests against the government. The Hungarian re-
view, called “100%” (‘Hundred percent’), which was closely related 
to the communist speaking choir of the same name, often reported 
about contemporary worker’s theatres in Berlin. The review hailed the 
“Arbeiter-Theaters” for bringing the political placards and flags on 
stage.3 Performances and rehearsals could be seen as a remembrance 
of former political acts, and also as preparation for the next street pro-
test or revolution to come. Hungarian speaking choir members and 
leaders were familiar with these foreign examples. They also held that 
the first speaking choirs were spontaneous actions of street protest-
ers who began to recite together, eventually becoming an independ-
ent genre on the workers’ stages later on. So not only the placards and 
flags but the whole genre came directly from the street. It was con-
sidered that the performance on stage preserves the original political 
force, or at least a tiny spark of the revolution in a somehow transcen-
dental way. Just like in religious rituals: a communion of mortals with 
a transcendental force is possible.

3 Nemes, László, “A Th. B. D.” [Arbeiter-Theater-Bund Deutschlands] (1927). – 
In: 100% A KMP legális folyóirata, 1927–1930. Ed. Lackó, Miklós. Budapest: 
Magvető, 1981, pp. 160–163, 162.
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Although the speaking choirs were proliferating in an extensive 
manner from the end of the twenties, the repertoire wasn’t so varied. 
In most of the cases the new choirs learned the same pieces that they 
heard performed by others. The repertoire consisted of revolution-
ary marches, hymns of freedom, hymns of work, as well as political 
allegories. Not only the pieces performed, but the mode of the per-
formance was usually fixed. In fact, a speaking choir could be parti-
tioned into male and female parts, also into “dark” and “light” voices 
(that was the name for low and high voices), often a solo voice was 
used, and rhythmical or illustrative motion of the choir members ac-
companied the recitation. 

Despite all of the variability of the choirs, the most common vo-
cal structure of a poem on stage was the simple crescendo, the rise of 
the voice and the dynamic from piano to forte or to fortissimo. This 
was the acoustic equivalent of the ritual union of the entire commu-
nity. The forte of the choir could be intensified only if the audience 
joined the recitation. 

This type of choir performance can be named the crescendo 
structure. By ‘crescendo structure’ I do not mean exclusively the con-
stant and gradual increase in loudness, only two criteria have to be 
fulfilled: 1. there should not be decrescendo in the performance, 2. 
the ultimate line has to be the loudest. Battle marches and wartime 
verses were the best choices for this kind of interpretation. Poems like 
Föltámadott a tenger [The Sea has Revolted’], by Sándor Petőfi (1823–
1849), a XIX. century revolutionary poet. This is a political allegory 
of the world’s nations flowing together like a flood against kings, ty-
rants and aristocracy. The poem, which allegorizes the crowd as the 
sea, in return could easily be performed by a group of people acting 
as if they were the flood.4

There was no need for texts with open revolutionary meaning 
since the crescendo structure suggested the meaning in itself. The vo-
cal structure of the crescendo was an interpreting tool for any kind of 
text spoken by the choir. Even if one couldn’t understand a single line 
from a poem recited by the choir, she or he would realize the main 
purpose. The texts performed on stage were not explicit politically; 
in fact, they couldn’t have been so because of censorship. We have 
4 Ascher, Oszkár. Minden versek titka. Budapest: Szépirodalmi, 1964, p. 33.



209

documents from choir leaders about their work such as that of Osz-
kár Ascher (1897–1965), leader of the “Nyomdászkórus” [‘Typogra-
pher’s Choir’], which gives us a detailed description of how he used 
the voice of the choir. For example, his director’s instructions for the 
interpretation of the poem by Richard Dehmel (1863–1920) are full 
of metaphors. 

The grumbling and moaning of dark voices repeat the chorus in a 
threatening way. […] The solo of the soprano sounds like anticipation 
of victor,5 he writes. Another choir leader, Aladár Tamás from 100%, 
writes that 

The expressive force of the choir gave a figurative sense to everything 
it performed. 

The Masses by Attila József

Probably the best example for a poem written for speaking choir per-
formance is “Tömeg” [‘The Masses’, 1930] by Attila József.6 The po-
em’s first two lines are a labor movement slogan of the time “Munkát 
kenyeret!” [‘Work and Bread!’] which is repeated. At the end of the 
poem there is also a slogan, “Éljen a munkásság parasztság / Nem fog-
ja polgári ravaszság” [’Long live worker and peasant / free from bour-
geois cunnin’]. We know that The Masses was written in 1930 on the 
September the first which was the day of the biggest street protest dur-
ing the period between the wars, of which József Attila took part.7 Just 
after his escape from the cavalry policemen, he wrote the poem for 
his choir. So, the political slogans in the poem – just like the placards 
or the flags which were brought onto the stage from the street, are not 

5 Ascher, Oszkár. “Dehmel »Aratódal«-a a kórusban” – Munkáskórus I, 1933, 
№ 1, p. 13.
6 József, Attila. József Attila minden verse és versfordítása. Budapest: Szépirodal-
mi, 1983, 288–290; for English translation, see: József Attila and Nyerges, An-
ton N. Poems of Attila József. Buffalo, N. Y.: Hungarian Cultural Foundation, 1973, 
pp. 108–109.
7 Szabolcsi, Miklós. Kész a leltár: József Attila élete és pályája, 1930–1937. Buda-
pest: Akadémiai, 1998, p. 70.
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an artistic representation of a political subject, but a part of a political 
action in the form of a little material piece (or a sound recording of it). 

In the following I will analyze some parts of the text focusing on 
the possibilities of the human voice encoded in the lines. Although 
there’s insufficient data regarding how it was actually performed, we 
still can develop a hypothesis about the possibilities of its perfor-
mance. Let’s start with the already mentioned first lines. We hear the 
slogan “Work and bread!” repeated. It was usual that the choir started 
reciting before appearing onstage. The possibility is given in the text 
that at first the audience only hears the voice getting louder and louder 
before they actually see the source of the voice. The choir enters on-
stage resembling protesters who would pop up any corner at a street 
demonstration.

During the first appearance the sound of a solo voice acting as a 
narrator can be heard proclaiming what we experience. “The masses 
are coming!” (In the translation of Nyerges this line is “The Masses! 
The Masses!”) The word “masses” is repeated in the text. We can con-
sider it a rule that repetition is always amplification in the crescendo 
structure. Thus we can suppose that the word “Masses” is repeated by 
the whole choir or by a section of it. 

The breaking of lines in the poem shows us – so to speak – typo-
graphically, that the lines with a single word are intended for the choir. 
In the original poem we can see at first glance that there are only five 
single word lines (the translation has less). See table 1. As we can see, 
the word “masses” is repeated from time to time and three times this 
word makes a whole line. In the last section there are even single vow-
els making a whole line twice. One is an exclamation “Óh”, the other 
is the third person personal pronoun standing for the word “masses”. 
Nothing can be more evident that these one-word and one-letter lines 
are not for solo voices, but should be recited by the choir. 

By repeating the word “Masses” the choir repeatedly refers to 
itself. One could say that this is a very tautological mode of using 
language. But one shouldn’t forget about the ritual role of the speak-
ing choir performance. The repeated lines of the choir are, just as 
the repeated parts of the Roman Catholic Mass an opportunity for 
the audience to join the actual community by saying the repeated 
words out loud along with the performers. Common repetition of 
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the word “masses” is like a profane communion. The analogy can 
be stated even if we know that illegal communists were supposed 
to be strict atheists. Joining the performance by repeating the word 
“the masses” means joining the imagined community of the workers 
of the world on the level of political symbolism. Benedict Anderson 
uses the concept of imagined community8 for analyzing the period of 
the birth of national identities during the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. But in the same period the making of the labor class 
was also in progress, and the emergence of a social class is a com-
parable to that half sociological, half imagined community of a na-
tion that Anderson analyzed. A political ritual like a performance of 
a speaking choir, symbolically fulfills the order of the “Communist 
Manifesto” of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels which is probably the 
most wide-known slogan of the labor movement. “Proletarians of all 
countries, unite!”9 

The final lines also suggest a simple choreography of a workers’ 
choir:

All else [is]
useless – 
bargain, curse, silence, words. 
The masses: building and builder, 
foundation and roof,
maker and planner. 
Long live worker and peasant
free of [bourgeois] cunning. 

Millions of legs kick [it] up. 
Ho masses, onward, onward. 
 

8 Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origins and 
Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso, 1983.
9 Engels, Friedrich and Marx, Karl. Manifesto of the Communist Party.  – In: 
Marx/Engels Selected Works. Vol. 1. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1969, 98–137. – 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/index.
htm. [Accessed: 26. 08. 2021.]
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Here we can see possibilities for making a dialogue between the 
sections of the choir. Oppositions and parallelisms were usually per-
formed in a responding manner. I have marked in italics and bold the 
two sections answering each other.

All else [is]
useless – 
bargain, curse, silence, words. 
The masses: building and builder, 
foundation and roof,
maker and planner. 
Long live worker and peasant
free of [bourgeois] cunning. 
Millions of legs kick [it] up. 
Ho masses, onward, onward.  

The final lines demonstrate a very typical ending of a choral 
poem. Two things are important here. The first is that the text guides 
us back to the class struggle, to the street. “Ho masses, onward, on-
ward.” When they repeat, “onward, onward”, they can start leaving 
the stage as if they were going back to continue the fight for freedom. 
The second is that there is a line what can be taken as a director’s in-
struction for physical movement on the stage: “Millions legs kick it 
up”. While it is being said, the members of the choir can all kick in 
the air at one time showing common force and frightening the bour-
geoisie. 

Both of these elements were very common in poems performed 
by choirs. “A szocialisták” [‘The Socialists’] by Attila József ends 
with this line “You go south, you west and I north, / my Comrade!”.10 
We can imagine that by saying this, and pointing to the different di-
rections, the leader of the choir is actually sending the sections of the 
chorus offstage and eventually leaves himself. The closing is a sym-
bolic act of making propaganda in all parts of the world. (Note that 
east is missing. Naturally, it is a hint: the only place on Earth where 
there’s no need for more agitators is the Soviet Union.) Another ex-

10 József, А. József Attila minden verse és versfordítása. Budapest: Szépirodalmi, 
1983, p. 299.
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ample could be Vladimir Mayakovsky’s Poem The Left March from 
1918 which ends like this: 

Chests out! Shoulders straight!
Stick to the sky red flags adrift.
Who’s marching there to the right?
LEFT!
LEFT!
LEFT!11

 

The Punalua by Ödön Palasovszky

Ödön Palasovszky took part in a variety of Avant-Garde theatrical 
groups of which the Zöld Szamár Színház [‘Green Donkey Theatre’] 
was the first, founded by Sándor Bortnyik (1893–1976) and Iván 
Hevesy (1893–1966) in 1925. Palasovszky used speaking choirs in 
two different ways, he had two different repertoires as a theatre di-
rector, one for the workers’ stages and another for a middle-class au-
dience that could afford the ticket at the Academy of Music concert 
hall. While the first repertoire had a strictly revolutionary character, 
the latter, even though it had a certain oppositional and leftist touch, it 
was in contrast more sophisticated, more up-to-date and more playful. 
It was also ironic, contained more foreign authors and was similar to 
a potential show in Cabaret Voltaire, Zürich. Palasovszky’s repertoire 
for middle class stage involved works by Guillaume Apollinaire, Jean 
Cocteau, Paul Éluard, Tristan Tzara, Yvan Goll, Franz Kafka, and the 
pieces of music Schönberg and Honegger while on a workers’ stage 
they gave Endre Ady, Walt Whitman, Alexander Blok, Sergei Yes-
enin, Vladimir Mayakovsky and others.12

From a historical point of view, we can say that Palasovszky’s 
choice was a wise consideration of the different cultural needs of the 
two audiences. Circles of the rich and perhaps snobbish middle-class 
youth found the scandalous and Dadaist provocation on stage trendy 
and spicy. Works and shows of Palasovszky were in fashion for a time, 
but it also seemed to be a betrayal of the working class from a political 

11 Marshall, Herbert. Mayakovsky. London: Dobson Books, 1965, p. 130.
12 Jákfalvi, Magdolna. Avantgárd, színház, politika. Budapest: Balassi, 2006, p. 57.
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point of view. Even Kassák published a fervent critique of the “Green 
Donkey Theatre” in the Vienna-based “MA”.13 As he suggests, one 
cannot represent the workers and be a pet of the ruling class at the 
same time. Kassák held that modernist art is a legitimate property of 
the working class. Palasovszky considered the middle-class stage to 
be a better place for the artistic experiment, and only a limited amount 
of the experimental art could be brought into the workers’ stages.

The choral poems which Palasovszky wrote and directed for the 
workers’ choir were similar to the The Masses of Attila József. For ex-
ample his “Üvegfúvók” [‘Glassblowers’, 1927],14 or “A nyűgtelenek” 
[‘Without a Hobble’, 1929]15, were both performed by the “100 %” 
choir. They are based on the crescendo-structure, ending with a mo-
bilizing slogan. [Let’s go glassblowers! Let’s go, come on!]. They ce-
lebrate collectivity: Nini! Mindnyájan vérrokonok vagyunk’ [Look! 
We are all from the same flesh and blood!], and offer easily under-
standable hints of the revolution to come: ‘Egy szigetet ültessetek, / 
Ahol megszűnik a félelem és a kényszer’ [Go and plant an island, / 
Where will be no more fear and constraint!].

But these are not the works Palasovszky is famous for. In his 
more significant performances he either left behind the simple and 
didactic tool of the crescendo structure or used it in an ironic way. 
As we have seen, the crescendo in a speaking choir performance re-
inforces or even guarantees meaning. See the tautological structure 
of The Masses: the choir acts as “the masses” on the street and in the 
meantime the text repeats again and again the word ‘Masses’. Palas-
ovszky used several kinds of acoustic patterns, which are also shown 
in the musical notes of the published version of his texts.

In works like the famous Punalua, it is very hard to localize the 
central meaning. In the cited fragment from the beginning of the Pu-
nalua there is the solo voice of the priest, and there is the choir divided 
into male and female groups. Here we can see how the word Punalua 
was born from a repetition of meaningless voices. This scene is again 

13 Kassák, Lajos. “Horizont”. – MA (Wien) IX, 1925. № 1, p. 18.
14 Palasovszky, Ödön. Csillagsebek. Válogatott versek. Budapest: Magvető, 1987, 
p. 77.
15  Palasovszky, Ödön. Csillagsebek…, p. 102.
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an enactment of a ritual, with a priest and with the community of men 
and women. 

PRIEST: I make Punalua visible.
 (Starting the songs of u-punalua:)
 U –
 U – u u – u u!
MEN, dancing the “breathing Punalua”:
 Ú –
 U – u u – u u!
 A ! u – a u -a u! u – a u – a a! a – a a – a a !
WOMEN, with songs of the iiya- aaya:
 II -ya – aa – ya! ii – ya – aa – ya!
MEN, with a double u-aa:
 UU! u – a u – a ó!
 U –
PRIEST: Punalua! 

MEN:Punalua! Punalua! Punalua!
 Punalua! Punalua! Punalua!
ALL: (crying after Punalua)
 Punalua!16

 

The process going on is a kind of transubstantiation, the Priest 
makes something visible that was invisible before. We can notice that 
the crescendo structure is at work again in this fragment. The choir 
repeats and amplifies the lines of the solo voice. The whole fragment 
starts with a solo, goes on with male and female choirs dialoguing and 
ends with a tutti of everyone shouting the word finally found, “Pu-
nalua”. It is an expression of a triumph that after singing and shouting 
of the vocals “u-a u-a” there’s a word finally, probably a name, the 
random voices found a stable form finally which seems to be very sig-
nificant. As a result, everybody seems to be happy with that because 
of the univocality of the whole choir. There is a very similar tautolo-
gism here that we have seen in the case of the Attila József poem. A 
cultic repetition of a sacred word. There was also a central word in the 

16 Palasovsky [sic!], Ödön. Punalua. Budapest: Új Föld, 1926, 6. (Translation is 
mine. – D.Sz.)
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performance repeated from time to time. The community was born 
exactly at that moment, when everybody was shouting “the Masses, 
the Masses”.

There is another meaningless vocal sequence in the lines recently 
quoted, this is the “ii – ya – aa – ya” sang by women. Later on it is 
repeated and transformed to “i – o – a – a” and evolves into the word 
“izzólámpa”, that is “incadescent lamp”. This word – in contrast to 
Punalua – has a clear meaning but it is still hard to understand what’s 
its role here. One can probably argue that the glowing of the lamp 
symbolizes the spark of the revolution, but the meaning here is far 
more ambiguous and uncertain than it was in Attila József’s poem. 
One cannot be sure, how to take it. Is it a symbolic ritual of a com-
munity or is it a joke? When the audience suddenly understands that 
the meaningless vocal sequence has succeed to develop itself into a 
meaningful word, then again they still don’t understand what to do 
with ‘incandescent lamp”.

In fact, the word “Punalua” is not meaningless either although 
its usage in the choral poem is very surprising. Originally, “Punaluan 
family” was a term of a XIX. century American cultural anthropolo-
gist, Lewis H. Morgan.17 The term describes a basic prehistoric form 
of human community existed before family and monogamy. Morgan 
based his theory on the study of ancient precolonial Hawaiian fam-
ily relations, that is where the name came from, and there is still a 
beach called Punalu’u in Hawaii. Morgan supposed that Punalua was 
a certain marriage-like arrangement between tribes. Daughters of one 
tribe became wives of the sons of another tribe. It was a kind of lim-
ited polygamy. The wives were sisters, the husbands were brethren to 
each other and they were parent of all of the children born inside the 
community, no matter who were the mother and father in the modern 
Western sense of the word. The concept of free love and the concept of 
group marriage had a certain popularity in the labor movement sub-
culture. In fact, in most of the cases it wasn’t an ongoing, real practice 
between girls and boys in the movement it was rather a non-official 

17 Lewis H. Morgan. The Ancient Society or Researches in the Lines of Human Pro-
gress from Savagery through Barbarism to Civilization [1877] – www.marxist.org, 
2004). – https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/morgan-lewis/ancient-socie-
ty/ch23.htm. [Accessed: 26. 08. 2021.]
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way to imagine communism. At least two of the most famous authors 
of Marxism, Friedrich Engels18 and August Bebel19 wrote about the 
Punalua family and on the work of Lewis Morgan. Instead of the 
role it took in the turn of the century Marxist literature, we still do 
not know what is the exact role of the word “Punalua” in the work of 
Palasovszky. Is it an erotic vision of communism or is it a propagan-
da for free love? Perhaps we can say that Palasovszky was dreaming 
about a bond between people that is stronger than the lies in between 
present bourgeois society. A utopia of a community tied both by love 
and by brotherhood and sisterhood. Or perhaps it is only a frivolous 
joke, nothing more.

Punalua of Palasovszky was a product of the same little artis-
tic subcultural scene in Budapest at the end of the twenties, but does 
not share the semantic structure and political function of the other 
choral poems. Mostly because in this case one cannot know for sure 
the meaning of the central word: Punalua. The audience can see that 
there’s a ritual going on during the virtual performance, and some-
thing very important is happening that unites the community. But it 
is really hard to join to a community in the name of something you 
absolutely don’t understand. What one can do is merely join for the 
fun of it, in a mocking manner, such as in a carnival or in a festival. 

