


14. Although theology’s main preserve is questions with a teleological intent, it is not by
any means confined to such. The above question on the chemistry of water, followed by its
proposed answer, is strictly within mechanics. Were we to pursue the inquiry and ask the
next question: “Why did the Lord ordain this?” the answer would have to be teleological.
15. See Krisztina Voit, “Radnéti Miklés és a Franklin Tarsulat,” Irodalomtorténet 63
(1981): 486-87.

16. “On 9 May, under the title 'Hiding Out,” he wrote a perfect little song....this,
precisely, was what was so arresting: that in the poems written during these days filled
with the fear of death and with humiliations, no turbulence could be felt; just this sublime
tranquility lends them their peculiar beauty. I told him this, but he fended off my praise.
It would be terrible, he replied, if these were his last poems— they are not great enough for
that” (Istvain Vas, “Radnoti emlékezete,” in: 1.V., Az ismeretlen isten. Tanulmdnyok
1934-1973 (Budapest: Szépirodalmi, 1974), p. 808).

17. With the enumeration of home, café, Lager, cf. Radnéti’s own catalogue of places
where he listened to his “kin poems” (rokonversek) written in foreign languages, and to
their possible translations: “...this line of theirs or that one accompanied me...at home,
over my desk and in company, in strange rooms, on the road, in cattle cars, over snoring
comrades, in the library, at a concert, in waking and in sleep” (“On Translation™)
Afterword to Miklés Radnéti, Orpheus nyomdban. Miiforditdsok kétezer év koltéibdl
(Budapest: Pharos, 1943), in Pal Réz, ed., Radndti Miklés Mivei (Budapest:
Szépirodalmi, 1978), p. 709.

A suggestive example for the amount of time over which the conception of a poem can
reside in a poet’s mind, may well be “Spring Is in Flight...,” the “Proem” to the eclogues.
Granted that this poem, dated 11 April 1942, is the product of an occasion; its most
reliable allusion to the demonstrations of 15 March of that year, to which the poem
responds, may be found in the poem’s mood and imagery. This, however, does not answer
two, somewhat unrelated, questions: For how long did Radnéti carry within him certain
lines or passages of the poem? and : since when had he considered the idea of writing a
prefatory poem to the eclogues?
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Review Article

Four Modern Hungarian Poets
Robert Finch

Sandor Csobri, Wings of Knives and Nails, trans.Ivan Halasz de
Beky (Toronto: Vox Humana, 1981).

Mihaly Ladanyi, Treeless, Stony Landscape, trans.Ivan Halasz
de Beky (Toronto: Vox Humana, 1981).

Janos Pilinszky, Scaffold in the Winter, trans.Ivan Halasz de
Beky (Toronto: Vox Humana, 1982).

Laszlo Kalnoky, Flash of Lightning, trans. Ivan Halasz de Beky
(Toronto: Vox Humana, 1984).

Sandor Cso6ri, Mihaly Ladanyi, Janos Pilinszky, Laszl6
Kalnoky are four modern Hungarian poets, translated into
English by a fifth Hungarian poet, Ivan Halasz de Béky. As the
present reviewer is in complete ignorance of the Hungarian
language, this article can only attempt to set down a reader’s
considered reaction to poems digested at one remove from the
original

The four volumes of selected, and hence presumably
representative, verse have what might be called a family
resemblance. This, I believe, owes nothing to their having been
translated by the same hand. All four poets clearly retain
independence of mind, in spite of the cramping conditions
brought about by Hungary’s tragedy. Yet, undoubtedly as a
result of those very conditions, the subject-matter of all four
volumes is chiefly limited to major topics—life, love and art (i.e.,
poetry). There is no recording of visual experience, no
description as such, no cultural nor anthropological narrative
and, of course, no trivia since, practically without exception, the
poems are speculative or philosophical meditations, rendered,
however, at all degrees of forcefulness, from cold irony to
explosive protest. In all four poets these varied intensities are
fraught with an unmistakable significance, a significance
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strikingly negative in tone, being based almost wholly on denial,
absence, removal, exclusion and the like. The character of the
contents of the four volumes is implied from the start by their
titles: Wings of Knives and Nails; Treeless, Stony Landscape;
Scaffold in Winter; Flash of Lightning.

