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Towards the One & Only Metaphor!

Miklés Szentkuthy

! Miklss Szentkuthy, Towards the One & Only Metaphor, tr. Tim Wilkinson (New York:
Contra Mundum Press, 2013).



(1)
In starting this book, what else can I take as my introductory precept (or desire)
than this: I have no other aim than wild, absolute imitation; around me
suffocating, swooningly torrid air, in this steamy yet nevertheless certain gilded
death the warbling darkness of a pair of sparrow throats and, above all, these
million lines, the analytical richness, of foliage, grasses, and nameless meadow
flowers. These lines, the fantastic richness of this prodigal punctiliousness —
they are what intensifies my desire for imitation into a mania. A Catalogus
rerum, an ‘Index of Entities’ — I am unlikely to free myself of this, the most

primitive of my desires.

(2)
The eternal game: to get to know the world — to preserve the world. When I am
excited by imitation: is that a sentimental fear of death guiding me, I wonder, a
grandpawish fondness for bibeloterie, or some desire for universal knowledge, a
Faustian gesture? You, you little blade of grass, here beside my pen: are you
the graceful seal of ephemerality of a selfish moment of mine, a small witness

of my frivolity — or are you a secret of Nature that is to be discovered?

(3)
How interesting the chirping of birds when it sounds like this: when I am
listening I ‘hear’ virtually nothing, I only see: the black throats of tiny birds, the
swelling miniature yet nevertheless quantitatively tragic night of cuckoo lungs
— those little midnight horns attacking in the trail of the chirping are the sole

blackness in the morning light.

(4)
Two kinds of heat: the summer heat of the outside world and a sick person’s
fever. Fight in the blue-grey daybreak of the bedroom! That, too, to the
‘imitation’: the lathes of the roller blinds, the moonlit, milky-blue leaves of the

plant creeping onto the ledge (at 2:30 in the morning), the lightness of the



street, the gloom of the bedroom, the crumpled-apart eiderdowns, the visible
nude-figure syllables — those impressions of mine are the most important,
they are everything to me. My body’s inner fever, ‘paysage intime de la maladie™
— and the summer heat fermenting at daybreak — fight it out. Which wins?
Which is due to the girl and which is for the gir]> Woman = I wonder, do you,
too, come from the daybreak? Stars, flarings-up of marine horizons, your
anatomical continuations of the birds and avian throats falling maturely to the
ground among the loosening foliage hawsers of the trees; in short, the outside
world, the Greek or Gundolfian ‘cosmos” — or is my fever, my body’s inner
turbulence, your true brother; indeed, your identity? How gratifying both
notions are — whether that is an inner hallucination of my heart, my gall
bladder, my vagrant hormones (‘myth secretions’), or also like a strange palm

on some strange Riviera, an Artemisian, cruel ‘objectivity.

(5)
Can a hymnal life be separated from the analytic life; are a separate Pindar and
Proust credible? That question of the two kinds of heat preoccupied me the
entire night today: with the frantic persistence, the stubbornness of my half-
asleepness, I sought an absolute discriminating definition, and at the same
time the dream, the semi-reality carried me at a quite dizzying and irresistible

pace towards the rich, swirling nullity of the dithyramb.

(6)
Before going to bed I read some poems by Goethe: perhaps the perverse
marriage of banality and rhyme caused this thirst for dithyrambs. Voyage
curieux: the Spiefi-ness of the rhyming makes one more anarchic than the

anarchy of the rhyming.

2 'Intimate countryside of disease.

? Friedrich Gundolf (1880-1931) was a German-Jewish literary scholar and poet and one of
the most famous academics of the Weimar Republic. Shakespeare und der Deutsche Geist
(Shakespeare and the German Spirit), which Gundolf wrote to obtain a university lectureship
in 1911, was a turning point in German language and literature studies.



(7)
The most brotherly brothers, the sole relatives: they are here beside me —

sleep and precision, the feverish fiction of possibilities and imitation.

(8)
Drawings cool one: if I look up at the optical mosaic of trees, the sharpness of

a million contours is cooling.

(9)

Two female gestures. One of them, really petite but, in terms of her curves, a
relatively skinny woman (fairly elderly), adjusts her dress in the street — but
how? She picks at the silk on her shoulder blades with the thumb and index
finger of her right hand — on precisely the part of the body which is par
excellence the place for being caressed by a man’s hand, a broad and wavy
planar sensory area (in itself a constant curved Minkowski erotic space or
plane®): the woman picks at points there just like a bird with a sharp beak picks
at a cherry. Of course, it is all much more unashamedly provocative than if she
would smooth her dress by stroking it. Elderly woman — girlish figure — silk
dress: good.

The other: a woman on Gellért Hill in Budapest is cutting her toenails
in the sun. That, too, is ‘coquetry,” there is no doubt about it. The vulgar
intimacy is erotic. Go your double route, Eros, on the high-minded ways of
geometric metaphors and facts — go on the kitchen-smelling pathways of

vulgarity and demotic sloppiness.

*Hermann Minkowski (1864-1909) was a mathematician who used geometrical methods to
solve problems in number theory, mathematical physics, and the theory of relativity.



(10)

Eros: something geometric, something ethical, something demotic, something
natural. — The two kinds of primitiveness: demos and nature.

Demotic = the animal part of love.

Natural = the floral part of love.
It is also evident here that animal and flower do not denote the same nature —

two different worlds.

(11)

A little moral philosophical (yes: moral philosophical) typology: from the

portrait gallery of plants =

a pine: each cone a brown central point around which the needles branch out like
a porcupine or star, with each such star ball sweetly taking up position next to

another — they barely bump into or intersect with each other;

a young acacia: pure half-light and half-shades, in point of fact, optical hypotheses
incarnated as lamellae. What a significantly different moral physiognomy from
the pine tree. How different the deer-paw graphology of the branches, the To-
embracing with the winds, the swaying, skirt-like rubbing against themselves.

When they turn out in the wind and suddenly display their silver reverse
sides; pine needles are unable to turn out like that (another psychological
temperament).

The ‘monotony,” the fact of the repetition of forms with the pine-tree and
the acacia — there are many pine needles, many transparent acacia leaves, but

how fantastically differently many those two manys are;

unknown bush: Corot-like, it reaches into the picture from the side of the picture
— its branches
are some kind of aquarium-like guards and display a nostalgic horizontality,
the leaves are also sparse, resembling samples of bridge cards and amazingly
flat. Full of waving horizontal silhouettes as if one were looking from the
bottom of a lake at lotus leaves swimming on like embodied shadows over

one’s own head.



Are these not world historical profiles, the teachings of saints, the

victories and fall of politicians, the ‘grand’ style & petty mannerism of poets =

pine needles
acacia ovals

lotus shadows?

Or if you prefer it, the reverse — hence a little botanical (yes: botanical)
typology — from the human portrait gallery: St. Francis, Hitler, Rabelais,

Lincoln, Jacob. (Composition, ad libitum.)

(12)

‘Form’ and ‘order’: different entities.
The nature of form’ will perpetually have light cast on it by plants
(conformation of leaves and flowers; clustering of leaves and flower;
relationship of leaves and branches; wind and resistance of foliage; directions
of roots).

On the nature of ‘order’: consistent Freudianism = botanical harmony

(conformational harmony).

(13)

Foreignness — sibship
Motherbood — lover

— An auburn-haired woman is stretched out before me on the hillside.
She is lower down, I am higher up (who is below and who above is just as
decisive an issue as it is for an army at war): when we look at each other and
our eyes meet (how plastic and precise an ‘encounter’ like that, excluding any
misjudgments — when one can sense fancying a person more objectively than
the most sensitive physical sensor). I wonder what causes the pathos: one

another’s human community, our biological sibship — or the foreignness, the



space between our ‘individualities’? Can it be determined which sensation is
the ‘more justified’: animal attraction to a fellow animal or a burning isolation
from the eerily other and different ego? How do both simultaneously have an
influence on Eros: it is the biological common denominator at the bottom of
the entire human race yet equally the most fiercely personal thing, the
individual’s chief individualizing and isolating factor. This woman: how
absolutely familiar, familiar to a cosmic degree, we have between us an
acquaintance going back millennia, dating to Paradise, our ‘geological
memories are shared — the natural history epic of the Homo animal makes its
mark in every urban nuance and ‘flirting’ dodge, “... when we were as yet still
fish, on the third anniversary of the Creation — Do you remember?” — And
at the same time how alien: how rigidly, fatefully, and furiously, how
impossibly alien.

She is feeding the child cherries, drupe by drupe: the child cannot even
be seen, it’s lying in the grass, hidden by green — it’s as if the woman were
throwing the fruit on to the ground. Whether she, a woman or Fraulein, I do
not know. But there is something uneliminable in that feeding cherry by
cherry, something elementarily amorous. The most coquettish, shallowest

dodge, it seems: maternity.

(14)

The biggest and most important liaisons of my life were these: at certain
intervals to see the same female face in the same surroundings without our ever
having met before. For instance, at the opera: the girl has a ticket for the same
performances as I do. At times like that there is something dream-like, a silent
confidentiality between us: the infinite richness of time, the past, of memories,
which is to say the principal nutrients of love, and all the same I don’t even
know the girl's name; we are strangers. Is this not the chief charm of holiday
places: the familiar unknown? That is why they are the greatest loves (the word
can never be written down with such total justification as in precisely these
situations), because in that kind of liaison truly the only thing which plays a
part is the essence of Eros: a lovely portrait and passing time: the nude figure of
Venus being born from the billows of time, which reimmerses into time —

‘out of which you have sinned.” What fantastically unsettling moments those



are when, years later, one again meets such a pseudo-acquaintance: greet, no,
not just greet, but hug and kiss her, and only at the last minute is one able to
hold back one’s pathos, reminding oneself that one is not meeting an old

acquaintance but, quite the reverse: an old unknown.

(15)

How many forms ‘seduction’ takes:

cutting corns from unwashed feet,

feeding flipped cherries to children,
stretching out lazily, eyes closed on the grass:

animal nonchalance, playing mother, playing death.

(16)

The strange situation of the woman’s body: both the woman and the man
‘ogle’ — meanwhile a three-year-old girl is combing, or, to be more accurate,
she is pulling a comb through the woman’s hair, and the woman is lazily letting
her. What meandering paths nature introduces the body to (“tiré pas les
cheveux” — once in earnest!) as an indispensable character figuring in the
eyes flirtatious Platonism. Laziness, vanity, game, a touch of idyllic sadism,
Narcissizing, pose, desire, blasé indifference — for how long is it possible to

string more nouns onto this auburn-hair?

(17)

Is any game in the world more refined or verity more poetic and live than the
underlying tone of Goethe: the West-éstlicher Divan = sobriety and banality,
triviality and an eastern story-setting which is as colorful as A Thousand and
One Arabian Nights. Is it not immoral to awaken one’s desire at one and the
same time for a peasant-axiomatic, level-minded ‘common sense’ talking in
adages — and also for the night, for the Orphic mystery, and the anarchically

kitsch (i.e., true) East?

> ‘Don’t pull the hair!



(18)

The prologue to a summer morning: the agony of the bedroom at daybreak —
the secret of dreams, the secret of raison, the secret of infiltrating flowers, the
secret of secrets. And the epilogue in the boiling southern heat? Conversation
with a tram driver: he had drunk no beer for two years as that made him fat;
he preferred a pint of wine (“if it is good,” he emphasizes) with soda water.
Beer is dreadfully expensive here; the big heat wave had arrived quite
unexpectedly. Am I reading the W.-O. Divan in a fitting manner: is that not
what I am experiencing? The eternal duality of banality and demonics (never
its battles!).

I like a bedroom at daybreak; there is something universally human
about it, a laboratory and fate simultaneously. The laths of the roller blinds:
with their blackness, their complicated systems of filtering light, and their even
more complex reflections on the open panes of glass — those laths are symbols,
realities, of line, geometry, form, dramatic monotony, baroque simplicity,
satisfiers of an autumnal instinct of mine. It's the same as the keyboard of a
piano: at home I keep the lid of the keyboard constantly open in order to see
the sensuous abstraction, the amorous cubism, of the white and black lines.
Just as non-linear black roses of music grow into the air out of the primitive
linearity and numericalness of the keys — so here the billowing, highly non-
orderly paradoxes of the lighting propagate out of the fairly cheap physical
orderliness of the roller blind. Every parallel, refrain, and repetition excites me:
the rings of ripples on lakes, the escaped powers of ovals on branches, of
acacias, fence laths, etc. Un poéte des paralléles: that poet is not classical and
does not write rhyming couplets, that is for sure. From the bedroom can be
seen the Moon, stars, flowers, every muscle, mask, and décolletage of the
atmosphere step by step. ‘Garden’: that is some magnificent middle way
between biological wildness and scientific laboratory, resembling the old pieces
of the ‘goldsmiths” art on which crystal, a diabolical ‘libertinage’ of precious
stones, and the pedantic ordering business of a working craftsman and artist
are brought together. The tree that happens to be overlooking the window and
is in keeping with it is quite different from trees in general.

In the bedroom is the clock and a sleeping woman’s body, there are

morality, death, and Eros. Human beings in a bedroom are ethically rather



than physically naked. A bedroom is simple; smooth walls, hygienic. And
between hygiene’s nurse-like walls the poppy of dreams grows: dusted with
poppy seed, sooty, rancid, opiate-dosed, cyanic blue, and with a black calyx. A
wife: a marriage’s morality. A dream: the freedom of nullity, its all-toppling
anarchy, its orgy of problems. That is all together in a bedroom — hence all the
great big room.

I grasp this arch, shall kiss it to the day I shall die: woman, garden,
time, dream, morality; from the daybreak pillar of geometry to the tram

driver’s noonday pillar (“A pint with soda”? Benedicte!®).

¢ A grace word meaning essentially Benedictus benedicat (May the Blessed One bless').



(19)

Huberman’

From the moment the first notes of the F minor Adagio sounded the violinist
could not be seen, all the more the violin: it suddenly appeared, as in a vision,
in a pale Moon sheaved in chandelier-light, with infinite tenderness and energy
as it were cast into the air, just like a long-lost jewel that is now thrown up at
the head of a suddenly breaking high wave (not like an opening-mouthed sack
but one forcibly slit at the side) or a communion wafer waved towards a
packed church congregation — the violin's greyish-brown wood: whereas most
musicians had a bright yellow, vividly blackish-red colored violin, this one
hovered in provocative neutrality between sky and earth in front of the half-
built organ.

The vibration of the initial notes and the drawn-apart slow rain of the
light were in the closest relationship (the individual rays twisted and the
solitary sparks drew apart as when someone stepping through a vertically
hanging curtain composed of strings of pearls is forced to deflect the vertical
strings slightly to the left and right). The voice was so precise and soft, so airily
dreamy and Annunciation-style dogmatic, that the choir and the rest of the
audience thought that it did not derive from the flying violin suddenly thrust
into the air but from somewhere else, and the arrow-shooting of the body of
the violin into this agonic high was just a mysterious semaphore signaling that
one’s strings and bows should be sent away, all earthly violin playing should
come to an end and one should listen to the celestial philharmony.

The notes were so gorgeous that there was something perverse, an
immoral ‘negativity,” streaming out of it: as if I were surprising from behind the
bars of the cadence, plastic in their uncertainty, like the elders spying on
Susanna® — in itself it was a bathing of notes which had been stripped nude,
chastity in a crystal-clear ethereality, with her provocative, unmistakably
whorish gestures. The dead-beat choral singers closed their eyes; with a
helpless smile of awe the conductor chewed the tip of his baton as if he wanted

to play flute on it. With a curious, ornate Moon round hand, the tones

7 Bronislaw Huberman (1882-1947) was a celebrated Jewish Polish violinist of the first half
of the twentieth century.

8 The reference is to the painting of Susanna and the Elders by Il Tintoretto (1518-94), a work
that also figures prominently in Szentkuthy’s Marginalia on Casanova.
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inscribed into intoxicated souls; there with a harpoon of melody at its edge
while others, coming directly afterwards, paraded with their golden surfaces
among the foliage of their dreams to build a triumphant, reverential-coquettish
nest.

In the subsequent minutes the violinist, too, became visible under his
crookedly hovering violin: the instrument continued to rock like a gold-leaved
branch in the wind, with the violinist virtually hanging from it like a sleeping
bird, a hanged man, or black rag dangling on a branch. He threw the violin so
high from his shoulder that his head slipped right underneath it, and for a
goodly time it pitched and rolled there in the shade. The contrast between the
sloth, so to say, clasping to the violin from below and the inhuman sweetness
of the music was marvelous: it was evident that, out of asceticism, virtuosity,
and lust, he was tossing his soul, his pathos, and his instrument too far and too
high from himself, and now only, with distorting grimaces of fingers, arms, and
face, was he able to catch up with himself and completely cover his own
melody shadow again with his body.

When the orchestra began to accompany him with a quite soft
pizzicato, the violinist's pose suddenly changed: within a trice the violin
swooped into the depths, as if the unexpected weight of the bubbling passages
had carried him down from on high and he was now struggling under a
hailstorm. At that point the violinist’s face could be seen well. An enormous
skull was placed above a short, flat-footed, rickety-kneed hunched body. The
size of the skull is to be understood as residing in its width: there was a
horizontal, virtually flattened monumentality about it; even his ‘lofty’ forehead
was somehow ‘spiritually’ lofty, though in reality it was rather broad. On
certain Aztec idols, on the slightly puffed-up belly, drooping to left and right,
of statues of Buddha, and on the lazy and tragically melting diadem of
archways of Babylonian gates, one can sometimes see this paradoxical melting
into each other of domed height and the flat sprawling and slipping to the
ground of swelling, half-leavened dough. Mind and animal bone, artistic
Gothic and mineral Romanesqueness are good expressions of the fundamental
problem of art: sentimental transcendentalism and material dormant-swirling
mass, which predicate, murder, and demand each other. The brow was pale,

combining the tints of the Moon’s Astarte silver and a nervous Schwdchlinging’

° LE, ‘weakling,
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standing outside life (mystery and bad neurasthenia — is there not something
par excellence ‘artistic’ about this fist-mimicking head?); shades of ash grey
‘secondary planets’ spread across these pallidly gleaming fields, especially two
large bumps, with those pale-strong contours that snails usually leave as a trace
on green leaves if they slide further.

Why that, after all, flat hunk of a head, inclining to left and right into
the depths, nevertheless created an impression of Toftiness’ was easily
explicable by the fact that bodies rising on high from the depths usually display
those kinds of arched forms, and willy-nilly one saw in the material the
strength which was pushing it towards the spheres; an arc of distant hills
which just managed to rise up at the edge of a desert: it was a ribbon which
was still half-submerged, but one could sense that a big internal spasm of the
earth had squeezed it out of the darkness into the sky; the backs of seals and
whales popping up for air from underwater; the rising sun’s horizontal yet
nevertheless tower-spined arc: the whole enormous skull was, in point of fact a
parallel band above barely curved eyebrows, which stretched from the nose
practically to the ears.

The gesture was the most congenial gesture of art: the amorphous,
barely analyzable big mass, rigid rather than waxily melting, sheer weight,
dream, slow-breathing, nervelessness and pulselessness, but the whole was
nevertheless raised and driven by something, a hidden divine leaven, ferment
and flood-tide. How much more intellectual is a head like this, resembling a
sea-rounded egg-stone like a so-called Gothic truly tall and therefore
‘intellectual head, towering like a cone set on its apex.

The geological strata of horizontality were repeated right through the
head: the gigantic (but only occasionally presenting) furrows of the forehead,
the eyebrows, the eye movements, the frames of the nostrils, the black
continuo of the lower jaw, and the closing curve of the chin all ran from right
to left. The eyes were narrow and, as has already been pointed out, reached
back all the way to the ears. At times two dark cavities were apparent like the
ineffective channel of a reed cut lengthwise in two — an expressive,
unrepentantly melancholy blindness emanated from them: while the diluvial
globes of the brow shone their sporulating whale’s belly in the moonlight,
ghostly spaces under the eyes gaped a demonic night with the slogan of not
worth looking at, no need to look, the color and form sick heresies vis-a-vis the

tone — a night which, besides all its mystic nihilism, seemed to be a concrete,

12



slightly dirty, gummy eye disease: chaos and trachoma simultaneously.

One of the eyes had an outward squint: this alternatively dancing pupil
at once intensified the protozoon-style amorphousness of the whole face and
look running across it, continually recapitulating the horizontality of the
earth’s surface. The pupil sometimes raced lightning-quickly from the nose to
the ear with the muscular freedom of a sick patient the whites not even evident
at such times, and with a dark spot filling the eye. On other occasions, in sharp
contrast, the eyes grew totally confused, darting frantically here and there in
the huge eye area, hummingbirds in their cage, so to say. The eyes slipped
almost into the forehead so that they had to be jerked back into position with
the butterfly net of the upturned eyebrows; on other occasions they sank
behind his cheekbones so that they had to be spooned to the surface by the
elevators of the neck muscles, then again lose their way in the whites of the
eyes, and the eyelids tormented them with all manner of painful, eelish waves;
in the end, it often happened that the eyes more or less catapulted the pupils
from the corners of the eyes, over and beyond the ecstatic boundary — the
limes — of strabismus, among the choral singers or the audience.

His nose, in relation to the archaic plasma tempi of other parts of his
skull, accommodated to clichés: it was hooked and at the lower end a swollen
printing error in the text of the alluvium. The lower lip detached from the face
like one side of boiled fish from vertically placed fish bones: drooping, curled,
twisted under itself, like a black scroll of papyrus, or stretched nostalgically
forward, like Oriental vases or the rim of a well. The sometimes gigantically
dilated eyelids, the black fins or leafs of salad on these, followed a uniform
rhythm as they were also uniform in their lobular outsizedness. It was also
obvious that there was a close agreement of muscle between the shadow flesh
of the mouth and the nose, constrained as it had been into a hook by all the
horizontality: the lower jaw was gratifying with its endless straining forward
and its rolling-up under itself to pull apart the nostrils in the ‘maelstrom’ of
horizontality, to annihilate the entire nose — or vice versa to tuck an enormous
plinth from the mouth, after a brief drooping, beneath the flattening nose.

How much more expressive, more defined, and more analytical a
mimic is that pair of hawser-thick wrinkles on the brow, the sick and ‘senseless’
cross-eyedness of the eyes, each sudden sea-swelling on the chin of a lower jaw
provocatively fattened into a caterpillar, the movements of the head clumsy in

an octopus fashion — like a confused and indiscriminately psychologized and

13



humanized play of features of a professional actor able to control every muscle
and nerve. That head and rhythm were the true, the sole possible parallels to
the string of tones, uniting as they did every bestiality and mathematical
character, which beaded out, crystal-clear, from the violin. The enchanting
‘dulcor™ of the Adagio did not call for a portrait of a transfigured seraph but
this sort of sloth-bodied and moldy-skinned Caliban above the bone cushion

of the violin.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 0-14.

10 Dylcor is the Latin for sweetness.
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MASKS BEHIND MASKS:
A PORTRAIT OF
MIKLOS SZENTKUTHY

Andris Nagy



The name is already a “mask,” a metaphorical incognito and a personal statement,
the composition of Szent, “holy” (sacred, saint), and of kdt, “fountain” (source of
water, well), with archaic Hungarian orthography (“th” at the end instead of a
simple “t”) and with a reference to noble origins (the “y” instead of a common “1").
The somewhat grand pen name was to be a substitute for the family’s German-
sounding name Pfisterer (hard to pronounce in Hungarian due to the two
consonants in the beginning), while its meaning had lost its concrete reference to its
ancestral identity, which was not of noble origin either. This statement however
created a very meaningful identity from the very first steps of the author Miklés
Szentkuthy, one of the greatest in Hungarian literature and certainly one of the
most original, most challenging, and most productive writers of the 20" century,
with many aspects still to understand, to reveal, and to come to terms with, both in

Hungary and beyond.

Relatively or absolutely “small” nations — like Hungary — can and do
produce great works of art that make significant contributions to their self-esteem,
in aesthetic and spiritual dimensions, often opposing the turbulence of national
history. This may also serve as “secret” knowledge about the real wealth of a nation
deprived of material wealth. It may be even more important in those countries that
were denied freedom and independence for a long time in history, thus their
accumulated political frustration could have been compensated for in more abstract
or more sophisticated ways. Szentkuthy’s magnificent oeuvre is a perfect example of
a genius living through the most difficult and often highly tormenting historical
times of the 20™ century yet remaining untouched by the different totalitarianisms,
by wars, and by revolutions; and it is his oeuvre that emphasizes the importance of
ideas, values, and achievements that are far beyond everyday crises and conflicts,
whether they be social, political, or economic. It recalls the archaic and paradoxical
Epicurean wisdom that “they” can kill him but can't really cause any serious harm

to him.

The “secret” knowledge of national greatness is particularly true for
Hungarian literature, as it is a basic ingredient of the national identity and self-

consciousness (contributing greatly to national pride of the “Magyar” people), while
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it is nearly impossible to “communicate” it to those living outside its linguistic
borders. The language is ethnically isolated, not Indo-European in its origin, hard
to translate faithfully to any other language, however extremely fit for artistic use.
All these difficulties become nearly “visible” in Szentkuthy’s texts, for in his ceuvre
language includes everything, even if narration, metaphors, description, reflection
and all possible (and translatable) poetic and rhetorical categories are substantial in
his novels, yet the real medium is Szentkuthy’s language, used and paraphrased in
an poetically original way, which is deeply rooted in his knowledge and in his
experience of the philosophy of language, while applied with a very personal and

playful emphasis of artistic communication.

Thus Szentkuthy’s literary individuality is created and presented by his
characteristic use of Hungarian, deeply rooted in his own history, both in the given
(inherited) and in the chosen (willfully obtained). He was born into a family in
which significant ancestors on the father’s side already paved the way toward
artistic sensitivity, mainly in the world of theater; that later also shaped
Szentkuthy’s rhetorical patterns and helped in per-forming his texts, which
sometimes were composed as “staging” different characters, conflicts, ideas, with
their typical voice, role, influence. His artistic identity beyond writing was often
manifested in theatrical features; once, for example, while dressed in a cardinal’s
robe, Szentkuthy blessed Budapest, the sinful city; while in social situations, when
arguing, talking, and entertaining friends, he was a remarkable master of
performance. These ancestors were followed by Pfisterers who represented a
typical Central European bourgeois life, based on modest professions that excluded
any kind of “extravagance,” art included. In the case of Szentkuthy’s father, this
resulted in the lack of appreciation of literature in general, as practically useless and
uncertain for making a living. However, once his son showed signs of his enormous
talent, this paternal rejection turned into an absolute devotion to the young
Pfisterer’s ideas, wills, and choices, even if contradicting the ones the father shared.
On the mother’s side, the Jewish historical and spiritual tradition was transmitted
probably on a more subtle and suppressed way than the father’s inherited identity,
influenced by the mentality of a lower middle class ancestry, thus religious and

“racial”  differences were  further  deepened by a social abyss. Finally, Mrs.
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Pfisterer represented the nearly maniacal “Victorian” avoidance and negation of
anything sensual, erotic, thus absolutely excluding sexuality. Both parents were
“madly” and unconditionally loved by their only son, prodigious in the respects
mentioned above, and the offspring’s love accompanied his elders far beyond their

presence in this world.