Punalua and other works of Palasovszky had some impact in 
their times in Budapest society. As I noted earlier, they were in fashion 
but they also succeeded to make a scandal, and that is what a proper 
Avant-Garde performance should do. Because of their evident hints 
on sexuality, they were outrageous not only in the bourgeoise but also 
in the labor-class subculture. Though the speaking choir movement 
was probably the most powerful and effective leftist cultural move-
ment in the interwar period in Hungary but considering both artistic 
and political subversiveness of Palasovszky’s pieces, most of the cho-

18 Engels, Friedrich. The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 
[1884]. Transl. West Alick (Marx/Engels Internet Archive, 1984) – https://www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1884/origin-family/. [Accessed: 26. 08. 2021.]
19 Bebel, August. Woman and Socialism, [1879]. Transl. Stern Meta L. (marxists.
org, 2005), -https://www.marxists.org/archive/bebel/1879/woman-socialism/in-
dex.htm?utm_source=lasindias.info. [Accessed: 26. 08. 2021.]
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ral poems and choir performances of the time seem to be rather con-
servatives and old fashioned.
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APPENDIX 

Table 1
Attila József Tömeg [The Masses, 1930] (József, 1983, 288), translated by Anton 
N. Nyerges (József, 1973, 108–109)

Munkát! kenyeret!
Munkát! kenyeret!
Jön a tömeg, a tömeg!

Work and bread!
Work and bread!
The masses! The masses!

Mint a megriadt legyek
röpülnek róla a kövek.
Szálló szikla apró szikra,

Stones swarming
like startled flies.
Rocks in the air, tiny sparks

mint ki a szemét kinyitja,
ha vasdorong ütötte meg.
A tömeg

you see
when struck by a beam. 
The masses

járó erdő rengeteg,
ha megáll, vér a gyökere.
Termőföld talpa, tenyere.

walk like a wilderness. 
If it stops, they are rooted in blood, 
their soles and palms a fertile land, 
their loaves a hundred thousand hills,

Százezer hegy a kenyere,
itala nem férne ködnek
s a ködök bár hegyet födnek,

and their wine a mist
covering the hillsides. 
But the masses have no real bread. 

a tömegnek nincs kenyere.

Kenyértésztaként dobódik,
hánykolódik, dagasztódik
a tömeg.
Tömény őssejt, püffeteg

Like swollen dough the
masses
heave, 

tapogatóit kibontja,
nyúlik, válik amőbaként,
más dudorait bevonja.

hard germ cells, inflates,
grow feelers, 
develop, transform into amoebae,
absorb other nodules. 

Világ, bekap a tömeg!
Felleget fú orralika,
odvas foga

World, the masses will devour you!
Their breath is a cloud,
their teeth

bérkaszárnyák görbe sora.
Kapkod, nyúl, ahova ér,
csűrért, gyárért, boglyáért,

a staggered row
of rotten tenements. 
They grab where they can
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hétórai munkáért,
a Göncölért, Fiastyúkért,
bővízű, alföldi kútért – -

factories, barns, wheat stacks,
a seven hour workday, 
Dippers, Pleiades, 
and deep Alföld wells. 

Nyirkos, görbedő atyáim,
édes, sovány leánykáim
a tömeg.

Clammy old men
and thin girls
are the masses. 

Körötte füstölgő csövek.
Folyót piszkál a szalmaszál, -
ni, kapja, viszi már az ár!

They are girded by steaming pipes – 
a piece of straw poked in the river,
the current snatches it,

és sodorja a padokat,
a kiszniket, a kocsikat,

sweeps away benches,
chests, carts, 

a csákókat, a lovakat,
a fölmutatott kardokat – -

shakos, horses,
and upraised swords.

Óh!
Minden más hiábavaló,
az alku, az átok, a csönd, a szó!

All else
useless – 
bargain, curse, silence, words. 

Ő
az épület s az építő,
lenn alapkő és fönn tető,
a dolgozó, a tervező – -

The masses: building and builder, 
foundation and roof,
maker and planner.  

Éljen a munkásság, parasztság,
nem fogja polgári ravaszság,
fölrugja milliónyi láb, -
hú! tömegek, tovább! tovább!

Long live worker and peasant
free of middle class cunning. 
Millions of legs kick up. 
Ho masses, onward, onward.
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Difference in Similarity:  
On Two Semiotic Terms of Roland Barthes  

and Juri Lotman

Andrey Tashev
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ABSTRACT

The article offers a comparative analysis of the semiotic 
terms myth by Roland Barthes and secondary modelling system 
by Juri Lotman. At first sight they show many common features, 
which may lead one to the conclusion that they are similar and 
even identical concepts. But in one key point – the evaluation of 
the social role of secondary semiotic structures – the views of the 
two scholars are radically different. This is a clear indication that 
despite all similarities there are significant differences between 
myth and secondary modelling system, which are searched and 
analysed in the second part of the article.

Keywords: Roland Barthes, Juri Lotman, myth, secondary 
modelling system

There are many cases in the history of science, when two research-
ers independently of each other made one and the same discov-

ery. We can mention classical examples like the Joule-Lenz law (dis-
covered by James P. Joule and Heinrich Lenz), the invention of the 
radio by Alexander Popov and Guglielmo Marconi, but also some 
contemporary contributions to science, such as Benjamin List and 
David MacMillan, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 2021, 
because independently of each other they discovered a third type of 
catalysis.

There are identical examples of multiple discoveries in humani-
ties as well. We could examine as such a case the semiotic terms 
myth and secondary modelling system, introduced respectively by Ro-
land Barthes and Juri Lotman. These terms have become representa-
tive for their authors, or at least for certain stages of their academ-
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ic work. Myth and its derivative mythologies are connected with the 
early semiotic researches of the French scholar Roland Barthes, and 
more precisely – with his essays published between 1954 and 1956 in 
Les Lettres nouvelles journal. In 1957 these essays, together with the 
study “Myth today” (a theoretical framework of the concrete analy-
ses), were published in a book entitled Mythologies. The term second-
ary modelling system is one of the key concepts in the views of the 
Russian-Estonian semiotician Juri Lotman. It appeared in the 1960s 
and together with the later term of Lotman semiosphere formed the 
basis of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic School.

As Daniele Monticelli1 convincingly proves, Barthes and Lot-
man developed their ideas independently from each other, although 
they knew about each other’s work. Yet, at first sight myth and sec-
ondary modelling system show many common features, which may 
lead one to the conclusion that they are similar and even identical con-
cepts. Both Barthes and Lotman used as a starting point for their mod-
els the main postulates of one of the founders of semiotics – Ferdinand 
de Saussure: the idea about the bilateral structure of the linguistic 
sign (consisting of signifier and signified) and its arbitrariness, lack 
of natural connection between those two sides. Both authors accepted 
that the natural language is a primary semiotic system upon which 
the secondary semiotic system (named myth2 and secondary model-
ling system respectively) was built. Barthes defined myth as follows:

[M]yth is a peculiar system, in that it is constructed from a semiologi-
cal chain which existed before it: it is a second-order semiological sys-

1 Monticelli, D. “Critique of ideology or/and analysis of culture? Barthes and Lot-
man on secondary semiotic systems”. – Sign Systems Studies, 44 (3), pp. 432–433.
2 Barthes called it also “second-order semiological system” (Barthes, R. Mythol-
ogies. New York: The Noonday Press, 1991, p. 113) and “metalanguage” (Ibid., p. 
114). A few years later in his book Elements of Semiology (1964) he defined the 
term “connotation” in almost the same way as “myth”, but “into the more general 
and abstract terms of his new theory of semiology” (Monticelli, D. Ibid., p. 436). 
There are some differences between “myth” and “connotation”, which are consid-
ered by Daniele Monticelli (Ibid., p. 436–438). Lotman’s views on the secondary 
modelling systems also changed and developed through the years, but this falls be-
yond the scope of the current article.
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tem. That which is a sign (namely the associative total of a concept and 
an image) in the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the second.3

 

As an illustration of this model the French scholar used the fol-
lowing diagram:

Lotman’s definition of secondary modelling systems was not so 
detailed, but the same diagram could be applied to them too, since 
they possess the main characteristics of Barthes’ myth:

It is useful to call those systems that have natural language as 
their basis and accumulate additional superstructures, thus creating 
second-order languages, secondary modelling systems. We will dis-
cuss the place of art among secondary modelling systems.4

At the end of this quotation Lotman brought arts under the term 
secondary modelling system, but in other studies he even broadened 
the term’s boundaries, defining culture, art and literature as second-
ary modelling systems5. According to Barthes, mythologisation is a 
similarly widespread phenomenon. He directly claimed that every-
thing can be a myth6 and his essays on many different aspects of con-
temporary culture (such as movies, photographs, newspapers articles, 
sports etc.) proved it. 

3 Barthes, R. Ibid., p. 113.
4 Lotman, J. “The place of art among other modelling systems”. – Sign Systems 
Studies, 2011, 39 (2/4), p. 250.
5 See for example: Lotman, J. The Structure of the Artistic Text. Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan, 1977, p. 34.
6 Barthes, R. Ibid., p. 107.
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Hence, we have common starting positions (the Saussurean tra-
dition), common structure and common range of myth and secondary 
modelling system, which defines them as universal phenomena. This 
chain of resemblances has not remained unnoticed by the researchers. 
Ivaylo Znepolski, for example, pointed out:

At the very beginning of his semiotic research Lotman adopted the 
idea about ‘the second system’ and the initial definition he gave it re-
sembles very much the formula of Barthes’ mythological discourse. 
For example, in his article “On the problem of meanings in second-
ary modelling systems” he literary repeated Barthes’ scheme…7 (my 
translation – A.T.)
 

I already mentioned the wide range of phenomena, which the sec-
ondary semiotic systems include according to both Barthes and Lot-
man. These systems are persistently present in the community, in the 
everyday life of each of us and exert influence on our view of life and 
lifestyle. Both scholars gave their evaluation of the social role of these 
secondary sign structures. And here, exactly in this key point on the 
border between semiotics, ideology, ethics and aesthetics, we can see 
a radical difference in the views of Barthes and Lotman. For Barthes 
myth is evil, through which people are manipulated. The concrete 
analyses of myths in contemporary culture, as well as their theoreti-
cal framework “Myth today”, are filled with metaphors and epithets 
that show the negative evaluation of the French thinker toward myths 
(he uses names like “parasite”, “language-robbery” etc.). On the con-
trary, Lotman regards secondary modelling systems as a unique and 
irreplaceable value, which enriches people.

This discrepancy indicates that despite all the similarities there 
are some significant differences between myth and secondary mod-
elling system. The analysis of this specific phenomenon (difference 
in similarities) is certainly an understudied aspect of the comparative 
research on Barthes and Lotman. However, in his interesting 2016 ar-
ticle Daniele Monticelli investigates the most important divergences 

7 Знеполски, И. Семиотика и критика на културата. Барт, Лотман, Еко. 
[Znepolski, Ivaylo. Semiotics and a Critique of Culture. Barthes, Lotman, Eco.] 
София: Сиела, 2019, p. 239.
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between both semioticians’ understanding of secondary systems and 
explains them “in terms of the opposite strategic roles that the notions 
of ‘ideology’ and of ‘culture’ play in the work of Barthes and Lotman 
respectively”8. Here I will approach the subject from a different per-
spective and will try to find out the deeper differences, which pro-
voked the above-mentioned discrepancy, in the core of the two con-
cepts themselves and in their specific semiotic premises.

As I already underlined, both Barthes and Lotman accepted Sau-
ssure’s idea about the arbitrary nature of the connection between sig-
nifier and signified in the linguistic sign (i.e. in the primary semiotic 
system). But this common view led the two authors to radically dif-
ferent consequences. Hence, their evaluation of the primary semiotic 
system was opposite. Barthes considered arbitrariness of the linguis-
tic sign as its natural and healthy state. “The mythical signification, 
on the other hand, is never arbitrary; it is always in part motivated...”.9 
Thus myth destroys the positive natural state of language and turns it 
into its antipode.

According to Lotman the result of the arbitrariness of the linguis-
tic sign is not positive at all:

The signs of a natural language, conventional with regard to signifier 
and signified, and intelligible only within a particular code, can easily 
become unintelligible, and where the coding semantic system is en-
meshed in the life of society, the signs can easily prove false. The sign 
as a source of information can just as easily become a source of social 
misinformation. The tendency to battle with the word, the recognition 
that it can deceive, is rooted in its very essence.10 

In the additional superstructure, which he called secondary mod-
elling system, however, sign is motivated (such as in Barthes’ myth), 
that is why the possibility of misunderstanding and lie disappears. 
From this point of view it is no accident that according to Lotman11 

8 Monticelli, D. Op. cit., p. 435.
9 Barthes, R. Ibid., p. 124.
10 Lotman, J. The Structure of the Artistic Text. Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan, 1977, pp. 55–56.
11 Ibid., p. 15, 69.
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the main goal of art (which is an example of secondary modelling 
system) is truth.

To show the second difference more clearly I will use Barthes’ 
diagram again, with some elements added.12

The key element here is obviously the marked one because of its 
central position and its belonging to both semiotic systems: “The sig-
nifier of myth presents itself in an ambiguous way: it is at the same 
time meaning and form”.13 From the point of view of the language it 
is meaning, while from the point of view of the myth it is form, which 
connects with the new signified. The essence of myth and its features 
is determined by the relation between meaning and form. In Bar-
thes’ model this is a relation of collision, in which the form prevails. 
But it “does not suppress the meaning, it only impoverishes it, it puts 
it at a distance, it holds it at one’s disposal”14. The form rather sup-
plants, alienates the meaning, so the meaning’s shell remains empty 
and myth’s signified (that is – the concept) can unimpededly enter in 
it. The mythical concept is ostensibly natural precisely because it is 
masked as the alienated meaning.15 So myth under the disguise of nat-

12 The marking color, meaning and form, as well as the dotted line which divides 
them are my additions, but they are suggested by Barthes’views. Such a dividing 
line actually does not exist, but its drawing gives us better understanding of the ab-
stract model and the relations between the elements.
13 Barthes, R. Ibid., p. 116.
14 Ibid., p. 117.
15 It is ostensibly natural, because it is under the cover of language, which accord-
ing to Barthes is the natural stage.
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uralness enters as a Trojan horse in the human consciousness, without 
any chance for people to repel it. 

This is why myth is experienced as innocent speech: not because its 
intentions are hidden – if they were hidden, they could not be effica-
cious – but because they are naturalized.16 
 

Barthes was most disgusted precisely by this fake pretended nat-
uralness of the myth.

Lotman did not give so many details on the different elements of 
the secondary modelling systems. However, writing about the struc-
ture of the artistic work (in its existence as a secondary modelling 
system) the semiotician also pointed out its bilaterality: “An artistic 
model is a unique combination of scientific and game models, organ-
izing the intellect and behavior simultaneously”.17 He defined these 
two sides of the secondary modelling systems as follows: “Play means 
acquiring a skill and training oneself in a conventional situation […]. 
Scientific models are a means of cognition – they organize man’s in-
tellect in a certain manner”.18 The essence of the scientific model is 
connected with gaining knowledge and therefore can be interpreted 
as being on the side of the natural language. Lotman himself leads us 
to this analogy claiming that the linguistic sign is, or at least should 
be, a source of information19. That is why the scientific model can be 
defined as analogous to the meaning from Barthes’ diagram, while 
the game model, which according to Lotman is without content, cor-
responds to Barthes’ form.

The next step is to trace out the relations between scientific and 
game model within the framework of the secondary modelling sys-
tem. In contrast with Barthes’ myth, in Lotman’s views these two 
models are not in collision, but exist equally. There is tension between 
them, but it does not destroy the superstructure. On the contrary, pre-
cisely this tension enables the permanent vibration and pulsation be-

16 Ibid., p. 130.
17 Lotman, J. The Structure of the Artistic Text. Ann Arbor: University of Mich-
igan, 1977, p. 69.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid., pp. 55–56.
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tween the two elements, which forms the foundation of the secondary 
modelling systems. If the balance is disturbed and one of the models 
prevails, the whole system collapses.

In short – the second significant distinction between Barthes’ 
myth and Lotman’s secondary modelling system lies in the relations 
between meaning and form (scientific and game model respectively). 
In the first case the form prevails the meaning, while in the second 
case there is a balance between them, which is the necessary condi-
tion for the existence of the secondary modelling system.

The comparison between the two terms shows that the ostensible 
similarity hides essential differences. These differences can be a good 
starting point for entering not only in the semiotic views, but also in 
the ideological beliefs of Barthes and Lotman.
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ABSTRACT

Margit Kaffka was a prominent figure of the legendary first 
generation of Hungarian literary modernity in the beginning of 
20th century. Her short life and oeuvre encompasses many areas 
from poetry through short stories and novels to journalism and 
pedagogical reform activity. Aspiration for detailed description 
based on seeing and making something visible through the most 
possibly meticulous observation occupies a central role both in 
her lyrical and narrative poetics. During this observing process 
narrative subject dissolves (or isn’t even come into being) and be-
comes one with all that this minutious-meditative contemplation 
creates. This ambition, which permeates Kaffka’s lyrical and 
narrative work, is also at the heart of the art of Virginia Woolf, 
one of the most important innovators of modern novel poetics.

However the eye, as the central metaphor is somewhat mis-
leading as channels of perception in this process don’t really dif-
fer from each other: in Kaffka’s writing praxis, one of the signs 
of this, highlighted by many, is the great role of synaesthetic 
signifiers and descriptions, but the mixing and blending of chan-
nels of perception, their inseparability, is also a much-analysed 
feature of Woolf’s novels. Resolution and decontextualizaton of 
small details is an act of deprivation of the consensual (and for 
the focalizator-narrator inaccessible) meaning and the search for 
intelligibility at the same time. This poetic starting point can 
be discovered at many canonic figures of international literary 
modernism and remains important for later artists in the middle 
of the 20th century as well.

This approach to the question of subjectivity, not explicitly 
from philosophy or psychology, but rather from narrative theory, 
is therefore also useful as an aspect of the literary history of mo-
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dernity. Not least because the text-level attention to the imma-
nent creation of the point of view allows us to juxtapose authors 
and works of art that are traditionally placed in distant, possibly 
hierarchically separated canonical contexts. In this way, we can 
strengthen the self-reflexive, critical character of literary histo-
ry by moving away from the community’s self-affirmation (and 
thus from the political vulnerability of literary history).

Keywords: literary modernism, narratology, gender studies

Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind 
receives a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or en-
graved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an inces-
sant shower of innumerable atoms (…) Let us record the atoms as they 
fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pat-
tern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each 
sight or incident scores upon the consciousness.1  

The above excerpt from Virginia Woolf’s famous essay on the 
modern novel is often quoted in the literature as describing the birth of 
the stream-of-consciousness novel. Literary historians often empha-
size that the new notion of the subject, the redefinition of the role of 
perception by modern science, and new theories of psychical process-
es are as important constituents of this central concept of European 
“high modernism” as the fundamental changes in narrative poetics. 
Because of this multifaceted interweaving, it is customary to regard 
those texts which explicitly focus on the problems of the intangibil-
ity of the ‘whole’, which is disintegrating as a result of the irreducible 
multiplicity of emotions, as the epoch-defining endeavours of liter-
ary modernism. Virginia Woolf’s prose poetics is one of the most im-
portant points of reference for this concept of modernism, especially 
since the rise of interest in the question of focalisation: Manfred Jahn, 
for example, traces the growing emphasis on the problematics of nar-
rative focus directly to the prose literature of modernism.2

1 Woolf, Virginia. “Modern Fiction”. – In: The Essays of Virginia Woolf. Vol. 4, 
1925–1928. Ed. Andrew Mcneillie, London: The Hogarth Press, 1984, pp. 157-165.
2 Jahn, Manfred. “Focalization”. – In: The Cambridge Companion to Narrative. 
Ed. David Herman. Cambridge Companions to Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007, pp. 94–108, 94–96.
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Margit Kaffka (1880–1908), born just two years before Woolf, 
and like her a “daughter of educated men” — as Woolf calls her par-
ticular social milieu in her essay A Room of One’s Own — made re-
markable and lasting contributions in many fields during her short 
life, from poetry to short stories and novels to journalism and educa-
tional reform. It is not only these parallels, however, that justify ex-
amining the two women writers in the context of each other: the need 
to see, to present and to make things visible based on vision, on the 
most precise and detailed observation possible, is as fundamental to 
Kaffka’s lyrical and narrative work as it is to Woolf’s prose. The focus 
on the eye, the gaze, is perhaps somewhat misleading, since in this 
process the channels of experience and sensation are not necessarily 
separate. In Kaffka’s writing, one of the signs of this highlighted by 
many is the great role of the synesthetic signifiers and descriptions, 
but the mixing and blending of the channels of perception, their in-
separability, is also a much-analysed feature of Woolf’s novels.