For Sandor Cso6ri, life’s message, sent by the “enemy who stays
far away today, too,” is that we are defeated, this state being
conveyed by means of striking figures, such as “our hand is a
hand stuck in rock.” Elsewhere, Cso6ri represents life “collapsing
like a board fence,” gradually, or flying, on the “wings of knives
and nails,” something which is about to release or about to
imprison but which never comes to the point of doing either.
Despite such incertitudes, the poet prefers, however unprofitably,
to linger on in time, while simultaneously seeing death as
preferable to life. His constant attitude toward “life’s inanities” is
perhaps best summed up in Maybe a Bullet:

Maybe the cold tap-water would be good,

maybe the eternal life-tasting coffee: let me tremble,

maybe the cracking of snowstorm-shirt over my skin,

claw and iron filings on my eardrum,

maybe the lecherous hip-exhibition of the woman opposite in the
mornings,

the slow shake of the ocean-going breasts outside the window,
maybe the brotherly elbow’s pressure in between my ribs,
maybe a bullet in the window-frame.

The two chief sanities that life affords are love, the amative
force, and ambition, the creative force. We are torn between the
two. Love gives us our emotional identity: ‘“nobody’s nobody,”
since we all exist thanks to another. Love also supplies the
strangely diverse materials which the creative force transforms
into poetry, the only permanent thing we possess. Yet to practise
poetry is as difficult as to practise love, says this able poet, who
unjustly rates himself as a poet of intention rather than of
execution, since, we are told, his work is continually hampered:
“Hungary’s premature hoarfrost sits down again on my
threshold.” We know he is speaking for all poets when he writes
that there is no such thing as an “unsullied poem,” never
anything but “partial participation in a feast.” In the long run,
poetry, like love, is as fragmentary as life itself. A kind of longing
for temporary escape from fragmentation suffuses a number of
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Cso6ri’s poems, nowhere so definitely as in Amsterdam Ramble
(the sole approach to narrative poetry in the four volumes):

If this quarter is the colony of sin, then I have arrived,
if this is the steamy market place of love, then I am at
home.

On the other hand, Cso6ri often provides his reader with a poem
that stands entirely on its own:

Poetry’s Bachelor

Even my friends are whispering too

I am not for you, Poetry, I should buzz off,
You are a beauty-queen,

great virgin and whore in one person,

your eyelashes fly to the North like wild geese,
I am only a drover

and I plod after you, muddy up to the neck...

there is no city...

would make you stagger

and tumble you wall-white into my arms,

although I ran for you from Warsaw to Havana....

With the shame of a downtrodden life

and with anger, I think of you

maybe in a jealous manner, though not accusingly:

you can show your uncovered, dark loins to whom you want,
from your excited thigh

you can send even more inferior boys to heaven,

your lime-blossom scent is enough for me

and the leaf-veined firmament, which your breath

chases into my face.

Mihaly Ladanyi’s poetry is concerned with aspects of our
hopeless horizontality. Life is a “treeless, stony landscape”
because the redeeming feature, the bird (of verticality) is always
killed and, whether we look backward or forward, there is either
confusion or nothingness. The result is flat monotony for both
blue-collar and white-collar worker, also for him who chooses to
be a collarless outsider, refusing programmes, never knowing
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when his time will be up. The remedy? reject our artificial
sophisticated society of the few, in favour of the renewal of rustic
simplicity for everyone, The realization of such a fairy-land is
balked (a) by what Ladanyi, with characteristic wry wit, names
the Transmigration of Souls, that is to say, our elitist system,
whereby the degrading tyranny of one establishment is replaced
by that of another, in endless succession; it is also balked (b) by
life’s telephone, which invariably rings a wrong number; finally,
(¢) if a man consents to conformity, he is reduced to lowering
standards:

I have measured the blood-pressure of the future
since I have to give a talk about the future’s blood-
pressure at the Carrots’ Conference,

and to making the ironical conclusion: “They could still be
interested” (This Morning). Such predicaments might seem a
pity, humans being a combination of dog and bird
(submissiveness and aspiration) but what’s the use when, “in the
trains of the streets people are sitting, locked in the boxcars of
houses” (On Lateness)? And whatever people do—sit, crouch or
reach up — God remains either ineffectual (Report) or menacing
(The Birds’ Desire).