The schism between devotion to and negation of the family’s values, the
ambiguity of unconditional love for the parents versus unconditional rejection of
their mentality and preferences, created a tension that proved to be highly inspiring
for the young writer, who soon devoted himself mainly to art, literature, and
aesthetic joys; jointly and sometimes un-separately with his sensual “intoxication,”
which included a constant and insatiable longing for pleasure, should it be carnal,
aesthetic, physical, or spiritual. It originated in his extreme sensitivity, expressed
also in Szentkuthy’s overwhelming eroticism, yet in the archaic sense of the word:
Eros being the ultimate driving force for all that moves in nature, as those are being
driven by pure desire. This schism soon concluded in his works with the
simultaneous presence of polar opposites, in the constant oscillation of extremes, a
dynamic switching between the two mutually excluding Weltanschauungen. All that
became determinant for the author in his works to follow, in all levels of his
production, from composing metaphors to building characters, from forming
sentences to drawing conclusions, providing one of the most typical features of

Szentkuthy's oeuvre.

The sacred connotations of the pen name referred to the author’s chosen
identity concerning both the nation (Hungarian) and the religion (Catholicism)
that pre-determined the texts flowing from the “holy fountain.” The ethnic and
linguistic identity was expressed by the use of the language, extremely “flexible” on
the one hand, yet focusing on the difficulties of communicated messages, resulting
in a distinct and highly recognizable style. The “holy” mandate and the erotic
motivation were permanently confronted in the young mind by all the challenges of
life, serving as a permanent source of temptations, usually successful, thus
concluding in failures and in sins that inversely demonstrate the power of pure and

unconditional faith. All in this case reveals the somewhat encyclopedic approach of
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the author who, by creating an immense body of texts, was consciously focusing on
the reinvention of a Catalogus rerum, an inventory of all things. The emphasis on the
fullness and the “Gargantuan” drive behind embracing totality was modeled more
on medieval monks and on patristic and scholastic thinkers (hermits, heretics,
saints, church bureaucrats, etc. — all familiar to Szentkuthy and often presented in
his novels) than on the encyclopedia-champions of the Enlightenment, as for the
author, unconditional faith was needed, expressed also by daily rituals and
supported by theological and philosophical revelations. Szentkuthy was one of the
few great religious authors of the 20% century of striking originality, while his
sincere and ardent Catholicism included attending ceremonies as well as being
absorbed in solitary prayer, obtaining contemporary theological and philosophical
knowledge to face the immense contradictions of the contemporary world.
Augustine and Pascal, Heidegger and Nietzsche, medieval mystics and
contemporary physics contributed to the forming of Szentkuthy’s religious
Weltanschauung, which did not exclude closely observed dogmas and the
continuous study of the Bible, accompanied by the biography of saints — but also
demanded regularly committing sins of different types, so as to repent afterwards
and to have first-hand familiarity with the challenges and torments of the

unconditional faith of a fallible human.

This dynamics of the heavenly and of the infernal often served for
Szentkuthy as synopses for novels as well as for individual chapters, for shaping
characters to present and for episodes to demonstrate, influencing metaphors,
images, aphorisms — providing a complexly epic interpretation of his very own
experiences, doubts, and revelations. His extensive knowledge and his intense
religious belief together with his very special angle of observing the world, however,
seemed inadequate in comparison to the inherited conventions of late 19%-
century/early 20*-century Hungarian novel-writing, which was still dominated by
realism and by psychology, even if more and more often questioned. While using a
narrative structure for the novel was central for the young Szentkuthy, its
dominance seemed to be somewhat dated when it came to writing about his
experiences and his ideas, not to mention his overflowing erudition of story-telling,

offering dozens of epical directions, angles, and scenarios, all leading to the
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same conclusion simultaneously. The complexity of the composition together with
doubts about the linear and causal logic of narration, the questioning of the
exclusive role of psychology, culminated in Szentkuthy’s radical renewal of the epic
form, as expressed masterfully in his first break-through novel, Prae. The landmark
book, published in 1934 (at the author’s own expense, or rather at his father’s) was
preceded by shorter and less ambitious works of the adolescent writer (published
mainly posthumously). These texts already revealed the author’s originality and his
artistic power, together with the search for a method of writing which, in its
extensity and dynamism, recalled a historical type of identification, expressed in the
title of the novel written when Szentkuthy was a teenager, Robert the Baroque. The
time of his shaken and then renewed Catholic faith, the recreated totality of the
world in the Baroque “passion,” with the universe permanently in motion described
by overflowing metaphors, adjectives, events, and references remained characteristic

of Szentkuthy’s prose in the decades to come.

Prae was incomparable, unparalleled, and unprecedented in Hungarian
literature, and probably beyond. The inspiration for writing the novel came on a
trip the Pfisterers, Sr. and Jr., took together in 1928 and had a fundamental impact
on the author’s imagination, creativity, and writing method for years to come. Prae
took the form of a monologue mainly, in thousands of pages, playing with voices,
times, characters, identities, and events, enough for dozens of novels, in a text
flowing without any interruption (avoiding any typographical or “formal” structure
as well), reshaping the form and the very meaning of the novel for the 20" century.
European culture and history was infiltrated through the mind of a highly cultured
and visionary youth, applying masks as characters and as incognitos, focusing on
the dual character of mind and body, of soul and flesh, of desire and fulfillment.
The novel served also as an immense “inventory” of the intellectual sensitivity of the
young Szentkuthy, filtered through an extensive knowledge obtained by every
possible book he could lay his hands on and through the no less enormous amount
of sensual experiences he had had by that time. The novel has no traditional
narration, no psychologically motivated characters, and applies the most incredible
settings, which seemed to be “monstrous” to some critics and to many readers as

well, challenging the dogmas and conventions of prose-writing, creating a
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new “canon” for himself. Even if the book did not sell and remained unread for
years to come, few contemporaries of the author revealed the new horizons that
were opened up for the epic forms after the era of realism. Prae was a contemporary
of Musil's The Man without Qualities, not much “younger” than Joyce’s Ulysses (to
be translated later by Szentkuthy himself), and it came on the heels of Proust’s In
Search of Lost Time, published less than two decades before. The Hungarian author
could have been inspired by the renewal of the novel as demonstrated by his
European contemporaries, yet his version of redefining epics, prose, and narration
was different from the aforementioned writers. Easy to read and yet profound in its
conclusions, Prae overflows with stories, ideas, and dialogues yet is strictly and
masterfully composed, playing with the different layers of history, art, and culture,
just as with various traditions of literature — despite appearing chaotic, it remains
homogeneous as an entity. It is an early chef d’oeuvre while being “only” a draft for

the “real” novel to be written afterwards — as indicated by the title Prae.

It is part of the ill fate of Hungarian literature rooted in the artistic and
intellectual traditions of Central Europe that Szentkuthy’s novel remained
substantially unabsorbed in its time, unappreciated, and sometimes ridiculed, even
if the best minds and the most sophisticated literary critics understood the
magnitude of the undertaking and the importance of the originality of the novel.
The lack of substantial coming to terms with Prae has a lot to do with the Magyar
difficulties of collective identification, with the problems of national and literary
self-consciousness, with the hopeless making up for lost historical time — and with
many more factors that determined the fate of the novel and of its author in a
country where literature was considered more than just one form of art.
Szentkuthy fully understood the ambiguous critical responses, together with the
basic indifference of the intellectuals, which was often emphasized by the sharp and
often vitriolic criticism of colleagues, even of friends. He had to realize that the
traditions of the novel in Hungary would strongly resist his efforts to change the
genre; that his renewal of the language, his method of composition, and the whole
idea of the novel as redefined by him became more of an isolated episode than a
new trend that others would observe and perhaps follow. It must have been a bitter

pill to swallow, particularly for an ambitious and talented young writer
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who had sacrificed so much of his time and energy for the enormous undertaking.
When Prae was published for the second time, nearly half a century later, and
finally appreciated by a larger audience (due in part to slight modification in the
book’s composition, creating typographical metamorphoses in the text for easing its
reception), it was already too late, both for the author and for the public, even if
modern and postmodern novels were modeled on the “monstrous” masterpiece and
were inspired both by the creation of Prae and by the understanding of its historic

“failure.”

The promised and proposed future that was pr(a)e-pared by the young
author had to take a different direction then, so in subsequent years, Szentkuthy
broke up his imagined greater composition of a novel into smaller pieces, as if to
offer the audience, in a piecemeal fashion, the work that was too much to stomach
in one go. The series of novels were composed as chapters for a larger body of text
to be written consecutively, however obviously differing in their contextual
meaning, as the larger opus was based on smaller segments created as autonomous
entities. The vision of the author, together with his belief in the larger epic forms,
took the shape of a Breviary belonging to the legendary St. Orpheus, unknown to
the Catholic tradition yet clearly and exactly referring to the recreated identity of
the author. Work on this project was interrupted for decades and was only

completed by the older Szentkuthy.

The inspiration for writing the St. Orpheus Breviary arrived again when
travelling yet, strangely enough, it came from the direction of music and the visual
arts, proving the complex and thorough sensitivity of the writer. It happened
during a trip to Italy when Szentkuthy suddenly understood Greco’s technique of
painting and his method of “compressing” visions, ideas, and narrative structure
into one image, while the religious crisis expressed in the pictures culminated also
in breaking with the conventions of his artistic contemporaries. The title was
borrowed from Monteverdi’s Orfeo, for the composer was a hero of Szentkuthy's
novel and his famous musical piece was masterfully described in it. The protagonist
Orpheus, the mythical poet and symbol of love and lyrics, did and could

communicate with the whole world around him for he was both human and
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superhuman; he could even communicate with plants and animals, was loved by the
gods, and could finally defeat death. The symbol of the artist later became a
metaphorical image for Christ himself, as someone entering the underworld and
returning from it, representing the “Good Pastor,” bringing His divine word as
songs to this world. The beginning of the authot’s name is identical with that of the
title (Szentkuty: Szent Orfeusz) and indicates the autobiographical inspiration of
the novel, the shaping and modifying self-portrait, expressing also how the young
writer was facing crucial issues of his life and of his time. However, both the
composition and the poetic and rhetorical patterns were somewhat “domesticated”
in this text as compared with Prae, for each segment included narrative histories
and thoroughly described conflicts of different characters, building more upon the
traditions of novel-writing than before. Episodes were unfolded based on a
narrative structure, even if often on symbolic ones representing great saints and
sinners, like the story of Casanova and of 17%- 18%*-century Venice. The
hagiography of different popes, the emphatic description of heretics and of
inquisitors, determined the horizon of the novel, which was set mainly but not
exclusively in history, seen from the contemporary world, and the author regularly
and willfully (yet somewhat anachronistically) recalled many requisites and

approaches of modern civilization.

History was not “only” the setting but also the context of the creation of
the novel, and political events would soon interrupt Szentkuthy’s ambitious and
outstanding undertaking for no less than 30 years. The flow of the segments of the
projected novel first stops temporarily in 1942, then is postponed again and again,
not to be continued until 1972. It is hard to imagine more active and more
productive years for a writer than those of the three decades spent without the
writing of the imagined opus magnum, which, however, he always kept in mind. The
fatal interruption did not mean silence in any sense, “only” the suspension of the
Breviary and a preference for different forms, as dictated by time and conditions.
Szentkuthy started to write shorter epic pieces and composed studies and essays;
later, translations were included in his oeuvre and when novels finally started to
emerge again, they were more official commissions than self-conceived works. As is

obvious from the years mentioned (1942-1972), history played the lead in
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determining the very conditions of writing, and sometimes even those of surviving.
First Hungary's pre-fascist cultural and spiritual context created unfavorable
conditions for the young and radical writer, who was even sued by the state
prosecutor for defamation of religion and for pornography. Later the approaching
war became devastating and hard to survive, while the Soviet liberation was utterly
revealing and hardly less dangerous than the German occupation. After some
hopeful and productive years (1945-1948), the Stalinist dictatorship created
unfavorable conditions for Szentkuthy, as the official cultural policy rejected the
Weltanschauung and the style of the religious and bourgeois writer, as a result of
which his works were banned. When in 1949 the book Europe is Closed was
published, Szentkuthy clearly referred to a new stage in history that brought the
openness of a cultural tradition to a bitter end. Szentkuthy’s character helped him
not only to survive the most tormenting times but also to keep his integrity, his
intellect, his morality, and his sense of humor, not being tempted by any of the
totalitarianisms or intoxicated by their ideologies, nor destroyed by them. He
hardly touched directly upon current historical or political issues, but indirectly
dealt with them in a critical fashion — an oblique reading of his novels reveals his
ideas, experiences, and fears of the 20" century, with a great amount of criticism in
an indirect manner and in a context that included metaphysics, theology, and a

philosophy of history.

Besides his intellect and his character, an emotional shelter was also needed
to survive the difficult years, and it was provided by his life-long love turned into a
marriage at quite an early age. However, this bond “arranged in Heaven” did not
exclude his constant need for new, inspiring, and controversial adventures on Earth,
ranging from wonderful conquests to the most vulgar services of prostitutes. It was
a way of compensating for a fatally broken self-esteem — “another flower to the
grave of the cross-eyed kid” as he reminisced about his many successful affairs once
— yet there was the overwhelming drive to both break the commandments as often
as possible in order to repent and, thereby, to fight against the anti-sensual legacy of

the beloved and betrayed Mother, defeating her maniacal shyness and chastity.

It is hard to know who was the real Szentkuthy: the devoted husband or
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the insatiable seducer. Probably both. The mask in general is an important part of
the identity of the personality; paradoxically, it may even be a synonym for it, as the
use of the borrowed “face” tells more of the person applying it than the features he
is born with. The experience with identities was regularly developed into novels
applying different protagonists, characters, and roles, yet Szentkuthy had to realize
in the years to come that daily life must also be lived in different masks. A mask was
needed to hide those features of his very self that were rejected by the more and
more intolerant authorities who directly and indirectly attempted and partly
infiltrated his life and even his works. However, with Szentkuthy’s intellect and
unlimited free spirit, the attempts to control him regularly failed as he was happily
using different incognitos and roles, while keeping deeply hidden what was behind
the masks. These secrets were carefully registered and kept in a “giant-diary” as he
liked to call it, hundreds of thousands of pages of the most authentic chronicle from
his early age until almost to his death. It included significant entries for each day,
obviously touching upon the most personal and the most abstract issues, being both
extremely vulgar and extremely subtle, as well as ideas and recollections of people
and events he came across, likely matching the same high artistic level and aesthetic
quality as the rest of his work. Even if it will not still be revealed for many years to
come, it is an important part, if not the most important one of the author’s oeuvre.
Szentkuthy suggested in an interview that his whole oeuvre could be defined,
described, and interpreted as a “giant-diary,” modeled on the textual corpus of
Saint-Simon and of Montaigne. Stories, novels, studies, essays, etc., may turn out
to have a wholly different meaning once read in the larger context. It is easy to
imagine then that once the diaries will be opened — this will occur for the first
time in 2013 — readers will have to reinterpret all of Szentkuthy’s writings in a
radically new way. Surprises, and even revelations, of literary history are to be

expected in the years to come.

The diary’s ultimate frankness and uncontrolled sincerity probably assisted
Szentkuthy greatly in accepting the sometimes strange roles he was offered, as he
could be sure that his integrity remained untouched due to the psychological
process of writing the diary day to day (recalling also the situation of confession).

This helped him maintain his ardent belief that once new generations would
25



come they would be able to reveal and to wholly understand what happened to him
and to his writings. His focus on the next generations could well have been the
conclusion of his praxis and devotion as a teacher, both a mask to wear for leading a
“bourgeois” life (once he could not live from his writings), and also a happily
accepted duty he spent many years of his life with. “Fityd,” as he was nicknamed by
his students (importantly enough making fun of his family name Pfisterer
[pronounced Fisterer] and not on the writer's chosen identity), was a legendary
teacher, a charismatic personality and an often capricious man to work with, a
“larger than life” figure not only in virtue of his tall figure, but more importantly, in
virtue of his enormous intellectual capacity and rhetorical skills, which seemed to
be wasted on a world of undisciplined adolescents. Yet he could, on occasion, save
important moments to be able to write, which might happen in a pub close to the

school, in his studio, or in the lovers’ rescues.

Many years later Szentkuthy characterized his literary output of the
difficult post-war years as a “self-portrait in masks” and a paradoxical way of
expressing the unchangeable features of the personality in the process of permanent
metamorphoses. Though the definition refers to novels written in a different tone
from his early masterpiece, the created identities clearly reflect his outlook.
Szentkuthy’s “voice” can also be clearly identified in those literary works he was
translating, partly as a way of making a living and also of being present in literary
life, through masterpieces that were also windows to a continent that was not
always “closed off.” Swift, Dickens, Twain, Joyce, and many other — mainly
Anglo-Saxon — authors were interpreted by Szentkuthy in those years when his
own works were not allowed into print. Translation however was never an “applied
art” for him, but another creative way of playing with identities. The challenges for
the translator were often enormous, like in translating Ulysses many years later,
which practically became a form of co-authorship with the great Irish writer, whose
novel was obviously untranslatable word by word. Thus, an emphatic and creative
re-writing was needed to give back to Hungarian the sense of the radically new prose

born close to Szentkuthy's early masterpiece.

Yet there is another mask that changed and influenced the writer’s and
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translator’s creativity: that of the essays and studies, sometimes inseparable from
the fiction-writer’s work and often reflecting the translator’s challenges. Szentkuthy
sometimes experimented with different ideas; in other cases he was commenting on
and analyzing works of art, whether they be visual, musical, or literary. Starting
already at a young age (for example composing an original and thought-provoking
thesis on Ben Johnson after graduation), Szentkuthy wrote landmark studies
throughout his life, dealing with contemporary issues “masked” as works of art,
with trends and traditions to come to terms with, being very concrete and yet
framing the argumentation by philosophy, theology, and/or the social sciences.
Szentkuthy’s remarkable intellectual capacity, together with the drive to read as
much as possible of contemporary literature, of art, of history, of philosophy, of
theology, and of different sciences, resulted in a series of masterfully composed and
passionately written theoretical treatises. All these reflect the style and eloquence of
a writer yet with the metaphysical depth of a great thinker. Accidental ideas and
editorial assignments together with research conducted and summarized for his
novels revealed the intellectual capacity of a writer, in the archaic sense of the word,
for whom a real Catalogus rerum was the focus, behind the varying phenomena of

existence.

Facing all challenges and temptations of his time, the writer’s drive was the
strongest in Szentkuthy's life, as the short segments that have since become
available from the “giant-diary” suggest. His whole life was serving “only” the
writer’s needs and passions, while experiences and influences supported “only” the
forming of the artist’s identity. The hundreds of thousands of pages may reveal that
the entire chronicle of a long and rich life was nothing else but raw material for the
author. This became visible when the historical pressure somewhat eased following
the 1956 revolution, when Stalinism finally ended and over time the terror became
somewhat milder. At least one of the masks could have been removed then, so
professor “Fity6” could ask for retirement. At the age of 50, while still full of energy
and of enough accumulated strength to continue his authorship, Szentkuthy could
finally dedicate all his capacity and time to further develop and to conclude all that
he had started 25 years ago, hoping with good reasons that the different detours

and literary role-playings might serve the author in him. The time hadn't yet
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arrived to further compose the interrupted Breviary; however, in various ways the
novels started to flow again. These books were auto-portraits also, in the forms of
masks that finally could be published by the state-controlled publishing houses,
thus it was possible to have some critical reactions and readers’ responses, which
were important even for the most self-assured writer. The gigantic figures
Szentkuthy would use as a template for his masks were mainly artists like Diirer,
Haydn, Mozart, Goethe, Hindel, and that turbulent ex-monk of the order of St.
Augustine, Martin Luther. While popular and easy to read, these texts contained
many elements of the artistic achievements of Szentkuthy’s novels produced by that
time, all of which took the form of the so-called “artist biography,” and also paved

the way for the genius’ final masterpieces, which concluded his authorship in the

1970s.

When the author was well over sixty, the artistic tolerance that partially
characterized Hungary’s “soft dictatorship” opened the way for Szentkuthy not
only to rejuvenate his creativity, but finally to throw away the masks he was forced
to wear. While there remained enough of what he willfully created, the literary
tradition he once established also became visible through a new generation of
writers who were indirectly influenced by him through his Hungarian translations
and publications of novels that broke with the novel-writing traditions the same
way he had many years ago. Time thus “opened up” and the young Szentkuthy’s
works were published, read, and discussed together with the texts of the old one,
who could finally turn back to his most important and most ambitious project, the
St. Orpheus Breviary, no longer with any restrictions, and with no concerns blocking
his inspiration or the very process of creation. His imagination, his sense of
composition, the expressivity of his language and immense erudition remained the
same as before, as it became obvious when one novel after the other was written,
presenting the author’s all-encompassing vision of the world as he had found it and
as he had left it. Virtuosity and discipline, incorporation of contemporary novel-
writing techniques and the polemical relationship with the conventions of prose,
shaped the masterfully written books that finally found their way to timely

publication and provoked vivid and appreciative responses from readers, critics, and
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colleagues.

The time of “harvesting” thus overlapped with the rediscovery of the early
phase of Szentkuthy’s authorship in which the “torso” of the greatest Hungarian
modern novel — Prae — reemerged from the depths of the literary-historical
memory and confronted the representatives of the renewal of novel-writing
traditions with a glimpse of the opportunities that had been missed in Hungarian
literature many decades ago. This was also the time when Szentkuthy’s presence
and authority was of major importance for literary historians, writers, and
intellectuals, thus interviews and radio and television programs regularly featured
him, often themselves resulting in books — since the authot’s eloquence resulted in
texts that were, though improvised, nonetheless ready to go to print. The later
series of his books, when viewed as part of the collected works, clearly showed the
magnitude of Szentkuthy’s oeuvre. At the same time, it shows the enormous
potential that had emerged in Prae, yet which was not further developed the way it

could have been.

However, this may not be the last word. Szentkuthy’s masks will not be
wholly removed until the giant diary is opened this year and we are confronted with
the personality’s naked face. Or, we may be involved in another masquerade —
could it be an eternal one in which life and death no longer matter, and to which

Szentkuthy invites us along as participants?

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics

Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 15-29.

29



Rencontre avec Mikl6s Szentkuthy:

A l'écoute du rire de Dieu

Jean-Pierre Sicre



On ne devrait jamais demander 4 un éditeur d'évoquer sa rencontre avec un écrivain
qu'il lui est arrivé de publier. C'est qua ce jeu, celui qui n'a pour métier que d'aider a
mettre au jour les livres des autres, convaincu qu'il ne tient pas 1 le beau rdle, se
croit presque toujours obligé de tricher en tirant éhontément la couverture 3 lui. A
'entendre, on croit ouir l'aventure de quelque Christophe Colomb voué par son
destin A toutes les audaces : « découvreur » de talents ignorés, il n'a pas hésité a
franchir mers et frontiéres pour dénicher la perle rare, le diamant du Golconde, en
la personne d'un romancier ou d'un poéte qui sans lui en serait encore i ne
s'adresser qu'a quelques misérables lecteurs du lointain Hindoustan ou de la
Pannonie barbare. La vérité, comme bien l'on se doute, est loin d'étre aussi
héroique : cette perle, ce diamant, c’est un voyageur qui les lui a rapportés dans son
bagage ; lui-méme n'a pas quitté son fauteuil de bureau et I'émouvante « rencontre »
avec le génie méconnu s'est bornée A quelques courriers, quelques téléphonages, ot
il fut surtout question des clauses d'un contrat a établir en bonne et due forme —

c'est-a-dire de gros sous.

Si I'éditeur en question, interrogé sur la réalité de son métier, pouvait
répondre d'un cceur sincére, il serait forcé d’avouer que sa profession s'apparente
pour l'essentiel  celle de proxénéte. Une foule de clients inconnus (les lecteurs)
arpentent les allées de la librairie en quéte de l'objet qui les fera jouir quelques
heures : un livre digne d’estime et peut-étre d'amour. Sur le trottoir d'en face, un
modeste nombre d'auteurs doués de talents divers, parfois — rarement — de génie,
offre ses services A cette multitude tourmentée par le désir, mais peine bien souvent
2 mettre en valeur ses appis : c'est que ces créateurs quaucune réserve ni pudeur
n'arrétent A linstant d’écrire sont tout embarrassés quand vient I'heure de faire
valoir leurs séductions. Un intermédiaire par bonheur s'offre 2 eux: I'éditeur. Il
ouvre une officine donnant sur rue, met une vitrine a la disposition des uns pour

faciliter le choix des autres, et le tour est joué.

L'auteur de ces lignes exerca dit-on le métier d’éditeur a Paris de I'an 1975 4
'an 2006. C'est lui qui, entre autres « rencontres », fut 'un de ceux qui facilitérent
celle de Miklés Szentkuthy et du public des lecteurs francophones vers la fin du

siécle vingt. Aucune gloire  cela, de son fait en tout cas. Mais une histoire bétement
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humaine ou, sur la piste dun bastringue régi par une absurdité toute
shakespearienne, sound and fury menant leur cacophonie ordinaire, les occasions
manquées et les bonnes fortunes imméritées ont, comme il se doit, dansé leur

mystérieux pas de deux.

Mais peut-étre linstant est-il venu que l'éditeur en question léve son
/4 \ . 2. ’ . . . .
masque, révéle enfin sa charlatanerie, avoue qu'il ne s'est jamais vraiment senti « du
J oS 2. ’ . ’ . .

métier », qu'il n'a fait semblant d'exercer celui-ci que pour trouver un paravent
commode 3 ses honteux penchants — et d'abord a la lecture, ce fameux « vice
. . . . b . \ . b . /4
impuni ». Bref, qu'il serait temps d’en venir A ce qui s'est tout simplement passé —

quitte A se mettre 3 parler, non moins simplement, a la premiére personne.

Je veux dabord confirmer que je n'avais jamais entendu parler de Miklds
Szentkuthy avant ce jour de 1987 — était-ce 2 I'été, 2 'automne, je ne sais plus trop
— oli le poéte André Velter, que je connaissais aussi comme animateur d'une revue
littéraire et comme producteur d'une émission de radio sur les ondes de France-
Culture, me rendit visite pour me proposer une nouvelle revue de sa facon — offre
que je repoussai poliment mais fermement. Je n'ai jamais été attiré par les revues de
littérature, tribunes offertes 2 la vanité des auteurs qui utilisent ce théitre aux
alouettes aussi bien pour s'entrecongratuler sans vergogne que pour s'entredéchirer
a mots mal couverts devant leurs aficionados respectifs. Je n'ai jamais été a l'aise
dans le milieu des lettres parisiennes ni d'ailleurs dans aucun « milieu » en général
ou en particulier. J'en étais A expliquer de la sorte mon refus 2 'ami Velter, assis en
face de moi dans mon bureau, un verre de vin a la main (car il faut traiter avec
douceur ceux que l'on est conduit i décevoir), quand il me lan¢a cet ultime

argument :

— Mais ce ne sera pas une revue « parisienne » ! Au contraire, la littérature
14 \ . /4 /4 \ . ’ .
étrangere, les littératures étrangéres y domineront. Et d'ailleurs cette revue ne sera
de nulle part puisqu'elle proposera chaque année, dans un esprit résolument

nomade, une sorte de tour du monde des littératures du présent (avec quelques
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incursions dans le passé si l'on y tient), et que son intitulé lui-méme, ne
. . ’ ’ » . . R 1] . .
revendiquant rien d'autre qu'une sorte d'aspiration a l'exil, la garantira de toute

attache géographique.
- Et peut-on savoir quel sera cet intitulé ?
- « Caravanes ».

Le mot sonna-t-il en moi comme le sésame de la fable ? Toujours est-il que
J q
linstant d'aprés je remplissais 3 nouveau le verre du rusé Velter et que nous

trinquions au succés futur de notre aventure caravaniére...

Les éditions Phébus, que javais fondées une douzaine d’années plus tdt avec
ma compagne Jane Sctrick, s'étaient en effet trés tot ouvertes aux littératures issues
de tous les horizons — avec une préférence déja marquée pour celles de 'Orient ;
disons que tant qu'a gagner un jour I'Amérique, nous préférions, plutdt que dy
aborder comme tout un chacun en empruntant la voie atlantique, la rejoindre

petites étapes par les échelles du Levant ou les caravansérails de la steppe.