The dissection and decontextualisation of the small details is 
both an act of deprivation of consensual meaning and a search for 
interpretability, and this poetic starting point is not only character-
istic of the early twentieth-century representatives of modernism as 
used in Anglo-Saxon terminology, but also appears as an endeavour 
in various newer forms in the middle decades of the 20th century. 
This approach to the question of subjectivity, not specifically from the 
standpoint of philosophy or psychology, but rather from that of narra-
tive theory, can therefore also be useful point of view for a survey of 
the literary history of modernism. Not least because the textual-level 
attention to the immanent construction and emergence of the perspec-
tive can help to place authors and works of art that are traditionally 
placed in distant, possibly hierarchically separated canonical contexts 
alongside one another, thus strengthening the self-reflexive, critical 
character of literary historical description by moving away from com-
munal self-affirmation (and thus from the respective political vulner-
ability of literary history).

It is not the purpose of this essay to go into the relationship be-
tween focalisation and social modernisation in detail, although this 
is probably essential as a next step in the study of the relationship be-
tween women’s literature and literary modernity. The most influen-
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tial theories of social modernisation emphasise both the fundamental 
role of the observer in the process of information production and the 
fact that this observer is always particular: even if his or her descrip-
tion of himself or herself assumes a generalised validity for his or her 
own point of view. One can also refer to Anthony Giddens, who has 
closely linked modernity to the disembodying of spatial-social em-
beddedness; Arjun Appadurai, who also starts from distinction and 
disjunction, or Niklas Luhmann, who argues that the main driving 
force of modernity is contingency in the sense of “all is possible other 
ways,” i.e., contingency brought about by the multiplicity of observa-
tions and perspectives.

This means, in essence, that individualisation (and from another 
point of view: subject formation), which has played a very important 
role in the description of social modernisation from the very begin-
ning, can be examined in this discourse, which is also based on nar-
ratives, as a problem of “dispersion” and fragmentation of focus, just 
as it is in the history of the poetics of modern narrative prose. Moreo-
ver, this fragmentation, this irreducible multiplicity of perspectives 
(though of course permanently reduced by various procedures in a 
given situation), makes the political dimension of individualisation, 
that is, the problem of emancipation, an inherent, inescapable, unstop-
pable dynamic of modernity. In this way, we can examine all these is-
sues in their interrelations, or more precisely, we can perceive a much 
wider range of the consequences of change without having to leave 
the coherent (narratological) theoretical context.

Narrative focalisation and the modern narrative

Although the question of focalization seems to be an increasingly 
popular topic in narrative theory, Manfred Jahn’s approach is per-
haps the most daring, to the extent that he does not even shy away 
from drawing conclusions about literary history. Writing about the 
interaction of psychological realism and literary impressionism at the 
turn of the century in the case of authors such as Henry James, Vir-
ginia Woolf, James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson, Katherine Mansfield, 
Franz Kafka, Arthur Schnitzler and others, Jahn points out that, as 
with the emergence of impressionist painting a few decades earlier, 
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there was a change in literature. As with painting, the transition be-
tween realism and modernism is neither sharp and abstract, nor sharp-
ly divorced from the modern scientific approach, which at the end of 
the second third of the century became dominant in the contemporary 
theories of social sciences and philosophy through the philosophi-
cal fashion for positivism. Jahn argues that, just as the impression-
ist painters were not separated from the academic or realist painters 
by the abandonment of the demand for realism, but by the fact that 
for them the reality of the world was no longer to be grasped as a set 
of external phenomena but as a set of subjective impressions, so in 
literature, too, the reality of subjectivity became the reality to be re-
searched, grasped and presented. Subjectivity was no longer a distor-
tion to be got rid of by means of scientific empiricism: the modern-
ists saw the world as an ever-changing, fluctuating entity shaped by 
individual impressions.3

In the history of Hungarian criticism, or more precisely in the 
history of the critical application of philosophical aesthetics, this idea 
is also very prominent at the turn of the 19th and 20th century. Al-
though Miksa Fenyő of the journal Nyugat was very sharp in his at-
tack on Bernát Alexander’s critical work, Aladár Komlós had already 
noticed that Alexander’s conception of taste, individuality and “de-
scriptive criticism” prepared the ground for what Ernő Osvát and his 
modernist circle were later to perform in Nyugat.4 Elsewhere I have 
discussed in more detail how positivism becomes for Alexander the 
most important basis for legitimizing impressionist criticism.5 In his 
“Dialogue on Art”, for example, he already interprets the concept of 
mimesis as “perception that seeks to reach reality”, which can turn 
works of art into entities in which (and through which) we can now 
observe life in action that we cannot otherwise see — “life enmeshed 
in the work”, which still seems inaccessible to knowledge, but which 

3 Ibid.
4 Komlós, Aladár. Gyulaitól a marxista kritikáig: A magyar irodalmi kritika hét 
évtizede. Irodalomtörténeti Kiskönyvtár 18. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1966, 
pp. 94–95.
5 Rákai, Orsolya. A teljes zenekar: Schöpflin Aladár és a társadalmi modernség 
irodalmi jelentősége. Klasszikusok: az Irodalomtudomány és kritika társsorozata. 
Budapest: EditioPrinceps Kiadó, 2013, , pp. 138–143.
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can perhaps be made visible and reflective through modern literature. 
Already in 1890 he writes that this would be the task of literature if 
its situation were ‘normal’, but unfortunately Hungarian literature has 
not been in this situation so far: the tasks of national service have di-
verted it from its true purpose, and literature has thus 

imposed on itself burdens which it could only bear at the cost of its 
formal perfection and aesthetic honour. [...] Our writers served the aes-
thetic only with one hand, while with the other they made a loud and 
enthusiastic defense of the national spirit.6 

The objectivity necessary for positivist “soul-searching”, which 
is needed by a writer, but also by a critic who wants to understand 
the work, is essentially something we would nowadays prefer to call 
subjectivity. 

The main task of the critic who understands art”, writes Alexander, 
“is to give himself to the soul of the artist, to become almost one with 
him. The view of art must be as objective and free from all interests as 
the soul of the artist is objective and devoted to his subject. The first is 
devotion in all artistic things.7 
 

The object and aim of this empathic devotion is the artistic con-
cept, the work of art: the very being of the “artist” is a mere metonym-
ic extension of the apparatus by means of which seeing, communica-
tion, cognition and comprehension of “life” can take place.

It is interesting to note that one of the exemplary texts in the criti-
cal canon of modernism, T. S. Eliot’s essay ”Tradition and the Individ-
ual Talent”, attempts to capture this paradoxical subjective objectivity 
or objective subjectivity in a similar way a few decades later:

To divert interest from the poet to the poetry is a laudable aim: for it 
would conduce to a juster estimation of actual poetry, good and bad. 
There are many people who appreciate the expression of sincere emo-

6 Alexander, Bernát. “Irodalmi bajok”. – A Hét, (Budapest), 1890, №. 1, pp. 11–
13., 11.
7 Alexander, Bernát. A művészet: Válogatott tanulmányok. Ed. Szemere Samu. Bu-
dapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1969, 72.
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tion in verse, and there is a smaller number of people who can appreci-
ate technical excellence. But very few know when there is an expres-
sion of significant emotion, emotion which has its life in the poem and 
not in the history of the poet. The emotion of art is impersonal.
And the poet cannot reach this impersonality without surrendering 
himself wholly to the work to be done.8

 

The poet therefore has no, so to speak, “personality,” Eliot writes. 
What is misleadingly called personality is rather a medium, in which 
“impressions and experiences are combined in peculiar and unex-
pected ways.”9 And we can conceive of the work of art as a reaction, 
an experiment in which the author’s perceptive-sensory mind acts as 
a catalyst:

When the two gases previously mentioned are mixed in the presence 
of a filament of platinum, they form sulphurous acid. This combina-
tion takes place only if the platinum is present; nevertheless the newly 
formed acid contains no trace of platinum, and the platinum itself is ap-
parently unaffected: has remained inert, neutral, and unchanged. The 
mind of the poet is the shred of platinum.10 

Eliot’s essay, however, places great emphasis on providing clear, 
unquestionable principles for determining the value of the resulting 
modern work of art. The kind of sinful liberalism that even the critics 
of the Nyugat denounced in Alexander’s “descriptive critique” (and 
much later in Schöpflin’s “understanding critique”) is not given space 
here, as the choice of metaphors (platinum, neutral, falsifiable) shows. 
This motif is always in a delicate balance with the perception of real-
ity as a web of individual perceptions and impressions, and the need 
to capture the “living”, the “real”, the reality in action, which seems 
to be the main task (and value criterion) of literature.

It was also in 1919 that Virginia Woolf’s essay “Modern fiction” 
was published, which likewise suggests that the capture of a particu-
lar perception of reality and the authenticity of this artistic process 

8 Eliot, T. S. Tradition and the Individual Talent.  – Perspecta, Vol. 19 (1982), 
pp. 36–42, 42.
9 Ibid., р. 41.
10 Ibid., р. 39.
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is the main endeavor of modern literature, and more specifically of 
the modern novel. From ‘materialist’ novels (where the meticulous 
description of objects, external phenomena, the regular plotting of 
events, function as reality) “life escapes: and perhaps without life 
nothing makes sense.” Life, Woolf argues, does not work like that: it 
is not a symmetrically arranged, mechanical stage reflection, but a lu-
minous, semi-transparent shell that surrounds us from the beginning 
to the end of our consciousness.11 This luminous something can only 
be perceived in its effects: we can do no more than try to observe how 
millions of atoms of impressions are shaped into the life of a Monday 
or a Tuesday, while remaining as open as possible and making as little 
selection and conventionally required preemptive reduction as pos-
sible between these elements.12

Much later, she writes in her diary entries about the difficulties 
of writing a novel that the characters do not have to be shaped: be-
hind the characters, one has to work hard and carefully to carve out 
echo chambers that amplify their everyday voices, unnoticed and 
unheard by our conventionally obscured perception. The characters 
must therefore be heard and given a voice: they are not the puppets of 
the author, who can artificially and tyrannically create plot patterns 
and genres to suit his prejudices and assumptions. To do this, one 
must go much closer, much closer than the safe distance for the ego, 
and one needs an attitude of understanding and compassion, almost 
reminiscent of a saint, the likes of which one can discover in modern 
Russian prose.13

Returning to the question of focalisation: Manfred Jahn consid-
ers the increasingly sophisticated use of what Henry James called 
“reflector” figures, and the increasing role of focalisation to be cen-
tral to the poetics of prose in modernism. In his opinion, the change 
coincides with and in narratological terms ‘maps’ the shift from the 
need to grasp reality from external objects to the reality of the per-
ceived image of these objects, that is, from positivist epistemology to 
phenomenological epistemology.

11 Woolf, Virginia. Modern Fiction…, р. 160.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid., р. 163.
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In this sense, modern prose rejects the single, omniscient, au-
thoritative point of view, and filters the narrative through the focus 
of a character with a limited point of view or, more often, through a 
number of characters, none of whom is exclusive, none of whom is 
able to create or transmit the totality of the image. Moving between 
their diverse points of view, we acquire information, even sometimes 
contradictory, incoherent information, which is not even reconciled 
for us by the author of the novel.

Being Observed and (Women’s) Identity

If modern prose wants to go behind/beyond these constructions of 
subject created by social micro-power relations, then it not only does 
not necessitate the existence of an integral identity or autonomous 
subjectivity, but it explicitly assumes its impossibility, or at least its 
constructed irrelevance to the cognition of “reality”. In this process, 
the role of women authors may have been of epochal importance, be-
cause (among other reasons) according to the prevailing discourses 
the female subject exists merely as an absence, or perhaps as a defect, 
a deviation from the norm. Psychoanalysis thought it could find in 
female hysteria the essence of the female subject: the female psyche 
par excellence is pathological in so far as it tries to exist, since female 
subjectivity is categorised by its emptiness that needs to be filled. In 
this approach, the ‘normal’ female psyche is a perfect, unreflective, 
mute conformity to a multiplicity of external descriptions, which thus 
has no history, cannot be told: its history can only be a history of ill-
ness, an anamnesis. A woman is unnarratable.

The healthy female psyche is unproblematic, a multiplicity of 
roles dependent on others; machines and servants are not autono-
mous, so they have no stories. (Perhaps it is no coincidence that the 
number of novels with a female servant as protagonist was increasing: 
one can think, for example, of the novel Csillag a homlokán [Star on 
her Forehead] by Piroska Szenes, Filomena by Lola Kosáryné Réz, or 
even the most famous, the “mechanical”, alienated and silent life of 
the “machine”, the example of Dezső Kosztolányi’s Édes Anna [Anna 
Édes], which focuses on the human being reduced to the mere fulfil-
ment of duty and compliance. It may also be interesting to note that 
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Kosztolányi’s protagonist is the only one who rebels and resorts to 
violence, not the female heroes of female authors.)

Among Kaffka’s early short stories there are many that tell a 
story of struggle, and in all of them the female protagonist-focalizer 
seeks almost exclusively external feedback, external affirmation, in 
order to fit in: she tries to conform to expectations, in order to accept 
herself, and it does not occur to her that she could be valued with-
out this conformity, that she could try not to conform. Her own body 
is even less available as a source of autonomous subjectivity: in the 
given social context, it is more than problematic to make the female 
body a source of her own identity. In certain social strata, there is a 
complete ‘information lockout’ on the development and functioning 
of the female body: the socialisation and upbringing of girls in this 
context is often a series of serious traumas, which they know nothing 
about and cannot talk about because these issues are surrounded by 
the strictest taboos. In addition, the process is never completed, and 
it is impossible to know whether the female body has been ‘success-
fully’ created, since it is judged solely by men, by conforming to male 
criteria, which are, unfortunately, highly variable. Many short stories 
deal with the shock of the destruction of the bodily and psychological 
self-esteem because of a rejection by the Man for whom the female 
body was so carefully constructed – the man who at one point assured 
her by his reactions that her body and her entire femininity were ac-
ceptable (he proposed to her, married her, etc.), in the next moment 
threw her aside and declared her to be inferior to a next woman – and 
in this system there was no ‘court of appeals’. This phenomenon (i.e. 
that it is not easy to form a peaceful identity relationship with one’s 
own body in this way) even attracts the attention of male writers. 
In his novel Une vie, Maupassant essentially writes such a story of 
growing up (and being cheated on), but for example in a certain re-
spect László Németh’s Iszony [Revulsion] can also be classified here. 
One could cite countless examples of women authors, the best known 
being perhaps Simone de Beauvoir’s memoir (Memoirs of a Dutiful 
Daughter) and her influential book The Second Sex, in which she dis-
cusses this issue explicitly in essay form.

The raising of these issues is an important element in several 
of Margit Kaffka’s novels (for example, in Mária évei [The Years of 
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Mária], Két nyár [Two Summers], Hangyaboly [Ant Hill]), but even 
in her early novels moral disillusionment, confusion and then bitter 
or desperate compromise, which seem to be the inevitable part of be-
coming a woman, are common themes. Raised in seclusion (often in a 
convent), according to a strict but at the same time secure moral code, 
girls grow up to find that love and relationships are not what they were 
taught and thought they were – that deceit and lies are an inevitable 
part of it. And because their entire socialisation is based on these 
‘alien, unrealistic’ moral principles, disappointment in the man they 
have chosen undermines their entire world view, and their lives are 
disillusioned, compromised, and untrusting affairs, which can even 
end in tragedy. (Examples include Egy házasság [A Marriage], Egy 
nap [A Day], Felszabadultan [Liberated], Csonka regény [Truncated 
Novel], Este [Evening], A kisleány [The Little Girl], Lujzika.)

It is precisely because of this consistent use of focus that the 
short story Este [Evening]14, whose story is almost entirely narrated 
by the female protagonist’s train of thought, describes in an absolutely 
explicit way the rapid process of preparation, of confident anticipa-
tion and then of the paradigmatic, legitimate disillusionment, loss of 
confidence and hope, as something that is common to all women’s 
coming-of-age stories. These coming-of-age stories are thus essen-
tially the crushing of the sense of worth and uniqueness acquired in 
growing up, the loss of ‘female identity’, of identity in the sense of 
Ricoeurian ipséité: the complete identification with the experience of 
interchangeability, of being mediocre, insignificant, unemphasised. 
In this respect, the image is similar to the description of women in 
discourses that define women as negativity, but the important differ-
ence is that neither this ‘inflated’ value nor its destruction is the result 
of the self-description and ideas of the women concerned. Quite the 
contrary: they are socialized from childhood (at least above a certain 
social level) to see themselves as mysterious objects of the Other’s de-
sire, as prizes, as the gift of life, and then, with marriage and in some 
cases even in the process of choosing a partner, to realise that none of 
this was true. From the very beginning, from early childhood, there 
is no possibility of a focus of their own; for girls, education means re-

14 Kaffka, Margit. “Este”. – Kaffka, Margit. Csendes válságok. Budapest: Neu-
mann Kht., 2001. – http://mek.oszk.hu/04500/04566. [access: 2020.05.21]
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maining in a position of silent observation and defining themselves 
solely by means of this internalised normative gaze. In narratological 
terms, therefore, they are never the focalizer of the narrative of their 
own lives: because their lives are never their own.