As for love, its refuge is desirable at any age, especially the
older one gets, although (“like bread”) it becomes decreasingly
available, and increasingly expensive through demands it makes
upon the lover, not the least of which involves the problem of
children who, growing up, launch troubles that adumbrate war.
In the special case of a poet, those same children endanger other
offspring, his poems. Though not always, as is evident in Drawing
Contest:

Little kids,

draw me

a beautiful day without swearing,
and that pretty lady, just as she comes this way,
and draw a moonlit evening

full of crickets for the lady,

who sits down, and watches

me make a fire in the courtyard —
Then draw for us

a bed, and finally

give me too a

clean sheet of paper.
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The poet is indeed a special case, since, unperceived, he gives
his life for many (Inventory). But his existence as poet is
threatened by other things than the coming of children. He may
be killed by attention (Kidnapping) or by indifference “Let
Ladanyi just write his anarchist little poems...” (I Think No
Doubt); if he be condemned to take charge of a literature class,
he finds the analysis of poetry results either in the
metamorphosis, by those with sybilline breath, of a word into a
bird, or that the analysis of poetry peters out in the unprofitable
word-splitting of academic “scientists.” In any case, as Ladanyi
writes in Those Old Epigrams:

The centralization of our poetry industry
has not led anywhere: —

the ruling of the competition-conditions from above
finally has led to a quality-worsening.

Now didactical and technical

problems have come to the fore

and similarly

the fact that poetry is no longer of souls,
it has marched into the centuries
and may succeed as a literary-history.

Which carried one back to Ladanyi’s own Epigram:

According to Christopher Caudwell

in Communism there won’t be any poetry.
Considering poetry’s present state

we could be

very close to Communism.

Yet Christopher Caudwell, neither in his Hlusion and Reality, A
Study of the Sources of Poetry, nor in his Studies tn a Dying
Culture, goes so far as to parallel Ladanyi’s Shrinking Stanzas, a
poem which not only foresees poetry’s demise but also its natural
SUCCEessor:

Is it worth while to put words together?
Already out of ten assembles sorrow,
out of thirty one can make a funeral
psalm.

Is there a more mournful occupation on earth?
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But often for only one word too.
And between the lines the Argus-eyes.

Well, rather the song of the wind, tears of the rain,
and the sparrows’ iambic steps.

The title of Janos Pilinszky’s book sets the tone for its contents.
A scaffold is a temporary platform or stage on which a criminal is
executed. Winter is a rhetorical expression for a protracted
period of affliction, distress, misfortune and hardship. Human
life is thus our “scaffold in winter,” and human life, in a variety
of its aspects, provides the theme of most of Pilinszky’s verse.
Crime and Punishment (though abstruse in expression) suggests
that we are guilty of crime and await punishment, but that our
execution is delayed. Throughout this stretch of delayed
execution, which we call life, our key is lost, our lock unopenable
and our shoes mark time (Comparison). We are also deserted by
those who gave us life in the first place (It Is Difficult Though);
yet we make things worse by the practice of incessantly
fragmenting the life they gave us (Through A Whole Life), while
we simultaneously ask the useless question the dead ask, a
question never answered. Our existence is a nadir, a lowest state
of depression (The nadir’s Festival), a veritable Scaffold in
Winter, a combination of our unknowingness and of “perhaps,
God’s silence?” Such is no time for self-indulgence, possibly not
even for natural nostalgia (as in On a Nice Day). We must look to
the measuring of supernal time:

Metronome

Measure the time,

but not our time,

the splinters’ immobile presence,
the drawbridge’s grades,

the winter-scaffold’s snow,

the paths’ and clearings’ silence,
in the fragment’s setting

the Father’s promise.

The meaning of supernal time is diversely expanded in a series
of other poems on life. Step by Step defines it as the dialogue of
man and God. Pilinszky’s side of the dialogue consists in patiently
recording the effects of pain and chance (I Will Watch), in
realizing his unworthiness ( Don’t Count), in being aware that
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what he has forsaken proves that he is found (The Search of the
Prodigal Son), that through the Mass all men become a collective
offering (As Only), that solely insofar as one has the harmlessness
of a little child can one be truly communicative (Cradle and Not
Coffin), and that it suffices to take life as it is :

Enough

However wide is the creation

it is more cramped than a sty.

From here to there. Stone, tree, house.

I do this, do that. I come early. I'm late.
And sometimes though, somebody enters
and what is, suddenly opens out.