Budapest, oti les poétes eux-mémes répondent au sauvage prénom d'Attila,
était sur cette piste paresseuse qui aurait fait ses preuves au long de quarante et
quelques siécles une étape de choix : le raffinement de la haute culture danubienne
n'y tendait-il pas naturellement la main aux antiques prestiges de l'intranquillité
hunnique ? Une ville dont le nom seul résumait peu ou prou l'histoire de 'ancien

monde...

A ce nom de ville, Velter le tentateur avait joint celui du personnage qui
nous occupe ici. Il avait découvert Miklés Szentkuthy 'été précédent presque par
hasard, par I'entremise amicale du poéte Gyorgy Somlyé qui lui avait obtenu un
rendez-vous avec ' « ogre » des lettres hongroise. Il avait rapporté de cette entrevue
non préparée un reportage littéraire bientdt paru dans les colonnes du Monde... et
une poignée de feuillets plus ou moins convenablement traduits en francais mais

dont la lecture donnait déja le vertige.

Velter ne lésinait pas sur les moyens de me convaincre. En peine
27 . /4 /4 . . . ’ ’r . . \
d'équivalents pour évoquer le génie szentkuthien, il n’hésitait pas a lancer les noms

de Rabelais, de Borges, de Nabokov. Mais ce furent les quelques textes traduits qu'il
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gardait sous le coude qui emportérent mon adhésion. Phébus serait I'éditeur de

Szentkuthy en francais; et quant 3 commencer par un opus, on irait droit 2

l'essentiel : aux six premiers volumes de ce Bréviaire de saint Orphée que tout
P q

désignait comme le grand ceuvre du maitre alchimiste.

Ce que je venais de lire était certes déconcertant. Avais-je méme fait, dans le
quasi-demi-siécle de lectures diverses ol avait passé le meilleur de ma vie, oui, avais-
je jamais fait rencontre 3 ce point déroutante ? Cette prose si nouvelle flirtait ou
plutdt s'encanaillait tour A tour avec la métaphysique, la théologie, la mystique,
I'histoire des meeurs, ce qui n'était pas pour me déplaire ; mais le flirt, la canaillerie
n'oubliaient jamais ce qu'ils étaient tout au fond : c'est-a-dire un jeu, fit-il le plus
grave, Il était clair qu'il fallait prendre Szentkuthy au mot quand il s'avisait — méme
3 sa maniére farceuse — d’emboiter le pas a Platon, & Saint Paul, 4 Jean de la Croix,
mais son adhésion sincére au monde des idées se trouvait a chaque instant comme
déshabillée par magie de tout esprit de sérieux. Que les plus hautes constructions de
l'esprit fussent considérées par lui comme une source merveilleuse oll son ime
curieuse pat sans fin se désaltérer ne I'empéchait pas d'observer que sa curiosité
d’homme — ou d'ogre si l'on préfere, puisque le mot revient toujours au bout de la
plume dés qu'il est question de lui — restait toujours pour finir sur sa faim, sur sa
soif. Naturellement contemporain des présocratiques, de Saint Augustin ou de
Francois Borgia, il n'oublie pas qu'il écrit aprés Schopenhauer et Kafka, lesquels
n'avaient eux-mémes sondé les mystéres de la conscience que pour s'apercevoir
quau bout du compte le plomb de leur sonde finissait toujours dans quelque chose
qui ressemblait beaucoup au vide — et que le moteur de ce qu'il nous plait tant

d’appeler réalité n'était pas loin d’étre une machinerie absurde.

Que l'univers ne soit peut-étre qu'une mauvaise plaisanterie ne parait pas a
Szentkuthy une raison suffisante pour agonir le ciel sur le mode lassant de la
récrimination désespérée. Trop orgueilleux — ou trop dandy — pour songer 2
prendre Dieu ou son fantdme i la gorge, il préfére lui répondre avec ce mélange de
familiarité, de hauteur et de désinvolture qui est sa marque — et qui le conduit en
toute logique A retourner vers I'empyrée le seul miroir qui convienne sans doute aux

dieux : celui de l'illusionnisme.
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On aura compris que, si bien mis en appétit par ces premiéres lectures (qui,
je le rappelle, se limitaient 3 de simple extraits — mais Szentkuthy est aussi
totalement lui-méme dans I'élucubration finement construite, ou déconstruite, que

dans le fragment), j'en sois vite venu i en réclamer davantage.

J'écrivis donc & Budapest pour présenter le programme d'édition que nous
avions arrété ensemble, Velter et moi. Le maitre de saint Orphée me répondit, en
excellent francais, pour me remercier d'appareiller si vite et si peu prudemment en
sa turbulente compagnie. J'expédiais 4 son adresse des contrats qui furent signés
sans barguigner. Et jinvitai sans plus attendre I'écrivain A envisager pour un avenir
pas trop lointain (une vingtaine de mois : le temps de faire traduire avec soin les
deux premiers volets de son polyptique orphique) un voyage & Paris. Il déclina
courtoisement cette proposition: le royaume ol il demeurait — un modeste
appartement dans un quartier tranquille en arriére de la colline de Buda — ne
délivrant plus de passeports depuis 1948, il avait fini par y prendre tant bien que
mal ses aises... et préférait donc me rencontrer, un jour a ma convenance, dans la
pénombre apprivoisée de sa chambre-bureau-bibliothéque — ol un flacon de tokaj

m'attendait déja...

Qu'on se souvienne seulement de ce qu'était la situation de la Hongrie en ce
printemps de 1988 qui nous vit tirer ensemble, mais & deux mille kilométres 'un de
l'autre, ces aimables plans sur la comeéte. La banquise soviétique craquait déja de
tous cOtés, et singuliérement sur le Danube. Mais qui donc, 4 I'époque, pouvait
sérieusement penser que 'empire rouge allait se liquéfier comme il le fit en moins de

deux années ?

Qui a dit que les dieux étaient de sinistres plaisantins ? Ils le firent bien voir,
une fois de plus, en cette prometteuse occurrence. Quand nous frappimes, Jane
Sctrick et moi, 4 la porte de 'appartement-royaume par une rayonnante aprés-midi
d’aofit, nous savions que notre rencontre avec le tisserand magicien des nouvelles
Mille et Une Nuits était vouée 2 demeurer un beau et triste conte: Miklds
Szentkuthy était mort en juillet et nous n'apportions avec nous que des

condoléances navrées.
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Deux fées pourtant allaient bientdt éclairer notre séjour assombri: la
minuscule et exquise Dolly, que nous n'aurions jamais 'occasion de mesurer pour
de vrai 4 la formidable stature de son géant d'époux ; et 'avenante Marie Tompa,

7 7. . 7, . ’ . ’
muse et égérie du disparu, alors dans I'épanouissement d'une maturité toute
vénusienne. Elles nous firent avec douceur les honneurs de la royale et pauvre
demeure — ol nous nous sentons aujourd’hui encore, chaque fois que Maria, 2
4 . r1: \ ’
présent seule, nous y accueille, délicieusement chez nous... alors que prés d'un

demi-siécle de temps a coulé sous le Pont-aux-Chaines.

On nous montra l'album enregistré de 'Orfeo de Monteverdi dont Miklés
avait annoté le livret avant de prendre, 4 la suite de 'amant d'Eurydice, le chemin
des Enfers. On nous fit gotter le vin de Tokaj tiré de la cave en notre honneur.
Bref, 'on fit comme il se doit piéce 4 la mort avec les moyens du bord : en buvant &
la gloire des ceuvres de l'art si généreusement léguées par le passé... et i leur
pérennité dans un futur qui et le bon esprit de durer plus que nous. Est-il

meilleure facon de répondre aux impertinences et aux cruautés du terrible Kronos ?

De retour a Paris, il fallut songer 4 la traduction. Acclimater Szentkuthy en
notre langue demande bien autre chose qu'une bonne connaissance du hongrois (et
du francais) : le don de lui préter, dans lidiome qui l'accueille, ce parler unique,
cette « voix » qu'on ne saurait confondre avec aucune autre. Il fallut pour cela un
traducteur qui et a la fois de l'oreille et une patte d'écrivain en frangais... tout en
pratiquant le hongrois comme sa langue maternelle. L'oiseau en question étant
forcément rare, s'imposa vite I'idée d'un ouvrage a deux voix : I'une serait celle de
George Kassai, Hongrois de Paris ami des poétes et traducteur mieux que
chevronné ; l'autre celle de Zéno Bianu, dont on pouvait attendre qu'il siit jouer des
deux atouts indispensables 4 sa tiche : une culture multivoque et un art consommé

des ruses de notre langue.

Relire la prose francaise que nos duettistes ont littéralement inventée
l'usage exclusif de Szentkuthy dans les deux premiers volumes du Bréviaire — soit
En marge de Casanova et Renaissance noire — est pour moi, aujourd’hui comme aux
premiers jours, un bonheur. Oui, Kassai-Bianu sont dauthentiques faiseurs de
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miracles : Szentkuthy, sous le domino chatoyant qu'ils ont imaginé pour lui,
n’apparait ni travesti, ni trahi, ni méme traduit ; et sa voix sonne en frangais avec ce
timbre singulier — élégance et folie mélées — qui si fort fascina et continue de
fasciner les lecteurs hongrois. Mais le vrai miracle de ce miracle c'est qu'il parvint,
contre toute probabilité, A étre réitéré dans le temps avec d'autres acteurs — disons
plutdt : avec un autre acteur. En effet, Zéno Bianu ayant renoncé i s'atteler au
troisitme volume (Escorial), Robert Sctrick se proposa pour prendre la place
vacante au coté du fidele Kassai et s’y révéla d'emblée aussi habile praticien que son
prédécesseur dans l'art de la prestidigitation langagiére. Tant et si bien que le
quatriéme opus szentkuthien sorti quelques années plus tard de l'atelier de Phébus
(Iinénarrable Confession frivole, voulue par nous comme premiére excursion hors
Bréviaire) put soffrir le luxe de méler, sans que l'alliage en fat le moins du monde
altéré, I'ceuvre alchimique non plus de deux mais de trois joyeux compagnons :

Kassai, Bianu et Sctrick...

La presse francophone, a la parution des deux premiers tomes du Bréviaire
(janvier 1991 — mais quelques bonnes feuilles livrées dans le premier numéro de
« Caravanes » en avaient donné un avant-gott dés le printemps 1989), ne cacha ni
sa surprise — heureuse, pour l'essentie] — ni son effarement: comment était-il
possible qu'un tel monument d'écriture, certes congu a l'usage du happy few, fit
resté si longtemps invisible aux yeux de la critique de chez nous (la censure
soviétique n'expliquait pas tout) ? Bernard Pivot, animateur de la plus célebre
émission de télévision 4 I'époque, faute de pouvoir convoquer sous ses projecteurs le
spectre de Szentkuthy, m'invita 4 remplacer celui-ci sur ses tréteaux — ce que
jacceptai de faire non sans embarras, tant il est délicat pour un éditeur de jouer les
commentateurs impartiaux face 3 un public de possibles lecteurs... Ceux qui se
trouvaient conviés avec moi a cette émission d'un genre décidément peu orthodoxe
avaient-ils Iu les deux volumes que jétais chargé de présenter ce soir-1a? Ils en
donnérent l'impression et saluérent l'intimidant fantdme danubien absent de la
scéne avec tout le respect dit i un étranger en visite. Une fois 'émission terminée, et
tandis que les participants puisaient dans le whisky offert sur le plateau un surcroit
de sincérité, les langues finirent par se délier. Philippe Sollers, parmi les présents,

me confia qu'a la lecture il s’était amusé comme un fol. Soit. Dominique
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Fernandez, ami pourtant de I'épanchement baroque, mais point entiérement sevré
peut-étre du lait nourricier dispensé par 'humanisme 2 la francaise, avouait quant a
lui nettement son rejet — ce que la politesse l'avait retenu de faire & I'heure ot les
caméras ronronnaient. Il avait lu, ou au moins essayé de lire, mais s'était trouvé
rebuté par toutes les formes de I'excés szentkuthien, et d'abord par le feuilleté, trop
riche 4 son goit, de références historiques, géographiques, philosophiques,
théologiques, poétiques qui l'avaient conduit au bord de l'indigestion : « Ce n’est

plus de I'art, cest de I'érudition dévoyée, de I'alexandrinisme... »

Fernandez et moi, cest stir, n'étions pas gouverné par la méme sorte
dappétit. Malgré quoi je suis prét i reprendre sa critique mot pour mot 3 mon
compte, mais dans un sens que je n'arrive pas i rendre dépréciatif. Erudition
dévoyée ? Pourquoi pas ? Mais est-il rien de moins comestible que I'ceuvre d'un
esprit érudit qui jamais ne s'écarterait du chemin tracé par la sagesse
encyclopédique, se bornant 4 empiler avec plus ou moins d’ « art » les strates de sa
science et ignorant par le fait les fascinantes incartades de la vie ? « Il sait tout sur
tout, ironiserait Bernard Shaw 4 son propos, mais il ne sait rien d'autre ! » Dévoyer
le savoir — ce que firent si bien Rabelais, Cervantés, Swift, Sterne, Jean-Paul —
n'est-il pas le moyen supréme que s'autorise le génie de ceux qui ont compris contre
leur siécle, contre tous les siécles, que la raison pouvait devenir la premiére ennemie
du beau et du vrai ? Quant a I'alexandrinisme, si décrié par le bon gotit antique, ne
peut-on 4 bon droit voir en lui une piste A suivre malgré tout ; mieux : une route a
tailler sans prudence dans la sylve toujours renaissante des convenances philistines ?
Le tort des Alexandrins était peut-étre, au fond, de n’avoir pas poussé leur
recherche labyrinthique plus loin encore, jusqu’a la folie, jusqu’a cette perte de soi
seule 3 méme de nous réconcilier avec un monde dont la réalité supposée n'est peut-

étre, aprés tout, quun leurre...

Certes, toutes époques confondues, les lecteurs n'ont jamais été nombreux a

partager cette facon de voir les choses. Ce n'est pas grave ; et pas grave non plus si
.y e s . .

les éditeurs d'aujourd’hui ne se précipitent pas au service d'une ceuvre qui a leur

yeux a pour premier inconvénient de s'élever sans autre avertissement et surtout

sans en avoir l'air A cette altitude oll n'accédent que quelques alpinistes casse-cou.

38



L'essentiel est que les alpinistes en question — et les sherpas qui leur font escorte —
aient le gotit des voies difficiles et sachent se monter tétus. L'dge, et quelques
ficheuses traverses A I'heure d'organiser notre succession — qui n'en fut d'ailleurs
pas une puisque ceux qui sont venus apreés Jane Sctrick et moi se sont bizarrement
ingéniés A renier, voir 4 nier purement et simplement notre modeste travail de
passeurs — , bref un pitoyable concours de contingences nous ont obligés (Jane peu
aprés moi) A dévisser avant I'échéance prévue et & abandonner par force la conduite
de cette aventure szentkuthienne si bien lancée. La encore, ce nest pas grave. Peu
aprés nous, un autre passeut, Bertrand Fillaudeau, au gouvernail des éditions José
Corti, allait par chance commettre la méme imprudence que nous en ouvrant a son
tour largement sa porte a 'ceuvre du divin Miklés. Qu'il soit I'un des éditeurs de la
place pour lesquels je professe a la fois estime et amitié (et ceux-ci ne sont pas
nombreux) me parait relever d'un esprit d’harmonie dont ce monde est plutét avare.
Lui aussi sait se montrer tétu et semble ne pas étre obnubilé par les trompe-I'ceil du

succeés. Mais surtout, il est plus jeune, alors...

Alors... puisque c'est dans le temps, cest-a-dire dans une autre forme
d’illusion, que finit par saffirmer une ceuvre, gageons que celle de Szentkuthy saura
malgré tout frayer sa route dans cet avenir que les pythies nous peignent déja de la
plus sombre couleur. Si elle nous semble assez bien armée pour cela, cest
précisément qu'elle s'est appliquée comme peu d'autres A révéler I'inanité et méme
‘inexistence du temps. Tirant le méme constat de sa lecture de Kant, Arthur
1

chopenhauer postulait que la volonté censée gouverner le monde ne faisait pas
Schopenh tulait que la volont g 1 d faisait p

eaucou us que baratter le néant; et il remerciit chaque jour l'ermite de
b p plus que baratter 1 t; et il t chaque jour I

Onigsberg de s'étre posé le premier comme I «assassin de Dieu». Que
Koénigsberg d t 1 | de D
Szentkuthy (dont le fier pseudonyme a toujours revendiqué une « sainteté puisée
aux profondeurs ») se soit toujours considéré comme croyant — d’obédience, il est
vrai, clairement hérétique — m'a longtemps intrigué. Mais on peut penser qu'il
devait trouver bien vain le projet de faire passer 4 Dieu le gotit de la vie puisque
d’autres s'en étaient déja chargés avant lui. Et puis, le relisant 4 la lumiére de la seule
théologie possible, celle du doute — fut-il ou non pascalien — , me revient a l'oreille
Iécho de la belle et antique formule: « Credo quia absurdum.» Que ce credo,

comme un gant de fine étoffe que 'on retournerait d'un simple geste, soit aussi
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un imparable non-credo, m'a toujours paru résumer la singuliére fortune de ce
monde, condamné a bégayer sans fin le to be or not to be du poéte. Les dieux sils

existent — et méme sils n'existent pas — ont décidément le gotit de la plaisanterie.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics

Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 30-40.
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Miklés Szentkuthy: a True Avant-Gardistl

Istvin Vas

A few years ago, one of the things I had to read through to give an opinion on was a
book with a strange cover, or rather it was a booklet, a publication from NRF

Gallimard, which with its large format, the whiteness of its cardboard cover, and its

! Istvin Vas (1910-1991) was a Hungarian poet and friend of Szentkuthy. His essay was originally
published in the journal Kortdrs [Contemporary], No. 1 (1969). It was reprinted in Istvin Vas, Az
ismeretlen isten: Tanulmdnyok 1934-1973 (Budapest: Szépirodalmi Kényvkiadd, 1974) 497-510; and
A mitosz mitosza: In memoriam Szentkuthy Miklos, ed. Gyula Rugdsi (Budapest: Nap Kiadé, 2001) 98—
106. Translated by Tim Wilkinson. (F. S.)



typesetting, triggered some buried visual memory — but of what? I soon ran it down:
it was the Orpheus Notebooks that Mikldés Szentkuthy had published at his own
expense [in 1939-1942], that a small camp — a detachment, more like — of devotees
waited for, and greeted, with an excitement that was paradoxical in those first years of
the war, gearing up both for the delights and difficulties of reading them.

Maybe not so flagrantly, but the [French] book’s content also favored the same
memory. From start to finish, it was confined to presenting a famous church, with a
few attached associations of thought and the occasional snatches of conversation, for
the most part of a high-society nature, that were conducted in the church and in the
square in front of the church. Remote and provisional though it may have been, this
ultimately novelistic combination of art-historical description, whimsical essay, and
carefully filtered elements of an elegant biography most definitely reminded me of one
of the characteristic methods of the Orpheus Notebooks.

The differences were equally striking, of course. For one thing, the refined
crafting, the discipline, and for another, the surfeit, the deluge. I also had to remind
myself that Szentkuthy's detailed descriptions of objects were, for the most part,
fictional, absurd even: if they did not concern imaginary creations, like a set of reliefs
that Brunelleschi was planning in Black Renaissance, then the viewer or note-taker
caters to the impossible, as with Puritan poet Andrew Marvell attaching marginal
notes to Casanova’s life one hundred year later, or Monteverdi analyzing Tacitus, or
the steward of the Chinese imperial court characterizing the Spanish Jesuits in
Escorial, or Elizabeth I of England, in Europa Minor, explaining Lady Murasaki’s The
Tale of Genji, or Genghis Khan viewing Chinese silk paintings and drawing the
conclusion that Europe must be destroyed, or the Mongolian ambassador writing a
report about Sappho and Pindar, and so on. Yes, the raging and victory of the
imagination is one of the chief differences on the part of Szentkuthy, and the human
element attaching to it, not least the total commitment of the self, the personality, even
if, for many, it is deceptive, a disguise, a pretense; moreover, the unbridled vigor of
novelty, even if that savage vigor — again purely deceptively — is manifested via
unmatched cultivation, at times self-conscious snobbery, indeed, even more unusually,
often resorts to violence, in contrast to objective, circumscribed description, the
smooth and impersonally impassive implementation of the new.

But it was not my aim to compare the two approaches, still less to critique the
French school of “the new novel” — for that purpose I would be wasting my time to
make a start on that after Szentkuthy's pertinent and unjustly exaggerated, but still
truthful and sparklingly witty study — still less to disparage the French book in

question, which, let me be honest, is a perfect little masterpiece, since I recommended



that it be published, and since then it has, indeed, appeared in Hungarian: it was
Michel Butor’s Description of St. Mark’s Basilica in Venice.

It is just that while reading Butor’s book, and recalling the Orpheus Notebooks,
I was bound to reflect that the young Szentkuthy was not so much a follower or
imitator of earlier initiatives, which he was initially accused of (or at least characterized
as) being, as he sensed something in advance of the technical methods of the
forthcoming rounds of modern novel-writing, although there is just as little affinity of
substance to link him as a precursor and as a successor. And of course I could not help
wondering how many of those who purchased the Description of St. Mark’s Basilica,
and indeed those who actually read it, knew anything at all about Szentkuthy's
experiment a quarter of a century ago. And of those who had heard about him, what
had they heard? It so happened that at the same time as I was reviewing Butor’s book,
I was also noting the critical reception of one of Szentkuthy’s new books — it seemed
as though the apprentice critics had just taken lessons in healthy critical superiority:
how to treat someone who is not accepted by official literature, or its opposite either,
and on whom even Hungarian journals published abroad do not keep their eyes as an
oppressed writer.

Yet Szentkuthy’s appearance thirty-four years ago was greeted with critical
attention of an order that few beginners enjoy. Among those who wrote about his first
works, often in essay-length articles, were writers of the caliber of [Mihily] Babits,
Gabor Halisz, Antal Szerb, and Andris Hevesi. Liszl6 Németh went so far as to
announce Prae even before it was published, and he wrote a separate article about the
second book, Towards the One and Only Metaphor, and to date those two articles still
constitute the best and wisest critiques of Szentkuthy. Admittedly, with the exception
of Németh and Szerb, the critical verdict was negative, but even that rejection,
precisely on account of its extent, its vehemence and its tone, was more flattering than
praise from a flock of lesser, quibbling critics. Common to all was an awakening to the
fact that the appearance of Prae marked a decisive, or at any event, significant point in
Hungarian literature, even if that recognition was not so much an acknowledgement as
Antal Szerb’s was: “It will become one of the great documents of Hungarian culture
that this book was written in Hungarian.”

Another thing that all were agreed on, again with the exception of Liszl6
Németh and Antal Szerb, was that Szentkuthy was imitating Joyce. As people are
wont to say: supposing, but admitting, just imagine a twenty-five-year-old man under
Joyce's influence (and we are talking about the very early Thirties, don’t forget) writes
a book of 632 large-format, closely printed pages, which, for want of a better

designation of genre, one could only call a novel, one could hardly fail to notice it, if



only with alarm. Babits admitted that he was unable to read the book through to the
end because he was deterred by “the pressure of its huge wodge of closely printed text
(without breaks for chapters or paragraphs) and its formidable Baroque style, which
lacks Joyce's varied experimentation and Rabelaisian opulence.” Gabor Hal4sz, whose
article evinced a closer acquaintance with the book, was more decided, writing about
“method’s rule of terror,” and pointing out that Prae is a “an eerie attack on the
Hungarian realist novel,” and it goes without saying that this charge, in itself, shows
the importance attributed to Szentkuthy’s emergence in Hungarian literature. Even
Babits’ aversion is linked to a measure of recognition when he exclaims: “An esoteric
writer in Hungary, in the twentieth century!” Gédbor Haldsz is a touch more nuanced.
Where Babits hesitantly refers to “intellectual aristocratism,” Hal4sz notices that “the
extreme intellectualism is united to [the] luxuriant nature.” He compared
Szentkuthy's talent to a torrent “whose power could not be utilized,” but, whatever
demurral there might be, he also established “there is no doubt that we are dealing
with an artist.” And Andris Hevesi, too, at the end of his scintillating, wisecracking,
even scoffing article says something that remains noteworthy even today: “In any
event, in Hungary, where literature is young and so smooth, regular and clever, a
monster is much needed.”

All the foregoing was inseparable from the question of originality. Because
even sutfeit, or lack of shape, whether genuine or just perceived, will be judged one way
if it is the autonomous manifestation of a talent, and another way if it is clumsy copy.
L, too, accepted the definition in terms of Joyce in good faith, as I had no acquaintance
with his writings at the time. Looking back on it now, I suppose the main basis for the
accusation might well have been that few people were able to read Ulysses (to say
nothing of Finnegans Wake), and probably fewer still Prae. There can be no disputing,
of course, that the result of a fair few twentieth-century revolutions or, to use a
popular critical term, “form-breakings” of the novel that have since become common
currency, were also preconditions for Szentkuthy’s experiment. It was with
Szentkuthy, indeed, that this revolution irrupted into Hungary. It was also quite
obvious that we were dealing with a very radical form of this European revolution, and
since Joyce had hitherto been the most extreme innovator of the novel, a superficial
acquaintance with the two works facilitated the supposition of this influence.

In truth, though, on actually reading Szentkuthy and Joyce, it is hard to find
any important common feature at all. Since it would be more complicated to
demonstrate the different set of values that Szentkuthy holds, let me just remark, by
way of a sign, on one of the strands of those values. Joyce is profoundly rooted in the

past and present of the English language and Irish life; Szentkuthy, on the other hand,



has nothing to do with a Hungarian reality, or even Hungarian culture. As Németh
wrote in his exemplarily accurate analysis: “It is not just that Szentkuthy has not
written down the word ‘Hungary,” but the name of not one Hungarian book, person,
or event crops up in this work. Homelessness, as we have seen, is one of his main
distinguishing marks, as compared with kindred Western writers.” But he then goes
on to add swiftly: “I sense that homelessness to be a higher form of protection of the
mind.” Indeed, he even exonerates him: “Seated in his place of contemplation,
Szentkuthy is a brother, even against his will, to the bellicose of the Earth, just as a
cloud is kindred to the plough in a new sowing.” This is an admonition that is valid to
this day: one that those young critics of Szentkuthy who, when it comes down to it,
are living from diluted ideas taken from Liszl6 Németh, along with a little bit of
drained — or, if you prefer, watered-down — Marx, of course, might equally take it to
heart before they start treating this large-scale phenomenon as some sort of
recalcitrant schoolboy who has cribbed his homework.

Németh defended Szentkuthy in advance not only from the accusation of a
lack of patriotism — he was, after all, as I have pointed out, the first to write about
him — but also from the much graver accusation of inhumanity, or rather, to be more
precise, the label of the absence of humanity that has so often been leveled at modern
art since then. “Dehumanization?” asks Ortega, from whom this characterization of
modern art (in his case more evaluative) derives. “But what if it is a more profound
type of humanization'?” he added, anticipating the possibility of defending it.