The heroine of the short story Este [Evening] is an educated, 
working, independent woman, who is engaged to an engineer, and 
the relationship between the two seems to her to be harmonious, hon-
est and pure. This is perhaps one of the reasons why she takes it for 
granted that she will give up her life for him, devoting herself exclu-
sively to making a home and to a “carefree life of a wife”. She is also 
aware of her awakening bodily desires, and looks forward to living 
them legitimately: “She will have a man at her side to liberate, cover 
and protect her helpless, bound, womanly desires for these coveted 
and forbidden human pleasures.” As she has been taught and brought 
up, she feels she has superior, more refined, more precious sentiments 
and physical appearance than the little maid she has taken to her new 
home, but at the same time she feels a communion with her — for like 
her, the little maid has a man in her life who likes her and sees her as 
beautiful:

The kitchen lamp shone through her short-sleeved shirt, and the miss 
peered at the silhouette of her round hips and small breasts from the 
room, stealthily and wonderingly. She found such stocky forms, her 
thick arms and sinewy, strong neck, unusual, hateful. She thought her-
self somehow different, more delicate, more noble. But, lo, this girl is 
liked by her own kind, she was perky and desirable in her own circle.15

 

The problem arises when it becomes clear that the servant is far 
from attracting attention only in “her own circles” – the engineer has 
also started an affair with him. The protagonist’s endless humiliation 
and despair stem not only from her awareness of physical infidelity. 
Part of it is the tormenting feeling of being played, of being a mug: 
she has obeyed social conventions, she has controlled her growing 
desires, her body, because that is what the rules expect of her, while 
the other party, or the other woman, has broken these rules, which are 
said to be so unbreakable and threaten to have serious consequences, 

15 Ibid.
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and no one feels offended by this. What kind of rules are so infinitely 
severe on him, but when broken are not followed by any sanction on 
the other party? And if that were not enough, her own sense of unique-
ness and importance is severely damaged as it becomes clear that 
the very foundations on which she, like so many other women of her 
time, has built her identity – conformity to social moral conventions, 
maximum fulfilment of the modern, valuable, independent but not too 
independent image of the Gibson girl, and the appreciative, praising 
opinion of her fiancé’s relationship with her – are all lies. Her fiancé 
was cheating on her with the maid at the very moment she was writ-
ing him passionate love letters about their newly found flat together 
(where, incidentally, the act took place):

Despicable!.... Man!...
Man... yes! For he, in his clever, mature girlhood, already knew that. 
That all men are like that – that’s how they live; and they can’t help it. 
But up to now she knew it only in theory, by hearsay, she believed it, 
she resigned herself to it. But now the tangible reality of the situation 
hit her hard and devastatingly.
But where is she then, the womanhood she had worshipped, asked for 
and expected? Is that what he needs from her, and why do he cov-
et her with his muffled sighs, kisses and hidden hints? He’s put his 
arm around her shoulders with passionate, eruptive enthusiasm. Is that 
all?... We were refined, preserved, our feelings... scents, dreams, beau-
ties... the slowly evolving idylls of a tender love... all, all can give them 
no more, no more than what they can already replace any time. So what 
is value? For friendship, sympathy, understanding... that is different, 
yes; but they find it more fully and more untroubled with their male 
friends. And what can a man know of understanding who has known 
her only a few months... Yes, he has a disposition to marry, because it 
is a decent, convenient, cheap, and convenient way of having a wom-
an. He wants to be at peace, to get done with this necessity, so he can 
work in peace... Yes... but then why is this fair not more sincere... what 
is the use of sentimental sentiment, moonlight, words? Convention... 
Meanness!16 

Nevertheless, she knows that there is no turning back, even 
though she knows before she leaves that the relationship is insincere 
16 Ibid.
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and doomed, since the preparations for the wedding and the process 
of quitting her job are well underway, and she would be the one the 
city would take to task if she broke up now:

And she knew that she would not mention it, she would not want any 
excuses, any humiliation, any denial. How disgusting all this would 
be — and it would be worth nothing... The day after tomorrow, her fi-
ancé will arrive, and she will meet him smiling, haughty, clean, clever, 
deceitful. And nothing changes... and yet something remains between 
them... and once, later, perhaps, she’ll be more irresponsibly deceitful 
to him. Because this life – the confrontation between man and woman 
— is an endless, barely-concealed, forced, eternal lie. And perhaps it 
is right that everyone should realise that this is the end of her spiritual 
childhood, and that she will enter the world of the living manfully, with 
insight and intelligence. It must be taken as it is given.17

 

This “infinite, barely-concealed, compulsive, eternal lie”, how-
ever, as the short story reveals in almost exaggerated detail, is far 
from being the result of some mystical, simplistic, metaphysical in-
compatibility of gender specificities (also very popular in the psycho-
logical literature of the time). It is quite simply and prosaically, the 
result of the fact that the partnership contract between a man and a 
woman, which in principle describes the behaviour and life choices of 
each party, is determined exclusively by one party, the other having 
no say in it; but that it is precisely this one, the author of the contract, 
who does not abide by it, while the other party is expected to do so. 
This makes it seem impossible to fight the situation, since the problem 
is not primarily the rule itself (the protagonist could perfectly well 
make peace with it and adapt to it, even if it causes her problems and 
difficulties), but the unilateral breaking of the rule.

Under these circumstances, any kind of traditional female life 
strategy becomes discredited, and Kaffka’s novels and short stories 
are obsessed from the beginning with finding a solution to the ques-
tion of how it would be possible to live a full, authentic and happy hu-
man life as a woman, what kind of identity could be built to help us to 
do so, what role the body and bodily experience could play, and above 
all what kind of narrative-poetic means could be used to capture this.
17 Ibid.
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In a very similar way, Virginia Woolf uses the female focus (or 
foci) in her first novel, The Voyage Out, published in 1915. The protag-
onist of Woolf’s first novel is often described as Rachel Vinrace, per-
haps because this approach makes the genre and the character struc-
ture easier to understand (female coming of age novel, autobiography, 
career quest, etc.), although the novel itself does not support this or 
raise such expectations. From the first scene onwards, Woolf works 
with a multiple focus, and the narrator, who is not identical with the 
focalizer characters, remains practically invisible and unemotional. 
Yet the role of Rachel Vinrace is interesting because it allows the 
novel to perceive a pre-subjective condition which, in a synecdochic 
manner, reveals an authentic way of grasping reality (without obscur-
ing its fragmentation and disconnectedness by means of social pre-
conceptions). Rachel Vinrace can thus be seen more as a rhetorical 
figure of mise-en-abyme of the novel.

Growing up in almost total isolation and in the exclusive com-
pany of women, under the protective wing of her elderly aunts, and 
remotely worshipping her father, Rachel finds the expectations her 
companions hint at completely incomprehensible. She doesn’t see 
herself from outside until she meets Mr. Dalloway who is much el-
der than her, unreachable, powerful and respectable (whose marriage 
also seems unproblematic and exemplary) and who steps out of this 
role in a totally unexpected and incomprehensible way and kisses her 
(triggering a domino-like collapse of Rachel’s entire worldview). In 
particular, she does not perceive at all that others see her in any way 
and that she should adapt to this in some way. It is after her acquaint-
ance with Terence Hewitt, later her fiancé, that she explains that this 
invisibility, this unobserved and undecided “superposition state”, this 
infinite and total loneliness and insignificance, is in fact the key to 
happiness and freedom, and the only honest reality.

A girl is more lonely than a boy. No one cares in the least what she does. 
Nothing’s expected of her. Unless one’s very pretty people don’t listen 
to what you say. . . And that is what I like,” she added energetically, as 
if the memory were very happy. “I like walking in Richmond Park and 
singing to myself and knowing it doesn’t matter a damn to anybody. 
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I like seeing things go on—as we saw you that night when you didn’t 
see us — I love the freedom of it — it’s like being the wind or the sea.18 

Later, when they have tea at a lady’s house, Rachel is reluctant to 
go precisely because she knows that she will be the focus of attention: 
that she will be “seen” and that this means being described and forced 
into a certain role, a role that does not allow for authentic living, for 
being free of lies, for living things honestly:

Directly anything happens—it may be a marriage, or a birth, or a 
death—on the whole they prefer it to be a death—every one wants 
to see you. They insist upon seeing you. They’ve got nothing to say; 
they don’t care a rap for you; but you’ve got to go to lunch or to tea or 
to dinner, and if you don’t you’re damned. It’s the smell of blood,” she 
continued; “I don’t blame ’em; only they shan’t have mine if I know it!
She looked about her as if she had called up a legion of human beings, 
all hostile and all disagreeable, who encircled the table, with mouths 
gaping for blood, and made it appear a little island of neutral country in 
the midst of the enemy’s country.19 

The external gaze is a tool of dominance from which there is no 
escape. This is why many analysts of the novel see Rachel’s death as 
the only way, albeit unintentional (since it is through illness), through 
which she can escape completely from the dominance striving of a 
society that demands her total surrender and absorption.20 Rachel’s 
vain attempt to “ground her relationship with Terence in truth”—and 
Terence’s equally vain attempt to do so—is shown by the novel as an 
impossible effort, as if it were not possible to meet in a community 
of human identity from two so vastly different points in the world’s 
social reality.

18 Woolf, Virginia. The Voyage Out [1915]. The Project Gutenberg, 2006. – https://
www.gutenberg.org/ files/144/144-h/144-h.htm. [access: 2020.05.21]
19 Ibid.
20 Crouch, Patricia A. “Gender in the Jungle: The Voyage Out as a Response to 
Heart of Darkness” – Women Writers: A Zine, Online Journal, 07.01.2002,, [access: 
21.05.2020.] – https://www.womenwriters.net/dec2001articles/crouch.html.
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Does it ever seem to you, Terence, that the world is composed entirely 
of vast blocks of matter, and that we’re nothing but patches of light” — 
she looked at the soft spots of sun wavering over the carpet and up the 
wall — “like that?”
 

— asks Rachel, but Terence is completely unfamiliar with the 
experience. For him, the world is solid, transparent and comprehend-
able, and he is an integral part of it:

“No,” said Terence, “I feel solid; immensely solid; the legs of my chair 
might be rooted in the bowels of the earth. But at Cambridge, I can re-
member, there were times when one fell into ridiculous states of semi-
coma about five o’clock in the morning.”21 

Looking at the works of Kaffka and Woolf, subjectivity seems to 
be both a double-edged, ever-changing, unstable thing, and a kind of 
communicative battlefield: we need — or rather should — achieve a 
‘functioning’ self, a visible, audible, relevant persona (or rather more 
than one), but this is far from easy. In this process, nothing is given for 
free: taking something for granted means that someone else has to pay 
the price of our descriptions, our categories, for us, for someone whom 
we have made an object by describing them, instead of letting them 
‘speak for themselves’ as a focus. In our observation of ourselves and 
the world around us, we are constantly making powerful selections 
and reductions in order to make sense of things, but we must always 
be aware of the ineliminable contingency of our choices. This is our 
only chance to achieve empathy and peace, as both Woolf and Kaffka 
(both committed and active pacifists in the public sphere) have repeat-
edly pointed out. In this sense, the modern narrative is something that 
makes distinctions, perceives the complexity of things and does not 
obscure them with convenient, simplistic preconceptions, helps us to 
‘forcefully open our eyes’ (as Kaffka wrote in a poem),22 and not to fall 
back into the comforting realm of the pronounceable. The central role 
of focalisation precisely implies that the narrative tries to talk about 

21 Woolf, Virginia. The Voyage Out… Ibid.
22 See Én szegény [Poor Me]. Kaffka Margit. Az élet útján: Versek, cikkek, naplój-
egyzetek. Szerk., jegyz. Bodnár György, 107–108 (Budapest: Szépirodalmi Köny-
vkiadó, 1972), p. 107.
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what cannot be talked about and does not accept that it must remain 
silent about those things.
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ABSTRACT

The text deals with the problem of the historical character-
istics in literary translation viewed through the perspective of 
the Hungarian nationally marked vocabulary, while the culturo-
logical aspects of translation are also taken into account. Within 
the same frame there is a focus on the historical realia and proper 
names (toponyms and anthroponyms) in the modern poetry of 
Endre Ady, as well as on non-translatable key words and expres-
sions which express the author,s message and often remain in-
comprehensible for the foreign reader. They form the perception 
of national indentity, create a certain image of the Hungarian 
historical past, destiny and landscape and reveal cultural situa-
tions with crucial importance for the Hungarians. They testify 
for certain translation solutions as a result of the collision of the 
languages and cultures of Hungary and Bulgaria, having in mind 
the contemporary translation reguirements for translation.

Keywords: literary translation, the nationally marked spe-
cifics, historical realia, the transmission of the Other and Other-
ness, the Bulgarian translated versions of Endre Ady’s modern 
poetry

The issue of preserving the national and historical originality in 
literary translation is extremely important. Insofar as translation 

and culture are connected by strong links, and cultural and historical 
aspects are an integral part of the aesthetic and informative meanings 
of the original author’s work, it is exactly in the process of informa-
tion exchange and of communication itself that national, historical 
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and the cultural peculiarities of the translated text are stored. That is 
why in the translation of works of art, the nationally marked specif-
ics of the text come to the fore. We are talking about the possibilities 
for translating “untranslatable” elements and their cultural mediat-
ing function especially for translating realia1 as culturally marked 
units with their own color and linguistic manifestations inherent in a 
community. Hence not only the similar associations and connotations 
that these elements arise in the native environment are important, but 
also the differences in their transfer to another cultural environment. 
At the same time, the question of the context of translation, different 
from that of the source text, stands out as particularly important; the 
same applies to the question of reading, respectively of understand-
ing and writing the newly created text, of the translation in the foreign 
environment. The characteristics and scope of the concept of realia, as 
well as their classification, which covers mainly the socio-political, 
geographical and ethnographic realia, also stand out and they are not 
fully clarified, while the first group being the most frequent. It should 
also be noted that in the translation, in view of the context (of the 
original, but also of the newly created text / translation and the envi-
ronment), the categories of native and foreign, identity and difference, 
local and universal, are reconsidered. At the same time, the compari-
son of different cultures, the closeness and difference between them, 
emerges, opportunities are sought for the transmission of characteris-
tics of the Other and Otherness, of all that symbolizes the inherently 
foreign and contains information that affects the reader.

In general, the issues of historical specifics in translation are pre-
sent mainly through those nationally marked lexical units – histori-
cal categories and proper names that reflect one or another period of 
historical development of the people, that are related to socio-political 
activities and significant phenomena of past epochs, incarnating their 
material, spiritual and moral atmosphere. In the first case we are talk-
ing about historical, mainly socio-political realia – expressions of 
historical and national color, belonging to a given epoch, with certain 

1 The question of the realia in the Bulgarian science of translation has been 
especially relevant since the 1980s, with internationally renowned authors S. 
Vlahov and S. Florin writing on the subject, but also Iv. Vaseva, I. Vladova, I. 
Likomanova, I. Krasteva and others.
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objective, temporal and local content, and about the sections of the 
subject classification of realities in general. As the science of transla-
tion emphasizes, whether or not they will exist “depends on the deno-
tations they name”, with regard to a particular age and society: 

But if the temporal features make historical realia closer to historical 
terms, then the “spatial” characteristic isolates them and differentiates 
them into a certain class of  lexemes with a specific national color. 
While historical terms have equivalents in the system of another lan-
guage, historical realia are deprived of such equivalents by virtue of 
their national specificity.2 

Onomastic units – toponyms and anthroponyms – also “demon-
strate a certain connection with a country, with a people, with specific 
historical stages in their development”, but unlike other realia they 
“have primarily an identifying function: they name geographical ob-
jects, people”3. Both lead to the content of the work of art, to its theme, 
idea and linguistic and stylistic devices, and have to do with the ex-
pressiveness of the verse. Anthroponyms also include eponyms – real 
people, among whom there are “world-famous historical figures”, as 
well as biblical and mythological names “born of the imagination of 
the people”.

On the other hand, there are manifestations of historical distance 
in the original and the translation, when writers depicting historical 
reality look back considering vital issues of the present as evidence of 
contemporary issues and conflicts, offer their ideas for solving cur-
rent problems of life.

This essence and specifics of the concept of historical distance 
and historical realia in general with outlined specific classification/
systematization are discussed in the well-known work of Sergey Vla-
hov and Sider Florin The Untranslatable in Translation, first pub-
lished in Russian (1980), then in Bulgarian (1990)4. The renowned 
researcher of translation, of its linguistic aspects, Kinga Klaudy also 
2 Владова, Илиана. Превод и време. [Translation and Time.] София: Наука и 
изкуство, 1988, p. 77.
3 Ibid., p. 84.
4 Влахов, Сергей – Сидер Флорин. Непреводимото в превода. [The Untrans-
latable in Translation.] София: Наука и изкуство, 1996, p. 5.
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agrees with the conception of Bulgarian authors and even expands the 
scope of realia, including historical events5, and presenting a specific 
“inventory” on English-Hungarian material6. The author writes that 
Hungarian realia, like any “national term”, have no international use: 
their origin is exclusively Hungarian, depending on the specific cul-
ture, space and epoch. It is no coincidence that Hungarianisms, Hun-
garian realia, are locally marked, with familiar Hungarian features 
and melody, deeply embedded in the native language and perceived 
as something specific in the new environment of foreign culture, in 
the language of translation, where they often do not have accurate 
correspondences. Their interpretation and understanding is possible 
within the relation of two languages, as the so-called background 
knowledge of reality (the epoch depicted in the translated work, but 
also the spiritual culture of society, its historical development, cus-
toms and traditions, etc.) is important for the transmission and com-
prehension of realia.

Other researchers place more emphasis on the relationship be-
tween translation and culture, in particular on translation as a cultural 
transfer7 – most often they find ways of presenting realia – generali-
zation, concretization, omission or addition, transliteration, etc., with 
the predominant presence of transcription (known realia are tran-
scribed) and translation (descriptive or approximate).

One issue persists from the beginning of the century – the ques-
tion of the Bulgarian translation of Hungarian realities in the context 
of the cultural transfer, with an emphasis on the literary aspects, and 
by synchronizing the linguistic, cultural and pragmatic aspects of the 
translation8.

5 Klaudy, Kinga. Bevezetés a fordítás elméletébe. Budapest: Scholastica, p. 1999.
6 Klaudy, Kinga – Simigné Fenyő, Sarolta. A fordítás lexikája és grammatikája. 2. 
Angol-magyar fordítástecnika. Budapest: Nemzeti tankönyvkiadó, 1996.
7 See for example Simigné Fenyő, Sarolta. A fordítás mint közvetítés. Miskolc: 
Stádium, 2006, and the literature cited therein.
8 See Найденова, Й. Унгарските реалии в контекста на културния 
трансфер. [Hungarian Realities in the Context of Cultural Transfer.] София: 
Изток-Запад, 2012 There is also a classification of Hungarian realities with 
relevant sections, emphasizing the practical transcription, the practices of title 
in translation and its behavioral role in the target culture, Hungarian realities 
as a receptive and iconological problem, etc.



259

In her book Translation and Time (1988) Iliana Vladova works on 
the problem of the reflection of historical distance9, relying on two ap-
proaches: linguistic (“the approach locates the historical in linguistic 
signs”, giving precedence to the form as a carrier of information) and 
literary (emphasizes the aesthetic information of the translation). She 
also emphasizes the role of the translator, who must bring the original 
closer to the modern reader, to overcome the historical distance. In a 
similar way, questions are raised regarding the complex relation be-
tween the archaic and the modern in translation, the reproduction of 
the archaic, also the obsolete and rarer words in accordance with the 
degree of literary and linguistic development, as well as their mod-
ernization. The book emphasizes – in connection with the opinion of 
the Hungarian literary critic Laszlo Kardos – the issue of permissible 
archaism in translation, the fact that the translator

must bring to the reader’s attention the atmosphere of the epoch and 
emphasize the age of the original by using only modern language .

Another interesting subject are the differentiation of types of his-
torical distance and its reflection in the language of translation, as 
well as the derivation of basic criteria for reproducing the historical 
specifics in translation such as: 

1. Reflecting the temporal characteristics of the original, and 2. Over-
coming the distance between the original and the reader as a consumer 
of aesthetic values in another historical epoch.10 

Again, in connection with the historical specifics of literary 
translation, issues of national self-knowledge, national past and mem-

9 According to Vladova, “a distance in time is observed between the specific 
historical reality of the author, which formed his creative individual conscious-
ness and served as a source of reflection, as a result of which the original work 
appeared, and the reality in which he lives, works and should the translator car-
ries out his translation”. This kind of historical distance, despite the ambiguity 
of the concept, “determines all components of the work of art” and “manifests 
itself in the ideological and thematic core, and in the image system and form”, 
and “with special force in language.” (Владова, И. 1988. Ibid., pp. 19–23)
10 Ibid., p. 27.
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ory stand out, viewed through the prism of specific works/translations 
(such as Hungarian national patriotic songs/anthems, but also other 
iconic works). All of them form the idea of national identity11, of the 
national and nation, create a generalized image of the national past 
and present situations of crucial importance in the spiritual and his-
torical development of the people. At the same time, these are such 
characteristic linguistic units, often defined as key lexemes (texts, 
cultures), which store the centuries-old cultural and historical expe-
rience of each nation, which carry “information about the distinctive 
features of a culture.”12

Starting from the specific works, their themes, ideological orien-
tation, messages and stylistics, we therefore encounter a certain his-
torical reality – historical events and personalities, but also military 
realities and other typical words in relation to history, also geographi-
cal and natural sites inherent in the specifics of the historical genre, 
or at least related to the national past and destiny. At the same time, 
the connection between past and present is outlined by means of data 
and with regard to the future, according to the historical characteris-
tics of the text.