The sight of a face, a presence is enough,
and the wallpapers start to bleed.

Enough, yes, a hand is enough, as

it stirs the coffee, or as it

“withdraws from the introduction.”
It is enough that we forget the place,
the airless row of windows, yet

that returning at night to our room
we accept the unacceptable.

At the same time, we know that, whatever we do, our deeds live
after us and finally judge us (4 Secret’s Margin)(cf. Van Gogh's
Prayer).

God’s side of the dialogue, according to the poet, consists in
ordering the meaning of our being (Every Draw of Breath), in
providing direct flight through life’s maze (Straight Labyrinth), a
path to salvation and happiness (Although My Colour is Black),
and an eternal city beyond (Admonition). Despite unanswerable
queries (¢f. Omega), unreconcilable contradictions (¢f. Parable)
and every other enigma, grace remains:

The Rest Is Grace

The fear and the dream

were my father and my mother.
The corridor and the
out-opening countryside.

I lived this way. How will I die?
What is going to be my destruction?
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The earth betrays me. Embraces me.
The rest is grace.

The subject of grace is mystically (and, for this reader,
hermetically) extended in Yes, The Foliage, which would seem to
identify the leaves for the healing of the nations with the Giver of
grace:

Yes, the foliage shines,

the foliage shines on

and you are hanging in the foreground
of its mould, as a fruit.

Although you are man, you were man,
wayside God.

Pilinszky deals mystically also with human love: though a
combination of companionship and crucifixion (To Jutta) and an
alternance of fear and trust (I Think), such love will be clarified
and glorified at the last judgment:

Before

The Father takes back the cross

like a splinter,

and the angels, animals of heavens,
will turn up the last page of the world.

Then we say: I love you. We say:

I love you very much. And in the sudden tumult
our cry will liberate the sea once more,

before we can sit down to the table.

Laszlo Kalnoky’s book, Flash of Lightning, takes its title from a
poem which may indeed stand as indicator of all the others:

In the flash of lightning a standing figure.

Hail of contempt in his eyes,

on his lips unpronounced verdict.

Only this hot-tempered gesture

signals that we are guilty.

At the next flash

he is nowhere, not sending us to our deserved place
And we are rolling in the dust unsuspiciously.

Specifically, however, this poem exemplifies a recurrent
leitmotif, that of the executioner. So does The Visitor, in which
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the presence of an invisible executioner, though audibly
confirmed, cannot be determined as either approaching or being
approached. Similarly, in Toward Darkness, ‘while the body is
slowly undergoing the dissolution of age:

A hood covers the executioner’s head,
he will not, he cannot look into
the reckoning eye of the one sentenced to death.

In On My Birthday, as body, brain and soul confront ultimate
disintegration, the executioner is at last visualized:

You will be castrated by genderless angels
with stern silver faces.

These variants of the same motif typify life’s apprehensions of
death: the sudden premonition, the ambiguous, the reflective
and the visionary. All four presage the cessation of creative
power. In the face of such premonitions, As 4 Work Method
sums up the poet’s creative programme:

You should fit word to word as carefully
as someone who would be encouraged

to speak only by his own absence,

and as meticulously-exactly,

as death works on the plan of wrinkles...

You should look at the phenomena
as an unblindfolded prisoner

sees the trees, bushes

one second before the volley.

Summer Garden evokes the dangerous atmosphere in which the
creative programme is carried out:

On a gunpowder barrel a frightened statue
stands in the centre of the garden,
at the moment before explosion.

In view of such contingencies, it is not surprising to find
another recurrent, but unnamed, motif: that of desperation.
Desperation is confronted in the vulnerability of middle age
(Midday), in the tyranny of recollection (Choking Memory), in
memory’s deceptiveness (The Reverse of The Light), in the
limitations imposed by inescapable obscurity (Un The
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Background), in the monotony of day-to-day activity (Week
Days), in the reiterated numbing sensation that all is half-over
but not yet done with (Statements), in the recognition of one’s
unimportance (Instead of An Autobiography), and in the stasis of
aloneness: “I run at top speed where there is no forward or
backward” (Solitude).