That “more profound type of humanization” in truth only came about with
Orpheus. In 1942, after the first of these “Notebooks” had appeared, Szentkuthy
published a guide to the [five] parts that had appeared up till then. This editorial
skeleton was produced with the same approach as twenty years later — this shows
how Szentkuthy was a precursor even in such minutiae — as the handy guide to
contents in the Pléiade edition of Proust to facilitate finding one’s way around the
huge structure of In Search of Lost Time. The first page of the guide summarized the
ultimate import of Orpheus so succinctly as to astonish us all, just as it would still
astonish anyone who knows the author only from his works. This brief directory, in
itself, is proof that the complexity of his style does not derive from simple inability to
simplify, or as non-professionals often put it so appositely: he can write well, if he
wants to. This summary, among other things, states the aims of Orpheus in the
following way: “it seeks the man beyond every variant of cultures, all promise and
failure of sciences and mythologies, the most distant periods and far-flung regions, the
vast yet nevertheless finite shades of psychology. What remains of the masses of

experience left behind? What can be utilized in the future? What is the play of time



and what is the indispensable essence and possibly a permanent positive?” Then, even
more clearly: “what should the new man be like, and what should he do?” That kind of
reference to the future was not at all fashionable at that time, least of all among our
generation, most of the best of whom, as a defense against the incursions of the horror
of the present, became completely absorbed in the past, in memories, turning
resolutely away from any thought of the future. If, therefore, Szentkuthy referred to
the future, there could be no prescriptive “pointing to the future” either, just a serious
intention to settle accounts with the past, and not with the filth of the recent past but
the finest legends of human culture.

This “settling of accounts” only becomes evident, of course, if one can have
some purview of the work’s structure. Perhaps the most fundamental point of Liszl6
Németh's acute, early analysis — against the charge of formlessness that was raised in
most criticisms — is the sentence: “Nonetheless it is the structure that is most
important in this work, not the structure that fits the details together, but the
structure that sees the details; the perspective almost regardless of object...” Looked at
from the standpoint of structure alone, the fictions and absurdities of the Orpheus
Notebooks also serve this settling of accounts. It is quite natural that in this settling of
accounts there should also be nostalgia for, even identification with, the role that is
being played, or in other words, historical enchantment — for without that it would
not be authentic or effective. Nietzsche was justifiably concerned about the historicism
of recent times, but sympathetic cures are not without effect here either, and anyone
who has imbibed as much history as Szentkuthy has, and furthermore is a strong
enough personality, cannot be said to be a captive to, but is a grand master of
historicism: history stands before him like a mighty organ, and he knows, as initiates
do, how the surest harmonies come out of disharmonies and remote chords.

Claude Simon, one of the masters of the “new novel,” wittily explains in
connection with the new approach, how many things can be brought to mind by a
pack of Gauloises cigarettes. Szentkuthy, as I remarked earlier, was already familiar
with this associative mesmerism of objects twenty years before the nouveau roman.
The difference is that concepts and historical phenomena are just as capable as objects
to fill this role. Being able to sense a thought just as directly as the scent of a rose was
how T.S. Eliot characterized the English metaphysical poets, of whom in Hungary
Szentkuthy can be counted a discoverer and successor. “Thought,” he wrote
somewhere, “is what causes a physiological excitation relatively irrespective of survival
of the self and species, and whips passion into the brain.” He treats historical material
with this sovereign cerebral passion, and that is how it may well be that the historicism

can seem, at first glance, to be one of Szentkuthy's most characteristic attributes. He



elaborates it here by projecting onto each other the most remote and incongruous
personalities, epochs, and occurrences, taking himself and, indeed, history as a whole
ad absurdum.

This is the point where I should amend my earlier surmise that Szentkuthy
has nothing to do with Hungarian culture. There is one instance in Hungarian
literature — admittedly, in itself a lonely phenomenon, without precedent or
continuation — with which a certain subconscious affinity may link Szentkuthy, and
that is [Imre Madach’s play] The Tragedy of Man. Extreme thinking and extreme
imagination belong to the same organic unity, the same alert and avid attention that
imbibes the intellectual currents of the age into itself and weaves them into the plot as
if Europe’s entire cultural heritage were being gathered together here in Hungary, on
the perimeter of the continent. The range of problems is also much the same as
Madich’s, transposed to the twentieth century, of course, and in the end a deep
Madichian seriousness lies behind every seemingly frivolous but bitter grimace. He is
just as little an artist of the Hungarian language as Madach was, and yet, just like
Madich, through this rootless language he acquired an intellectual impact and
precision that would have been hard to achieve in a spicier, full-blooded Hungarian
vernacular. It is part of the naturalness of Szentkuthy’s intellectual speech that he
made lavish use of contemporary jargon — an anachronism that incidentally likewise
contributed greatly to the historical absurdity. That alien-sounding vocabulary of the
slang of Hungarian intellectuals — I almost put Budapest inner-city Jews — of the
Twenties and Thirties has now largely vanished (thank God, one might add), but it
was such an organic part of Szentkuthy's work that — in contrast to an outward,
literary use of the argot — that there it does not strike one as in the least obsolete.

Madich and Szentkuthy — I am well aware of the boldness of that
comparison, even if we are concerned here with a comparison of qualities and
endeavors, not values. It is a temerity, of course, to compare Madéch'’s classical world
and rigorous, albeit not scintillating language with Szentkuthy’s modern method and
complex style. Yet Madach was a true son of Europe of the triumphant nineteenth
century: he espoused its moral and artistic norms. Szentkuthy, on the other hand, is a
child of the twentieth century and, other things being equal, with a purview and
bitterness similar to Maddch’s — a bitterness so appropriate to the turn of the
Thirties into the Forties — that laid Europe to rest in the ground. “If I am curious
about any literary work at all, then it would be that of a Rabelaisian intellect who
expresses monumentally every drivel of the Totentanz der Kulturen in a cultural parody
in valediction to Europe,” says Queen Mary Tudor, one of the heroines of the Orpheus

Notebooks, slightly caricaturing the author’s intention. On reading the Orpheus



Notebooks, it would be hard to deny that this intention was accomplished: there is
hardly a more valid artistic document of the disintegration of so-called Western
culture.

The Orpheus Booklets are perhaps the most mature and most representative of
Szentkuthy’s works, even in their as yet incomplete state: since the Liberation of
Hungary [i.e., the end of World War II], he was not in a position to write, let alone
publish the earlier notebooks. After a long interval, the first book from Szentkuthy
that we were able to read came in 1957, with his enchanting Mozart novel,
Divertimento, in which he showed that he was also able to write books that met the
popular taste while, furthermore, preserving the achievements of his characteristic
method. Following that, a further eight novels have been published to date, some with
a well-known person as the central figure (Handel, Haydn, Luther, Goethe, Diirer),
others with an imaginary historical figure. In doing so, Szentkuthy has done much to
make up for the Rabelaisian opulence that Babits so missed in Prae: the books are
studded with tumultuous action and full-blooded crowd scenes. Even if they are not
linked by a unified plan, all, to some extent, compensate for the Orpheus Notebooks still
to come.

Szentkuthy’s new books undoubtedly reach a broader reading public than
those that were published before Liberation in his own editions. He has still not been
able to come to terms with his critics (or the critics with him); indeed, he can no
longer boast of such eminent allies and adversaries as he could at the start of his career.
The more consistent element of the rejection and silence is that on the part of so-
called professional critics; what is less easy to understand is why our Hungarian snobs,
both here at home and abroad, have not striven to make him one of their own. True,
Liszlé Németh did refer to “the discomfiture of the dumbfounded” in connection with
Szentkuthy, but also “the unnatural discomfiture of the snobs.” I do not believe I
would be far off the mark in supposing that two of Szentkuthy’s greatest values, his
unusual strength and his originality, are precisely what repels them. Because that old
simile used by Gibor Haldsz, about the torrent whose power could not be utilized,
sadly, is still apposite today. But a torrent, even if its power remains unutilized, is still
not an everyday occurrence in literature. And if we now have a careerist avant-garde,
an academic avant-garde, even a Pietist avant-garde, why should we not allow
ourselves the luxury of discovering a genuine avant-gardist? Because it seems quite
certain to me that, at the very least, literary public opinion in Hungary has a duty to
respect, or attack, Szentkuthy for being a genuine avant-gardist.

Miklés Szentkuthy, on account of his torrential strength and capacity, is an

extraordinarily — I might say abnormally — productive author: just the volume of



those works of his that have been published so far would suffice as the entire life’s
work of at least three writers, and not lazy ones at that. Any summary of an oeuvre
which is as extensive as that, and so little addressed critically, can only be sketchy. But
even a sketch would be faulty if it said nothing about Szentkuthy's paradoxical
Catholicism, the orthodoxy of which is combined with the most skeptical relativism
and an avid curiosity that extends to everything; or nothing about the role of social
antagonisms, and the trenchant positions that are taken up, in his more recent novels
— plainly, that will have done nothing to boost the author’s attractiveness to snobs.
And especially if they have not deigned to give any attention to the essays that have
been forged in the full armor of Szentkuthy’s method and art. Let me just mention, by
way of example, two iconoclastically bold studies from the first and second halves of
his career: the attack he made on Kerényi's mythological mystification, at the very time
when the spread of that mystification was at its height, and the already mentioned
satire on the “new novel.”

The present article, however, is just a simple introduction to, let us call it: a
reading of Szentkuthy. An introduction of this kind, sadly, is necessary both for the
author and the reader. For who among us can say that they have read Szentkuthy?
That they are familiar with his works? Purely in view of their quantity, to say nothing
of the complex style and the difficulties of comprehension, that is no trivial matter.
“Why are they not more compact?” an impatient reader may inquire. But it is also far
from rare nowadays to encounter abuses of the concept of compactness, which is not
synonymous with brevity: there are sonnets that are more voluble than Homer's epics.
With Szentkuthy the content is not in disproportion to the length, but then that
relation does not facilitate reading either.

Then the matter of reading, or being read, is not so simple a matter as many
suppose. A writet's importance is not measured by any statistic, or even the sense of
pleasure that we can gain through it. There are some widely read authors who can be
read without any effort and yet still mean little to either the individual or general
consciousness, whereas there are some authors whom we find difficult to read, and not
much pleasure either, but one’s knowledge of literature would be impoverished if one
had to assume that they did not exist. There is also a cross section and a longitudinal
section. In other words, there are some writers who, for one reason or another, are
read by very many at any given moment, and there are others who are never read by
many but over time accumulate as many readers as a best seller.

It is no shame, then, to admit that one is only patchily, even fragmentarily,
acquainted with Szentkuthy. Even if all we can do is run to open one of his books

every now and then and read a single page from it, those few sentences will probably



say more to us, and resonate much longer within us, than many books that we readily
read but also readily forget. Just to know that Hungary has such a writer is, in itself,

enriching for ourselves and for Hungarian literature as a whole.
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1. While writing Book 4 of my Orpheus Booklets [Europa Minor, publ. 1941], I started
composing this condensed, abbreviated form of c.v., and a bitterly smiling grimace of
comico-tragedies “became impressed” (to use that old-fashioned expression) on my
face: in the lower years at grammar school, I regularly received the low’ mark of 2, in
the subjects of religious instruction, history, and Hungarian language. In my young
days, can the Muses that stood by the cradle of my Orpheus really have been so
wretched and ironic? When one of my main works is constructed on precisely the
pillars of ecclesiastical and secular history, the most savage morality and the literary

arts? “A fine start,” I might say a little vulgarly.

2. At school T had an excessive dread of teachers (except individual idols and idealized
figures), and, with similar horror and repulsive force, I never liked studying. Similar
fears made me avoid befriending boys who liked sports, dancing, the cadet force or
fighting; I spent a lot of time playing, mostly, even at that age, my own theatrical
‘compositions’, but strictly with girls of the same age as myself, and since then, for my
entire life, women have galloped with striking disproportion, in exceptional positions,
through my fate; but both then and now I was and am acutely aware of who is worth
anything, who just something, and who nothing at all; that hierarchy was, and has
remained, rock-solid and unshakeable. Of course the ‘dramatis personae’ and plots,
when they are manifested, are the province of memoirs from beyond the grave, not in

the sort of recollections that are pulsing under my pen right now.

3. During my later years at school I became top at Latin, with almost naive,
Renaissance furore, and many was the time that Déniel Zimanyi — “Uncle Dani” as he
will remain to me for ever — joked that I was going to be an archdiocesan coadjutor or
some similar figure in the Church bureaucracy — and with right of succession, “cum

jure successionis,” at that.

4. At the national essay competition in 1926, for which I prepared with high-strung
reading of “everything” about philology, I won first prize in Hungarian literary history
for an essay on a subject that was almost expressly not tailored to me: “The figure of
the Gypsy in Hungarian literature.” This distinction was (at least in part) the reason
why I enrolled with the Faculty of Arts at university; my father was only consoled by
the thought that this way I might become a university don and thereby gain the right

to be addressed as ‘your honor.



5. The competition’s chief judge (or maybe rather: rabid chief inquisitor) was Jend
Pintér, district royal inspector of schools. The first prize gave me the right to choose
what topics I could be asked about in all subjects except Latin and Greek; I imagined
myself to be an out-and-out Metternich (given that Pintér was also chairman of the
board for the final exam) for choosing to speak about Hungarian literary history, as it
was Pintér’s book I had used as the basis for my preparatory work for the competition.
When it came round to him to ask questions he put a stop to the oration that I had
assembled with a large bibliographic apparatus. Even today, I am proud of the fact that
I was able to render a genuinely difficult passage from Tacitus in a near-flawless
Hungarian “literary translation.” This marked the start of the process that ended in
[my translation of] Joyce's Ulysses. Pintér was an extremely irritable, hot-tempered
man; Liszlé Németh once related to me with mordant humor that Pintér was only of
interest as long as he kept a check on his famously touchy tonsils and they poured out
only ‘good’ toxins into the blood; after he had them removed he turned into a lamb by
comparison with the ranting of eatlier days. I had occasion to experience the effect of
those toxins at first hand in my own career. When Prae appeared (in 1934), I once
bumped into him in what was then called Apponyi Square, and he gave vent to his
furious disappointment with such a huge yell that virtually a whole throng clustered
around us on the pavement. I had also been a disappointment for him as a schoolboy,
because my Hungarian teacher at the time showed him my first poems, in one of
which I spoke of the “massive piety” of the Matthias Church [on Buda’s Castle Hill],
and when the word “massive” was read out (and heard) he was so angry that he threw a
fit. I gave cause for a similar eruption when I turned up for an audience with him
wearing white flannels and a short-sleeved shirt: “This is a Royal Inspectorate of
Schools, not a tennis party!” my excommunicator thundered. And while on the subject
of excommunication, when our grammar school was wheeled out to greet the papal
nuncio, I was not wearing a hat to doff, and the headmaster, to my shame, expelled me

from the ranks.



6. The way it looked, I had been born merely to cause others disappointment. At one
Hungarian literature lesson a veritable pack of school inspectors made an appearance
(this was in the heyday of the Horthy era), and the teacher, seeking to show off with
me, had me stand by the teacher’s dais and speak about Endre Ady.2 He knew that I
was a Marian, and he was counting on my running Ady down dreadfully in giving my
account. Whereupon I improvised a laudatory talk (not out of any heroism, purely

childish unbridled enthusiasm). The upshot you can imagine.

7. My greatest joy in literature and theater was to declaim, whether as a student,
teacher, or later in my lectures at the Free University in Budapest. Hundreds, even
thousands, have been the times that I spouted freely with nothing more than a few key

words written down on a slip of paper in my hand.

8. A decisive step in my life came in 1925 when I went with my parents on an
anniversary pilgrimage to Rome, when I saw Venice, Florence, Naples, Pompei and
Assisi. 17-year-old boy that I was, I was completely intoxicated by Europe’s history
and art; I saw details of my travel log (modest Orpheus seedlings) in print for the first
time, in the school newspaper, “Werb8czy Student Life” — the school that is

nowadays named the Petdfi Gymnasium was then named after Werbdczy.

9. During the years I was at secondary school and then university, I went to the
theater practically every evening (this was the first such period), and later on I went
with my father to every exhibition (my second big craze), after that the third was the

daily visits to concerts. My voracity was just as “insane” as the trip to Italy.

10. As a result of all the theater and concerts and (an ancient habit) unsystematic
reading, I was nearly always up till dawn studying, and the bracketing of having
homework to do and the early hours of the morning became intertwined in me. Ever
since then, I have been a dawn-time worker, but however easily the pen may fly, the
awareness of compliance with duty has remained ever-present beside inspiration. Even
today I recall my mother’s demure, gentle question, if she saw me on the balcony with

a book in my hands in the afternoon: “Is that compulsory reading?”

2 Bdy was the first great modernist Hungarian poet.



11. My father and mother themselves personified goodness, love, compassion,
kindness, and anguished sympathy with every form of suffering — but? Just because
they came across so few who were equally good towards them, their protectiveness
towards me led them to the thought, and the mistrust, that a large proportion of my
fellow beings were fools or knaves, stupid or evil. I lived with them for 23 years, but we
never received a guest, we ourselves never went anywhere as guests, and I had not even

a clue that such a thing as a social life existed.

12. Life, for all that, is in reality a complex entity: I ought to mention that, along with
the above-outlined traits, my father was constantly dangling the image of poor ideals
before me (despite my most impressionable solitude, or maybe precisely because of it):
he would dearly have loved to see in his son a future prince-primate of Hungary, a
chief of staff, or a prime minister. His own job was in the Ministry of Religious Affairs
and Education of the day, concerned with common affairs of state and church, as a
result of which he was most deeply impressed by the very highest positions that he
himself had not managed (for many reasons) to attain. I am lost for words to describe
a scene in which what I see at the foot of Father’s death bed (in 1954) are stacks of
unsold copies of Prae. I am tormented to this day by the thought that I was the source

of bitterest disappointment to one I held so dear and who was all to me.

13. My own wishes inclined me most to becoming a physician, or a Jesuit, and to this
day the natural sciences remain at the center of my most passionate interest. And what
about being a Jesuit? In the Jesuit-minded periodical Magyar Kultira I once read a
series of articles in which Father Jablonkay assembled, with the gravest liturgical
researcher’s unease, all the errors that [the great nineteenth-century novelist Mér]
Jokai had recorded in relation to Catholic ceremonies and institutions; so when one of
my teachers went into a peroration about Jokai’s “universal cultivation,” I wove the
main threads of those articles into my essay and my oral answers in class. At the time,
this was the chosen terrain for letting off my adolescent “destructiveness.” I still think a
lot, naturally with many changes in views, about English writers such as Evelyn
Waugh, T.S. Eliot, Graham Greene (or even G.K. Chesterton) when orthodoxy or

dogma means “revolutionary destructio,” according to this or that fashion or notion.

14. At university, Jinos Horvith, Professor of Hungarian Literature, had a demonic
impact on me: I tried to immortalize him in a full-scale portrait in the figure of

Johannes de Illyria of Orpheus.



15. During my university studies I became acquainted with a friend who has had a
decisive influence on my life. I can thank Ldszlé Vajthé for taking me, when I was still
at grammar school, to editorial meetings of a periodical of the times called Napkelet
[Sunrise]. It was from Gadbor Hal4sz that I learned how to uncover phrases, humbug,
and falsities with ferocity and irony; how to unmask unmercifully age-old ‘hallowed
ideals,” to ridicule rotten romanticism; the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ sobriety of the Times Literary
Supplement and Criterion in the face of the vapid stars and mists of the then-
fashionable history of ideas. In place of the pompously flowery language of concert
reviews, I also demanded note-by-note analysis, even if that was at the expense of
polished, artistic elegance. Among the huge amount that I learned from Antal Szerb, I
ought to list my real acquaintance with the eighteenth century. It was he who inspired
the Casanova commentaries of Orpheus; the extraordinary wit and irony of the letters
he wrote from Paris disciplined my adventurous intellect and passionate emotional
world — his essay on Prae (along with Gébor Haldsz's “strict and unsparingly
admiring” criticism) ignited in me the fearless joy of the greatest self-confidence. In my
numerous articles and talks about him, I have still not shown enough proof of my

gratitude to him.

A propos my Casanova, let me relate an anecdote. The structure of my
commentaries [in each book of Orpheus] was determined by the structure of the 1919
magnum opus of the Protestant theologian Karl Barth on the Epistle of St. Paul to the
Romans; my bookmark was the prospectus for a Sicilian spa by the name of Cattélica

(Eraclea] above which can be seen a sexy photo of a lady in a bathing suit.

I got to know Laszl6 Németh around 1932, during his Tand phase, and we
shared a thousand subjects, thoughts and plans, and every European question about
Europe, from microbiology to abstract painting, came up for passionate discussion at
his home in Upper Géd, by the Danube [just north of Budapest]. By then I was hard
at work on Prae (I wrote that between 1931 and 1933, in parallel with my doctoral
dissertation): I read several extracts out of it to Németh, and I was over the moon
when he published a truly spot-on diagnosis about it in Tand. I bought the issue in
The University Press Bookshop, then, with a mug of pale ale before me on the terrace
of the Spolarich Restaurant, read through it a hundred times, with the waiters gloating
sardonically at how quickly I had become intoxicated from a harmless glass of beer. It
was likewise Liszl6 Németh who published a few passages from Prae in the first issue
of the periodical Vilasz [Response]. I linked up later on, but all the more productively
and permanently, with [poet] Istvin Vas, who was the true matchmaker between the
Hungarian language and English Baroque poetry — the articles that he wrote about

that most certainly gave a fairly massive shove to the suspect cart of Orpheus. I then



met with all my friends in the Mikes Kelemen Academy, the members of which almost
without exception (and of course I am not speaking about myself) have since marked
time on the erratically wind-swept porch of literary history. The Academy comprised
two bare rooms in Benczir Road, but it did have two telephones and wonderfully

headed writing paper.

16. My doctoral dissertation (1931) was about Ben Jonson, from the standpoint of
reality and unreality. Just a few brief words about what I meant by “unreality.” First of
all, and even before that: no surreal dream of any kind, or cult of the sub-subconscious,
but a game, a somersault, medieval initials, Chagall’s fairytale enchantments, carnival.
It meant saturnalia (when the master played the role of servant, and the slave that of
the owner), but these games always had a very moral basis, as do all my books. I saw,
and put on show, the experimentalist playfulness of Nature, the thousand variants of
sex (I also later wrote puppet plays); I was fond of the masks of exotic peoples, the art
of the Mayans and Africans, never becoming detached from the iron positives of
reality, the latter (as may be suspected) was not dashed off like an opportunistic
curtsey, like a vulgar happy end. To this day, I sense that I too (like Nature) am

merely an experiment.

17.1 made a grand European tour (Paris, London, the Riviera, etc.) with my father in

1928, living in such ceaseless ecstasy that I was almost ill.

18. I married at the age of 23, with a fellow student at university becoming my wife,
after we had been brought together by work on her English dissertation —
“philosophically” to love, so to say. My daughter was born in 1932 and takes very

much after me (some flippant remarks may be inferred).

19.1 traveled on a state grant to England (many other countries as well, both before
and after) to work in the British Museum on a planned dissertation for the higher
doctorate to obtain an honorary lectureship: I was attracted by all the ramifications of
an overall picture of the Baroque era in the seventeenth century. This was at a time of
rapturous rediscovery of the Baroque era, the marriage of reason and passion in poetry
— and it was the daring combination of the two that I was entranced by in the essays
that I wrote about contemporary Hungarian poets (Attila Jézsef, Lérinc Szabd, Istvin

Vas). And yet, and yet, the more often I visited the cathedrals of England and France,



that dissertation, bulky though it was, stayed forever in a fragmentary state and the
almost supernatural artistic attraction of those cathedrals lured me to London to pick
up the writing of Prae, embarked on long before; for 4 la Proust, it was in them that I
found (among a million other things) ‘ultraviolet' richness of detail and healthy
composition. The latter (all hostile rumors to the contrary) is still my ideal today, but
it is a gigantic, still unfinished struggle and bloody battle to harmonize the millions of

atoms of impressions into a unified structure, an organism.

20. Publication of Prae (1934) was made possible by my wife’s financial
circumstances, for which I give eternal thanks. I should mention, first and foremost,
that at the time what made a far deeper impression on me than any criticism, fuss, and
hoopla was a man’s face, and specifically that of the most beatific and loveable printer’s
compositor who set the type for the book on the basis of my barely legible
handwriting. I paid a visit to the printer a couple of weeks after its appearance, and
this holy man came up to me, tears in his eyes, meekly, with evangelical modesty, and
in a quiet, barely audible voice complained that it was precisely he, who had put in the
most work on the book, who had not received a signed copy. My heart almost broke in
mortification, and I think that never in my life did I write such a sincere love letter as
in that guiltily tardy dedication.

Perhaps even now I hear the name of Joyce” being cranked out, in what is
virtually a hurdy-gurdy variant, in connection with Prae, with even the original cover
being associated with Ulysses, although this too is a misconception on the part of
people who have never read either Joyce or myself: I simply saw in the window of the
old Eggensberger bookshop the cover of an Italian periodical entitled “PAN,” and that

font was the model.

21. I never, in any shape or form, considered Prae to be a work that belonged to an
avant-garde. At most it was different from [the middle-brow] Lajos Zilahy or Ferenc
Herczeg. If I had chopped the whole thing down into neat chapters, it would have
become, disregarding a few (never consciously created) stylistic features, a more or less
sober-minded collection of essays, diary entries, and novellas. I also visualize a naively
romantically imaginary new edition of it the same way, though it would have the
chapter titles in a detailed list of Contents (a separate booklet in 1934), or else set in
the text, or in the margins. When people pigeonholed the book with ‘surrealism” and
other ‘isms,’ I felt a bit like Moliére’s Bourgeois Gentilhomme, who on being taught the

difference between poetry and prose, exclaims in astonishment, “Good Heavens! For



more than forty years I have been speaking prose without knowing it!” It was also on
the basis of a honorable misunderstanding of Prae that I was invited to what was
catalogued as the avant-garde “European School” — perhaps more to address them as
a speaker than a proper member — and there I delivered talks on Dickens,
Shakespeare, and a host of old classics, amply demonstrating that what the school
fondly imagined were revolutionary innovations had also played a part, to a greater or
lesser extent (better too), in the history of the arts. By the way, I felt that the style of
the School’s members — to the extent that I was acquainted at all with such
“ultramodernists” — was outdated, supposing that if they had already shown the
(dubious) whites of their teeth before the Second World War, what was the point of
repeating themselves. I had a horror of any kind of manifesto, or the founding
programs of any “religion” or fanatic sect, and it never occurred to me in my wildest
dreams that I should be “avant-garde.” When I picked up Lautréamont’s Maldoror, for
instance, that was where it stayed, to be sure; it never penetrated to my heart or brain.
It was in the School that I first heard the name of Paul Klee (they owned one of his
original drawings), and after Prae I really only got to know creative artists and
theorists from the early years of the century, albeit with a host of reservations. I
summed up those very definite reservations with jovial irony in an essay with the title
“Children’s Crusade.” When I disclose my deepest gratitude to Magyar Miibely
[Magyar Workshop] in Paris for devoting an entire special issue to my work, that
gratitude is obviously not diminished by this modest observation, which I would most

certainly be happy to dispute with them in an essay or two.

22. When people spoke about my “intellectualism,” I somehow again felt I was being
made to wear a suit that had not been tailored at all to my measure. The so-called
intellectual elements ended up in my books as naturally as a folk song would, in the
manner of flowers of the field that had no knowledge of “high culture” or “deep
philosophy,” and did not even seek it. Of course it would be foolish of me to deny or
downplay “weightier” thoughts from my modest oeuvre, but I cannot fail, and I need
to ring it out loudly and clearly, that I despised any sort of “intellectualism,” and, just
like Rabelais or Joyce, I started off on my “cultivation” superciliously, playfully, with
satirical grimaces, with an irate trampling on snobs. In one of the sections of Orpheus,
in “Palmy Days for Old Spinsters, or About Intellectualism” (in [the Catholic monthly
magazine] Vigilia), and in one of my older essays (“Cultivation and Literature”) I set
out, and illustrated with examples, that I am a thousand, a hundred thousand times
more attracted to the simple thinking of simple people than to any philosophically

overdressed or moldy tendencies. The scholarly theologian Saint Bonaventura thought



more highly of the faith of an illiterate old woman than of the tatty libraries of any
worlds or heavens. That may be one of the reasons why I never, in all my born days,
felt myself to be a “pro,” an accredited writer, just “an interrogatee of life,” the

humblest child in the forest, who, every now and then, senses something and ponders.