Thus, in literary translation, including Hungarian translation, 
phenomena stand out to emphasize the specific historical moment 
(present), but also to show the historical distance (past) and the per-
spective (future) in the meanings of the original. At the same time, 
the description of the foreign, of the Otherness (Otherness as a sign of 
the different and more general concept from the foreign) crystallizes 
on a large scale. It is the core of the national historical and cultural 
memory of a country, and those difficult to translate and often key 

11 From the point of view of culture and history, identity is defined mainly as 
cultural and historical, related to the nation, national consciousness and the 
past. Other researchers such as Tzvetan Todorov talk about two aspects of na-
tional identity – ethnic (cultural attitude to the “Other”) and political, drawing 
the question of national character as a broader concept in relation to the nation-
al and the nation and its origin (In: Цветан Тодоров – теоретик и хуманист. 
[Tsvetan Todorov – Theorist and Humanist.] София: ИЦ Боян Пенев, 2009, 
p. 203). 
12 Кръстева, И. Вавилонски отклонения: Преводът между лингвистика и 
антропология. [Babylonian Deviations: The Translation between Linguistics 
and Anthropology.] София: Изток-Запад, 2017, p. 212.
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words and expressions, related to the idea of the work and the author’s 
message, are also important for the understanding/reading. This pos-
es the question of translating the titles of works of art as particularly 
difficult to translate elements, which in certain cases (when they are 
nationally colored) acquire the value of realia. However, the role of 
the translator remains a crucial one, with his “bicultural” competence 
(referring to K. Reiss and H. J. Vermeer) and comprehensive knowl-
edge. He is the one who brings the reader closer to the ideas, themes 
and specific imagery of the source text, and other important aspects 
are the reproducing of the national and historical past and destiny 
in translation, the discovery/reading of culturally marked concepts, 
realia, and symbols, images in their historical conditionality and ren-
dered by the poetic language. Problems of foreign national identity 
become salient – it can be historical and cultural, related to the spirit 
of the peoples, more or less distant in time, and being reflected in the 
language of translation, draws paths and translatability.

*

This text focuses on some manifestations of the historical specifics 
of translation, based on the Bulgarian editions of Endre Ady (1877–
1919). It is about the great modern poet of Hungary from the begin-
ning of the XX century – he is the poetic emblem of the innovative pe-
riodical Nyugat (West), who confronted tradition and the surrounding 
reality in a unique, avant-garde way, and changed – in harmony with 
Eastern European modernism – the idea of art and artistic impact. As 
I have already had the opportunity to note in my book Panorama of 
Hungarian Literature – Twentieth Century (2002), the modernity of 
the Hungarian people differs from previous models and artistic val-
ues, brings new messages and pathos, radiates resistance energy and 
emotional-vital impulse, marks perspectives. It combines the univer-
sal with national peculiarities, the “common” with the “foreign”. Its 
originality, demonstrated new linguistic expression, and especially 
its rich in symbols poetry, presuppose translators with very good lin-
guistic and cultural competence, respectively translation strategy and 
approaches in line with the readers’ attitudes, level of knowledge and 
understanding that can be found only in foreign environment.
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Moreover, Ady is not a symbolist in the ordinary sense of the 
word as poetics and worldview. His symbolism is far from the “ivory 
tower”, it is full of tragedy and mysticism, with an emphasis on ambi-
guity (the implied meanings are almost everywhere), it is permeated 
by social and political charge. In this respect, especially in the sense 
of the uncertainty of the lyrical hero in connection with the object of 
love, suffering and death, Ady comes close to Yavorov and the spirit 
of the time, reflected in the aesthetics of modernism.

Most of the main poetic samples – the core of Ady’s ideological 
and aesthetic program and themes – are present in the Bulgarian re-
ceptive (translation and critical) environment: the collections of po-
ems with selected Ady’s poems are translated by Nevena Stefanova, 
more precisely with her predominant participation. Selected Poems, 
1972; Poems, 2nd revised edition, 1977) and Chavdar Dobrev (The 
Head of the Dead, 1998; Sound from Hungary, 2nd revised edition, 
2009). Dobrev also states his own feeling for the poet and man Ady 
in parallel with the hierarchy of values in his poetry (his article Mod-
ern Sensitivity – Modern Idea in the collection of selected translations 
and essays Sound from Hungary). Two short editions / prints (1977) 
are also published. The translated works in Poems from 1977 are 100, 
and those of Chavdar Dobrev – 170 (over 4000 verses). Paratexts are 
prefaces, afterwords, explanatory notes and portrait features, and 
Ady’s verses are also present in anthologies – thematic or mixed13. 
At the same time, each subsequent edition bears the marks of better 
translation and interpretation, speaks of increased translation erudi-
tion and awareness, as well as a creative approach. (The examples 
given here are mainly from the second improved editions of the Bul-
garian editions.)

The comparison between the translations, on the one hand, and 
their relation to the source text, on the other, represents a meeting of 
cultures, but also the linguistic and historical-cultural specifics of the 

13 More space is given in the anthology Унгарски поети [Hungarian Poets], 
1978 – 14 works, Панорама на унгарската литература – ХХ век [Panora-
ma of Hungarian Literature – Twentieth Century], 2002 – 25 works, Аве, Ева! 
Унгарска любовна лирика [Ave, Eve! Hungarian Love Poetry], 2003 – 27 
poems and Унгарска поезия век – ХХ век [Hungarian Poetry Century – 20th 
Century], 1986 – 30 samples. 
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translation, the possibilities of interpreting explicit or hidden codes 
and messages. It is also evident in the Bulgarian foreign environment 
that Ady, reflecting the national life, proudly declares his belonging 
to his people and his nation, seeks his vocation as an artist and spir-
itual leader and is deeply concerned about his homeland and national 
destiny.

Such is the program poem I am the Son of Gog and Magog (Góg 
és Magóg fia vagyok én in the original), a kind of introduction to the 
innovative collection of poems by Ady New Poems, which marked the 
new era of Hungarian poetry, included in the Bulgarian edition The 
Head of the Dead. The complexity of this modernist work allows for 
different interpretations, suggesting that the poetic nature of Ady here 
is identified with his own inner “I”, built in the course of history, with 
the formation of Hungarian spirit, with inherited values of prehistoric 
past, which the poet, preserving them, wants to reconstruct, to infuse 
them with life, to renew them14. Thus, Ady emphasizes his prehistory 
and nationality, but also his individual social protest and vision, his 
solidarity with the lower social strata in the name of a new program, 
a new synthesis: tradition and modernity, paganism and Christian-
ity, East and West, Hungary and Europe. It is no coincidence that the 
very beginning of the work (the original is without a title) is astonish-
ing, puzzling, both with the statement made and with its very unu-
sual question: orig. Góg és Magóg fia vagyok én, in translation: На 
Гог съм син и на Магог (N. Stefanova) and Аз съм синът на Гог и 
Магог (Ch. Dobrev).

It is not only about the poet’s connection with his people, with 
the historical path of his homeland, but also about rebellion, resist-
ance in the name of the new. And all this is set in the context of the 
indicated realia, that are presented partially or in more detail in the 
translation comments. In a similar way, the toponym Carpathians re-
veals a different Ady, his determination, his opposition, no matter 
how futile might be the efforts in the fight against the old. Moreo-
ver, the version of Ch. Dobrev: имам ли право да плача под мойте 
Карпати? (do I have the right to cry under my Carpathians?) focuses 
the reader’s attention – through the possessive pronoun – on the other-

14 Görömbei, András. Ady Endre (1877–1919) – In: 99 híres magyar vers. Buda-
pest: Móra Ferenc Kiadó, 1994, 258 o. 
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wise “neutral” mountain, specifies the location, names the homeland. 
It also states the attitude to the concept of “belonging” – belonging 
as a given (place, environment), but also the right to choose, to self-
determination15.

An interesting example of national markers is the stable combi-
nation of Góg és Magóg (Gog and Magog), as in Ady these two realia, 
the two names have a symbolic meaning, implicate not only closure, 
isolation, but also identification with the Magyars who came from the 
east. The real translation of this expression, almost unknown to the 
Bulgarians, comes not from the lack of phraseological means for its 
transmission, but from the very meaning and context, from the very 
fabric of the text. And if in Russian phraseology, as Florin and Vlahov 
write, this “biblicalism” is used “in the sense of something frighten-
ing, causing terror – horror, monster” (as it appears in Gogol’s Dead 
Souls)16, in Hungarian phraseology the two figures Gog and Magog 
have another symbolic burden related to national history: Hungarian, 
marked as the pagan people of Gog and Magog, and surrounded by 
fortress walls, against which the poet rises.

About this case, the Hungaricist Chavdar Dobrev writes: 

It is interesting that Ady abandons the biblical connotation of Gog and 
Magog as a dark force of the Antichrist (Book of Revelation). On the 
contrary, the author makes a radical semantic inversion, but retains the 
original suggestion of the extraterrestrial, inaccessible and majestic 
behavior of the titan Gog. And the poet himself, like Jesus himself, 
becomes something like a Savior Son, but of the Hungarian cursed 
deities.  

And he continues, quoting the words of Endre Ady: 

15 As Valeri Stefanov points out in his book Участта Вавилон. Лица, маски и 
двойници в българската литература [Fate Babylon: Faces, Masks and Dou-
bles in Bulgarian Literature]. София: Анубис, 2000, с. 16, “identity is built in 
the multifaceted relationship between the individual and society, is associat-
ed with diverse practices that support it”, and the constitution of the category 
is around the three concepts “presence, belonging, correlation (distinction)”.
16 Vlahov, Florin. Cited edition, p. 184.
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At least the people of Gog and Magog managed to break down that iron 
door. And our people cannot do even that.17 

Also interesting is the question of connecting the geographical 
toponyms Verecke and Dévény, the eastern and the western gate of 
Historic Hungary, as well as the past with the future, which also finds 
its adequate transformation. In this case, the explanation inside the 
translation (the addition of the passage – N. Stefanova) is chosen as 
translation decision, while Ch. Dobrev focuses on the interpretation 
in the notes. Perceived, in both versions, is the negative meaning of 
Pusztaszer – a sign of backwardness of the homeland. The following 
realia-anthroponym also received a symbolic meaning: Vazul (singing 
newcomer – N. Stefanova; singer, the new – Ch. Dobrev), proclaimed 
as an innovator, whose voice, however, will be muffled. But, as Ste-
fanova rightly points out in the 1977 edition: “the poet uses so many 
purely Hungarian terms that it is difficult to fit into a translation.”

Along with these realia and their role as word-symbols, Ady 
highlights the key words: in vain, new, Hungarian (song), yet, in spite 
of everything18. He also emphasizes the victorious new song, the song 
called to win. These semantic elements can be traced in the translation 
even statistically, with the coincidences between the different ver-
sions, outlining the differences of the translation decisions and the in-
terpretations of the original. In Stefanova’s translation, which is also 
more literal, we observe a general correspondence of the original text, 
while in Dobrev’s interpretation the ideas, meaning and symbolism of 
the program work are revealed with more suggestiveness. The new (in 
the improved editions of the translations), in one form or another, was 
used 3 times by Stefanova and 5 times by Dobrev against a total of 6 
references in the original; nevertheless / yet- 2 times in Stefanova and 
4 times in Dobrev against the 4 references in the original. The high-

17 Ади, Ендре. Начело на мъртвите. [The Head of the Dead.] 2 прераб. изд. 
// Добрев, Чавдар. Избрано: Том 2: Ек от Унгария: Преводи и есета. София: 
Захарий Стоянов, 2009, p. 376. 
18 According to the successful definition of István Király, Ady’s morality “in spite 
of everything” prevails; he also defines the new program, the creative behavior of 
the canon-destroying rebel. (Király, István. Ady Endre. I. köt. 2. kiadás. Budapest: 
Magvető Kiadó. 1972, 198.)
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lighting of Ady’s poetic program therefore makes the latest translated 
version definitely more relevant in terms of graphics, punctuation and 
rhyme-rhythm intonation regarding the source text.

It turns out – in connection with the realia of translation – that 
both in historical toponyms and in the names of former personalities 
the poet, but also the co-author translator, care not so much about their 
specific content and role of those names in history as about their new 
meaning in the modern world. This is evident to some extent from the 
paratexts. The symbolism that underlies his own poetic mythology 
stands out, as well as that modernist revolt, that poetic revolution with 
which Ady, at the beginning of the twentieth century, will stand out 
in his native, Hungarian culture in his full stature.

Close to this poem – in relation to the not exactly established ori-
gin of the nation, with regard to the present, of the state of the home-
land – is the early short work “At the Tisza River” (“A Tisza-parton” 
in the original) in the interpretation of Nevena Stefanova. And here 
geographical places rise into symbols (the rivers Tisza and Ganges). 
Here, too, the poet emphasizes the path of the Hungarian from the 
East. However, doubts about the origin of the Hungarians are creep-
ing in. The contrast, the opposition between the East (hence the mi-
rages, the poet’s dreams) and the native land near the Tisza, with its 
oppressive landscape and depopulation, and also with characteristic 
props (the use of everyday realia) stands out. At the same time, we 
see how the idea of the national river Tisza is being transformed in 
the Bulgarian foreign environment, in comparison with the one in 
Petőfi’s poetry, which is well known to the Bulgarians. Accordingly, 
the Hungarian landscape, the Hungarian Alföld, idealized by Petőfi, 
in Ady – in harmony with the original – acquire a negative connota-
tion, become a sign of backwardness, and national identity is deter-
mined by the language with its vocabulary and features reflected in 
the translation.

In general, in a representative group of works by Ady, the main 
motif is the Hungarian Fallow, the New Soil – a symbol of semi-feu-
dal, semi-bourgeois Hungary and very different from the Hungarian 
prairie. The original symbol, respectively a work (A magyar Ugaron), 
in Bulgarian is present with two titles: В унгарската угар (In the Hun-
garian Fallow) translated by Nino Nikolov (1996) and По унгарската 
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Целина (On the Hungarian New Soil) translated by Chavdar Dobrev 
(1998, 2009) – the versions are published many times, not missing 
variants of the same translator (old and new improved editions), and 
the translated title, in addition to attracting with its stylistic coloring, 
points to the source text, shows how the language can capture the typi-
cal Hungarian reality.

It is obvious, in the Bulgarian readings, that this is not a land-
scape description, not even a specific area, but a specific symbol and 
vision: the Hungarian Fallow, New Soil, the desert land that dooms 
everything to destruction in this era. Hence the opposition past-pre-
sent (reinforced in the latest translation with the use of the present 
tense). And more: 

This work is an eloquent example of Ady’s talent to achieve natural 
forms of symbolic suggestions. His patriotism is directed against the 
side of the “counts and curettes”, against the pernicious stagnation and 
torpor of morals.19 

From this period (1905) is the poem “The Poet of Hortobágy” 
(orig. “Hortobágy poétája”), also indicative of the backwardness of 
the homeland, and retained its inherent, updated, local name in trans-
lation (cf. Hortobag / Hortobad). 

Other poetic works also point to toponyms with symbolic mean-
ing – after Deven, the Ganges or the Tisza and the South in general, 
the “singing Paris”- this “my Bakony” – stands out ever stronger: cf. 
“Париж, закрилник мой” (“Paris, my Protector”) – N. Stefanova 
and “Париж – моят Бакон” (“Paris – my Bakony”) – Ch. Dobrev. 
Universal concepts – such as the Seine or Saint Michel (Hungari-
anized in the original text), also find their adequate transformation: 
cf. “В Париж пристигна Есента” (“Autumn has Arrived in Paris”) 
– N. Stefanova and “В Париж се втурна Есента” (“Autumn has 
Rushed to Paris”) – Ch. Dobrev, is also the mastery of the translator 
to compensate for difficult-to-translate entities and phrases with other 
linguistic means, as the latest translations manage to move away from 
formal accuracy in the direction of functional equivalence (term of 
Al. Lyudskanov), achieving emotional impact. And although the spe-

19 Добрев, Чавдар. Ibid., 2009, p. 251.
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cific system of symbols that Ady builds is not entirely comprehensible 
to the foreign reader, the stunning antitheses, the opposition between 
East and West, between the mythical exoticism and the pulsation of 
the modern city of Paris remain perceptible.

In the subsequent cycle Blood and Gold (1907) – evident from the 
separate cycles in the Bulgarian edition The Head of the Dead – more 
motives come to the fore: money, death and transience, life and the 
struggle for human existence; the poet’s idea of God also stands out. 
Interesting, in the Bulgarian reading of the translator Ch. Dobrev, are 
the biblical motifs in Ady’s poetry, which make good background for 
the author’s ideas: for the Hungarian, notes his Bulgarian interpreter, 
God is “the defender of primary truths and justice”, “uncompromis-
ing” protector of the poor, of the humiliated, of the victims in life”, 
he is” compassionate, but also active as he restores the great truth and 
beauty ”.

And adds further: “It is very characteristic of Еndre Ady that he 
categorically rejects the late conformism of Peter and Paul in their 
Epistles. According to Paul, “there is no authority but of God” be-
cause the “one in the Head” is in all cases “God’s servant”. And Peter 
in the First Epistle says literally that people should “honor the king,” 
“obey every man-made authority,” “obey their masters with great 
fear”. Ady professes the opposite philosophy. He does not believe that 
such formulations belong to authentic Christianity, that they are true 
to the spirit of the New Testament. It is full of revelations of the Phari-
sees and Sadducees, the rich and the covetous. They promise the poor 
righteousness and resurrection, they are promised a reward for their 
sinless deeds. And the rich will face retribution, horrors before Noah’s 
ark, catastrophes of the Apocalypse. 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like white-
washed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they 
are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness.20 

Especially unique and interesting is the image of the Ancient Ka-
jan (orig. Az ős Kaján) from the poem of the same name. The Bulgar-
ian reader can learn more about the characteristics of this specific im-

20 The Bible, NASB. Matthew 22:27. 
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age from the notes of the scholar-translator Chavdar Dobrev, entitled 
“Biblical Motifs” – the name Kaján, created by Adi, points to Cain 
from the Bible, as the Ancient Kajan fights with his own searching 
Self. Examples of expressing nationally colored vocabulary in a for-
eign language can also be given; for example, the characteristic sha-
man of the ancient Hungarian religion, successfully transmitted in 
Bulgarian as the priestly secrets. And as for the significance of colors 
in Hungarian poetry: 

Ady often dresses his favorite objects and figurative associations in 
red, scarlet, purple. This expresses his ideological and spiritual mind-
sets. But even in this case, the borrowings from the Bible are obvious 
in the modern transcripts .21

The fierce struggle with the Ancient Kajan confronts the poet, 
his own essence, with the being itself and in the context of histori-
cal reality, sets him up against the trinity of the past (and it is gone 
forever), the present, defined as disgraceful, inglorious, and a very 
vague and the hazy future. Thus, the modern poetry of the twentieth 
century transforms the idea of the cursed past of the Hungarian into 
an insight into the national historical tragedy in the context of human 
development.

In relation to the distinctive motifs and symbols, in view of his-
torical, biblical and geographical names, we see how prehistory, the 
Middle Ages and the past in general play an important role in shaping 
the tragic Hungarian fate in the poetry of Ady. They, as the translator 
notes, also serve “as a source of historical and cultural parallels” in 
the poet’s own work, build “a new type of behavior and spiritual sta-
bility”, foretell a new, more just world.

From this group of works in the Bulgarian foreign environment, 
some significant poems / titles are missing (also winged words): for 
example We need Mohács (orig. Nekünk Mohács kell), pointing – in 
connection with the backwardness, ignorance and isolation of Hun-
garian, of the Hungarian fallow – to a new historical clash. How-
ever, there is – and this is felt in the language of the translation – the 
“Hungarian” in the poet – bloody and black / sad, proud and deplor-

21 Добрев, Чавдар. Ibid., 2009, p. 373.
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able, curse and doom: “Унгарското ми потекло” [“My Hungarian 
origin”], translated by Ch. Dobrev. As well as the sublime “Am I not 
Hungarian?” (orig. “Én nem vagyok magyar?”) from the poem of the 
same name (translated by K. Pavlov), with the consciousness of a posi-
tion in the search for of identity. Indeed, in the translation of Konstan-
tin Pavlov from the book Poems (1977), and before him in the version 
of Nevena Stefanova from 1972, not all realia retain their symbolic 
role (e.g. Ancient Sunrising East), and the ambiguity of the construc-
tion is missing (Son of the Sun, of the Sunrise), and the ethnos Swabi-
ans, a sign of a multinational Hungary, does not refer to the Magyars 
of foreign origin. But the question, which also sounds in Bulgarian 
with impressive force, is more than definite: the poet’s Hungarianness 
is beyond any doubt.