There are compensatory respites: when one’s aloneness is
shared with nature (Just Like the Trees), when there are
intimations of immortality (Rebsrth), when redeeming features of
life’s fiasco are perceived (Roving On A Celestial Body), when we
are transported by the unexpected (Surprises), and when the
uniqueness of individuality is assessed ( Wazling):

What you have forgotten
cannot come into anybody’s mind
Because you were who you were.

But such rewarding moments are outnumbered by moments of
defiance, the other unnamed leitmotif which, like the motif of
desperation, counterbalances that of the executioner. Thus there
is the rebelling against life’s predeterminations (Memory of My
Career), the incessant albeit vain effort to recapture vanished
good (Gasping for Breath), the rejection of man’s stupidity and
superstition (I Lived In Such A World), the hopelessness of all
defiance (Blind Alley), and yet, in spite of everything, the
defiance of whatever powers there be (Hamlet’s Lost Monologue,).

The four poets may congratulate themselves on having a
translator who, by using no superfluous word, has obviously
respected their love of economy and compression. While the
lapidary style occasionally renders interpretation difficult, an
attentive reader’s efforts are fully repaid by the timeliness of the
poems’ content. These are flowers of suffering. Their perfume, in
its own way, is headier than that of any fleurs du mal.
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Marianna D. Birnbaum, Janus Pannonius: Poet and Politician
(Zagreb: Opera Academiae Scientiarum et Artium Slavorum
Meridionalium, 1981).

This is a broad and detailed account of the life, times and work
of Janus Pannonius. In keeping with its subtitle, it places equal
emphasis on the historical and literary importance of this
Renaissance bishop. Little has until now been generally known
about Janus in western countries, and so much, as this book
demonstrates, is available to scholars on the subject, that this
book is most welcome.

It is far more than a factual account. Birnbaum takes care, on
occasion, to make us vividly conscious of Janus’ emotions during
the major crises of his life. His immersion in the cultural life of
the Italian Renaissance, for example, began at the highly
impressionable age of thirteen, when his uncle Joannes Vitéz,
Bishop of Varad, sent him to be educated in Ferrara in 1447.
This period is described together with a wealth of background
material about the school of the great humanist Guarino
Veronese (under whom Janus studied). Birnbaum does not
neglect Janus’ emotional response to this experience either, as
evidenced in the following passage:

Without any doubt, Guarino represented the humane
ideal for Janus...He deeply believed that Guarino
incorporated the best qualities of a scholar and a
human being, and to resemble him remained his
keenest aspiration. (p. 28)

It 1s, of course, Janus’ writings that make such statements
possible, and Birnbaum, properly allowing for the necessarily
filial tone of earlier poems addressed to the master, points out
that even in later letters Janus still speaks of his former mentor as
a humane model. Scholarship here is at the service of emotional
empathy. And as the book progresses we develop an increasing
awareness of how much Janus’ Ferrara experience of Renaissance
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Italy meant to him, and remained a cultural lodestone to him in
his later career as an eastern European bishop involved in
court-politics.

The book is, however, more than a sympathetic and scholarly
biography. Janus was appointed Bishop of Pécs well before the
age of thirty in the Chancery of King Matthias Corvinus of
Hungary who was himself a young man. Birnbaum deals with
Janus’ career and studies the questions of foreign policy that were
urgent at the time. Perhaps the most important one was whether
Hungary should concentrate on keeping the Turkish threat at
bay, or to plunge itself into power-seeking towards the west,
ignoring the Turks. Matthias finally chose the latter, and Janus
strongly disapproved, even to the point of conspiring against the
king. Birnbaum is not afraid to take a clear political position on
these events: that Matthias was wrong and Janus right, as
Matthias’ eventual failure demonstrates. The author at times
writes as a historian as well as a biographer.

Similarly, she prefaces her treatment of how Neoplatonism
influenced Janus’ poetry with a compendious few pages on the
place of Neoplatonic philosophy in the thought of the late
Middle-Ages and Renaissance. In the end, however, Birnbaum
returns to the subject of Janus (who in a trip to Italy in 1465 met
the great Neoplatonist Marsilio Ficino), and illustrates how,
though influenced by the vocabulary and ideas of that school, our
apparently secular bishop turned that system on its head,
accepting re-incarnation, or pretending to, but hoping to return
as an animal (regardless what kind) in the afterlife, provided it
was not a human being. In this area as well Birnbaum is both a
biographer and historian of the Renaissance.