23. Whether it seems contradictory or not, during my travels and while working on
Prae, 1 was reading Spenglet’s The Decline of the West. It would be totally beside the
point for me to digress here on his errors, but I had to put the name down because
while I was writing Prae, and Orpheus was in an advanced state of germination, it
proved an excellent love potion — and in two respects. Firstly, the dancing “thousand
and one nights of cultures” (was that a dance of death or an orgy?) drove my raging
imagination even more wild; secondly, I was magnetically hypnotized by the most
biological view and dissection of the phenomena of life, both then and to the present

day.

24. Humorous anecdotes are much more interesting than any sort of “ars poetica,” so
how about this: when I was at the very start of my career as a teacher I had an idiotic
colleague who was in part a maniacal bigot, in part a crafty hypocrite, and he stuck to
me like a leech, being obsessed with the idea of enticing me to go on a spiritual retreat,
like Ignatius of Loyola to Manresa. His first siren song was to persuade me to dedicate
a copy of Prae to the director of the retreat, Father Révay SJ., which I duly did,
whereupon the colleague literally took me by the arm and sneaked me into the
director’s study, where he placed Prae very handsomely among the devotional pictures,
crucifixes, theological treatises, and colorful fetishes brought back by missionaries to
the Orient, so that even today I tremble to think what could have been the fate of my
poor Prae in such surroundings... My other little story is that at the time the book was
published, I was invited to be interviewed by a newspaper reporter at the ‘Orszighdz’
(Parliament) coffee house, and when I duly turned up in the divine presence beside the
velvet divan, he proceeded to give me a good scolding; no-one was going to treat him
like an idiot or an object of fun: he was not going to make a report on a boy, only with

my father, which is to say the real author of Prae.



25. My reason for publishing Towards the One and Only Metaphor (1935) was to show
that I was not some kind of papier-maché, abstract and crazy, plastic homunculus but
a living, flesh-and-blood, natural human being. Ever since then I have produced similar
notes (with greater or lesser differences) right up to the present moment, of which
notes 40,000 pages (Diary) are now under lock and key in the safekeeping of the
National Széchényi Library. In the very first paragraph of Metaphor I wrote that the
aim of my writings was a Catalogus rerum, an Index of everything in the Entire World:
not a single novel in isolation, but a mirror of the world that takes in everything. I am
very clear that the goal has a certain naivety (and perhaps even more certainly, an air of
impossibility) about it, but I find it impossible to renounce or repudiate the intention.
The huge panorama of the twentieth century stands before me like a peremptory
model, the world of Marx, Einstein, Freud, Schoenberg, etc., etc., never in some gaudy
art-for-art’'s-sake display, without any sort of compass needle, but in frantically full

knowledge of the historical, intellectual, and artistic scale of values and hierarchy.

26. It is no accident, therefore, to declare that this is the place for my crying and
screaming confession that the alpha and omega of every pronouncement I make is
morality, the very highest social and individual morality (it is very evident that in the
Middle Ages I would have written “morality plays”). I am put in mind of an episode in
my 1936 novel, A Chapter About Love: one of the protagonists (later to becomes
pope?) is waiting for a meeting with his lover, but when from a balcony he sees her
turning cruelly away from a beggar, he murders the lady of his heart. (Anyone who
thinks that I have gullibly done with my agitation for social morality by handing out
alms is doubly or triply blind!)

Let me record here, under the heading of morality, that a group of my girl
pupils (the prettiest as well as the brightest, miracles will never cease) always pays me a
visit on my birthday and my name day: for me this is not just the most rainbow-hued
fashion show, but also a great manifestation of affection and fidelity that I myself am
fondest of and to which I am most faithfully attached.

It gave me extraordinary pleasure that Liszlé Németh and Kiroly Szalay both
spotted in my work the dominant tonic of the most humane humanism. What else is
the very end of Metaphor: “Towards the one and only metaphor? Why should my fate
not be exactly the opposite: out of a million metaphors towards the one and only —
person?” Even when I was writing my satirical-clownish puppet plays, that sentence’s
decisive weight and content was the only one with any validity: they were Morality

Plays, as I suggested earlier.



27. Very few will be in a position to guess from the books I have published to date
how intimately I experienced, on my skin, in my bones, viscerally, in my eyes and in
my touch, through the most immediate family connections, a cross-section, maybe an
entire (dreadful) cross-section, of Hungarian society: on my father’s side, a whole
gaggle of dim-witted, title-crazed leisured gentry, bedaubed and plastered with
decorations from head to toe, whereas on my mother’s side were the figures and slum
dwellings of impoverished milliners, factory dyers and curriers, concierges on the look
out for door-keeping tips, proprietors of provincial haberdashery shops. These
contradictory impressions had such a deep and, to this day, subversively disturbing
effect that I did not dare to express it (does not anyone feel the same who feels what

can be said with words?) in the most convincing form: by full and frank confession.

28. Before bringing out the first of the Orpheus Booklets (1939), I collected subscribers
by literally going door-to-door with prospectuses, and of course, instead of
subscribers, I got sob stories from family men reaching for my pocket and my heart. It
was again my wife who helped to publish all the same: the dedication “ad D” preserves
the first letter of her Christian name.

A sob-story intermezzo: I was just about to pay a visit to a wealthy
acquaintance with my “alms-begging” list of subscribers when who but this
acquaintance should step out of the lift. When I asked him to pay 2 pengd 80 fillér
every three or four months he clapped his hands together and went into an act about
living on the breadline, gaping his mouth as if he were a fledgling in the nest waiting
for its food — he, the pauper, could not find a scrap to feed his starving young, so how
could I even think of asking him to pay out 2 pengd 80 fillér every three or four
months for my absurdities!

I started the prospectus for the first of the Orpheus Booklets with the following

text:

The work, larger continuous installments of which will appear quarterly, comprises an
interlocking Essay series. At the beginning of each chapter there will be a longer or
shorter life of a saint, and, appended to that, historical essays, extracts from a novel,
short stories, lyrical poems and aphorisms that are connected with aspects of the life
and times of the saint who stands at the chapter head. The designation ‘Breviary’ in
the title refers to this manner of composition. The name “Orpheus” expresses the
underlying conceptual tone: Orpheus wandering in the underworld is an eternal
symbol of the brain straying among the dark secrets of reality. The aim of the work is,

firstly, to portray the reality of nature and history with ever more extreme precision,



and secondly, to display through variations in the history of the European mind an
observer’s every uncertainty, the fickleness of emotions, the tragic sterility of thoughts
and philosophical systems. The reason for placing the epithet “Saint” before
“Orpheus” is because the work seeks to portray both European history and the
vegetative world of nature from an essentially religious, supernatural viewpoint.
Although both the lives of the saints, as well as the other figures, famous books and
cultural manifestations of history are, in point of fact, nothing more than different
features of a lyrical self-portrait, the various roles and masks of the author as it were,
the work is in essence “religious,” because from love to politics the emphasis
throughout is on the battle of the body-politic of God and the body-politic of the
world.

The part works, each approx. 100-150 pages in length, will not display the
day-by-day arrangement of a breviary as this would pose technical difficulties with
issuing what, as far as possible, will be booklets of uniform length. One such booklet
(in the same format as the present leaflet) will appear every three or four months at a

price of pengd 2.80 per booklet. The first section, due to appear in early April is:

Széljegyzetek Casanovdhoz [Marginalia on Casanoval;
(A picture of the literature, society, and art of the eighteenth century via the

Memoirs [of Casanova));
the next three planned booklets are:

Agoston olvasdsa kézben [While Reading St. Augustine]
(the antique myth, the Old Testament and Christianity, and finally the

balance of European history);

Viézlatok Tudor Erzsébet ifjukori arcképébez Sketches for a Portrait of Elizabeth
Tudor of England as a Girl]

Orpheus tiz dlarca [The Ten Masks of Orpheus]

(that is, ten chapter-head lives of saints).

I published a second introduction after the first six booklets had been

published, at the head of an index of contents of the parts so far:



The goal of Orpheus: to find the human ideal and the most acceptable lifestyle that the
reflective cerebrum and happiness-seeking sentiment could wish for after the widest-
ranging historical, the most universal religious, and the most profound natural-
scientific experiences. Its goal, therefore, is most unmistakably a humanist goal: to seek
what is human beyond every variant of culture, every promise and failure of sciences
and mythologies, beyond the remotest eras and most distant lands; psychology’s
myriad and yet finite shades: what is left behind out of all these masses of experiences?
What will be usable in future? What part is the play of time, and what the

indispensable essence and possibly eternal positive?

29. The “Baroque,” that much-remarked epithet both before my name and after, is
truly justified, because if a mirroring, imitation, and variation of the whole World
(unbridled ambition) was my goal, dangling with everlasting pubertal or “Faustian”
enthusiasm, what else could I be but “Baroque,” because that Goethean “ganze Welt” is
composed of thousands and hundreds of thousands of elements, history is virtually
inexhaustible, and vegetating Nature itself chose as its one and only path the
“Baroque” kaleidoscope and waxworks, with its irresistible “crazy” fantasy in every
flower, animal, and mineral. My thousand-faced “Baroque” temperament stretches
back into earliest childhood: it was only able to find its most consistently insatiable
and nourishing expression in plays of the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras and the

Spanish Baroque.

30. It is part of the nature of the paradox of man (my self) that (the bluff, however
surprising it may sound, is always exiled to inexpressible distances from me): part of
this paradox is my near-religious attraction (I have already indicated as much) to
simplicity. Among my happiest of all minutes are the letters that I have received from
my sharpest-eyed readers who informed me — much more elegantly than this — that
“for all that you swagger, holler like a newspaper vendor, or strut about in fancy dress,
dear Szentkuthy, on the steps of Baroque altars and amidst iridescently, opalescently
colorful, overcrowded scenery, we (—the exceptional readers—), hear your heart
beating more loudly: at the sight of the Nativity shepherds, lambs, cattle and donkeys,
like most hallowed Spain among the lushly proliferating, magic, near-demented flora
and ecstatic stone fauna.” The moral continuation of my childhood fantasies (luxury
and poverty): the love and company of the simplest people, my biased thirst for the
most elemental forms of life, my almost hypnotic attraction for the folk-tale serving of

justice to the victorious poor. This eternal and indeflectable path of mine towards



simplicity. I do also have, to be sure, a theoretical or scientific goal that is relevant here:
to filter out from the world’s apparent chaos the simplest fundamental laws, the most
comprehensive common denominators, and axiom-solid formulae in the way that the

greatest historians, astronomers, and psychologists do.

31. It follows, naturally, that in spite of all the colorful theater dressing rooms, I was
never, in all my life, a wisecracking jester, never a culture vulture, never a frivolous fair-
ground merry-go-round chaser; I belong far, far rather among the prophets who
preach moral judgment with lashing Last Judgments and knowledge of the promises of

ultimate justice to be dispensed in paradise.

32. The aforementioned colorful stage outfits and activities of mine do not, therefore,
contradict my hunger for simplicity and morality. My grandfather’s brother, under the
name Alsdorf, was an actor, stage director, owner of a great many theaters (he spent
his entire inheritance on that), and a theater manager, playing in the German-language
theaters of Pest and Buda, so there was someone to take after and something to
inherit.

I once turned up at a masked ball as Casanova, in a silver periwig and floor-
length black satin cloak, and I felt marvelous in it, while my friends joked that I was
now in my true element, and my everyday wear was my disguise.

While the Eucharistic World Congress was taking place in Budapest [in
1938], I had a cardinal’s chasuble and biretta made up of scarlet silk by a slightly
surprised family seamstress, round my neck was a rosary of walnut-sized, lathe-turned
wooden beads (crucifix at the end), and on my right hand (for want of anything better)
a large black signet ring, and on the bridge of my nose frameless clerical eyeglasses. I
went that evening by taxi to my friends, chatting with my wife in French; the taxi
driver fell to his knees before me and kissed my ring, while I, at his request, bestowed
on him an “Apostolic” benediction. Later on the opportunity arose for a much more
stylish benediction when I went off with a big party at dawn to march to the top of
Little Swabian Hill in Buda, where I climbed up a ladder to the “balcony” on top of the
triangulation point (I delivered a speech as well) and, arms outstretched and making
signs of the cross, I bestowed my blessing on the kneeling faithful. Mihdly Babits’ wife
photographed me in that cardinal’s get-up and made colored slides. I knew a great deal
about her life at that time; apart from the “cardinal craze” it was no everyday
performance for me to give Latin lessons to her adopted daughter, Ildikd, in Mrs.

Babits’ kitchen, where there was a small school desk (on some occasions I too would



squeeze myself into it, with my discomfort accompanied by gales of laughter), but
what really interfered with the acquisition of declinations were some half a dozen
budgerigars that flitted around the kitchen, so that my pupil inclined to this better
part rather than to Livy.

Shortly after my father’s death (1954), the director of the school where I was
teaching entrusted me with producing a comic stage work with the help of the boys
and girls who were my pupils. That was the last thing I wanted during that time of
great sorrow, and I tried all I could to refuse, but the school’s director would not hear
of it: we were to play in a competition and he, with my acting and theatrical assistance,
wanted our school to win the competition. I chose Moliére's A Doctor in Spite of
Himself. Seldom in all my life have I ever submerged myself so deeply, or with such
extreme fervor, into artistic work as I did then, in my mourning black. In conducting
the rehearsals for all the roles, I myself must have played them a hundred times over,
and even today I am amazed how my pupils managed to play with such startling near-
perfection and also be so light-hearted about appearing on stage in public. (I set out
the vast range of burlesque aspects of hiring costumes in a novella with the title
Doomsday at the Costume Hire Shop.) It was a huge success, even with that blackest
conceivable, negative portent. Not only did we win, but they hauled me up before a
bloody assizes at a teachers’ confab (on account of the scandalous immorality of
Moliere’s play, no less!), with the ethical outrage of the father of one of the girls who
had a role being the cause of the inquisition. And why? Because the doctor in spite of
himself traces in the air on the stage, yards away from her, the feminine curves of the
chambermaid.

I have left the most resounding punch-line to the end: together with my
friends, male and female, for years on we only ever played commedia dellarte pieces,

with me writing a brief scene-setting and then all of us improvising for hours on end.

33. In essence, the work involved in my books on Mozart, Haydn, Handel, Diirer and
Luther was purely theatrical; they were my characters, combining my most subjective
intellectual sympathies with the most objective historical reality. To confess yet
another pipe dream, it is as if, by a miracle, they should one day all be published
together as an omnibus edition, I would entitle it ‘Self-Portrait in Masks’ (that is a
thought I have been carrying for several decades). That would apply as much to my
great fondness for acting as does the mathematically precise title of Definitions and
Roles that was given to my [1969] volume of essays.

The most moving and finest recollections are bound up with my casting as

“Haydn.” In order that not the tiniest error should creep into its technical accuracy, I



approached my long-time friend, [the musicologist] Bence Szabolcsi, with the aim of
getting him to take me through all of Haydn’s late string quartets, note by note, from
consonance to dissonance, with the aid of a piano. He did so, with tearful pride
(literally), but when he wanted to play through the parts for first and second violin
together with me, as a four-hander, my lack of practice in reading full scores and
playing the piano naturally rendered this an impossibility. He personally played
through and explained everything (I took more or less shorthand notes), and while he
was at it, after the most thorough exertions, he told me how Barték had been one of
the very first customers for Prae. Having himself looked at the text, Bartdk proceeded
to draw his friends’ attention to it, so they might dip into it, just in case there was
something genuinely novel in the seemingly hostile text. Szabolcsi also encouraged me
to write a book about Barték, but naturally humility and modesty held me back from
doing so.

They were no hindrance to such role-playing, however, with my translations of
Swift, Dickens, and Joyce’s Ulysses, where I again had the opportunity to play with

voracious zeal all the roles that suited, and stood closest to, my complex body and soul.

34. Two anecdotes connected with Orpheus, one distinctly uncomfortable, the other
especially reassuring. To start with, the first issue (Casanova) had barely come out
when something else — an almost illegibly typewritten scrap of paper — made an
appearance at the Madich Gymnasium, where I was working at the time as the most
novice of probationary teachers. It was an official document that communicated the
heart-warming fact (1930) that the public prosecutor’s office was “laying charges”
against my Casanova specifically for offending against public decency and affronting
religious sentiment. (It was no mean feat, after that had been delivered to my hands, to
go on and give two English lessons on the poetry of Shelley and Keats.) How had I
offended against public decency? By the following: “... The streets in Venice are
narrow, windows are vast and thus, in mystic comfort ... it is possible to spy in on a
woman, into her home, her boudoir, her soup and her wash basin.” In what way had I
trampled on religion? By way of introduction, I ought to mention that in section 11 of
the book I write about how, when Casanova was a child, it was customary in Venice
(at New Year?) for the sermon to be given, in memory of Jesus’ own childhood, not by
an ordained priest but by a Venetian child, which tickled me to no end. At the place
where I was open to prosecution I expressed this by, among other things, the
following: “We cannot help but think that Casanova was entitled to deliver the
sermon, and that what is happening here is perfectly logical, quite free of hypocrisy. It

is God’s will that the sermon should be delivered, not by St. John, bearded and in the



wilderness, but by a lovelorn rascal...” So how had the newfangled censor and the
public prosecutor’s office turned that against me? “M. Sz. is teaching Christian
Hungary that the sermons in church should not be delivered by professional priests
but scoundrels.” In my naivety I rushed off to get a defense lawyer, and naturally could
find no one who was willing to take on my case, so that in the end the Attorney
General's office had to appear on my behalf, a taking of my side that consisted of
getting the charges against me dropped, but at the cost of having distribution of my
book banned. In 1940-42, with the war in progress, I only had to submit to the censor
a typescript of anything I wanted to publish, and to my no little surprise, they did not
even bother looking at this but mindlessly slapped on, every 20 pages, the blue stamp
authorizing publication, with the most eloquent “imprimatur” being given, for
instance, to an imagined Chinese story that was a barely disguised scathing parody of
Hitlerism!

What about the tale that bears the motto ‘All's well that ends well'? By then I
was teaching at the economics technical college in Marviny Road, and on the corridor
I noticed a very attractive lady entering one classroom after another in the company of
the school’s director. He hastily whispered to me that I should hold a class as snappily
as I could, because the lady was a school inspector. That alone was scary enough, but
what was a hundred times more terrifying was that I happened to catch sight of one of
the black-covered Orpheus Booklets under her arm. I thought that must surely mean
the game was up for my teaching career. I held the lesson in a state of near trance-like
high anxiety (at least that is how I recall it), and then what? Then came the redeeming
surprise: the school inspectress was not carrying my Orpheus as a black shroud cloth,
so to speak, but because she wished to speak with me as a very perceptive and
thorough reader friend. I think that was the most colossal of all the imaginable heavy

stones that was ever lifted from my trembling heart.

35. In the years following Liberation [13 April 1945], I did a huge amount of work for
periodicals and the radio, and gave many lectures to the Free University. Among the
things that appeared in Magyarok [Hungarians']> was my essay on Thomas Mann,
which, behind my back, had been sent to the editor in a scintillating German
translation by a female literary reader, and Mann’s marvelous response to it, which was
published in the papers of the day in Hungarian. The German text, along with

Thomas Mann’s letter, appeared in Sinn und Form in Berlin. It was also in Magyarok

3 Short-lived literary critical journal, April 1945-April 1949; via its editors and contributors a post-war
successor of Nyugat.



that the first short story that I ever published appeared, following the six Orpheus
Booklets, and I read it out in the honorable company of 30 Hungarian writers who had
been gathered together by Dezsé Kereszttry, Minister of Education at the time, after
which Laszl6 Kéry [then editor of Magyarok] asked me for a copy in a quite amazing
setting as I had been bombed out of my home on Sun Hill in Buda and, out of force of
necessity, had moved into what passed for a “flat” on Bész6rményi Street, on the fifth
floor and with practically no roof left over it — we did not have enough umbrellas,
parasols, buckets and basins in our possession to protect against the veritable floods
that resulted whenever it rained.

One unforgettable memory I have is of one of the meetings (perhaps the first)
of the editorial board of the journal Vilasz [Response’] in the cellar of the Central
Café [in the center of Pest]; swirling in the air like half-chilled cigarette smoke, even
that early on, was a fairly crude distinction between “Populist” (or ‘Agrarian’) and
“Urbanist” writers, with Gyula Illyés as a good-humored host and with good-humored
comments — he seated me beside Péter Veres at the board’s head table. Those who
worked on Magyar Csillag [Hungarian Star]* met every Monday in a private room at
the Dunacorso Café. Illyés again played the part of “form-master” with good humor. It
was here, in the most threatening shadow of war, that I last had a chance to meet many
of my great friends. Each such never-to-be-forgotten Monday afternoon and evening
was always like a three-acter in my life. The first act was the vivid literary encounter,
after which came a walk with one of my writer friends or another along the deserted,
blacked-out Buda bank of the Danube (G4bor Haldsz, in his immortal bowler hat,
talked about the necessity for realism and Paul Valéry’s cobweb-wispy, over-refined
aphorisms), with, as the final act, the adolescently full retailing of everything in a
sparklingly lit drawing room, in dazzling female company, behind heavy black-out

curtains.

36. In 1948, at virtually the same time, I was awarded the Baumgarten Prize and also
a grant to travel to England. The Ministry of Education’s plan was to set up with the
English, on a contractual basis, posts as “Hungarian language instructor” at the
University of London or Oxford or Cambridge, with Gébor Devecseri as the first
instructor, alongside my puny self, as the first assistants. My trip was supposed to have
something to do with preparing for this, but the plan came to nothing. Instead of

working as a language instructor, I roamed round half of England, with cathedrals

4 An earlier short-lived literary critical journal, October 1941-April 1944; immediate successor of
Nyugat.



remaining my “burning” obsession. This was a period when Mrs. Karolyi was still
spending a lot of her time in England.> She was well acquainted with the poet Dylan
Thomas and the impossible circumstances in which he lived, and she agreed with me
that I should try and get my essay on Joyce, which by then had even appeared in
Swedish, also published in an English version, with my wife doing a fair English
translation and Dylan Thomas being asked by letter if he could see his way to putting
it into full-blooded English. Dylan Thomas was not willing to do that, but he did send
an extraordinarily polite reply; Mrs. Karolyi had already brought his poetry to my
attention in Pest, and it was a deadly serious, stubborn thrill for me to get to
understand his poetry just for it's own sake. Mrs. Kérolyi therefore took me to a
reading at which T.S. Eliot and Dylan Thomas in tandem read out their works. The
two of them together made much the same impression on me as if Goethe and
Verlaine had shared a platform in a dream. It was also she who took me to a big
underground exhibition hall on Oxford Street, where all the surrealists in the world
were holding council on the walls, and this was in all truth where I first became
acquainted with them, which did nothing to alter my long-held reservations and wish

to keep at a distance.

37. On the other hand, what decisively and most crucially changed my life was the
year 1955, which saw the establishment, under the direction of Géza Képes, of the
Magvetd Publishing Co. He commissioned me to write a novel about Mozart for the
upcoming bicentenary of his birth. I was 47, and this was the very first book that not I
but (wonder of wonders!) a publisher would be bringing out, with the emoluments
that befitted a writer. It was also to Magvetd that I owed the subsequent publication
(with a redoubling of the initial magic) of all three volumes to date of the St. Orpheus

Breviary.

5 Née Katalin Andréssy (1892-1985), was the wife of Mihaly Karolyi (1875-1955), the ex-president of
Hungary (1918-19). After 1919, they lived in exile first in Italy, then in France, and eventually ended
up England until they returned to Hungary (briefly) in 1946, when her husband became ambassador to
Paris (1947-49).

70



38. Having reached the end of the perfunctory record of these highly fragmentary and
selective shards of memory, one thing that is constantly passing through my head in
connection with my consciousness and work as a writer is that the title “Recollections
of My Career” somehow does not fit at the head of these pages; that the title Prae
would still be a more appropriate title. In the midst of my grueling struggles, I feel I
am still only at the very beginning of carving out my own distinctive genre and mature

form.
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Background

In the summer of 1928, a young Hungarian student set out on a journey with his father
around the countries of Occidental Europe. The student’s name was Miklés Pfisterer but
since 1927 he had already been using the name Miklés Szentkuthy as his nom de plume.'
They went via Vienna to Paris after which they headed north, across the English
Channel, to London. Next, having returned to France, they traveled southwards to the
Riviera where they visited Cannes, Nizza, Monaco, and Menton. Then, they continued to
Italy, and via Milan, Venice, and Trieste returned to Budapest. The Grand Tour left an
indelible mark on the young student. This is how he described his experience many years

later:

In 1928, at the age of twenty, my father and I made a great tour of
Europe. [...] I absorbed “everything”: cities, cathedrals, existential
philosophy, mathematics, astronomy and modern theoretical physics,
psychoanalysis, mythology. Luxurious nightclubs, theology, women’s
fashion, ultramodern architecture, historical comedies, women and
romances, exhibitions, concerts: this was my everyday life. Beauty of
every landscape, biology of animals and plants, experimental theaters,

museums night and day.’

Already some years before the Grand Tour Szentkuthy had been planning to write a
novel, but it was during the summer of 1928 that his ideas finally crystallized when he
envisioned writing a monumental work displaying a panorama of European culture of the
twenties. Upon his return to Budapest in autumn of 1928, Szentkuthy began a literary
project that ended in May 1934 with the publication of one of the most esoteric novels in
Hungarian literature: Prae. Cognate with the English prefix pre, the novel's title is a Latin
word meaning “before.” It implies that the book is only a preface, or a prelude to the
author’s future works.

With his ambition to depict the totality of the world of the nineteen-twenties,
Szentkuthy's project draws on the tradition of great encyclopedic narratives such as

Dante’s Divine Comedy or Balzac’s Human Comedy. However, numerous innovations in

! The name Szentkuthy is derived from Szentkut, a small village located northwest of Budapest, which the
author found in a railway timetable; the name of the village means “holy well,” hence “Szentkuthy” can be
literally translated as “of the holy well.”

2 Miklés Szentkuthy, Prae (Budapest: Magvetd, 1980) vol. 1, cover text. All translations are mine except
where otherwise stated — F. S.
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narrative form situate Prae amongst the masterpieces of literary Modernism, such as
Ulysses or In Search of Lost Time. An encyclopedic novel in a modernist guise, Prae is
written in a language of exceptional beauty, which combines elements of poetic prose,
philosophical reflection, and scientific treatise. All these qualities make it one of the most
remarkable novels in European literature of the early twentieth century.

First rejected as unreadable, then hailed as a forerunner of the nouveau roman,
Prae includes over six hundred pages (over one thousand pages in the second edition) of
dense philosophical analyses interspersed with vivid descriptions of the French Riviera.
Unread by the wider public, the novel is also one of the most under researched works in
Hungarian literature. Its reception is in many ways similar to the reception of Ulysses
before the publication of Stuart Gilbert's guide: although acknowledged as one of the
most important works of Modernism, Prae still remains terra incognita.

Without pretending to be a comprehensive exegesis of the novel (such work still
remains to be written), this article will present a brief introduction to Prae.’ Due to space
and time limitations, I shall restrict myself to dealing with only four themes. In the first
section, I present a brief synopsis of the novel.* In the second section, I discuss the main
theme of Prae, which is the search for affinities and analogies between various phenomena
of 1920s and 30s European culture. In the third section, I show that the novel is
composed out of loosely connected segments and therefore it can be read in a non-linear
way. In the fourth section, I focus on Szentkuthy's innovation in narrative technique,
which consists in the impossibility of distinguishing between the narrator’s and the

characters’ voices.