Another evidence of the dramatic, especially tragic fate of the 
Hungarians is also the poem “Hungarian Messiahs” (orig. “Magyar 
Messiások”) in the three translation incarnations of Nino Nikolov: the 
previous two versions are by Nevena Stefanova from 1972 and 1977, 
respectively, entitled “Унгарските спасители” и “Спасители” 
(“Hungarian Saviors” and “Saviors”). Monotony, repetition, grada-
tion suggest tragedy, hopelessness, aimlessness and even homeless-
ness, which translators convey differently, but emphasizing, one way 
or another, the inevitability of the situation, the sacrifice (indicative is 
the numerical thousand times, this kind of realia-symbol, which in the 
latest versions is subject to change – one hundred, two hundred times). 
It is also noteworthy that N. Stefanova prefers the word “saviors” and 
relatively accurate adherence to the original, while N. Nikolov, retain-
ing the international term “messiahs”, emphasizes the freer approach, 
his own creative presence and nature, as evidenced by the changes in 
the organization of the translated verse in its various variants.

Another example of artistic achievement, provoked by the use 
of typical concepts, realia, and at the same time a specific group / 
cycle in Ady’s Hungarian Poems, are the so-called Kuruc Works: 
works referring to the struggles of the Kuruc – supporters of Prince 
Ferenc Rákóczi II in his liberation struggle (1703–1711) against the 
Habsburgs. that the subject is especially important in the specific ep-
och and environment is by The poet’s epoch bears evidence, that the 
subject is especially important in the specific epoch and environment 
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when around the Millennium (1896) the cult of these freedom fighters 
intensified, and they became a symbol of national sovereignty. There 
are not many translated poems of this type, and the transmission of 
the term kuruc creates certain difficulties. For example, Stefanova 
preferred the typical Bulgarian “volunteers” (the Bulgarian mean-
ing for volunteers-participants in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–
1878), with an explanation in a note that in Hungarian we are talking 
about kurucs, volunteer soldiers, it is about assessing positively, but 
also very generally “Otherness”, the Different. Dobrev relies on the 
unique in foreign culture, resorting to transcription as a translation 
technique and at the level of the opposition of native and foreign in 
translation. This makes acceptable to the receiver also the identity of 
the historical figures Rákóczi and Tamás Esze, explained in a note, or 
the geographical and historical toponyms Munkács and Várad men-
tioned by Ady, it testifies to the sites of former memorable battles. It 
also represents the successful implementation of folk vocabulary to 
the historical specifics of the work.

The Bulgarian reader is also interested – and it happens at the 
level of selection – in the anthem of the Danube peoples, in this Inter-
national of the Peoples along the Danube, according to the successful 
definition of István Király22, in a true song of the new humanity, of 
the new awakeners: the poem “Song of the Hungarian Jacobin” (orig. 
“Magyar jakobinus dala”), translated by Nikola Furnadjiev, then by 
Chavdar Dobrev. Referring to the Hungarian Jacobins – a group of 
young people united by the ideas of the Great French Revolution on 
the eve of the Hungarian Revolution of 1848 (explained in a com-
mentary), given its contemporaries – Hungary with its ten million in-
habitants, where Hungarians are a minority, Ady crosses ethnic and 
racial boundaries, outgrows the idea of the superiority of the Hungar-
ian race, militant nationalism, to summarize the idea of the common 
destiny and closeness of neighboring peoples (Hungarians, Vlachs 
and Slavs).

Both addresses and biblical references are subordinated to this 
conceptual core (Babylon is missing in Furnadzhiev), and especially 
the two rivers Danube and Olt, which sing in the same voice, con-
nect countries and peoples (with emphasis on Hungarians and non-
22 Király, István. Ibid. Vol. II, p. 469.
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Hungarians in the latest translation), in accordance with the many 
nationalities of the empire and the sharp clashes between them). But 
even here it hinders the poetic transformation of specific realia (Hung. 
betyárság-betyarism) or rare folk words.

It stands out, despite the setbacks, the rebellious thought that lies 
in the original: the common destiny of the peoples, of the people’s 
low strata, rising against their adversary: the master, the ruling class. 
There is an view of the metaphorical construction of the homeland 
of Arpad (Ch. Dobrev), which resurrects the “body” of Hungary, is 
equivalent to Hungarianness. In both translations, one can behold 
the characteristic for Ady symbol Tomorrow, the new time when the 
homeland will be liberated to solve pressing issues.

Another issue is the transmission of archaic-sounding poems and 
some biblical-religious motifs – orig. Krónikás ének 1918-ből, which 
was introduced to the Bulgarian public in two versions: Хроникална 
елегия 1918 г. [Chronicle Elegy 1918] and Песен на летописеца от 
1918 г. [Song of the Chronicler of 1918.]. Understandably, most archa-
ic words remain in the background in translation, the specific form of 
poetry also makes it difficult, but even more important turn out to be 
the associations that operate on a linguistic and symbolic level, high-
lighting the message. In this respect, again the last translation, that 
of Ch. Dobrev, moves away from formal equivalence, from the im-
mediate correspondence of words, it emphasizes better the power of 
moods and the general point of view of the poet, and offers impact, if 
not equivalent, then closer to that of the source text.

Many of Ady’s revolutionary themes penetrate the Bulgarian en-
vironment, that even have indicative titles, some of which are closely 
related to Hungarian history. The new translation interpretations and 
the improvements made compared to the old versions are also impor-
tant for understanding and interpretation, and this also applies to the 
names themselves: Мате Чак, Mate Čak-Csák Máté (not Čok Mati); 
Дьорд Дожа, György Doża-Dózsa György (not Doze Georg) – his-
torical figures explained in the notes. These names (eponyms) give 
rise to certain attitudes, lead to specific epochs, provoke the desire to 
“recognize” the Other.

But in order to reflect and perceive the national in the original, 
the personality of the translator is undoubtedly especially important. 
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Without knowledge of the biography and evolution of the ideas with 
which Ady lives, one could not explain why the historical reference to 
the landowner Mate Chack corresponds to the call: “Forward, prole-
tarians of Hungary!”, to the hope that the Hungarian proletarians em-
body the beauty and courage, that emerged near the Tisza. And why 
in the last stanza of the poem По земята на Мате Чак [In the Land 
of Mate Chack] the poet makes a bitter account of his ended life, pro-
fessing solidarity with the struggle of the “humiliated and insulted”?

Here the poet’s physical, incurable illness, as well as his premoni-
tion of the destruction of the ideas he professes, must be considered. 
Ady, the follower of Baudelaire, Verlaine and Rimbaud, a European-
style symbolist poet, embraced the revolutionary legacy of Sándor 
Petőfi at an early age, believing that the new class of Hungarian work-
ers was capable of destroying the obsolete social order of semi-feudal-
semi-bourgeois Hungary. It is obvious that he is an avant-garde artist 
who changes the lexicon of Hungarian poetry, adores world mystery, 
the moon, autumn and midnight darkness, looks for a solution to the 
“Hungarian question” in the ideas of the Russian Revolution, willing 
to merge the eastern origins of Hungary with the influences that come 
from the West, from the Western culture. Not coincidentally – and 
on a receptive level – in his essay “The Scourge of Endre Ady” from 
the section Modern Sensitivity – Modern Idea (published in 1988, and 
then in both books Hungarian Worlds and Sound from Hungary), Hun-
garianistic critic Chavdar Dobrev emphasizes that Ady, who “proph-
esies that barricade fighters are waiting for him”, that he will “stay in 
the young hearts” and that no one will be able to take away the imper-
ishable responsibility: to stand as a “the head of the dead”.

Another well-known revolutionary work is “The Grandson of 
György Dózsa” (orig. “Dózsa György unokája”) known to Bulgarians 
in two translation versions: “Внукът на Дожа Гьорг” [The Grand-
son of Dózsa Georg], translated by N. Furnadzhiev and “Внукът на 
Дьорд Дожа” [The Grandson of György Dózsa], translated by Ch. 
Dobrev. Here is the noble origin of Ady, who, however, mourns for his 
people who are treated unjustly. This is suggested by the definition of 
an aristocrat with sandals (orig. bocskoros nemes), conveyed semanti-
cally strongly in the latest version. The shifts in the individual stanzas 
of the translation are also indicative. Nikola Furnadzhiev, a poet with 
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a titanic power of imagination, this time emphasizes the figurative 
masters with white fists, adding with white soft palms and a fluffy bed 
(the last two definitions are missing in the original); Ch. Dobrev pre-
fers concretization, noting that the masters have tender hands. Even 
more important is the self-determination of the poet’s lyrical self, 
as Doza’s grandson, reinforcing the impression of historicity in the 
translation. It is through the heroic past, through the example of the 
Doza, who died a martyr, that the new social force emerged, called to 
change the established order.

The fact that the historical name – Doza (transmitted as a per-
sonal by N. Furnadzhiev and updated as a surname by Ch. Dobrev), 
here has become a symbol, with its specific information, with spe-
cific characteristics, the Bulgarian reader learns from the explana-
tory notes. It is also obvious that the choice of the character is not ac-
cidental, and the poem is a kind of creative belief. It is more difficult 
to establish whether the reader of the translation perceives the inter-
pretation of the work as both rebellion and pogrom, hopes and doubts. 
Some uncertainty, hesitation (presence of conditionality) creeps into 
Furnadzhiev’s translation. In Dobrev’s new version, the emphasis is 
on the Doza’s example, with his determination, and it is also on the 
Summer, this characteristic sign of the coming popular anger and an 
important part of the system of symbols that the poet builds.

But it seems to me that for the Bulgarians the poetic self of Ady 
is close to the uncompromising one of Petőfi, who crystallized in the 
national consciousness of the Bulgarians from the end of the 19th and 
in the first half of the 20th century in the interpretation of Ivan Vazov, 
Pencho Slaveykov, Geo Milev and etc. (by defining the social aspects 
of the ideal). It also fits into the more general comprehension of Ady’s 
revolutionary works in our country, of their sound and symbolism. 
Even the biblical chariot of St. Elijah is red, fiery. The chariot of the 
impending revolution is similar. And the star is not only red, but the 
only one.

Investigating the meaning of red in Ady’s poetry, Chavdar Do-
brev traces the “borrowings” from the Bible: the Book of Isaiah states 
that red is God’s and embodies his anger and will to avenge unbeliev-
ers and the unclean. The Book of the Nahum points out that the red 
reflections are reminiscent of the destruction of the “bloody city of 
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Nineveh”, they are “lights from the chariot of God”, that the shield of 
his soldiers is “red”, and they are “in dyed clothes””. And in the fa-
mous poem “Under Mount Zion” the Lord is clothed with an “outer 
garment” (yamurluk), patched with “red letters”23.

That the artistic consciousness declares rebellion, intransigence, 
“red” as a new poetic language, is evident in the translation of the 
poem “Melodies for Red Autumn” (orig. “Nóták piros ősszel”) – an 
anthological one. It aims at opposing the revolutionary aspiration, the 
renewal to the deadness of the present.

Thus, the problem of color in the poetic text / translation becomes 
the main one, and in combination with the awareness of its signifi-
cance. The essence of color (red, scarlet, purple) acquires aesthetic 
significance, its imagery provokes, creates new accents in the under-
standing of art. This also contributes – along with the reproduced re-
alities and the desire to awaken certain associations in the Bulgarian 
perceiver – to the recreation of the multilayered figurative structure 
of poetry, to legitimize the original artistic system of the poet, to au-
thentically reveal the symbolism that encodes the meanings of Ady’s 
world. 

*

All these and other versions of translation, with the specific topo-
graphical, biblical and historical-event references and names, testi-
fy to historical specificity, represent the Hungarian originality, the 
national-cultural specificity. They strengthen the impression of au-
thenticity, but also of historicity, of attitudes and understandings in 
the selection and transformation of specific patterns. The task of the 
translator is to overcome the differences between the two cultures that 
are encoded in certain realia and other textual elements, as well as 
the time distance that separates the translation from the original, af-
fects the translation strategy and the attempts at modernization. This 
is more or less evident in the Bulgarian translated versions, with the 
understanding, as the translator-critic Chavdar Dobrev says, “that it 
is impossible to achieve the overall artistic truth about the poet”. But 
it is he, in particular in the new Bulgarian edition of The Head of the 
23 Добрев, Чавдар.Ibid. 2009, p. 374.
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Dead from 2007, seeks and finds “the power of figurative structures”, 
some more natural forms of language, while preserving in most cases 
the “foreign” sound , the specific atmosphere. This brings a new di-
rection to the overall reception of the Hungarian in Bulgaria, of this 
“Bulgarian Gulliver”, highlighting mostly “the man of ideas” – 

not as an abstract, but as a real and active anti-conformist citizen…, un-
yielding in his bellief that the world awaits renewal, that the millions 
of people deserve redemption  for their suffering.24 

As my observations show, the problem of assimilating the spe-
cific historical content of the work, as well as the epoch, is closely re-
lated to the problem of recreating its specific appearance and color. It 
is indisputable that the most important thing about the ways of trans-
formation and the impact of translation in general is not so much the 
idea of the author of the source text as the point of view of his trans-
lator. His knowledge, personality and individual style of translation 
are also important, as is the supply of translations with a critical ap-
paratus. It is undoubtedly, despite the failures that attempts are being 
made to overcome the underestimation of the historical specifics in 
the Bulgarian translation experience in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, to turn it into a tool and technique beyond which the 
translated text remains without its image, biography, color and smell. 
There are many examples of synchronicity between the civic, univer-
sal and patriotic tendencies of Hungarian poetry and the Bulgarian art 
of translation in general. A new moment is the erudition of the trans-
lators for the historicity and cultural layers of the source text. Hence 
the improved translation versions, the evaluations and portraits that 
appeared, the notes to the translated works prepared, the toponyms 
specified, the reading of biblical and proper names, and according to 
today’s updated transcription of the names. Hence the distinction be-
tween historical realia inherent in a nation, in this case the Hungarian, 
and realia related to the historical and social development of many na-
tions, respectively their reproduction in translation, as well as over-
coming the distance in time. It is necessary to take into account the 
background knowledge of the Bulgarian reader, the desire to achieve 

24 Добрев, Чавдар.Ibid. 2009, p. 374
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more adequacy between original and translation, including the trans-
mission of historical and other realia, and insight into the context.

All this contributes to a more adequate reception of Endre Ady’s 
modern poetry in the Bulgarian environment, brings the individual 
translations closer to the style, language and messages of the original, 
to its emotional and aesthetic core, taking into account the cultural 
layers and historical specifics of the poetic text.
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ABSTRACT

Color lexemes occupy an important place in the conceptual 
system of the Hungarian and Bulgarian languages. They are in-
volved in the composition of many compound words, derived 
verb forms and nouns; they occur in stable word combinations 
and proverbs as markers of national cultural identity. The subject 
of analysis in thе article are the colors of the Hungarian and Bul-
garian national flags (white, green, red), represented in their con-
crete and symbolic meanings within the vocabulary and phra-
seology of both languages. It traces the similarities and differ-
ences in the conceptualization, perception and use of the studied 
colors, in their semantic values, in the associations they give rise 
to. It draws attention to both the universal and the national- and 
cultural-specific in color symbolism. The predominance of the 
common over the ethno-specific found in the comparison is the 
result of the belonging of the two nations to a common cultural 
area. The interlingual discrepancies reveal different aspects in 
the naming of similar elements of reality. 

Keywords: color symbolism, color lexemes, colorisms, 
comparative semantics, Hungarian language, Bulgarian lan-
guage

It is well known that language is not only a means of communication 
and cognition but also a kind of cultural code of the nation, which 

contains a certain picture of the world, reflecting the life experience, 
traditions and worldview of the speakers. That’s why languages dif-
fer not only in their formal systems, but also in the way speakers use 
them.

The complex relationship between language and culture can be 
examined from several angles. This article presents the unique and 
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local in the linguistic realization of the Hungarian and Bulgarian na-
tional colors. The analysis is based on examples drawn from various 
Hungarian and Bulgarian lexicographical sources (see the sources of 
the illustrative material at the end of the article). 

Colors are symbols: they convey thoughts, emotions and feel-
ings. The flag is also a symbol, a symbol of the power and sovereignty 
of a people, an expression of national identity. In the colors of their 
flag, nations encode a memory of their past and an essence they must 
preserve.

The colors of both the Hungarian and the Bulgarian national 
flags are red, white and green, but the three equally sized horizontal 
bands follow in a different order. 

According to the Hungarian constitution1, in today’s Hungarian 
flag, red signifies force, white: loyalty, green: hope. 

The national flag of the Republic of Bulgaria is a national symbol which 
expresses the independence and sovereignty of the Bulgarian state.2  

While there is no consensus on what each color in the flag means, it 
is widely believed that white represents peace; green depicts the fertil-
ity of the Bulgarian lands; and red symbolizes the blood of the heroes 
and victims of Bulgarian freedom. Bulgarians are peace-loving peo-
ple, which is why the red color is left at the bottom of the flag. In time 
of war, however, the flag is reversed and the red is placed at the top. 

The current paper aims to describe the place of these color 
lexemes in the vocabularies of the two languages, the turns of speech 
in which they appear, the reasons for their use, how they express the 
worldview of the people, what concepts are related to them, what as-
sociations they evoke. The three color names are examined regarding 
both their concrete and figurative, metaphorical, symbolic meanings 
(without any claim to completeness), tracing the colorful worldview 
that unfolds from the phraseologisms that refer to them. Attention is 
also drawn to unlexicalised but often co-occurring semantic units of 
several words, the so-called collocations (e.g. piros tojás/vér, vörös 
hús/vértest/haj, fehér aztal/sport, zöld övezet/adó), as well as the com-

1 Magyarország alaptörvénye: I) cikk (2).
2 Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria: Art. 15. (1).
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pound words formed by the examined color lexemes, some of which 
have similar imagery, emotional and/or meaningful surplus to the 
phrasemes. This approach allows to discover the particular ethno-
cultural codes hidden in color terms, to compare our own picture of 
reality with the stranger one and thus find ourselves in the world of 
cultural realities of the other country. 

Colors evoke different associations and analogies across cul-
tures. They are linguistic signs whose semantic structure consists of 
denotative and symbolic meanings. The extent to which color terms 
reflect the mindset of a linguistic community and its relationship to 
the world is best demonstrated by the linguistic form of many color 
names, that is unique to each language. A comparison between Bul-
garian and Hungarian phraseological expressions, which have similar 
meanings but different pictorial worlds, reveals the similarities and 
differences in the imagery and thought of the two cultures. 

The following question may arise: why is it worthwhile to deal 
with the linguistic approach to color symbolism at all? It is because 
in this way we can gain important background knowledge about lan-
guage, and also relevant information about the specific and local man-
ifestations, characteristics and features of the worldviews recorded in 
the compared languages. Often when speaking in a foreign language 
or translating into another language, we have no idea how careful we 
should be when using color names, because it is not always enough to 
know their referential meaning. The semantic field of color also de-
serves special attention, as it illustrates the differences in word-use 
between languages3.

Although everyone sees the colors of the rainbow as the same, 
speakers of various languages do not segment the color spectrum 
equally, so the number of color names they use is not the same. In 
practice, the same color can have different names depending on what 
we want to characterize or describe with it. Ont the one hand the up-
per band of the Hungarian flag is piros ‘red’, but ont the other hand 
the same color in the flag of the former Soviet Union is vörös ‘red’. 