Another passage that shows the breadth of this book and the
adeptness of its author is the one analysing the change that came
over Janus' poems praising Matthias:

The more displeased Janus grew with Matthias’
policies, the stronger and more inflated his praise
became. (p. 140)

Birnbaum suggests that the later, apparently sycophantic poems
are actually an exercise in irony, but “irony meant for a man who
would no longer appreciate irony”; a process similar, perhaps, to
a chill interruption of politeness into the conversation of an
estranged friend. This passage provides a good example of the
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close relation between history and literary criticism. An overview
of Janus’ relationship with Matthias helps the critical elucidation
of the poetry; and the hypothesis provided by Birnbaum’s
interpretation of these particular pieces of poetry helps in the
more detailed reconstruction of Janus’ relations with his kind at
the time of the latter’s negotiations with Frederic III (1470).

The book deals carefully with the difficult subject of Janus’
relationship with religion which was problematic to say the least
because for our information we rely on poetry that is frequently
oblique and ironic on the subject, and commonly secular in
orientation. Birnbaum sensibly emphasizes that very secularity as
the key to the matter, insofar as a key exists, and disagrees with
scholars who have labelled the poetry as heretical. For to be
heretical the poetry would not only have to be incompatible with
Christianity but at the same time profess to be Christian, which it
does not.

Birnbaum is equally careful with the much-contended
question of Janus’ nationality. The author avoids partiality, and
arrives at the conclusion that Janus was Croatian, but that
nationalistic attempts to claim him for Croatia or for Hungary
are misleading. Being a typical product of the Renaissance, Janus
was international, he represented Hungary in the mature work of
his career, but he was mentally committed to the ancient Latin
world, using Latin as his language, and classical Latin metres for
his poetry. In doing that he was, of course, playing the part of an
Italian humanist of the Quattrocento.

On specifically literary matters the book is sound. For
example, it confronts the duality of Janus’ poetry (parts of it very
immediate, giving a strong sense of a particular person in a
particular condition, other parts thoroughly conventional and
rhetorical) by sensibly drawing attention to the “gap between the
image and the thing itself which the poets of the Renaissance had
no intention of closing.” This refers to the completely symbolic
use of images such as the rose, inherited from the Middle Ages by
Janus and other Renaissance poets. Still, the vividness of Janus’
descriptions of his sufferings from consumption, for example,
remains startling in contrast with his conventional and rhetorical
passages.

As should be clear by now, the book is admirably
multi-disciplinary. The only major criticism to be made is of the
English style, whose faults clearly come from the author’s not
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being a native speaker of this language. Even this criticistn must
be moderated however, in light of the fact that in the
English-speaking world it is precisely our poor knowledge, until
now, of this major figure of the fifteenth century that makes this

fine piece of scholarship so welcome.
Peter Burnell

Unwersity of Saskatchewan

Paul Varnai, ed., Hungarian Short Stories (Toronto: Exile
Editions, 1983).

The volume under review is a collection of fifteen short stories
written by contemporary authors. When a new collection appears
there are at least two questions that come to mind: 1. Is it a broad
enough sampling of the literature the editor meant to introduce?
2. How does it compare to similar publications preceding it?

It should be stated right away that the volume falls short
regarding selection. There should have been at least fifteen
authors assembled, instead of thirteen, and each should have
been represented by one short story only. Also, absent are such
writers as Fust, Tersanszky, Veres, Szab6, Sarkadi, Fejes, Czako,
Bertha, Esterhazy, Orddgh, Vamos—just to mention a few.
There are no women writers included —Jo6kai, Szabo, Gergely,
and a number of others, would have offered ample choice.

Dobai’s opening piece is rather poorly conceived, introducing a
filmscript style. Its shortcomings are amplified by a shaky
translation. Mészoly’s Report on Five Mice is, in turn, a very
powerful story. Man'’s historical cruelty toward his fellowman has
made us so callous that tragedies must be transferred to the world
of animals and insects; from this new vantage point our feelings
of pity and compassion may be elicited. Killing is made easier
when distance is created between the murderer and his victim
and especially when lfe is reduced to numbers. Killing a family
of mice becomes a mathematical and not a moral problem when
their fate is reconsidered in a geometrical progression. We have
to read about mice in order to relive the horrors of Auschwitz.
This kind of modern allegory was earlier used by Orkény in his
Honeymoon on Flypaper. His Requiem — also performed on stage
as part of In Memoriam O. I. —is included in this volume. The
story is a perfect example of Orkény's preoccupation with
memories, and our facing the past which seems invariably more
important than the present. A contemporary echo of The Return
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of Martin Guerre, Orkény’s story, too, treats the horrors of war,
prison and violence.