Plot Summary

Prae recounts the story of a prostitute named Leatrice who moves out of the nightclub
Perspective (where she was previously living) to a hotel room, from where she

contemplates the sea and reminisces about her past. The novel’s focus, however, is not on

3 For readers unfamiliar with Hungarian, two other introductions are available: Ferenc Takacs, “A Comedy
of Ideas: Miklés Szentkuthy: Prae,” Hungarian  Literature  Online (May 1, 2012)
http://www.hlo.hu/news/miklos_szentkuthy_prae, accessed August 31, 2012; and Gyula Sipos, “Prae:

Dissémination et Montage du roman,” Le nouveau commerce, No. 38 (autumn 197’7) 121-131.
* A sort of synopsis is available also in Hungarian: Dénes Zoltai, “PRAE,” in 66 hires magyar regény, ed. Eva
Székely (Budapest: Méra, 1992) 442-451.

74



the development of plot but on the analysis of various phenomena of European culture of
the 1920s and 30s. With the plot reduced to a bare minimum, Prae consists mostly of the
characters’ and the narrator’s monologues, which explore a wide spectrum of themes as
diverse as Bergson’s and Heidegger's philosophy, Bauhaus architecture, interior design,
haute couture, mathematics, quantum physics, novel writing, love, and sexuality

The novel opens with a prefatory chapter® that includes a résumé of four articles
written by one of the main protagonists, Leville-Touqué, a French philosopher, writer,
and editor-in-chief of a periodical called Antipsyché. In the first article, entitled Outline of
a Starting-Point, or New Composition, Touqué analyses the process of literary creation
starting from the first sensory stimulus (a hat seen in a shop window) up until the finished
text. In the second article (Towards a New Culture of Play on Words, or About the Rules of
Dogmatic Accidentalism), Touqué discusses his theory of “play on words.” Having
christened a hypochondriac woman writer Hippopochondra Stylopotama, a portmanteau
word that combines “hypochondriac,” “stylo,” and “hippopotamus,” Touqué proceeds to
formulate the principles of his ontology, according to which all phenomena in the world
can be understood by the phrase “play on words.” In the third article, entitled Man-Style
and Man-Sache, Touqué theorizes a new type of novel in which the protagonist’s soul and
body would be described in separate sections. The fourth article (Elegance and Schisma
Moralis) also deals with the possibilities of novel writing: while the traditional novels
include both description of milieu and story line, in the future, postulates Touqué, there
will be separate milieu-novels and story-novels.

At the beginning of chapter 2 we encounter two English students, Halbert and
Anny, on a summer morning in the city of Cannes. They are on their way to Perspective, a
nightclub where Leatrice Achariol-Zaninoff — the central character of Prae — has her
apartment. Leatrice is a Russian Jewish interior designer who works as a prostitute in
Perspective but wishes to quit her job and begin a new, spiritual life. As Halbert and Anny
arrive at Perspective they meet Leville-Touqué and Leatrice’s friend Ena. The story is then
interrupted by Touqué’s interior monologue, which lasts for more than 160 pages and

does not conclude until the end of chapter 4. At the beginning of the monologue, Touqué

> When Prae appeared in 1934, it was divided into three parts. In the second (1980) and third edition
(2004), the tripartite division was abolished: the book appeared in two volumes subdivided into fourteen
chapters, so that part 1, 2, and 3 became respectively chapters 1-8, chapters 9-13, and chapter 14. The
following synopsis takes into account both divisions.
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compares the nature of teenage and mature desire: while a teenager wants nothing more
than to possess a woman’s body, a mature man — that is, Touqué himself — also
appreciates the social game that precedes intercourse. The monologue is intersected with
three italicized sections that have no connection with the main line of thoughts. In the
first section, entitled Interpolation, the author declares that he has failed to give an
accurate description of his interior experience. He will, however, attempt to express it
indirectly, by intersecting the text of the novel with italicized passages, so-called Non-
Prae-diagonals (“Non-Prae” is a term coined by Szentkuthy that denotes his inexpressible
inner world). The second italicized passage (that is, the First Non-Prae-diagonal) describes
a man waking up at dawn in a hotel at the Riviera and going out to the beach. Chapter 2
closes with the Second Non-Prae-diagonal, which describes the emotional predicament of a
man (Szentkuthy’s alter ego?) trapped in a love “quadrangle” with three women: his wife
and two lovers.

In chapter 3, Touqué continues the monologue but abandons the analysis of
desire and looks back into his childhood. In a series of flashbacks, he reminisces about his
parents, his mother’s boutique in Cannes, his mental illness and a stay in a clinic, a
morning in Cannes when he was sent to fetch a dress from the boutique to the seamstress,
and another morning when he observed the Riviera landscape from the window of his
bathroom. Touqué’s memories are interrupted by one more italicized passage, the Third
Non-Prae-diagonal, in which a woman named Yvonne calls her lover to cancel their
rendezvous because she is going to confession.

Chapter 4 begins with a description of a landscape by Jacques Bournol, a fictional
painter. After observing that the components of the picture, although situated next to
each other, lack a unifying perspective, Touqué tries to apply a similar technique to
interpret human actions. He begins by describing a scene in a cloakroom after a concert: a
man takes his coat and notices a woman in the throng. These events seem to be
interconnected, says Touqué, but in reality there is no continuity between them. In order
to prove his argument, he associates the events with two totally different images: taking a
coat brings to mind a story of man whose lover shot herself in a hotel room while the
woman in the throng is associated with a silent nocturnal landscape. At the end of chapter

4, the difference of two styles of desire (teenage and adult) is recapitulated.
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In chapter 5 Touqué’s monologue finally comes to an end and we are back at
Perspective where Ena, Touqué, Halbert, and Anny discuss Leatrice’s decision to abandon
her job. Ena supports Leatrice, whereas Touqué, Halbert, and Anny accuse her of
hysteria and pseudo-mysticism. The protagonists’ discussion is regulatly interspersed
with Leville-Touqué’s reflections about Leatrice. At the end of the discussion, Ena calls a
taxi, and together with Leatrice they leave Perspective. In the taxi, Leatrice recollects her
childhood at the Russian countryside where she lived until she was nineteen. Leatrice’s
memories are followed by an important narratorial comment about the function of the
retrospection technique: the aim of the flashback is not to provide information about
Leatrice’s past, but to present Leatrice in a new milieu. For a short moment we are back in
the taxi with Leatrice and Ena, but soon we shift into Ena’s memories of her scholarship
to Norway: she recollects her stay in an extravagant clinic run by a group of lesbians
engaged in a cult of the female body. Finally, two friends arrive at the hotel, where
Leatrice decides to rent a room with a sea view. In front of the hotel they meet two girls,
Yvonne Valmian and Hilde Strauss, who turn out to be Leatrice’s new neighbors.

In chapter 6 we are introduced to three side characters: first, the beautiful and
elegant Veronica Chamaedrys, who is one of the hotel guests; then, her friend Ulva di
Chara; finally, Ulva's boyfriend, who breaks up with her after making love with her in the
forest during a torrential rain. As the chapter closes, we return to Leatrice, who concludes
she would rather be with Halbert than with Leville-Touqué.

At the beginning of chapter 7, Leatrice is at the hotel terrace contemplating the
sea and recollecting events from her past. Firstly, she recalls a performance of Timon of
Athens in Moscow for which she designed the stage and also played the main role.
Leatrice’s second memory brings us to her first rendezvous with Halbert in a nightclub
called Woodcut. The memory is followed by a long eulogy on the joys of love.

When chapter 8 begins, we are still within Leatrice’s memory. When Halbert
finally shows up, the narrative suddenly shifts to another level and the events in Woodcut
turn out to be a scene directed by a man (God?) endowed with superhuman power. Then,
another director appears and they begin to show each other their surrealistic visions. One
of the visions presents a woman planning an abortion and the spirit of the unborn child
asking her for life. At some point, the vision is interrupted to give way to Touqué’s

ruminations. Finally, when the doctor is ready to carry out the abortion, a figure of death
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appears with a flock of ravens and takes everyone with him. The final pages of chapter 8
describe a fashionable Parisian woman; the description has no narrative connection with
the preceding story.

Chapter 9 opens part 2 of Prae. Like chapter 1, it has an introductory character.
The chapter consists of theoretical reflections on the possibility of presenting Leatrice in
Prae; it also includes lengthy passages describing women’s clothes: a shoe, a stocking, and
a shoulder-strap. The chapter ends with the pessimistic conclusion that every attempt of
picturing Leatrice is doomed to fail.

Although at the beginning of chapter 10 we find Leatrice on the terrace looking at
the sea, the second part of Prae seems to be an alternative story rather than a continuation
of the earlier chapters. Leatrice lives in a nightclub (Perspective?), but Touqué and Halbert
now appear only in her memories, whereas Ena and Anny are never mentioned. While
looking at the sea, Leatrice reminisces about the key moments of her life. In a series of
non-chronological flashbacks, she recalls her reflection in a mirror when bidding good-bye
to a lover; combing her hair in front of a mirror; her first morphine injection followed by a
bath; grey light seen through a skylight; a winter afternoon with her sisters Maria and
Marta, waiting for her uncle Péter with her eyes fixed on a clock. The memories are
interrupted by the Fourth Non-Prae-diagonal, the diary of an Italian princess who is
planning to leave her husband and escape with her lover.

Chapter 11 opens with Leatrice watching the sea. Once again a series of childhood
memories follows; however, they now concern emotions rather than particular events.
The chapter is crowned by the Fifth Non-Prae-diagonal, the diary of a children’s tutor
who, despite being a famous scientist, is more interested in intuitive cognition. Gradually,
the diary turns out to be a passionate love letter that contains some of the most beautiful
passages in Prae.

Chapter 12 recounts the story of Leatrice’s uncle, Péter. Throughout the chapter
we learn about his unsuccessful love life: while despising women for being “sinful,” he
continued fantasizing about them, which eventually led to his self-destruction. The
chapter ends with the last diagonal, titled the Sixth Non-Prae-diagonal, a grotesque story
about a fisherman’s daughter and a Chinese princess.

Chapter 13 describes Leatrice’s meeting with an actress, Zvinskaya, a beautiful

woman and fascinating person who strongly influenced Leatrice’s life. The chapter
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includes Leatrice’s contemplations on philosophical themes and descriptions of
Zvinskaya, followed by an analysis of Leatrice’s rebellion against Péter’s lifestyle. At one
point, Leatrice’s memories abruptly end and give way to Touqué’s ruminations. At the
end of the chapter we see Touqué sitting in an armchair and listening to a discussion
between three women: Tilia Parvifolia, Potentilla, and Ajuga; it is unclear whether the
scene is an element of the story or only Touqué’s vision.

Chapter 14, which is at the same time part 3 of the novel, consists of meditations
(or a diary, in the first edition) of Halbert's father, a sexagenarian parson in Exeter. On a
foggy winter’s evening he is sitting in an armchair watching the Exeter cathedral through
his window. As the bell in the cathedral strikes seven, he begins to tell the story of his life.
Even though the chapter is difficult to summarize due to its fragmented and intricate
structure, it is possible to distinguish two main parts. In the first part, Halbert’s father
recalls how the relationship with his wife began. He also talks extensively about his
morphinic visions and regrets being unable to translate them into language. Finally, he
recalls the women whom he loved and he reflects on the nature of love and beauty. In the
second part, the parson describes two episodes of his life. First, he recollects kissing a girl
in Switzerland. The memory is followed by a long analysis of her green dress. Next, he
recalls meeting a mentally handicapped girl on a meadow between Cambridge and Ely,
and making love with her under a tree. The memories are interspersed with meditations
upon Christian love and the nature of virtue and sin. The chapter, and by extension the

whole novel, ends abruptly and without a conclusion.
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Folio from the manuscript of PRAE

Main Theme

As in all of Szentkuthy’s novels, the plot in Prae is only a pretext for philosophical
reflections that — disguised either in narratorial comments, or in the characters’
monologues — cover a range of themes from love and erotica to fashion, design, and
quantum physics. Szentkuthy often emphasized the encyclopedic character of his works

by calling them “catalogues,” but in reality his interest was less in producing an
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encyclopedic survey than in discovering affinities and analogies between various phenomena
of European culture of the 1920s and 30s.°

Szentkuthy owes the idea of the underlying unity of the universe to Paracelsus, a
Renaissance physician, philosopher of nature, and alchemist, who in his theoretical
writings sought out the correspondences between astronomy, chemistry, and medicine.
Paracelsus’ philosophy, as Szentkuthy puts it, “expresses the idea that an organ of mine,
or a chemical substance and the most distant nebulae are related,”” but whereas Paracelsus
was looking for the common denominator of the stars, metals, herbs, and human bodies,
the aim of Prae was to “incorporate the problems of modern philosophy and mathematics
into modern fashion, love, and all aspects of life.”

What is characteristic in Szentkuthy’s thinking is that by looking for
correspondences between philosophy and fashion, or between mathematics and the
female body, he transcends the distinction between the conceptual and the visual. By
reading the concepts visually, and analyzing the images conceptually, he strives to discover
their common structure. If his reflections are difficult to follow, it is not only because of
the rigorousness of his idiom, but also because of the idiosyncrasy of his thinking. Let us
take for instance the opposition of “space” and “lines,” which is one of Szentkuthy's
favorite themes. He devotes many pages of Prae to enumerating various images in which
the aforementioned pattern can be observed. Let us examine some examples:

In a fragment from Prae written in 1932, Szentkuthy describes a woman stuck in
a crowded cloakroom after a concert.” The woman is wearing a cream colored dress with a
lace décolletage; however, what attracts Szentkuthy’s attention is not the dress itself but
the contrast between the smoothness of the dress and the complexity of the lace. Intrigued
by the opposition of smooth surface and complex lines, Szentkuthy goes on to discover a
similar pattern in a series of images: a mirror covered by cobwebs; a shining fish
surrounded by a coral reef; a modern building in which empty space is contrasted with
grid-like patterns; a nocturnal landscape, where the smooth surface of a lake is opposed to

a complex structure of leaves in the circumjacent bushes.

¢ This is why the main poetical devices employed by Szentkuthy are analogy and simile.

" Miklés Szentkuthy, Frivolitdsok és hitvallésok (Budapest: Magvetd, 1988) 325.

§ “Nem tudjuk micsoda: Megmondjuk kicsoda,” unsigned interview with Miklés Szentkuthy in Az élet
faggatottja: Beszélgetések Szentkuthy Miklossal, ed. Marton Molnar (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet, 2006) 9.
? Szentkuthy, Prae, Vol. 1: 217-221.
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The same opposition appears on the first pages of Prae (written in 1933), where
the main hero, the philosopher Leville-Touqué, sees a hat in a shop window. The hat
attracts Touqué’s attention because its double construction of “greenish-grey membrane”

and “thin nickel tubes” embodies the opposition of space and lines:

[-..] for months I had been in love with a girl [...] with whom one sunny
morning I was looking at Paris shop windows, the colorful shelves of flower
shops, jewelers, and drug stores, when we arrived in front of a milliner’s
shop. Just one hat was on display behind the window, and even that barely
resembled a hat: it was a small hemisphere in shape, one part of which was
composed of shining, thin nickel tubes, with the gaps between being left
empty, grid-like, the other part consisting of some thin, greenish-grey
membrane about which I could not determine whether it was metal, paper,
glass, or some textile. The sight of the superb structure of this marvel made

my senses reel, but left the girl rather cool."

At one point, in the obsessive search for analogies, Szentkuthy turns from images to
concepts. Take for example a draft of Prae from June 7, 1933, where Szentkuthy applies
the opposition of space and lines to distinguish between two types of philosophical
thinking."! The draft contains a table, in which a smooth surface (or empty space) and a
“Scottish” grid are given their philosophical equivalents, which are respectively
phenomenology and scholasticism. In other words, Szentkuthy associates qualities of
smoothness and purity with phenomenological analysis, while an image of a network of
lines brings to his mind scholastic thought.

The following table sums up our analysis of Szentkuthy’s search for affinities
between fashion, architecture, nature, literature, and philosophy. Of course, the table is by
no means exhaustive: it is only a fractional part of the complex system of analogies that

Szentkuthy presents in Prae. Reconstruction of this system remains a task for the future.

19 Ibid., Vol. 1: 8. Translated by Tim Wilkinson. Hereafter cited as TW.
"' PIM [Archives of the Petéfi Literary Museum in Budapest] V. 5498/1/74, fol. 3. The draft was not
incorporated into Prae.
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Szentkuthy theorizes the mosaic composition of Prae in a famous passage in

12 Szentkuthy, Prae, Vol. 1: 340-343.

interspersed with narratorial comments.

R3

space lines
fashion smooth lace
(woman’s surface décolletage
dress)
everyday mirror cobwebs
objects
nature shining fish coral reef
architecture empty “Scottish”
space grid
landscape lake bushes
fashion membrane nickel tubes
(hat)
philosophy phenomeno scholastics
logy
Structure

Given the highly limited plot, the overall structure of Prae resembles a mosaic of loosely
connected elements: scenes, descriptions, philosophical reflections, analyses, and
Touqué’s articles. The elements are usually introduced through the characters’ memories:

the novel's typical narrative pattern involves a series of achronological flashbacks

chapter 5. In the middle of the chapter Leatrice recalls events from her childhood in
Russia. When her memories end, the narrator interferes only to disclose the shift in time

as merely apparent: we might think we have just learnt something about Leatrice’s past




but in reality the analepsis was only an excuse to portray Leatrice in a different milieu. The
relation between the past and present, continues the narrator, is not temporal but spatial,
and one should think of the individual fragments of the novel as elements of a building
that coexist instantaneously. Therefore, the narrator concludes, in a modern novel the

term “past’ makes no sense anymore:

[...] the old novel, which used the technique of retrospection, became stuck
in the boredom of anemic time monism; the experimental novel tries to
realize the absurdity of placing various events without temporality, like pure

elements of space, using as sophisticated as possible architectural tricks.”

If the present and the past are situated linearly one after another, it is due only to
technical shortcomings of the novelistic form. Instead of being placed in a book, individual
fragments could be printed on separate pieces of paper, which would make them easily

interchangeable:

[...] the idea is that every element of a narrative could move freely, no
element should have a fixed place, the elements should continuously
perform the most radical Brownian molecular dance. [...] In the modern
narrative there is no sequentiality of any kind: if a narrative happens to
appear in a form of a book, it is only due to constraints and inefficiency, in
fact any fragment can occur anywhere, at any time the whole work can be

regrouped.'*

The narrator compares the interchangeable fragments to fish swimming about in a
“schizophrenic aquarium.” In a 1934 interview, Szentkuthy repeated this simile, this time

referring to the three parts of Prae:

This book has one great advantage. It consists of three parts, but these parts
are not clearly distinguished, moreover one does not follow another. They
are like fish swimming about in an aquarium. There is no obstacle to change

their order, or to read them in reverse order."

B Ibid., Vol. 1: 341.
¥ Ibid., Vol. 1: 343.
15 “Nem tudjuk micsoda: Megmondjuk kicsoda,” 10.
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Scholars have resorted to a variety of metaphors to describe this structure. Prae
has been called an “architectural work,”® a “cathedral,””” or a novel that privileges space
over time.'® These metaphors converge with the concept of “spatial form” introduced by
Joseph Frank, who argued that some modernist novels can be fully comprehended only
when the reader — instead of reading the text as a sequence — grasps the totality of
relationships between the textual units in one instant of time." Spatiality may be only a
metaphor, yet a convincing one, for it aptly points out the nature of the connections
between the units of Prae. Let us not forget that when Szentkuthy proposes to abolish
narrative links between the units, he does not say that there should be no relation between
them. Relation between two units remains, only it is not narrative but thematic. Now, in
order to grasp the thematic relation between two units of text — Leatrice in Cannes and
Leatrice in Russia — one needs to look at both of them at the same time. Hence, one
needs to think of them as if they coexisted spatially.*

What early critics saw as a technical shortcoming contemporary scholars have
hailed as a herald of postmodernism. Undoubtedly, we can say without exaggeration that,
with his idea of a novel whose parts can be freely reshuffled, Szentkuthy was far in
advance of his times and is the originator of narrative fracturings often credited to others.
His idea has a clear conceptual parallel in the cut-up technique developed by Brion Gysin
and William S. Burroughs, or in works such as B.S. Johnson's The Unfortunates and Marc
Saporta’s Composition No. 1, which are no longer traditional books but boxes containing
unbound pages. These are not inventions, and hardly as radical as currently viewed, but

essentially variations on a technique already conceived by Szentkuthy in 1934. However,

16 Imre Bata, “A regény regénye: a Prae,” Uj irds 20, No. 11 (1980) 3.

'7 Gyula Rugési, Szent Orpheus arcképe (Budapest: Pesti Szalon, 1992) 14.

'8 Béla Pomogits, “Egy eszmélet katalégusa: Jegyzetek Szentkuthy Orpheus-dnak margéjira,” Magyar
Miibely 12, No. 45-46 (1974) 13—14; P4l Nagy, Az elérhetetlen szoveg: “Prae”-palimpszeszt (Budapest:
Anonymus, 1999) 123; Gyula Rugisi, “Kant és az egér,” Orpheus 5, No. 1 (1994) 75-76.

' Joseph Frank, The Idea of Spatial Form (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1991).

2 Tt should be also noted that the fragmentary form of Prae is not without effect on the process of reading.

Many scholars have observed that Prae challenges the reader’s habits by demanding reading that would be
selective, random, and non-linear: once the position of a fragment is insignificant for its meaning, reading
ceases to be linear and becomes combinatory. Cf. Endre Balogh, “Szentkuthy és az olvasds: Az egyetlen
metafora felé és Az aldzat kalenddriuma,” Alféld 50, No. 9 (1999) 65-77; Eva November, “Szentkuthy — az
els§ magyar strukturalista: A Prae iiriigyén,” Magyar Mibely 12, No. 45-46 (1974) 55; J6zsef J. Fekete,
POST: Szentkuthy Miklés és miivei (Novi Sad: Forum, 2005) 95. Unfortunately, unlike Cortdzar’s Hopscotch
(1963), Prae does not include a “table of instructions” that would guide the reader through the labyrinth of
text, nor are the units of the text clearly distinguished. Providing readers of Prae with a reading guide will be

difficult and it remains a task for the future.
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Szentkuthy later renounced his ambitions to revolutionize the novel form by emphasizing
that his technique of composition was rooted in a long tradition, thereby putting even his
own degree of inventiveness in question. For instance, when he named his cycle of novels
St. Orpheus Breviary, it was precisely to indicate that the fragmentary nature of his works
can be traced back to Catholic prayer books.”" Elsewhere, in the afterword to his pseudo-
biography of Diirer (Son of Saturn), Szentkuthy pointed out similarities between his
mosaic-like style and Diirer’s series of woodcuts.”> While these parallels or precursors of
the fragmentary certainly are germane, within the domain of literature itself, Szentkuthy

remains an innovator of such techniques.

Narrative Voices

Let us concentrate now on the innovation that Prae introduces on the level of narrative
voices. Although Szentkuthy refers to Prae as a novel, his book also contains elements of
essay and diary in which the author strongly marks his presence, speaking either through
the voice of the narrator, or through the reflections of the characters: Leatrice, Touqué,
and Halbert's father. Scholars tend to attach special importance to the fact that
Szentkuthy's characters are often his own self-portraits.”> However, by concentrating on
the relation between the characters and the author the critics have overlooked the relation
between the characters and the narrator, which seems to be of much greater importance.
The fact that Szentkuthy liked to filter his ideas both through the narrator and the
characters brought him to the discovery of an innovative narrative technique: in the long
passages of philosophical reflections it is impossible to tell whether the quoted thoughts belong
to the character or the narrator.

As Dorrit Cohn shows in Transparent Minds, one of the characteristics of
modernist novel was an increased interest in depicting inner life of the characters. In

effect, the beginning of the twentieth century saw the publication of numerous novels that

! Szentkuthy, Frivolitdsok és hitvalldsok, 405.

22 Miklés Szentkuthy, Saturnus fia (Budapest: Corvina, 1966) 421-427.

2 See Liszl6 Németh, “Magyar kaleidoszkdp,” in A mitosz mitosza: In memoriam Szentkuthy Miklés, ed.
Gyula Rugasi (Budapest: Nap Kiadé, 2001) 19; Miklés Bélddi, “A Prae, vagy regény a regényrdl,” in
Vilaszutak: tanulmdnyok (Budapest: Szépirodalmi Kényvkiads, 1983) 219; Tibor Gintli and Gabor Schein,
Az irodalom rovid torténete (Pécs: Jelenkor, 2007) 2: 323; Lajos Grendel, A modern magyar irodalom
torténete: Magyar lira és epika a 20. szdzadban (Bratislava: Kalligram, 2010) 320; Péter Balint, Szentkuthy
dlrubdban: Kozelitések egy gigantikus naplé iréjdhoz (Budapest: Széphalom Kényvmihely, 2003) 26—27. See
also Tibor Pintér’s essay in this issue.
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experiment with different forms of rendering the protagonists’ unspoken thoughts.”* One
of the greatest innovators in this field was Joyce. Cohn gives the following example from

Ulysses:

n) His hand took this hat from the peg over his initialed heavy overcoat, and
his lost property office secondhand waterproof. (j Stamps: stickyback
pictures. ;33 Daresay lots of officers are in the swim too. 4) Course they do. 5
The sweated legend in the crown of his hat told him mutely: Plasto’s high
grade ha. ) He peeped quickly inside the leather headband. ;; White slip of
paper. (s Quite safe.”

According to Cohn, Joyce’s innovation lies in the fact that Bloom's thoughts (phrases 2—4
and 7-8) are introduced within the narrator’s voice (phrases 1 and 5-6) with no clear
signs of quotation (which would traditionally be inquit phrase or graphical signal).*® The
consequence of this technique — and the further innovation — is that in the transitory
passages between the narrator’'s comment and character’s monologue, their voices fuse and
become indistinguishable. For instance, in the following example it is impossible to tell

whether it is the narrator or Bloom that calls the corpse “dead weight.”

The mutes shouldered the coffin and bore it in through the gates. So much
dead weight. Felt heavier myself stepping out of that bath. First the stiff:
then the friends of the stiff. Corny Kelleher and the boy followed with their
wreaths. Who is that beside them? Ah, the brother-in-law.?”

As Cohn shows, similar fusion of voices can be found in many post-Joycean novels, for
example, Déblin's Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929) or Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway (1925).
Obviously Cohn could not have known that similar narrative patterns can be found also
in Szentkuthy’s Prae (1934). Moreover, while in the works of Joyce, Doblin, and Woolf
fusion of voices is usually limited to one or several transitory phrases, Szentkuthy goes
much farther by including entire monologues in which the narrator’s and the character’s

voices are indistinguishable.

# Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1983) 3-9.

% James Joyce, Ulysses (New York: Random House, 1942) 56.

% Cohn, Transparent Minds, 62—76, 283. This technique was popularized by Joyce but it was probably
Dorothy Richardson who first employed it. See for example, Dorothy Richardson, Pointed Roofs, in
Pilgrimage (London: Virago, 1979) 1:31. I am grateful to Professor Suzanne Keen for pointing this out.