3 See Simigné Fenyő, S. “A színnevekkel kapcsolatos antropológiai és nyelvésze-
ti kutatások”. – In: Navracsics, J. – Tóth, Sz. (szerk.). Nyelvészet és interdiszcipli-
naritás. Köszöntőkönyv Lengyel Zsolt 60. születésnapjára. Szeged; Veszprém: Gen-
eralia, 2004, I. kötet, pp. 32–36. 
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Besides, word combinations containing color names do not always 
reflect reality, often expressing some other characteristic rather than 
color. The fehérbor ‘white wine’ is not really white, but világos ‘light’ 
compared to vörösbor ‘red wine’. The adjective vörös is the same 
as the color of blood. Yet it occurs in a context in which it means a 
dark version as opposed to the light: vöröskáposzta ‘red cabbage’ is 
in fact dark purple (which is why it is also called lila káposzta ‘pur-
ple cabbage’); the color of vöröshere ‘red clover’ is also purple; and 
vöröshagyma ‘onion’, vörösfenyő ‘larch’, vörös róka ‘red fox’ are ac-
tually orangey-brownish in color. Zöldbab ‘green beans’ and zöldpa-
prika ‘green peppers’ also have varieties that are yellow. When refer-
ring to plants, vegetables, fruits with the adjective zöld ‘green’, we do 
not primarily consider the color, but whether the plant is fresh, rich in 
vitamins, or not yet fully ripe. The name zöldbor ’green wine’ does 
not refer to the color of the wine, but to its fresh, slightly unripe taste.

Color names are often used in collocations whose reference does 
not apply to color at all: Vörös-tenger, fehér könyv, zöld asztal, Червен 
Петко (’joking name of wine’), Бяла Рада (’joking name of bran-
dy’), Червено море, Бяло море. Also phrases such as Vörös Brigádok 
’Red brigades’, fehér vicc ’harmless joke’, бял кахър ’small/trifling 
worry’, червени барети ’red berets’, червено щастие ’red happi-
ness’ etc. can be interpreted only metaphorically.

Let’s look at the uses of the three chosen color names in Hungar-
ian and Bulgarian.

*

The color piros ‘red’ is tied to two prototypes: blood and flaming 
fire, which justifies the complex semantic structure of the color term4. 
So its symbolism is a mixture of opposites. Blood is a symbol of life, 
strength, and health, but flowing blood is a symbol of death. Fire is 
not only associated with love and passion, but also with danger and 
destruction.

4 Марку, Х. “Червеното като фрагмент от лингвоцветовата картина 
на света”.  – Zeszyty Cyrylo-Metodiańskie. Problemy języka i kultury Słowian 
południowych, 2014, № 3, р. 36.
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According to comparative research by American anthropologists 
Brent Berlin and Paul Kay, who have studied color words in 98 lan-
guages, it is almost unique that Hungarian uses two separate color 
terms for the red color range: piros and vörös5. The problem piros – 
vörös is one of the most controversial issues in Hungarian literature. 
It is striking that researchers draw different and sometimes contradic-
tory conclusions6.

In the Color Dictionary7, the difference between the two names is 
only in the nuances: piros is lighter, more vivid, while vörös is deeper 
and stronger due to its association with blood. The academic position8, 
which reflects standard language usage, also states that piros is tradi-
tionally the lighter, brighter shade of red, that evokes more pleasant 
associations. While vörös is darker, stronger and more passionate; it 
is reminiscent of the color of coagulating blood. In several adjectival 
constructions (e.g. vörös haj, vörös tégla, vöröshagyma, etc.), howev-
er, the supposed rule does not hold. Piros szamóca ‘red strawberry’, 
for example, can be darker than vörös szikla ‘red rock’, and the color 
piros of national flags can be deeper than the vörös zászló ~ vörös lo-
bogó ‘red flag’ of the labor movement. 

Mari Bogatkin’s studies also do not confirm the above assump-
tion. According to the author, vörös in contemporary Hungarian 
language, with a few exceptions, “occurs only in idioms and say-
ings. However, the word piros can describe almost any red color 
nowadays”9. 

5 Berlin, B. – Kay, P. Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution. Berke-
ley. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969, p. 36.
6 For more details see Tóth-Czifra, E. – Benczes, R. “Piros és vörös színneveink 
korpuszalapú kognitív nyelvészeti vizsgálata: produktivitás, figurativitás és alap-
színnévi státusz”. – Magyar Nyelvőr, 140 évf., № 2016, 1, pp. 52–71; Bálizs, B. 
Bálizs B. “Veres vagiok, piros vagiok”. A piros-vörös színnévkettős a magyar nyelv-
ben és kultúrában. Pécs, 2018.
7 Földvári, M. Színnév – színszótár. – http://www.szintan.hu
8 Grétsy, L. – Kovalovszky, M. Nyelvművelő kézikönyv. Budapest: Akadémiai Ki-
adó, 1985, t. II, pp. 512–513; Pusztai F. (főrszerk.) Magyar értelmező kéziszótár. Bu-
dapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 2003.
9 Bogatkin, M. Värvinimed ungari keeles. Põhinimed, nende struktuur ja kujune-
mine (Színelvezések a magyar nyelvben: alapszínnevek, szerkezetük és keletkezésük). 
Tartu: Ülikool, 2005, p. 129. 
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The hues of elpirul and elvörösödik are physically the same. There 
is no darker/lighter difference between them. Both verbs express that 
the face becomes saturated with blood because of some emotional re-
action, but elvörösödik has a negative connotation, since it “expresses 
a stronger embarrassment, the unwitting betrayal of a secret, a dis-
tressed situation, etc. So the positive or negative interpretation of the 
same (physical, physiological) phenomenon determines the usage” of 
the two terms for red10. 

There is very little visual difference between piros és vörös, but 
much more of a difference in use, emotion, and context. The clown’s 
nose is piros, while that of a man shivering in the snow and frost or 
drunk is vörös. If someone doesn’t tell the truth, his ears turn piros, 
if he is very cold, they turn vörös. The bunny and the man looking at 
the camera have piros eyes; the sleepless and crying man has vörös 
eyes. Alma, cseresznye, muskátli ‘apple, cherry, pelargonium’ are pi-
ros, but áfonya, ribizli, som ‘bilberry, currant, cornel’ are vörös. A 
sign of good health is a kipirosodott or pirospozsgás arc ‘ruddy face’. 
A healthy face is therefore piros, but it becomes vörös from illness, 
heat, exertion, or outrage (vörösre gyúlt arc ’reddened face’; vörös a 
feje, mint a főtt rák ’red in the head like a boiled crab). When someone 
is angry, her face is pulykavörös ‘turkey red’ or céklavörös ‘beet red’. 
Despite being associated with the blood of Christ, the Easter egg can 
only be piros, even if it is mélyvörös ‘deep red’. Vörös is mainly used 
for warlike or erotic features. In the Soviet army, the five-pointed star 
is vörös. The mass strike of the workers in Budapest for universal 
suffrage on 10 October 1907 is remembered as Vörös csütörtök ‘Red 
Thursday’. The threatening and terrifying hell is also vörös. For a long 
time, a vörös haj ‘red hair’ was a “hallmark” of witches, but today it 
(along with vörös körmök ‘red nails) is more erotic, as is the vörös 
lámpás negyed ‘red-light district’. 

It makes an impression that piros is mainly used in its primary, 
physical, external color meaning, while in the case of vörös its figu-
rative use is predominant. A significant number of terms containing 
the color vörös have been idiomatized and their use is restricted to 
specific semantic fields. The corpus linguistic study by Tóth-Czifra 

10 Tóth-Czifra, E. – Benczes, R. Op. cit., 64.
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Erzsébet and Benczes Réka11 confirms that piros is associated with 
many more concepts and collocates with 24% more nouns than vörös.

In some cases, both color names are used: piros, mint a paprika ~ 
vörös, mint a paprika ’red as pepper’; tűzvörös ~ tűzpiros ‘fiery red’; 
paradicsompiros ~ paradicsomvörös ’tomato red’; piros rózsa ~ vörös 
rózsa’red rose’, piros szegfű ~ vörös szegfű ’red carnation’, meggypi-
ros ~ meggyvörös ’sour cherry red’, karmazsinpiros ~ karmazsinvörös 
’crimson red’. 

It is argued that in these terms, (piros) red expresses a lighter 
shade of color, while (vörös) red is associated with darker shades12.

In contrast, the color names that are used only in the language, 
such as tulipiros ‘tulip red’ and jajvörös‘bright red, startling red’, 
which have no visual meaning of color, piros and vörös are not in-
terchangeable. In shame or embarrassment, a person elpirul or 
elvörösödik, but if the color of his face changes due to heat, effort or 
anger, only the verb elvörösödik can be used.

To convey the shades of red, both Hungarian and Bulgarian 
use different language terms. Тhese are usually compound words: 
cseresznyepiros ‘cherry red’, kakaspiros ‘rooster red’, lázpiros ‘fever 
red’, pipacspiros ‘poppy red’, skarlátpiros ‘scarlet red’, gránátvörös 
‘garnet red’, rákvörös ‘crab red’, rozsdavörös ‘rust red’, vérvörös 
‘blood red’, малиновочервено ‘raspberry red’, виненочервено 
‘wine red’, огненочервено ‘fiery red’, кървавочервено ‘blood 
red’, рубиненочервено ‘ruby red’, керемиденочервено ’tile red’, 
вишневочервенo ‘sour-cherry red’. 

Some designations lack a color name, and only the element used 
to resemble it serves to express the color on its own or in combina-
tion with the suffixoid -színű: bordó, karmazsin, krapp, rőt, vörhe-
nyes, hússzínű, korallszínű, lángszínű, csipkebogyószínű, eperszínű, 
vérszínű; рижаво, бордо, коралово, рубинено, ягодово, малиново, 
кърваво etc. 

It is important to note that in Bulgarian the synonyms of red 
(пурпурно, алено, румено) are stylistically differentiated depend-
ing on the connotations they contain, and therefore, their functional 

11 Ibid., p. 55.
12 Papp, K. Életlen határok mentén: prototipikus színnevek a magyar nyelvben, 
2006, p. 104. https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/handle/10831/10248
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load is not the same. For example, пурпурно ’purple’ is associated 
with power, noble descent, royal rule. The complexion pумено ’red-
cheeked, ruddy’ is a sign of health and freshness, the result of good 
face dewiness (румено лице ’ruddy face’, румено мома/девойка 
’ruddy maiden/girl’, румени бузи/устни ’ruddy cheeks/lips’, a greet-
ing for the first of March: Да сте бели и червени, румени, засмени! 
’May you be white and red, blushing, laughing!’ etc.)

Another form of expressing nuance is comparison. The sustain-
able comparisons reveal the associative thinking of the two peoples 
and are related to their practical experience and cultural historical 
traditions. The choice of the object of comparison is determined by 
one’s interaction with the surrounding world. This explains why the 
two languages show differences in the similar items, which can be 
traced back to different verbalizations of the common features and 
peculiarities of objects and phenomena. In sustainable comparisons 
we find typical referents: piros, mint a pipacs/a rózsa/az alma ’red like 
a poppy/a rose/an apple’; vörös, mint a cékla/a pulyka/a róka/a Júdás 
haja/a skarlátposztó ‘red like beets/a turkey/a fox/the hair of Judas/
scarlet’; червен като рак/кръв/мак/ябълка/домат/пуяк/ пламък/
огън/панджар/битолски просяк ’red like a crab/blood/a poppy/an 
apple/a tomato /a turkey/a flame/a fire/beets/Bitola beggar’; червен/
ален като божур ’red/scarlet as a peony’; червен/румен като 
трендафил ’red/rosy like a rose’. 

The different reference objects indicate varying degrees of color 
intensity and expressiveness, the strength of the red color and its dif-
ferent shades. The existence of several phraseological variants al-
lows their interchangeability and enriches the stylistic possibilities 
of the two languages. The semantics of the sustainable comparisons 
is identical to that of compound adjectives, which can be derived from 
the corresponding analytic comparative structures. Cf .: rákvörös ~ 
vörös, mint a rák ‘crab red ~ red like crab’. 

А piros~vörös color name can be attributed to several symbolic 
meanings13. This color is an indicator of high intensity emotions, it is 
considered the color of love, desire, passion: piros rózsa – червена 

13 See Koutny, I. “Mennyiben magyar színek a piros-fehér-zöld? Kontrasztív 
frazeológiai vizsgálat”. – In: Maticsák, S. (szerk.). Nyelv, nemzet, identitás II. Bu-
dapest – Debrecen: Nemzetközi Magyarságtudományi Társaság, 2007, p. 233.
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роза ‘red rose’, piros szív – червено сърце ‘red heart’; it often also 
refers to some erotic content: vörös körmök  – червени нокти/
лакирани в червено нокти ‘red nails/nails painted in red’, vérvörös 
ajkak – кървавочервени/яркочервени/аленочервени устни ‘blood 
red lips’, vörös rúzs – червено червило/червени устни ’red lipstick’ 
as a symbol of femininity and sex appeal. 

Regarding colors, red can represent fire and anxiety. It also in-
dicates that something is in danger. This associative relationship is 
manifested in collocations such as: vörös kakas ‘red rooster’ (e.g. 
házán lesz a vörös kakas ‘red rooster will be on his house: his house 
will burn’, felszáll a vörös kakas ’the red rooster takes flight: a fire 
breaks out’, vörös kakast röpít a házára ’red rooster flies on the house: 
someone’s house’ burns down), vörös lista – червен списък ‘red list’, 
vörös könyv – червена книга ‘red book’, червен бутон ‘red button’, 
червена лампичка ‘red light bulb’, червена линия ‘red line in the 
sense of a dividing line. 

Red can also refer to a warning or prohibition: piros lap – червен 
картон ’red card’ (in football), piros fény  – червена светлина 
’red light/red prohibition signs’, piros lámpa  – червен светофар 
’red traffic light’, belehajt a pirosba/áthajt a piroson – минавам на 
червено ’drives through the red light’, piros pont – червена точка 
(red dot during a TV show), piros/vörös zónás országok – страни в 
червената зона ’countries in the red zone, i.e. severely affected by 
the coronavirus epidemic’. 

Red is traditionally the color of socialism and communism. It 
is associated with the political left, the struggle, the revolution, the 
terrorism. This is evidenced by language expressions such as Vörös 
Gárda – Червена гвардия ‘Red Guard’, Vörös Hadsereg – Червена 
армия ‘Red Army’, Vörös Brigádok – Червени бригади ’Red Bri-
gades’, Vörös Khmerek – Червени кхмери ‘Khmer Rouge’, vöröskato-
na – червеноармеец ‘Red Army man’, vörösingesek – червеноризци 
’soldiers in red shirts’, vörös csillag – червена звезда ‘red star’, vörös 
nyakkendő – пионерска червена връзка ‘red tie of pioneers’, vörös 
diktatúra – червена диктатура ‘Red Dictatorship’, vörös október 
‘Red October’, червена роза ‘red rose, the symbol of the Socialist 
Party’, червени бабички/червени боклуци ’red followers of the so-
cialist party’, червени барети ‘squads fighting against terrorism’. 
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As can be seen from the examples, of the two color names (piros 
and vörös) revolutionary concepts and ideas tend to be linked to vörös. 

Red is also related to the concepts of blood, health, vitality, 
energetic life: this is reflected in terms such as pirospozsgás arc – 
червендалест, бял и червен, c румено лице, c румени бузи ‘ruddy 
face, rosy cheeks’, piros száj ‘red mouth’, piros nyelv ‘red tongue’, 
piros tojás – червено яйце ‘red egg’, Vöröskereszt – Червен кръст 
‘Red Cross’, Vörös Félhold  – червен полумесец ‘Red Crescent’, 
Vörös Kristály – червен кристал ‘Red Crystal’ as symbols of an in-
ternational humanitarian organization that aims to protection of hu-
man life and health. 

Blushing is a physiological reaction that can be triggered by op-
posing emotions. Therefore, it is no coincidence that piros~vörös is an 
ambiguous color that can be used to express both positive and nega-
tive things. Positively charged are piros pont – червена точка ’red 
dot in school’, piros betűs ünnep ‘red letter holiday’, piros pünkösd ‘red 
Pentecost’, червенея, руменея, червенее ми се гребенът, зачервил 
съм гребена ‘look very good’. The negative connotations of red are 
related to anger, sinfulness, stigmatisation of bodily passions: 
vörös kutya, vörös ló, vörös ember egy se jó ’a red (haired) dog, a red 
(haired) horse, a red (haired) man – none of them are good’; vörös lett 
valakinek a feje ‘someone’s head turned red’; elönti a vörös köd~vörös 
köd ereszkedik a szeme elé ‘flooded with red mist~red mist descends 
in front of the eyes’; vörös, mint a pulyka ’red like turkey’; vörös po-
sztó valakinek a szemében ‘red cloth in someone’s eyes: when even the 
mention of a fact, act or person is irritating, annoying’; haragszik, mint 
a bivaly a vörösre ’get angry as a buffalo at a red’; почервенява от 
яд като домат/божур/чушка ’someone’s face turns red with anger 
like a tomato~pea~chicken’, червя се, изчервявам се ’blush’; piros 
ajkak ’red lips’, piroslámpás ház ~ vöröslámpás ház ’red light house: 
brothel’, vörölámpás negyed ’red light district: brothel quarter’, skar-
látvörös ’scarlet red, the coclor of the great Babylonian fornication’. 

In Bulgarian, the conceptual meaning of red ’danger’ in an eco-
nomic context can also refer to financial loss: на червено съм, i.e. he 
is doing badly, working at a loss. 
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White can be associated with light, purity, goodness, inno-
cence, simplicity, and love of peace. It is most often presented as the 
color of perfection. Its prototypes are light and snow14. 

Some of the sustainable comparisons containing the white color 
name are identical in the two languages: fehér, mint a fal – бял като 
стена ‘white as a wall’; fehér, mint a hó – бял като сняг ‘white as 
a snow’; fehér, mint a gyolcs – бял като платно ‘white as a can-
vas’; fehér, mint a tej – бял като мляко ‘white as milk’; fehér, mint a 
galamb – бял като гълъб ‘white as a dove’; fehér, mint a hattyú – бял 
като лебед ‘white as a swan’; fehér, mint a liliom – бял като лилия 
‘white as a lily’; fehér, mint az alabástrom – бял като алабастър 
‘white as alabaster’; fehér, mint a kréta – бял като тебешир ’white 
as chalk’; fehér, mint a mész/a meszelt fal – бял като вар ’white as 
lime’; the usual folk comparison fehér, mint a hab – бял като пяна 
’white as foam’. 

There are also some in which the comparisons are specific to 
the given language: fehér, mint a patyolat/mint Svatopluk lova/mint a 
tyúktojás/mint az ostya ’white as it came out of dry cleaning/as Sva-
topluk’s horse/as a hen’s egg/as altar bread’; бял като клавиши на 
роял/като сирене ’white like piano keys ~ like a cheese’; бял като 
въглен/катран/на тенджера дъното/на тиган дъното ’white 
like a charcoal/a tar/а bottom of a pot/а bottom of a panр: in these 
Bulgarian examples white has an antonymous meaning’. 

Differences in denotation between the two compared languages 
can be observed in the following expressions: бял кахър ‘small/tri-
fling worrу, insignificant, minor problem’, бяла чума ‘white plague’ 
(in addition, metaphorically referring to tuberculosis and population 
decline in Europe, the expression is also used in Bulgarian for meta-
phorical designation of drug use).