Déry, the doyen of Hungarian letters, chose children to portray
man’s cruelty toward the weaker, the unprotected. His tale is a
softer variant of Csath’s Little Emma, a story which the American
reader recently found on the pages of the New York Review of
Books. The bully—no matter when and where—always finds
accomplices, and the victim ultimately becomes the role that has
been forced upon him. By the end of this story liberation arrives
from the outside (Just like in the Lord of the Flies) but the little
fellow who had been locked in a cage is described as, “the sobbing
ape...sitting in the dust.”

Karinthy is represented by two stories, a questionable decision
because they are of the same type and because one — translated by
the same person—already appeared in Alvarez’ edition of
Hungarian Short Stortes in 1967. In addition, both could have
been written in the 1930s, and by a “bourgeois-commercial”
writer, to boot.

Moldova’s The Sixth Book of Moses, an amusing pastiche,
written in an easy journalistic style, and well translated by the
Morrys, will have a predictable appeal to the general readership
since it could have appeared in any popular magazine.

Csurka’s piece, Happening is an honest story, slightly
old-fashioned, because detailed naturalism is no longer trendy in
Western literature, unless it deals with violence. Possibly
therefore, this aspect becomes the story’s most fetching quality.
His characterization is, however, somewhat clumsy. A good
writer would not state about his hero that he was “a
well-educated cynic.” The reader should reach such a conclusion
on his own.

More effective is Santha’s There Were Too Many of Us, owing
to the surface-neutrality of narration, enhanced by the author’s
use of the first person singular. The story, which has also been
made into a striking film in the 1970s, has its Japanese
counterpart, Snow-Land, by Kawabata, demonstrating that
poverty knows no country.

Kolozsvari Grandpierre appears with two stories: Conditioned
Reflex, a plight for old-fashioned womanly virtues (the author
cannot muster any irony when it comes to his male character),
and The Swing Door, with its pseudo-modern, purple prose plot.
Kamondy’s rather weak, The Student and the Woman— which
has been translated before —goes back to the same prototype of
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feather-weight literature, appreciated mostly by middle-class
housewives in prewar Europe.

G. Kardos’ You Must Like Théophile Gautier reaches back to
the years immediately following the war. At this particular
juncture in life the question of how to distinguish the superficial
from the essential appeared especially burning. With subtle irony
the author shows how hard it is to identify the difference. Aston,
who also translated Konrad’s Case Worker into English, did an
excellent job. His and Tezla’s translation are the best in the
volume.

None of the stories bear dates. This is a real shortcoming. In a
country like Hungary, dates have a great significance. Between
1945 and the present, Hungary was transformed from a
short-lived parliamentary democracy into a socialist republic,
passing through such periods as forced nationalization and
collectivization, Stalinization and Thaw, a heroic revolution and
its bloody aftermath, followed by years of careful compromise,
practised by both the government and the population.
Therefore, depending on the date, the writing of a particular
story could have demanded a great deal of courage, or none
whatever.

After Hungarian Short Stories (Budapest, 1962), 44
Hungarian Short Stories (Budapest, 1979), Hungarian Short
Stories (London, 1967) not to speak of Landmark (Budapest,
1965), the even earlier Flashes in the Night (New York, 1958),
and the most recent Ocean at the Window (Minneapolis, 1980),
to mention the best known collections only, this volume is not a
significant contribution to a better understanding of modern
Hungarian prose. The introduction of Kattan is full of truisms
and generalizations, and the stories are of mixed quality, indeed.
An inordinate number of them have their plots focusing on the
housing shortage, whereas true love and trust seem to be absent
from recent Hungarian topics. The notes on the contributors are
sloppy (there is no information regarding the translators), and
even the alphabetization is wrong. Works of import are missing
from the bibliographies: for example, Karinthy’s last publication
is from 1976,

This volume is obviously the result of a noble effort but not all
noble efforts are worthwhile.

! Marianna D. Birnbaum
Unaversity of California - Los Angeles
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