% Joyce, Ulysses, 100.
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Let us first look at an example where Szentkuthy employs a technique similar to
that from Ulysses. In the following passage quoted monologue is introduced without signs
of quotation,” while in the transitional phrases the narrator’s and Leatrice’s voices mesh.
The passage is from chapter 10, where Leatrice first recollects the feeling of losing body
consciousness when taking a bath; next she goes on to reflect on a difference between
natural human cleanliness and the representation of cleanliness in modern design. The
passage consists of twelve sentences. I provided each sentence with a number. Here is the

passage:

(1) She was immersed in the bath up to her neck but there was no connection
between her head floating over the surface of the water and her body sliding
under it — she felt that her legs were seaweeds that would soon spread out
in the soapy foam like a bundle of strings dropped into water — she kept in
her memory the “portrait” of her legs but those sticks under the yellow
water, which looked like lost remnants of a shipwreck, did not resemble it.
If the bath inevitably transforms a human being into a jellyfish, why did the
senatus populusque erect statues in the thermae? 3 My nude? — () she asked
and smiled when she hit her knee against the wall of the enamel sarcophagus,
like a lonely cork lifebelt cast by the tide, whose subject had been washed
away. (5) Perhaps there is a profound difference between the mechanical
preparation of bodily cleanliness and a human being who is (also bodily)
clean. ) How different is this English Halbert after a bath than me. 7 It is
not simply the fact that I spread powder over my body and by this I
retroactively falsify the purification by making it decorative, while he settles
for a coarse scrubbing brush. (s) There was no sewerage in the village where
he was born, and still everything was dazzlingly clean: the stone houses
always seemed to be washed by a shining rain, the streets, the stone stairs full
of holes, the roofs, the roof tiles, the iron ornaments of the wells, everything.
o) Halbert's face, too, was such a scrubbed village. (10 My bathroom is full of
pale blue ceramic tiles — the majolica is not anymore the real cleanliness, it
is not empirical but speculative cleanliness: the light, the reflections of the
colors, the slipperiness, they all convert hygiene into a sort of ironic poetry of
Hygieia, which is not yet entirely fake decoration, but no longer original
realization of cleanliness. 1] She designed her bathroom herself last week
and when Halbert saw it, he sneered impolitely: it resembled two catacomb
openings, one over the other, both in the same shape — the lower coffin-

tube was the bathtub, while the upper cylinder was a huge lamp box with a

28 This feature has been first observed in: Nagy, Az elérhetetlen szoveg, 134. Apart from this brief mention,
Szentkuthy’s narrative techniques have not been studied.
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blurred glass, behind which a row of gigantic apricot-shaped light bulbs was

shining, like preserves in a Fourierist fruit jar. (127 Halbert mumbled

something about “motives of cleanliness ... transcendental ... german ...””

and now she admitted that it was Halbert that was right, Halbert who even
now washes himself using a bowl and a jug for he dislikes “musical ideograms
of cleanliness” (as he used to call modern bathrooms) — and instead of them

he prefers water.*

The passage starts with psycho-narration [1]. The quotation of Leatrice’s question (3],
though not graphically signaled, is followed by a dash and an inquit formula [4], but the
quotation of Leatrice’s first-person monologue [6—10] lacks any graphical or narratorial
signal. Likewise, the narratot’s subsequent comment [11] is introduced without any sign
of change of voices. The status of the transitional sentences (2] and [5] is ambivalent: they
might be instances equally of quoted monologue, narrated monologue, or narratorial
comment. We must then conclude that in these phrases the narrator’s and Leatrice’s
voices are indistinguishable.

In the above-quoted passage fusion of voices is thus limited only to two sentences.
As for the other phrases, we could easily identify the “I” [6] as Leatrice, since she is
explicitly referring to her bathroom [10], which is later [11] described by the narrator.
Likewise, in all metafictional passages, the “I” is certainly that of the narrator. For
instance, in chapter 9 the narrator explicitly marks his presence when he reflects on the
possibilities of describing Leatrice. But the narrator presents himself not only as the
author of Prae, but also as a philosopher preoccupied with problems similar to those of
Leville-Touqué or Leatrice. In consequence, when first-person narration occurs without
quotational signal in the middle of a character’s monologue, a problem arises: are we
dealing with a character’s monologue, or narratorial comment? Our question might be
solved, provided that there were a stylistic or ideological difference between the characters’
and the narrator’s languages. Yet their reflections are cast in a uniform idiom for which
Divid Szollath has recently coined a name “Szentkuthyan.””! Moreover, not only are their

idioms identical, they also share the same ideas. (For instance, the thesis about the

* In the Hungarian original Halbert’s words are in English. “German” is set in lower case.

30 Szentkuthy, Prae, 2: 99-100.

3! In his article Szollith points out that one of the drawbacks of Szentkuthy’s translation of Ulysses is lack of
stylistic variety. D4vid Szollath, “Leletmentés: Vilogatott szentkuthyzmusok az Ulysses szovegében,” Alfold
9 (2010) 64-73.
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distinction of “theme” and “development” from Touqué’s first article is repeated in chapter
9 by the narrator.)*

Thus, in most of the cases, the monologues lack any kind of indication that could
allow us to determine whose thoughts we are presently reading. Let us see an example that
illustrates this indeterminacy. The example is perhaps not typical since instead of quoting
Touqué’s thoughts the narrator discusses his article. Nevertheless, the narrative pattern
that interests us remains the same. The passage is from the first chapter of Prae, which
summarizes four articles written by Leville-Touqué for his journal Antipsyché. In the first
article, Touqué tries to identify raw elements from which he would subsequently compose
a novel. He chooses three of them: an image of a sunflower, the plan of a story, the
description of a ship. He ends his article with an idea for combining them together. What
will be the result? The answer can be found in the second article from Antipsyché, which

begins with the following passage:

) What will happen next? (5 Leville-Touqué discussed this subject in the
second article from Antipsyché entitled Towards a New Culture of Play on
Words, or About the Rules of Dogmatic Accidentalism. 35 Taking
architecture as his starting point, he began by observing the following
trick: the architect draws a square, then he draws another one in a way that
the latter square partially covers the former one so that a common surface
arises: this surface will be the central and the essential form of the
construction; once two squares appear on the ground plan, an autonomous
staircase will rise above their common surface; although one can feel that it
is not an autonomous form but a by-product, a shadow, or a relational
reflection of two accidently superimposed alien forms, it is precisely the
staircase that will be one of the most important parts of the building, 4 If
instead of the ground plan, our two squares appear, for instance, on the
plan of a facade, the result will be a double grille of balcony bars, just like
when two regions intersect on a map the statistic network of colored lines
will be doubly dense.

;55 This method can have numerous varieties, but each time the idea
remains the same: there are several superimposed forms that produce
common sutfaces, double or triple “accidental” areas, which are the
essential pillars of the whole construction. () Let us imagine a tree whose
leaves do not grow as the biology textbooks prescribe it but each branch

presents formations born from two, three, or more superimposed leaves in

32 Szentkuthy, Prae, 1:15-16; 2:53.
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a way that only the common surfaces exists: nothing remains in the place
of the single leaves. 7 We could compare such a tree to the aforementioned
architectural style. (g But this style is nothing more than an architectural
cult of play on words.

19 Let us take a play on words, for instance, a nickname given to a
female writer by her friend: Hippopochondra Stylopotama, a scientific name
of hippopotamus with which he refers to the woman's widely known
hypochondria and her penchant for writing. 10 What happens in this play
on words is quite similar to the case in which two figures “accidentally” fall
one upon the other: one square corresponds to “hippopotamus,” the other
one — to “hypochondriac”; now, like an engineer, I push one towards the
other so that a double surface arises: there will be a linguistic stain with
hippopotamus-life and hypochondriac-life superimposed, while on the left
and on the right two simple surfaces will remain occupied by the concepts

of hippopotamus and hypochondriac.””

The passage starts with the narrator’s recapitulating the main thesis of Touqué’s article:
the essence of a building is the common space of two geometrical figures [1-5]. Then
comes the first example: a tree whose only visible parts would be the superimposed leaves
(6-8]. Then, in the second example (Hippopochondra Stylopotama), the first person
appears [10]. Is it an unsignaled quotation from Touqué’s article, or is the narrator
supplementing Touqué’s theses with his own example? Which one of them comes up with
the idea of Hippopochondra Stylopotama? The question is insoluble since both
interpretations seem equally valid. In effect, in the following four pages long monologue
(which T do not quote here) the narrator’s and Touqué’s voices are perfectly fused.
Moreover, if we go back to the previous example [6—8], it will become apparent that what
we also do not know is whether the example of the tree is included in Touqué’s article or
is a comment added by the narrator. This point is crucial: indeterminacy is also a concern
of the philosophical passages without an explicit “I.” As a consequence, whenever psycho-
narration turns into philosophical reflection couched in gnomic present tense, the reader
caught in the middle of a long monologue is unable to tell whose train of thoughts he is
reading.

Szentkuthy’s narrative innovations are a significant contribution to Modernist
literature. Unfortunately — as we have seen on the example of Cohn’s Transparent Minds

— both typological and historical studies of narrative forms usually restrict themselves to

33 Szentkuthy, Prae, 1:27-28.
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examples from English, French, German, and sometimes Russian literature. Szentkuthy’s
Prae, although daringly innovative, remains unknown. We can only hope that with the
upcoming translation of Prae into English, Szentkuthy’s novel will get its due place in the

history of literary Modernism.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 72-92.
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Miklés Szentkuthy: Praet

Antal Szerb

1 Antal Szerb (1901-1945) was a Hungarian writer (author of Journey by Moonlight) and Szentkuthy's
friend. When Prae appeared in 1934, Szerb was one of few readers who hailed the novel as a
masterpiece of modern literature. Szerb’s review was originally published in the journal Erdélyi Helikon
7, No. 7 (1934) 547-49. It was reprinted in A mitosz mitosza: In memoriam Szentkuthy Miklés, ed.
Gyula Rugisi (Budapest: Nap Kiado, 2001) 20—23. Translation by Tim Wilkinson. [F. S.]



The publication of Prae is unquestionably an event in Hungarian literature. There is
no novel so successful or popular about which as much is spoken in literary discussions
as Prae. True, most people are only mouthing their prejudgments, hiding their alarm
under the tried and tested Budapest tricks of superiority. As far as reading it, few have
done so, and those who have done so did not read it right through. That does not
detract from its value, however; after all, the last person to read the Critique of Pure
Reason was Kant when he went through the proofs.

But whatever approach I take to the book (the stock phrase “take the book in my
hands” is inapplicable since its external form and its size are reminiscent of a square
slab of marble under a Doric column, making its being picked up totally illusory), my
first instinct is, at all events, one of bewilderment. That bewilderment does not lift
later on either: to the end a curious stranger is sprawled on my desk. In the book,
subtle epistemological speculations rub shoulders with impressionistic descriptions of
bathing costumes. But then by the time one gives way to the frivolous tone of bathing
costumes it turns out that in fact it is dealing with some modern building all made of
glass, except for the windows. Extraordinarily slim and gorgeous redheads parade by
only for the author to locate on their body the sites of the Councils of Nicaea and
Chalcedon and several Lateran councils. References do occur, but strictly to non-
existing books. And yet, I do not doubt for a moment that I am reading a very
significant and, indeed, wise work, and the fact that I am bewildered is my fault.
Through literary good breeding, I still lack the chapter on “the proper behavior
towards giants.”

In any event, one or two key features can be clarified. The question that comes
up most often, for instance: “What does it mean — Prae?” and, in that connection,
what is Szentkuthy’s prime objective.

It was a foundational tenet of the intellectual history movement that there is
something common to every manifestation of a given historical era, and the historical
sciences need to be focused on that common factor. On that prae-conchoid, which in
the 18th century is present equally in the fagades of buildings, in the fates of
cardsharps, the smiles of empresses, and the statistical data of standard textbooks on
economics. Szentkuthy is seeking the prae-whatever of our own times. That as yet
prae-cultural element of form that prae-determines every cultural phenomenon. That
is why architecture slips across so easily into fugues on bathing-costumes and
epistemology, as the “prae-building” and “prae-bathing-costume” are somehow one
and the same as the “and” and “absolute and-ness” of the prae-relationship.

It stands to reason that this magnificent and unique objective cannot be

accomplished with the means available to discursive prose. By the nature of his goal,



and besides that through his own creative temperament, Szentkuthy had to
experiment with a thousand innovations: the book is experimental in character from
start to finish. Hence the bewilderment (as if one were strolling about in an enormous
blueprint-turned-space), and hence too, among other things, the name Prae. Its main
devices: pinpoint intellectual analysis, a maniacal and splendid objectivity, Sachlichkeit,
in the world of concepts, and metaphors, first and foremost, in the world of
expression.

Even if one were to reject completely Miklés Szentkuthy’s intentions and his
way of accomplishing it, one would still have to accord his similes an eminent place in
Hungarian literature. Similes as audacious, startling, and apposite, and in such
quantity, are not to be found anywhere else. Daring. If one were to make a quantitative
measure of the value of the similes individually, that is, measure the distance that exists
in the ordinary consciousness between two concepts that are linked by just a single one
of Szentkuthy’s metaphors, then he would undoubtedly hold the world record. Poets
of old, such as Holderlin in his late period, were able to bridge similarly remote things,
but then Holderlin had it easy, being mad by then, whereas Szentkuthy does the same
thing when he is stone cold sober.

His other undoubted great merit is his unconditional intelligence. And I must
stress the unconditional bit, because there may be other Hungarian writers not a wit
less intelligent than Szentkuthy, but no one else dares to invest his intelligence so
openly in his writings. Dull-witted writers are often cleverer while they are writing
than they are “in real life”: literary forms often provide a perspective behind the
commonplaces. But a clever writer always disconnects the brain a bit when he sits
down to write, and there is more than one reason for doing so. One reason may be
anti-intellectual snobbery: ever since the Romantic age we have learnt that a writer
does not write with his brains but with his whole spirit, and above all with that
obscure thing called inspiration. An excessively clever writer is always suspicious. The
English critical world, to the present day, hems and haws in its reception of Aldous
Huxley, its cleverest writer. But even if someone manages to get over that hurdle, he
will find himself up against the convention which, by its insistence on the status quo,
stops a writer from being much cleverer than those who have written before him. But
if someone has the ability to demolish ready-made forms and create new ones, then
there is still the readership to face. A clever writer is usually clever enough not to
assume that his readers are as clever as he is.

Szentkuthy supremely cannot be bothered with all this. He lightly sets

convention aside and accepts the oddities of the unconventional, the prae-



conventional. As far as the public goes — that does not so much as feature in the
intellectual hermit’s consciousness, not even as a temptation.

A hermit is a negative being, his whole life a protest against worldly pleasures.
An intellectual hermit is also, first and foremost, negative: a protest against the already
formulated stupidities of intellectual life. And, even more, against its wisdoms:
commonplace truths, merely by virtue of having been already formulated, are, viewed
from the elevated heights of the intellectual hermit, seen as platitudes. If Szentkuthy
wanted to use a Latin prefix at all costs, he might just as well have chosen as his title
“Anti.” Antipsyché is the title of the journal that one of the characters in the book is
writing to counter the psychologism of our age. There is also much about
antihumanism, and even more about antilove. About once in every three pages, on
average, he proves that love is not love but something quite different — first a
syllogism, then a matter of will, then a third time, something different again. In the
end, indeed, one closes the book on the thought that love, in point of fact, is not love
but something else that, for simplicity’s sake, perhaps would be best to call love.

There has not yet been a Hungarian book as intelligent as Prae. It skips lightly,
playfully, ironically and in incomparably individual fashion around the highest
intellectual peaks of the European mind. It will become one of the great documents of
Hungarian culture that this book was written in Hungarian. But one cannot get rid of
that question of art ethics, as it were: Is it right to allow a writer to be as clever as
Miklés Szentkuthy? Indeed, if someone writes that intelligently, is what he produces a
literary creation, or does it maybe relate to literature in the way that invisible
ultraviolet rays do to the visible spectrum? Never before did I feel as I did while
reading Prae that artistic form is not primarily an aesthetic so much as a social factor.
A social contract over form so that the artist should be able to communicate with the
public. A writer who rejects conventional form so drastically is, by that very fact, also
rejecting the readers, or at least such a large majority of them that those who are left
can hardly be called a public. But does not the public also belong to the totality of a
creation? Let us leave that question open, however. That is the stylish way if one is

going to write an opinion about Prae.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
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Le jeune homme seul, dans la clairiére. Fin de I'épisode avec Ulva 241
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sa fiancée venue en bateau ; lors de leur rencontre,
la fille se sent one personne concréte, et traits aussi le jeune homme en tant que tel.
Mort de I'amour 264

Deux styles qui sons étroitement paralléles :

le style absolument rationaliste (par exemple la logique mathématique de Carnap) ;
le style absolument irrationaliste (par exemple le surréalisme)

et deux saints imaginaires, le rationaliste et I'irrationaliste,

caractérisés par deux projets d'église 269
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Le vieux metteur en scéne commence a son tour a présenter

son drame visionnaire au plus jeune ; I'héroine de la vision, une jeune femme
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La vision s'arréte pour laisser place i 'analyse des méthodes trompeuses d’'expression.

Le point de départ en est la dualité du corps féminin moderne dans la vision :
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une minceur de verre filé, la bouche et les yeux maquillés :

tendances hellénistiques et gothiques 295
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1 Comparaison (réve et opium)
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(la derniére édition d'une nouvelle italienne ; illustrations et typographie) ......ceesrusrernn 305

a illustrations anciennes :

valeur de la peinture 4 la Proud’hon et des gravures sur cuivre 308

b le texte de la nouvelle italienne 310

c illustrations modernes : gravures coloriées.
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Retour 2 la vision (p. 294) ; méditation fugitive sur la beauté 314
Eros, ars, veritas 315
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Arrivée de la Mort avec ses corbeaux 318
Discours de la Mort, L'héroine meurt. Fin de la vision 320
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Problémes et possibilités de représentation du personnage

Leatrice personne et n'importe qui :

A elle n'est personne. Sujet d'une nouvelle fantastique

B elle est n'importe qui : Extraits d'une typologia universalis :

Description de quatre femmes en maillot de bain
Quelles sons les deux principales données concrétes de 'amour ?

Suffisent-elles i construire Leatrice ?

(Une comparaison en guise d'introduction : le théatre Double Face)
A Tabsolu de I'apparence :

a chaussure

b bas

c épaulettes

Les caractéristiques individuelles et moyennes,  propos de la beauté féminine..............

B labsolu de la douleur

exemple :

la naissance d'un enfant illégitime redoutée par un couple d'amoureux......co.evveu

Bifurcation des projets et des élaborations

Leatrice au bord de la mer. Description du matin
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Analogies pour 'aube : architecture moderne, civilisation du verre

La caricature de I'dme par Touque

Les combats entre le réve, la pensée, la réflexion, l'acte et la langue

Pensée et sentiment sons des tropismes identiques
(p. 349-357, fil conducteur : le souvenir des flates & champagne du jour précédent)

Souvenir d'un peigne
g
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MENSONGE ET SECRET, LIBERTE ET REMORDS

DANS LA VILLA NOCTURNE
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Le carillon de I'horloge

De nouveau, le cadran de I'horloge

Deux sortes de représentations de la psyché :
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Comparaison. Paysage sur une carte postale allemande

Comparaison pour ce paysage.
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UNE EXISTENCE DE PURE SENSATION 393
INTELLECT, SENSATION, OBJECTIVITE 394
COMPARAISON POUR LAMANTE:
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L’OPPOSITION DU CORPS ET DE LA SENSUALITE 396
L’AMANTE EST VOLONTE, DONC MAUVAISE 397
LETTRE D’AMOUR, FRAGMENT DE MELODIE 398
L'OBJECTIVITE NEANTISANTE 400
UNE PROMENADE AU SOIR, LA MORT 400
PROJET POUR LE THEME DE LA « LUNE DE MIEL » :

L’AMANTE EST VOLONTE, DONC MAUVAISE 401
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LE BONHEUR IMAGINE :
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EPISTEMOLOGIE DU BONHEUR 405
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L'HABILLAGE DU CARDINAL GRAVEMENT MALADE,

AVANT LA PREDICATION DE MINUIT 411

SUR LE CHEMIN DE L'EGLISE EN AUTOMOBILE, PLUIE, COHUE......... 413
PRO DOMO : POUR QUELLE RAISON DANS CET OUVRAGE
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a L'ENFANCE
b LA REDUCTION DU MONDE ENTIER AUX ABSOLUS
ETHIQUES ABSTRAITS. LA TENTATION COMME EXPERIENCE
FONDAMENTALE 413
LE PENDANT ET L'OPPOSE DU CARDINAL : LE PETIT PROSELYTE...414

L'oncle de Leatrice (Pierre) va visiter une amie. Il attend le batelier & 'estaminet......ccccevverroreene 416
Parenthése sur la différence entre le réve et la réalité 417
De la beauté de la femme belle 418
Le caractére du sacristain 419
Paysage vu de la fenétre de la sacristie 421

Acte et conscience 423
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Les deux sortes d'ombres

L’hypocondrie de Pierre, sa vertu, et sa connaissance des femmes

VITRANSVERSALE NON-PRAE :
MARIAGE CHINOIS, AMOUR CHRETIEN

RIVIERE ET POISSONS

LA RIVIERE NOCTURNE

LE PECHEUR ET SA FILLE

LA FILLE DU PECHEUR VEUT TUER LA PRINCESSE CHINOISE,

MAIS CELLE-CI PREND L'APPARENCE DE LA FILLE DU PECHEUR

ET LA FAIT SUPPLICIER

LE BATEAU DU FIANCE PRINCIER APPROCHE

LE VIEIL INQUISITEUR ET SON FILS ADOPTIF
PAYSAGE VU DE LA PENTE DU VOLCAN

L’AMOUR DE LA FILLE DU PECHEUR ET DU FILS ADOPTIF...............

L'EPOUSE CHINOISE MARTYRISE SON MAR]I,
MALIS CELUI-CI NE SE REVOLTE PAS,

CAR IL CONSIDERE SA FEMME NON COMME UN ETRE HUMAIN
MAIS COMME UNE FORCE NATURELLE, IMPERSONNELLE ........

L'« HUMAIN » ET L'IRREEL DANS L'AMOUR

LOGIQUE ET PROJET D'EGLISE

SUICIDE ET HYMNE AUX « FORCES DE LA NATURE
IMPERSONNELLES »

L'influence qu’exercait Pierre sur Leatrice par le snobisme du péché. Péché et élégance.......

A ce propos. Comment Leatrice fit la connaissance de Zwinskaia, l'actrice.

Le caractére de la Zwinskaia.

Morphine et paysannerie

Zwinskaia et 'officier

L'amour et I'étiquette

L'amour et la biologie comme source de métaphores

Le sens du mot « simplicité » pour les « adultes »

La notion de « simplicité » et les arbres du parca W

Esthétique et stylistique de la nature

Le chapeau de la Zwinskaia

La femme comme paysage

La beauté féminine comme modéle manichéen du bien et du mal

Entre parenthéses, de 'expression mystique et analytique

Le roman policier comme image parfaite de la notion de beauté morale.

Exemple : le gant violet

Le roman policier écrit par Halbert : The Blessed Practical
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Influences réciproques des roles joués dans les drames naturalistes

par la Zwinskaia et du chic de ses maniéres

Gestes et jeux musculaires de la Zwinskaia

La coquetterie des femmes et des jeunes filles
La mondanité contredite par un théme romanesque de Pierre :

la vision des scrupules moraux (Scarpellino)

Leatrice et |' « antitragique »

Le corps de Leatrice et le style roman. Eros et « gibellinisme »

Caritas excessive et exces de conscience dans la vie de Leatrice

Réve et projet d'église

Touqué et les vagues de la mer

Ordre et chaos

Touqué regarde une baigneuse qui regagne la rive

Rationnel et inconnaissable dans les formes de la nature

Le maillot de couleur brique

Le « moi » et la perception dans 'amour

Contre I'analyse psychologique

Mallarmé ou la « Deuxiéme Précision » (une esquisse de Touqué)

Un exemple, I'histoire mystique de Tyato et de la théologie biomorphe

Suite de 'exemple pour la « Deuxiéme Précision » ; la transformation de 'image :

d’abord une vision uniformément grisitre,

ensuite un bouquet de fleurs rouges sur la table du salon.

Comparaison a propos de cette fleur rouge

Le salon de la comtesse Tilia Parvifolia; les meubles bas

Le fauteuil

Tilia et son fils

Ombres dans la matinée

Le langage et I'anatomie féminine

L'essence de Tilia : le vase noir

Un sujet de nouvelle

(un évéque plein de scrupules et une jeune fille enfuie dans la forét)

III

Journal du pére de Halbert, pasteur anglican 4 Exeter

De l'individualisme absolu

La souffrance morale, I'éloignement de Dieu

De la notion de « complexité »

Les cloches de la cathédrale sonnent sept heures; subjectivisme

La morale

Politique et morphinisme
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Problémes éthiques

Les contes de fée de 'enfance et le matérialisme de 'adulte

Le parc du chiteau de sa femme

Vers la plus parfaite équation de la douleur

Logique et réve

Il se défend contre I'accusation de « materialisme » et d’esprit de lucre ;

ascese et propriété privée

Le « Midas éthique » : tout ce qu'il touche se transforme en probléme éthique.

Le sujet de Juanus Ethicus, le séducteur victime de la morale

La porte grilles du parc

De la propriété privée, derechef.

Esthétique

Les « universaux »

Non est

Douleur, réve, architecture. Projet pour une chambre 4 coucher

Projets musicaux

Paysage et propriété privée

Contre certains types de paradoxes

Le silence

Vérité et langage. Le dilemme de l'identification et de la fiction. Imitation et expression

Un sujet de nouvelle. La vision de Lauro Avido, secrétaire papal scrupuleux

Les problémes et les possibilités de la composition

Composition romanesque et plan d'une villa

Le paysage autour du chiteau de sa femme

Un sujet de nouvelle.

La belle actrice de cinéma, la psychologie de la tentation et le Jardin de la Fidélité

La transparence et la non-transparence du lac

Deux types de paysage, transparence infinie et localisation finie.

Leur rapport avec l'amour

Prééminence de l'objet sur 'homme. Quelle en est la raison

Exemple, film tourné a Stuttgart sur un gant, sous le titre d’Adam et Eve.
(Il est plus facile de composer une fugue canonique avec les objets

qu'avec les étres et les caractéres.)

Analyse de I'escalier (idem et alter). La chaine du désir

Le fini et l'infini

Rapports de l'allégorie médiévale et du symbole « sachlich »

Cours de cathéchisme dans la cathédrale

Perdition, frissons et idylle
A ce propos
1 souvenir d’enfance :

la description de l'intérieur d'un chiteau seigneurial
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la salle basse et les armoiries

qu'est-ce que I'histoire ?

portraits et devises

’ RY
1’emplacement des siéges

le lac aux algues

le couloir aux tapisseries, le fourmillement des corps nus

piéces en enfilade et souvenirs érotiques

poutres « tudoriennes »

2 un exemple d'idylle : le banquier et sa femme

la femme dans 'automobile devant la banque, la nuit

coup de téléphone

la métaphysique des grilles

l'argent et le style rococo

femme, valeur et achat

la clinique de I'argent

la femme du portier et la mort

Ontologie et mascarade

Irréalité de la beauté féminine

La femme masquée

Par parenthése : le penchant le plus ancien de 'homme est la bonté

Haine de la femme

Sujet de nouvelle illustrant les rapports éternels de la mort et de I'idylle

(baiser et assassinat sont interchangeables)

Les liens microscopiques de la fidélité

La crainte de la perdition

Utopie de la contrition absolue

L'hystérie et Satan

Priére dans la cathédrale

Description de la cathédrale

Métaphore et cubisme. Projet d'église
1l faut mourir avec la totalité de ses souvenirs,

non seulement avec ceux des derniers jours

Sur les infidélités capitales, aprés la « fidélité microscopique »

Exclusion mutuelle de 'amour et de 'humain

La seconds maitresse. Présence simultanée de toutes les maitresses possibles.

Examen psychologique et moral de cette hypothése.