White is the color of light and clarity, as opposed to black “like 
a heavenly light against the darkness of the underworld”15. This sym-

14 Алмалех, М. “Слово и цвят: психолингвистични и прагматични ас-
пекти”. – В: Годишник на Софийския университет “Св. Климент Охридски”. 
T. 91, ФСФ, София, 2006, p. 80.
15 Andrić, E. “A ‘fehér’ szín a magyarban és a szerbben”. – In: Čudić, M. (főszerk.) 
A belgrádi hungarológia negyedszázada. Belgrád: Belgrádi Egyetem. Filológiai 
Kar, 2021, p. 13.
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bolic meaning is expressed in phrases such as: fehér éjszakák – бели 
нощи ‘white nights, i.e. Polar nights, sleepless nights’; излизам/
появявам се на бял свят/виждам бял свят ‘coming into the white 
world, that is see day light, appear, come to light’ – these phraseologi-
cal combinations are synonyms of the verb “born”. The association 
is that it is dark inside the womb and light (white) outside. They are 
used as a metaphor for all sorts of things (news, new products, etc.); 

The Hungarian equivalents of Bulgarian phrases изкарвам на 
бял свят – napfényre hoz ’bring to light’; посред бял ден ‘in broad 
daylight, during the day’  – világos/fényes nappal; ясно като бял 
ден – világos, mint a nap ’as clear as day/daylight’ do not include 
white, but the word clear/light, which also refers to the semantic rela-
tionship between white and light. The same connection can be found 
in the Hungarian and Bulgarian names of the Sunday after Easter: cf. 
Fehérvasárnap – Cветла неделя ‘White Sunday’.

White is traditionally associated with life, the sun, the world. For 
a person who lives a hard life, who has a bad time of it, who has no 
rest and peace, Bulgarians say не вижда бял свят/бял ден ‘does not 
see white day/white world’. 

White has a positive charge. It is an expression of peace and 
goodwill: this is indicated by expressions such as fehér galamb – бял 
гълъб ‘white dove’ kitűzi/ lengeti a fehér zászlót ~ fehér kendőt lobog-
tat – развявам/вдигам бяло знаме ‘raise the white flag, i.e. to indi-
cate one’s surrender, defeat, or submission’, не ми дава бял ден ‘does 
not give me daylight, peace. 

White is considered the color of purity: fehér mágia – бяла магия 
‘white magic’, оставям бяло поле ‘to leave a white field/margin’.

White can also refer to innocence: fehér liliom ‘white lily’, fehér 
lelkű ‘white soul’, fehér vicc ‘white joke, i.e. an innocent, harmless 
joke that can be told in front of women or children’; szép dolog a fe-
hér fátyol ‘the white veil (i.e. the innocence) is a beautiful thing; fehér 
irodalom – бяла литература ’white literature, which avoids gender 
issues and does not deal with social problems’. If someone fehérre 
mossa magát ‘whitewash yourself, i.e. clarify yourself, apologizes’ 
also wants to give the appearance of morality. 

White is also occurring in expressions related to politics: fehér-
terror – бял терор‘white terror’; fehérgárdista – белогвардеец‘white 
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guard’; fehérgalléros (bűnözés) ⁓ fehérgalléros (bűnöző)  – бели 
якички ‘white collar (criminals in the authorities)’; бяла бюлетина 
‘blank, invalid ballot’. 

White is the bearer of joy. In the idiom родeн на бял покров 
‘born in a white veil, i.e. born under a lucky star’, the white color name 
is associated with happiness, good luck, carefree. 

The white veil intertwines life and death in an inseparable unity, 
thus becoming a symbol of the good fate with which the newborn 
is “blessed”. In curses containing white, however, we find reverse 
symbolism: Да не видиш бял ден! ‘don’t see daylight’, Под бяло да 
легнеш ‘lie down under white’, Да те забулят в бяло! ’tо be veiled 
in white = die’, Бяла коса да не видиш! ‘don’t get your hair gray = 
die young’. 

Here white represents the transition from life to death. This sym-
bolic meaning can be explained by analogy with Eastern cultures, 
where the white color is associated with mourning, sorrow, and death. 
The corpse is everywhere covered with a white veil, so that the im-
age evoked by these phraseologisms suggests the universality of color 
symbolism. 

White brings good luck, longevity, and success. This is ex-
pressed in phraseological units such as вижда бяла бога ’sees the 
white God (= successful in life, prosperes)’, идвам на бял кон ’comes 
on a white horse, i.e. achieves success in something’, да те видя на 
бял кон ’to see you on a white horse, i.e. have success, good luck’, 
вятър го вее на бял кон/бяла кобила ’wind blows him on a white 
horse/white mare, i.e. lives carefree’, връстник с белите орли ’the 
same age as the white eagles, i.e. in old age, well advanced in years, 
stricken in years’. 

White can also mean something rare and exceptional, unex-
pected happiness and surprise: fehér holló ‘white raven’ (ritka, mint 
a fehér holló), бяла врана ‘white crow’, бяла лястовица ‘white 
swallow’, as opposed to black cat, for example, which is considered 
an ominous omen in popular belief. 

The contrast manifests itself most vividly in phraseologisms that 
contain both colors: ha akarom fehér, ha akarom fekete ~ akár fehér, 
akár fekete ‘if I want white, if I want black (it’s good anyway)’; ha nem 
fehér, fekete ‘if not white, black’; nem mond se fehéret, se feketét – не 
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казва ни черно, ни бяло ’says neither white nor black (neither good 
nor bad, refrains from a firm decision)’; a feketét fehérnek mondja – 
казва на черното бяло ’says black to white (deliberately claims the 
opposite of what is obvious)’; nem tudja, fehér-e vagy fekete – не съм 
видял бял ли е, чер ли е ‘I have not seen whether it is white or black = I 
did not understand whether it was good or bad, cannot distinguish be-
tween basic things’; бели пари за черни дни ‘white money for black 
(tight) days, i.e. save/keep money for a rainy day’); a fehér liliomnak 
is fekete az árnyéka ‘the white lily also has a black shadow = evil 
tongues could find fault with everyone’; a fehér tehén is éjjel fekete 
‘the white cow is black at night = we can’t judge things if we don’t 
see them’; fekete kéz, fehér pénz ‘black hand, white money = worker 
hand gets money’; kivül fehér, belül fekete ‘white on the outside and 
black on the inside = appearances are deceiving’; fekete karácsony, fe-
hér húsvét ’black Christmas white Easter: if it is warm at Christmas, 
it will be cold at Easter’. 

Some oxymoron sustainable comparisons mean the opposite of 
what they call: olyan fehér, mint a cigánytúró ’as white as gypsy curd 
(completely black)’, бял като въглен/ циганин/егюптин/арапин /
като на тенджерата дъното/като кюмюрджия ’white as char-
coal/gypsy/Egyptian/Arab/ like the bottom of a pot/like a chimney 
sweep’. 

It is precisely the combination of mutually exclusive oppos-
ing concepts, the contradiction of form and content, that gives these 
phrases their ironic meaning. 

Green is the color of nature, the symbol of life. It stands for re-
newal, growth, harmony, fertility, hope, and it is also a symbol of 
immaturity, youth and change16. 

The symbolic meanings of green show similarities in the com-
pared languages, but it is noticeable that the Hungarian and Bulgarian 
equivalents of some phraseological expressions lack the color name. 
Cf.: zöldasztal mellett – на зелената маса, на масата за преговори 
’at a green table, i.e. at the conference table/at the round table, through 
negotiations’; zöld ágra vergődik ‘writhing on a green branch, come 
to terms with…, successfully deal with things, get lucky’ – излиза 
ми късметът (yспешно се справям с нщ., провървява ми, 
16 Koutny, I. Ibid., 235.
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преуспявам); a szomszéd rétje mindig zöldebb ‘the neighbor’s mead-
ow is always greener’  – комшийската кокошка все по-големи 
яйца снася ‘the neighbor’s hen lays bigger eggs’; kékre-zöldre ver – 
насинявам от бой ‘to beat blue and green’; пращам за зелен хайвер 
‘send for a green caviar’– lóvá tesz ‘makes someone a horse’, i.e. send 
s.o. on a fool’s errand/on a wildgoose chase, deceive someone about 
something; трай, коньо, за зелена трева ‘wait, horse, for green 
grass, i.e. while the grass grows the horse starves (wait for something 
impossible)’ – várhatsz, babám, míg csak bele nem fáradsz; hiszi a 
piszi! 

The Bulgarian equivalent of several Hungarian compound words 
and phrases does not include the color name: zöldpetrezselyem  – 
магданоз ‘parsley’, zöldfőzelék – яхния от пресни зеленчуци ’stew 
of fresh vegetables’, zöldvendéglő – ресторант градина ’garden res-
taurant’, etc.

Green is directly linked to nature and the environment: zöld 
párt/klub/hírek/oldal, zöldhatár, a zöldek, zöld főváros, zöld könyv; re-
spectively Партия на зелените~Зелена партия, клуб на зелените, 
зелени новини, зелена страница, зелена столица, зелена книга. 

With the rise of environmental issues and eco-friendly thinking, 
the word green is nowadays increasingly used as a synonym for the 
adjective bio/eco: zöld projekt – зелен проект ‘green project’, zöld 
energia – зелена енергия ’green energy’. 

The Hungarian equivalent of зелено училище ‘green school’ – 
iskolai kirándulás a természetbe ‘school trip to nature’ does not in-
clude the color name. But similar meanings are given to expressions 
such as a zöldbe kirándul ‘trip to the green’, a zöldben tölti a hétvégét 
‘spend the weekend in the green’. 

Green also has a meaning related to the concepts of immaturi-
ty, inexperience, youth, and naivety: zöld gyümölcs ‘green, unripe 
fruit’, zöldbőr ‘greenskin, i.e. freshly peeled animal skin’, zöldfülű, 
még zöld a szakmában, resp. млад и зелен, зелена глава ‘greenhorn’ 
i.e. for Bulgarians, unlike Hungarians, the head of an inexperienced, 
untrained person and not their ears are green. In the latter synonym 
phrases, there may be other color names and other body parts in Bul-
garian: има още жълто по устата ‘there is still yellow around the 
mouth’ – tejfölösszájú, rajta van még a tojáshéj/még ott a tojáshéj a 
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fenekén ‘with sour cream mouth, it still has the eggshell on it, i.e. an 
immature, inexperienced child, stripling. 

At traffic lights, green is the opposite of red: red – forbidden, 
green – free. The symbolic meaning of freedom and permission is 
also reflected in expressions such as e.g. zöld lámpa – зелен светофар, 
зелена светлина ‘green traffic light’, zöldvonal/zöld szám – зелен 
телефонен номер ‘green line/green number, i.e. freephone number’, 
zöldkártya (autósoknak) – зелена карта на автомобил ‘green card’, 
zöldhullám (a közlekedésben) – зелена вълна ‘green wave in traffic’, 
zöldfolyosó (pl. a repülőtéren) – зелен коридор ‘green corridor e.g. 
at the airport’, zöld utat ad/biztosít/kap/jelez – давам/осигурявам 
зелена улица, давам зелена светлинa ‘to give/ a green light to…’. 

The green color name can also have a negative connotation: it 
can be associated with the concepts of poison, jealousy, and stupid-
ity. Just think of a non-medical name for the disease glaucoma (zöld-
hályog – зелена звезда), the name for jealousy from Shakespeare’s 
Othello (zöld szemű szörny – зеленооко чудовище); as well as the 
pallor caused by anger, excitement, illness: szép zöld valaki, zöld lesz 
mérgében, az arca zöld a félelemtől, kékre-zöldre válik (dühében vagy 
ijedtében), resp. позеленява от яд/гняв ’become livid with anger’.

The Bulgarian equivalents of the Hungarian phrases zölde-
ket/zöldségeket beszél/sok zöldet összehord do not contain a color 
name: говоря врели-некипели, измишльотини, бабини деветини, 
небивалици ’talk nonsense, draw the long bow, tell tall stories, talk 
tall, spin a yam’, but the symbolic meaning itself is found in the phrase 
зелена кратуна ‘dunce, dimwit’. 

To sum up, national color lexemes play a significant role in eve-
ryday life, history and beliefs of peoples, and are therefore important 
categories in the conceptual systems of the languages under study. 
The red, white and green color names are productive in both Hungar-
ian and Bulgarian. They can be used to form numerous compound 
words, both verbs and nouns; they are part of several phraseological 
units, and their color-marking functions and symbolic meanings are 
strongly employed in our everyday language use17. 

17 Недкова, Е. “Съпоставителен лингвокултурологичен анализ на фраземи 
с компоненти названия на цветове в български, сръбски и руски език”. – В: 
Зборник Матице српске за славистику. T. 76. Нови Сад, 2009, p. 109.
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In figurative expressions, the transmission of meaning can be 
based not only on metaphor but also on metonymy: vörösingesek – 
червеноризци ’red shirts’, zöldbenzin – зелен бензин ‘green gaso-
line’, zöldövezet  – зелена зона ‘green belt’, zöldkártya  – зелена 
карта ‘green card’, zöldmezős beruházás ’greenfield investment’. 

Color shades are named after different denotations: experien-
tial reality, the surrounding world, everyday life, cultural and his-
torical traditions, “the characteristics of the climate, the vegetation 
and, more broadly, the culture of a given country (or larger region) 
leave their mark on them”18, so we find many similarities in the color 
perception in both languages, but also differences that show some na-
tional and cultural specificity.

Some color names are derived from geographical names (burgun-
di vörös, velencei vörös, írzöld, Himalája-fehér, бургундско червено, 
бордо, ирландско зелено), others are formed from personal or proper 
names (e.g. Mikulás-piros, Ferrari-piros, Rubens-vörös, Amazonas-
zöld, Benetton-zöld), and still others bear the names of plants or chem-
ical elements (e.g. kókuszfehér, nádzöld, málnapiros/málnavörös, ko-
rallpiros, rézvörös, bronzvörös, ólomfehér, klórfehér, kadmiumzöld, 
acélzöld, кокосовобяло, тръстиковозелено, малиненочервено, 
медено/бакъреночервено, кораловочервено, хромовозелено). 

In some concrete names the Hungarian language, in others the 
Bulgarian language, use the color in more places as part of the name 
and to distinguish similar species. In sayings and idioms, colors indi-
cate a specific way of thinking. The two peoples see certain things in 
different colors: here we are thinking mainly of close or mixed colors, 
which one culture interprets as one color and the other as another. 

The phraseology also reflects the fact that the symbolism of red, 
white and green is tied to prototypical representatives and the concepts 
that can be derived from them. A comparison of the expressions in 
Hungarian and Bulgarian containing these three color names reveals 
the following groups: 

A) Same color – same connotation: word combinations that have 
the same denotative and connotative meanings and coincide with lex-
ical composition are included here: vörös, mint a rák/vér/láng/puly-
ka – червен като рак/кръв/пламък/пуяк ‘red as a crab/blood/flame/
18 Koutny, I. Ibid., 231.
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turkey’; majd ha piros hó esik – като завали червен сняг ’when 
the red snow going to fall, i.e. never’; valami vörös fonálként vonul/
húzódik végig – нещо преминава като червена нишка ‘run like a 
red/scarlet connecting thread through’; vörös szőnyeget terít (valaki 
elé) – разгъвам червения килим/червената пътека пред някого 
‘roll out the red carpet (for someone, mainly for celebrities and dig-
nitaries)’, fehér, mint a hó/fal/gyolcs – бял като сняг/стена/платно 
‘white as snow/wall/canvas’; zöld, mint a fű/smaragd – зелен като 
тревата/като смарагд (изумуруд) ‘green as grass/as emerald’; 
zöld utat ad – давам зелена улица ’give the green light’. 

Within this group, we also find phraseological units with similar 
shapes, but with semantic differences between the two languages. For 
example, the phrase fehéren feketén – черно на бяло has two mean-
ings in Hungarian, in Bulgarian, it is used only in the sense ’docu-
mented, exists in writing’, while its interpretation as a synonym of 
’unmistakably, clearly’ is not known. 

A) Different denotation: some of the phraseologisms contain 
only images specific to a given language, which are considered totally 
unacceptable by users of the other language. Usually, the differences 
are due to culture-specific components of the phraseological prac-
tices: vörös, mint a skarlátposztó/a Júdás haja – червен като божур/
като битолски просяк/като калинка; felszáll/leszáll a vörös ka-
kas valahova – пускам червената кобила; червено щастие ‘red 
happiness, i.e. menstruation’ – vörös mikulás; fehér, mint az álom/az 
angyal/a tündér; fehér, mint a kísértet/mint a lárva ’pale’ – бял като 
клавиши на роял/сирене/въглен/катран/тиган дъното ’black’.

B) Different use of color: the two languages refer to reality in 
different ways. 

For example, vöröshagyma ‘red onion’ is either just called on-
ion in Bulgarian (кромид/кромид лук) or, less frequently, жълт 
лук ‘yellow onion’, while lilahagyma is red for Bulgarians (червен 
лук). The envy associated with yellowish-green bile appears in Hun-
garian as yellow or as green: sárga irigység ‘yellow envy’, sárga/
zöld valaki az irigységtől ‘yellow from envy’, elönti/elfogja/megeszi 
a sárga irigység ‘overwhelmed/absorbed/absorbed by yellow envy’, 
belesárgul az irigységbe ‘yellowed into envy’, megsárgul/elzöldül az 
irigységtől ’yellow/green with envy’. The Bulgarians speak of black 
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and white envу (черна и бяла завист); people turn green with envy 
(позеленява от завист).

The examples highlight differences in perception between lan-
guages.

C) Lack of color: 
червен вятър ’red wind’ – orbánc ‘disease: St. Antony’s fire, 

erysipelas’; червенокож ’redskin’– rézbőrű; червена мухоморка – 
légyölő galóca ‘fly-agaric’; vörösfenyő  – лиственица ‘larch’; 
vörösgyűrű som  – кучешки дрян ‘common dogwood’; на червен 
Гергьовден/на червен понеделник ’on red George’s Day/on red Mon-
day, i.e. never’ – sohanapján kiskedden; хванала ме е червената 
болест ’the red disease has caught me, i.e. pretending to be sick’ – 
adja a beteget/betegséget színlel/betegnek tetteti magát ’to put on the 
invalid’; бяла смърт – fagyhalál ’white death, frost death’; по бели 
гащи ‘in white shorts’ – ingben-gatyában ‘in shirt and pants, name-
ly with o.’s pants down, caught off guard’; червен бан/мангър не 
се губи ~ червена аспра не загива – rossz pénz nem vész el ’a bad 
penny always turns up’; червенее ми се гребенът/зачервил съм 
гребена – jól megy a szénája ‘his hay is in order, everything is all 
right about someone’; kimutatja a foga fehérét ’he shows the whiteness 
of his teeth’ – показва си зъбите/рогата ’shows his teeth/horns, 
i.e. he shows himself in his true colors; shows the cloven foot/hoof’; 
съшит с бели конци ’sewn with white thread’ – kilóg belőle a lóláb 
‘the horse’s leg protrudes’, látszik rajta a csalás ‘the concealed real 
intention comes to the open, too obvious, transparent’; zöld disznóról 
mesét mond ’tells a story about a green pig’ – говоря/разказвам 
приказки от 1001 нощ ’telling tales from 1001 nights, i.e. to tell 
cock and bull stories’.

Each color can be associated with a wide range of experiences. 
The examples show that the color terms red, white and green have a 
variety of cultural associations and can also function in a non-color 
sense, i.e. they can be metaphorized. All three are actively involved in 
conveying archetypal and cultural meanings. The archetypal mean-
ing goes back to the ancient experiences and centuries-old traditions 
of human beings and contributes to the emotional and associative 
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reactions evoked by color. For example, the association of red with 
excitement, anger and danger. The cultural meanings of red are love, 
passion, desire, energy, power, revolution; white is the color of purity; 
green is the color of hope; it has a positive connotation in transport, 
and in nature it is the color of healthy, fresh plants. 

Based on the study, it can be stated that the Hungarian and Bul-
garian linguistic picture of the world, presented through the prism 
of the three color names discussed, have many universal features. 
Hungarians and Bulgarians perceive similar things as red, white and 
green, which can be explained by their belonging to a common cul-
tural area. The equivalence is found on several levels: the semantics 
of the concept, its symbolic system, and phraseology. In association 
relations, the universal dominates over the ethnospecific. In both lan-
guages, the well-known symbolism of color terms is observed, which 
at the same time appears with some local hue in the phraseology of 
the respective language. The ethno-cultural differences in the percep-
tion and use of colors stem from culturally and historically formed 
symbolic meanings of colors and are due to different aspects that are 
expressed in linguistic designations of similar elements of reality. 
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