Ses rapports avec Juanus Ethicus

Des femmes laides

Hérésie de la notion d'identité (la déviation des droites paralléles)

Les sens et l'intellectualité
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Esthétique. Le réve comme producteur de catégories.

Les catégories, productrices de la beauté 547
Biologie et mathématiques 547
Une expérience, le style maniéré et inattendu suscite

la sensation absolue de la beauté chez I'auteur du journal 548
De la beauté 550
Du style des différentes époques. L'image que chaque époque a d’elle-méme 551
Du nombre des styles. Jeu avec les nombres 552

Quelle est la véritable composition ?

Des lettres interchangeables dans I'expérience de Bernoulli 553
Trois techniques de composition

(permutation généralisée, composition « magnétique », composition « Organique ») .......... 554
Femme et beauté.

Les permutations de Bernoulli, le baroque du X VII* siécle et le surréalisme moderne.......... 554

Expérience n° 1 pour analyser 'idée de beauté :

une élégante dans le hall d'un hotel aprés le spectacle 555
n =n + q (la formule de I'image, toujours plus riche qu'elle-méme) 556
Visualité et rationalité 557

Expérience n° 2 pour analyser 'idée de beauté :

le projet d'une tragédie « horrifique » et volontairement excessive

dans la maniére du X VII* siécle anglais : Night of Innocence 557
Entre parenthéses : le diariste rend secrétement hommage au catholicisme 559
La sensibilité aux relations : conséquence de I'expérience n° 2 560
Le sacerdoce, le diariste devant le péché et devant Dieu 561
Sa vie intellectuelle. Le penser et la pensée 562
L'acte. La lutte du sens moral et de la déshumanisation 564

Le dilemme de l'identité :

tautologie ou altérité, son importance pour I'analyse de la beauté

(équilibre entre I'identité tautologique et I'altérité auto-néantisante) 566
L'image de la femme, I'image du désir. Leurs différences 568
Imago habet suam essentiam in non esse imago 569
L'identité portée 4 I'incandescence aboutit a I'aliénation 570
Un exemple : une fresque sur verre (« les deux étoiles ») 570
Le dédoublement du moi 571
De la bonté 572
Les différentes sortes de vertus 573
L'éthique ontologique et I'éthique de I'action 573
Morale et perdition 574




Une variance de la prédestination

Penser en absolus moraux

Le souvenir d'un baiser « coupable »

Nuit dans un hotel suisse

Promenade nocturne

Les difficultés fondamentales de la morale

La robe beige de la femme embrassée reteinte en vert. Réflexion sur la robe

Entre parenthéses : les robes transformées de I'épouse

Paradoxe de la tentation infinie

La formation des nombres et la morale

Problémes, illusions et débordements du style analytique.

La partie d'un tout et l'altérité
La couleur verte et I'association qu'elle suscite : une fleur fictive
Une autre association pour la couleur verte :

le pré entre Cambridge et Ely

ou le diariste fait la connaissance d'une fille & demi idiote

Paysage et « caritas »

L’amour infini de la charité chrétienne

L'antagonisme prétendu des sentiments.

Exemple : le diariste se rend 4 un rendez-vous sous la neige

Les « sentiments » n'existent pas, il n'y a qu'un flux psychique fondamental

Description de la fille 4 demi idiote

Les caresses comme charité absolue, plus absolue peut-étre qu'une bonne action

Qu'est-ce qu'elles ont de plus ?

.......................

La charité absolue et 'ime

La personnalité est la mort de la charité

Mimique, perception et amour universel

L'idiote parle d'une violette. Réflexion sur la violette

Ommnia circum hominem et nihil humanum in amore

Différence entre I'éthique chrétienne et la Sachlichkeit morale

Les limites de 'amour (le contraire de la charité)

Analyse du discours féminin, de ce point de vue
Discours et acre sons forclos de 'amour

un exemple : avec une femme a 'aube (la couleur bleue)

un autre exemple : Dialogue with the Undialoguable

(impossibilité de la « vie amoureuse »)
En passant : une nouvelle technique de pensée.

La différence entre le penser et la pensée

L'amour et le mensonge inévitable
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Un tableau de Magnasco comme illustration de I’ « impossibilité » de l'amour ...c.vvirriisrrennnn 613

Deux pseudo-expressions et la solution idéale :

le geste absolu (danse ?) et la mathématisation absolue

614
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Contre la « nuance »

Pour le kaléidoscope (la totalisation contre 'analyse)

Danse et politique

Retour 2 la couleur verte (pré aux environs de Cambridge, la robe verte de la fille suisse).

La dame d’honneur élisabéthaine qui symbolise Cambridge

Savoir et impression fugitive (vérité et instant)

L’herbe verte

L'absence de précision et la charité

Les conséquences et la lecon tirée du discours de la fille 3 demi idiote :

1 Identité de I'architecture moderne, de la charité et de la syntaxe folle ;

exemple architectural. (Ut psychologia veristica Veneris

ac architectura decorativa riemennisata una et eadem sit.)
2 Identité d’'une partition de paysage, de la musique, de la charité et de la syntaxe folle.

(Ut psychologia veristica Veneris

ac contrapunctica objectorum realiter dissolutorum una et eadem sit.)
3 Identité de I'éthique de la perspective, de la peinture, de la charité et de la syntaxe folle.

(Ut psychologia veristica Veneris ac prospectiva pingendi una et eadem sit.)...vvvvvrvrrevennenes

Crépuscule au bord de I'eau avec l'idiote
Fusion, dans un bonheur ultime, de la propriété privée, de la charité et de la nature....covvvvrnnen

Analyse de I'étreinte

Identité des formes naturelles (feuilles) et des reflets dans les vitrines de la ville

(chapeau de femme)

Relativité de 'ordre et du désordre. Schisme des formes et des contenus

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 97-115.
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Miklés Szentkuthy, Prae (Chapter 1)

Translated by Philippe Déme, P4l Nagy, and Tibor Papp

! Szentkuthy wrote most of the text of Prae in the years 1928-33. In the summer of 1933, he began
correcting the manuscript. It is at that time that he wrote the prefatory pages in which he put his reflections
on novel writing. Prae appeared in 1934 [Mikl6s Szentkuthy, Prae (Budapest: Kiralyi Magyar Egyetemi
Nyomda, 1934)]. In 1974, the French writer Philippe Déme together with two Hungarian writers, Pal
Nagy and Tibor Papp, translated the first pages of Prae into French and published them in the journal
D’Atelier, No. 6-7 (1974) 7-58. In 1980, Prae appeared in a revised edition. The text was divided into
chapters and the prefatory pages became chapter 1 [Miklés Szentkuthy, Prae, 2™ ed. (Budapest: Magvetd,
1980)]. In 2004, the third edition of Prae appeared with no further changes [Miklés Szentkuthy, Prae, 3rd
ed. (Budapest: Magvetd, 2004)]. (F. S.)



Dans sa revue Antipsyché, Leville-Touqué a écrit un article intitulé Schéeme du
Commencement ou composition nouvelle. Dans cet article, il prend un romancier imaginaire
— ou un philosophe qui ne simposait ce role d'écrivain-cobaye que pour ramasser des
arguments sur d'autres terrains pour sa nouvelle logique — et assigne A cet individu
d'observer le point sur lequel l'inspiration commence & germer, mais avant lequel il n'avait
encore, lui, aucune inspiration logique ou artistique pour fabriquer un roman ou
constituer un systéme : et a 'aide de ce germe premier et de ses prolongements immédiats,
il sefforce d'examiner cette nouvelle mode de composition (relations spéciales
analyse/unité, hasard et loi). Aprés le Schéme du Commencement, dans un deuxiéme
article, il résumait systématiquement ses assertions : Vers la civilisation nouvelle du jeu de
mots, ou des régles de 'accidentalisme dogmatique. Le contenu du premier article : depuis des
mois, j'étais amoureux d'une jeune fille (c’était en effet écrit A la premiére personne) avec
laquelle, par une matinée ensoleillée, je regardais les vitrines parisiennes, les gais étalages
des fleuristes, des bijouteries et des drogueries, quand nous atteignons une boutique dans
la devanture de laquelle on ne voyait qu'un seul chapeau, encore ressemblait-il & peine 3 un
chapeau : petite demi-sphére dont une partie est formée de minces tubes en nickel
chromé, espacés comme un grillage, et I'autre d'une sorte de mince pelure d'un gris vert,
dont je ne pouvais distinguer s'il s'agissait d'un matériau métallique, de papier, de verre ou
de textile. J'étais étourdi d’enchantement A la vue de cette merveilleuse construction,
tandis que la fille en restait plutdt froide. Je pense qu'on ne peut pas construire de symbole
plus grandiose du printemps que ce chapeau mi-logique mi-radiotechnique. J'ai toujours
gotité dans le printemps une constante i l'armature naive et une ordonnance bavarde

d'inspiration rationnelle (excellemment représentées par les tubes de nickel rangés en
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quartiers) — et en méme temps, une clarté paradoxale, une pénombre scintillante, la
certitude maladroite des instincts et leur incertitude consciente (ceci symbolisé donc par
l'autre partie du chapeau, renflée, plissée en je ne sais quelle matiére). Il est sans doute
frappant que mon cerveau pratique la symbolisation selon un mécanisme aussi cru, mais je
voulais dés maintenant — avec la roideur du didactisme — suggérer la saveur de mes
obsessions : étroite et instinctive interdépendance, désir d'interdépendance, technique
affamée d'interdépendanciation A des choses hasardément diverses, comme ces tubes de
nickel et se sachet de verre ici dans la vitrine — des sentiments les plus universels, donc
les plus obscurs (ainsi ce sentiment complexe que nous avons du printemps et que l'on
pourrait considérer comme sa définition infiniment privée). Que voulait dire ce chapeau ?
On a toujours considéré la rigidité étincelante des tubes, tels des cotes qui encagent le
globe d'une petite téte de femme encore inexistante pour lui — comme l'incarnation de la
régle, des divisions, de la vue en plan, du systéme, de la différenciation logique : les tubes
sont les laquais-symboles éternels de I'ordre. Quand ces éteules métalliques, ces sarments
de nickel épousent un crine brun ou blond, alors ils vont tendre au-dessus de lui des
tropiques du Cancer et du Capricorne sévéres, des fils de Greenwich et des équateurs
pédants : le cerveau et les bouclettes seront prisonniers des doigt-scorpions de la régle.
Mais la régle représentée par les tubes ci-dessus ne signifie quand méme pas tout 2 fait
une régle-cage A I'ancienne mode, c'est en partie dans le degré de leur courbure qu'il y a
une inclination grotesque, et en partie dans leur éclat un éblouissement cynique, outré, un
étincellement blanc aveugle : I'ordre originel, le schéma puritain que représentent toujours
de tels sarments uniformes et rigides, dévient pour une part vers le burlesque, Thumour et
le jeu, pour l'autre vers le luxe et I'élégance gratuite, vers le monde de la pose ascétique.

Cette double déviation ne va pas A 'encontre de l'ordre, mais au contraire I'enrichit : c’est
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2 que jai commencé A entrevoir, avec le flair des explorateurs naivement avertis, les
possibilités nouvelles de la composition et du style rédactif: une légére déformation
humoristique d'un cdté, un semblant de décor frivole de l'autre, exprimeront bien plus
énergiquement l'ordre logique ou artistique éternellement désiré, indispensable — que les
fils de fer paralleles de I'ordre-cage ancien. J'exprime avec plus de précision la beauté d'un
beau lys a l'aide de deux imprécisions artificielles, 4 l'aide d'un cactus grotesque lui
ressemblant un peu (cest le jeu) et d'une capricieuse garniture de chapeau en tissu brillant
manufacturé (c'est le c6té mondain): caricature et garniture pratique constitueraient
ensemble I'ordre artistique et aléthologique. Mais japprends autre chose encore ici dans la
rue, devant cette vitrine. En ce temps-13, j'avais déja lu bon nombre de livres dans lesquels
la philosophie, avec une certaine solennité, érigeait en loi sa propre hypocondrie: le
concept du concept, les fondements des fondements, les virtualités des virtualités, l'infra-
principe précédant la condition premiére, qui conditionne toutes les conditions, la
signification des conjonctions (« reine-Undheit », absolutes So-tum), les données
d’entendement les plus élémentaires — en somme, ces livres puritano-exaltés avaient
analysé toute la prélogique hyperlogique. Car ils étaient incontestablement puritains : ils
cherchaient au-deld des notions de régularité conventionnelle, de rationalité, de
méthodicité, de logicité, une régularité et une méthodicité encore plus primaires: un
ordre si élémentaire qu'il s'apparente A peine A notre notion acquise de l'ordre. C'était
donc la faillite ou le triomphe du puritanisme (le triomphe de sa faillite peut-étre ?), ol
l'ordre absolu se constitue de fils obscurs, de cellules retorses et d’excipient modern style.
Aprés avoir lu des phénoménologies, des systématologies allemandes, jai I'impression que
ces «infra»-logiques, ordres et point d'origo absurdes précédant l'ordre — sont

complétement dépourvus de certains des traits « compositionnels » et géométriques de la
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notion dordre et qulils sont plutét une galerie hypothétique de cadres opalescents,
d’esquisses vacillantes et de portraits prothéens. C'est 1a quaboutissait la recherche bigote
de l'ordre, le puritanisme vraiment puritain. Réapparait ici ma lourdeur pédagogique,
pour symboliser cette notion d’'ordre par la deuxiéme composante du chapeau observé
dans la vitrine, en cette matiére bizarre, incertaine, dont je ne pouvais discerner si c'était
du verre ou de I'étoffe. Devant cette vitrine, jétais donc en possession de trois notions se
: \ ’ \ el
rapportant chacune plus ou moins 4 l'ordre, aux « régles » : le burlesque, la mondanité, et

l'infra-logique.

Je demande 4 la jeune fille jusque-1a plutét indifférente si elle aimerait un chapeau
pareil. Elle me répond séchement qu'elle n'y trouverait aucun plaisir, parce qu'elle n'aurait
pas l'impression de porter un chapeau mais — selon mes propres termes — un appareil
de radio ou un masque de carnaval artériel « en chromé », mais que de toute fagon elle
n‘aime pas dépenser son argent pour des ineries pareilles. Quand elle a appelé 4nerie ce
fétiche du printemps dont javais commencé A extraire les régles boilésiennes du nouveau
style du roman, jai eu I'impression qu'elle me tirait une balle de révolver dans la téte. En
un moment, jai parcouru des yeux sa tenue comme un huissier sanguinaire épelucherait
les rubriques d'un inventaire douteux : aux pieds, des trotteurs pour pieds plats ; des bas

e coton brun épais ; un costume anglais gris 4 deux boutons, ceinture a boucle grise ; sur
la téte, un chapeau de feutre gris a bords étroits, avec un simple ruban de feutre. D'un seul
coup, mon amour a perdu toute raison d'étre ;: parmi les soi-disant vétements discrets, je

p du tout d j
n'ai rien A chercher. Par surcroit, je savais que la jeune fille avait beaucoup d'argent, elle ne
. A . . . . ;1 \
manquait que de gotit. Rapidement et peu amicalement, je prenais congé d'elle, en colére

et désespéré, tout échauffé par le dégotit qu'elle m'inspirait. Jusqu'ici, il y a deux motifs
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importants dans mon histoire : une théorie amorcée, suivie d’'une terrible colére, de haine
et de désespoir. Pour mon imagination, c'est I'état idéal : le départ d'une théorie artificielle
s'accouplant 2 une haine violente.

Soudain ces deux facteurs — esquisse de théorie et magma de sentiments — se
sont unis en une curieuse résultante, c'est-i-dire en un lambeau d’image inattendue,
singuliére, apparemment tout 2 fait insensée, ou plus exactement en une métaphore
agrandie. J'ai vu deux ou trois tournesols géants avec leurs coussins de graines noires et
leurs courts pétales jaunes qui, frippés, presque fumants, étaient suspendus au-dessus d'un
petit lac bleu clair, comme les longues plumes et les couronnes sur les tableaux
héraldiques, au-dessus et autour de I'écusson. Certes, dans I'immédiat, je ne voyais aucune
nécessité A cette image, mais je la sentais avoir délogé ma tentative de théorisation comme
la plénitude de mes émotions, les avoir étouffées, les avoir débranchées du présent. Cétait
agréable et désagréable i la fois : je me délectais de se cadeau engourdissant en image de
tournesol, de ce baume inattendu, mais les exercices de volonté et de pensée cohérente qui
sont partie intégrante de moi-méme me manquaient douloureusement. Je venais de me
sentir A chaque pas la dureté d'un fauve qui marche 2 sa proie, et maintenant ils allaient
vides comme les schrapnels qui décorent les appartements d’anciens soldats. Mais cette
métaphore intruse ne cessait de flotter au-dessus de ma téte avec une ténacité aguichante.
Ce compagnon envahissant et sans nom, je I'appelle métaphore plutdt quimage, parce que
je le sentais en rapport A autre chose, comme partie de quelque chose, peut-étre plus,
peut-étre moins qu'un symbole. J'ai déja dit que jaime rechercher les rapports organiques
entre l'universel et I'absolument accidentel; je pensais étre dans ce cas: mes essais
théoriques et ma misogynie primitive n'avaient aucun lien avec ce tournesol nature-morte,

qui cependant s'imposait 4 ma conscience avec tant de force soudaine que j'en soupgonnais

1721



un entre les deux. En examinant de plus prés cette image tournesol-cadeau importune, je
me suis rendu compte qu'elle navait rien d’'une image: bien que l'ensemble ait été
composé d'éléments figuratifs, c'était un symptdme typiquement métaphorique
n’accentuant que quelques contrastes, quelques traits — le coussin de graines noires vu de
pres, détail d'un détail, presquun seul accent noir ; les pétales, petits flottements, petits
moteurs jaunes tremblotants imperceptibles tout autour. Cela produisait la méme
impression que quand on se colle I'ceil 4 une fleur : on ne voit que des détails agrandis
d'une part, et de l'autre on voit mal et flou. Dans le corps collecteur de la fleur, la vision
microscopique correspondrait 3 'amorce de théorie et le flou 2 la diffusion des émotions ?
Je sentais dans cette image inattendue une certaine logique, mais je la soupgonnais de ne
pas étre aussi vulgaire qu'on pourrait le croire au premier abord. Et puisque je ne peux pas
me contenter de cette offre de tournesols, je reviens 3 mon état antérieur : i la théorie sur
la composition et 4 la haine éprouvée, et jessaie d'inventer une quelconque histoire qui
exprime mon dégott pour la mise discréte et pour la jeune fille qui I'incarne. Aussi passé-
je & un autre état, a la marche suivante dans le Scheme du Commencement.

J'imagine l'histoire suivante contre la femme avare : jadis un prince espagnol était
amoureux d'une fille qui ne I'aimait pas. Ils se séparent et ne se reverront plus. La fille se
fait religieuse et acquiert rapidement une réputation de sainteté : ses principales vertus
sont I'économie et la miséricorde. Elle néglige les trésors de couvent, les vend petit 4 petit
et supporte patiemment les attaques lancées contre son couvent et contre elle-méme. Peu
a peu les biens du couvent passent aux mains des marchands juifs vénitiens. La jeune
femme qui est déja en odeur de sainteté descend elle-méme de la branche sicilienne
convertie au catholicisme d'une famille de marchands vénitiens, mais ses compagnes ne

s'en doutent pas. La « sainte » supérieure (car elle est rapidement devenue supérieure),
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meurt inopinément, et s'ouvre le procés en canonisation. Clest ici qua proprement parler
commence toute I'histoire. Parmi les honorables prélats et dignitaires rassemblés pour le
procés se trouve I'ancien soupirant, le prince espagnol, devenu lui aussi religieux, et qui se
distingue par son adresse dialectique et son rationalisme érotique enflammé, qu'il compte
maintenant mettre 3 profit pour s'opposer et pour sattaquer 2 la canonisation. Sachant
que s'il sy oppose, ce nest pas parce qu'elle avait repoussé ses avances, mais parce qu'il
juge son ascése profondément antichrétienne et méme anticatholique : s'appuyant sur des
citations posthumes écrites et orales, il cherche 4 prouver que le modestie de la jeune
femme n’était qu'avarice de souche mercantile, son puritanisme paresse inculte, et que se
générosité miséricordieuse cachait en fait toute son indifférence  la vérité ; quant au coté
pratique : les biens conventuels dont elle s'interdisait la jouissance tombaient aux mains
des marchands juifs qui les utilisaient en femmes et en vins, mais avant tout pour
fabriquer des armes, achetées ensuite par le sultan turc, qui préparait une campagne
dévastatrice contre I'Europe chrétienne. Suit un long développement sur la différence
entre l'abnégation extravagante (c'est-d-dire authentiquement catholique) et le
puritanisme du marchand naif : lequel, loin d’étre mépris de la matiére, en est plutdt le
culte avoué, n'anéantit pas la matiére mais I'accumule ; ainsi dans le luxe qui passe en
distractions artistiques, voire en débauche, il y a une manipulation de l'argent gagné plus
morale encore que la thésaurisation. Il parvient 3 démontrer que la supérieure impose un
style de pauvreté excessive au couvent parce qu'en somme elle ne trouve rien en ce monde
qui surpasse la magnificence incarnée A ses yeux par l'argent. Dans son réquisitoire (car
cen était un) le couvent est présenté comme le noir symbole de «l'abnégation
matérialiste ». Mais entre-temps il apprend par hasard que la supérieure descendait de la

branche sicilienne d'une célébre famille de marchands vénitiens dont un des membres

123



avait sauvé sa propre famille de la ruine. Il part pour Venise observer les marchands. Il y
rencontre le nouveau pape dont il apprend la sympathie pour les idées luthériennes : ce
nouveau pape a découvert une liasse de manuscrits appartenant a feue la supérieure et
traitant des dogmes catholiques avec la plus pure orthodoxie possible — cest la raison
précise pour laquelle ce luthérisant veut empécher A tout prix la canonisation et pour
laquelle il n’est pas mécontent de rencontrer I'érudit célebre qui en est adversaire lui aussi.
Evidemment le prince refuse de traiter avec le pape, qui ne s'en prend aux vertus de la
supérieure qu'au nom d’'un puritanisme aux relents protestants. Le prince déteste autant
la sobriété protestante que la sobriété de souche roturiére, et comme il ne veut pas étre du
méme bord que le pape, cesse ses accusations contre les vertus de la défunte. Il disparait a
Venise. (Des marchands juifs, des luthériens diplomates, et un apologiste catholique qui a
disparu: ¢a, c'est pittoresque!) L'assemblée canonisante si¢ge encore en Sicile quand
arrivent deux hotes des pdles opposés : du nord la pape, et du sud la flotte turque. Le pape
’ ’ 7 . A ’ . . 71 . ’ .
n'est autre qu'un luthérien a l'esprit machiavélique qui, par I'étalage sournois de ses talents
rhétoriques et littéraires a fini par conquérir le tréne papal, du haut duquel il veut
maintenant terroriser les catholiques. L'armée turque est conduite par la jeune femme
d'origine juive que I'assemblée est précisément sur le point de canoniser. Elle est donc
: N\ /4 4 . . . s
vivante : toute sa carriére monacale a été superficielle (et non hypocrite), c'est sur le
. N ’ . . . ) s . 7]

premier bateau turc ot on l'a induite en tentation qu'elle s'est enfuie. Cest un cadavre
7 . ’ . . . .

étranger au sien qu'on devait enterrer. Les Turcs dispersent le concile, et la jeune femme,
comme le prince, disparait 3 Venise. Si je considére comme préparatoires mon esquisse
théorique et mon aversion pour la jeune fille, et le tournesol-fragment spontané comme
premiére phase dans le Schéme du Commencement, alors cette histoire élaborée serait le

deuxiéme grand pas dans ma propre transcroissance en roman.
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Ce deuxiéme pas est caractérisé par le tissage conscient des lignes de force de
l'action : des dilemmes, des nceuds tragiques tendancieusement tracés, un amas de crises
morales condensées d'une maniére mécanique — mon aversion pour la jeune fille sy
épuise. Aversion qui vise moins la fille riche « discrétement » vétue que 'immense couche
humaine dans laquelle on prend cette « discrétion » pour noblesse et vertu, quand elle
nest que mesquinerie de marchand, avarice coriace. En faisant détruire 'assemblée des
catholiques siciliens par I'armée turque, jai le sentiment d'avoir frappé de ma propre main
la masse des naifs qui ont une vision de modestie vertueuse dans les carences de gott de
mon amie. Mais j’avais beau concevoir consciemment cette histoire, la conscience ne
fonctionnait tout de méme pas sur le plan quotidien, le moignon de tournesol s'interposait
et modifiait son rythme de bout en bout: le tournesol était linitial, le catalyseur
hygiénique qui rend les choses irréelles, il transposait la conscience sur un plan plus léger,
plus incertain. Il me reste cependant I'élaboration de cette histoire. Ot commencer ? Le
récit tel que je I'ai décrit ne naissait pas dans mon esprit comme partie d'un roman futur,
c'était une entité indépendante, achevée, tel le signe-tournesol qui le précéde, avec cette
différence que l'affaire, je I'ai consciemment forcée. Mais le but de tout ¢a n’était autre que
fondre dans une structure, dans une équation linéaire, mon aversion pour la jeune fille :
dés que jai eu trouvé l'équation, laffaire ne m'intéressait plus, il aurait été absurde
d’élaborer cette équation d’action. Une formule algébrique correspondant i une loi
physique ne peut pas étre développée en récit : le trait essentiel de I'histoire qui précede
est de ne pas étre, par nature, romancable, de ne pas comporter de destination
nouvellistique, mais d'étre une équation fermée, achevée, fin préte. Histoire et élaboration
n'ont pas de partage en moi : jai des histoires qui sont toujours restées histoires ; il serait

aussi impossible de les « élaborer » que de bitir ou d'élaborer la grande muraille 4 partir
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d'une bille de mercure ramassée sur elle-méme : le croquis n'a aucun rapport avec une
élaboration extérieure, tout croquis est auto-suffisant, impossible A poursuivre.
L’ « histoire » est un genre littéraire particulier, le « roman » en est un autre, et ils n'ont
rien en commun: on ne voit aucune parenté, si lointaine soit-elle, entre écrivains-i-
romans et écrivains-i-histoires. L'histoire qui ne comporte pas en elle-méme de
destination nouvellistique représente la composition pure : dans mes « élaborations » (ne
s'appuyant évidemment sur aucune « histoire ») apparaissent des « histoires » en tant que
projets de composition ; cependant ces compositions n'englobent pas la structure de
I'ceuvre, de l'ceuvre entiére, mais constituent des « structures »-chapitres intercalées
comme entre-jeux, en d'autres termes : si, aprés avoir écrit deux scénes (sans « histoire »)
. ’ . 1 . 1/ o 1. s .. . ’ . .
il m'en vient a l'esprit une idée de structure, une possibilité de composition, je n'essaierai
pas de ramasser les deux scénes déja écrites en une entité structurelle, mais jemploierai la
\ LY \ \ ’
« structure » comme scéne nouvelle, troisiéme scéne aprés les deux autres. Ce qu'on
appelle composition artistique n’est pas l'ossature du roman, la charpente qui soutient
'ensemble, mais un protagoniste distinct : comme si la trame gestuelle dans Roméo et
Juliette y devenait un personnage. Ainsi I'élaboration se prolonge indéfiniment, se
développe, change perpétuellement de forme, absorbe tout et peut tout perdre i tout
moment, mais au-dessus de la mousse éternelle de ce continuum élaboratif, la structure
promue au rang de personnage ne cessera de flotter, tel un ornement de liége : comme si
tout d'un coup je dépossédais un lys blanc de ses contours (que j'ai rendus tout a 'heure
d'une maniére plus précise par lintermédiaire d'un cactus et d'une parure blanche de
chapeau — que par lui-méme), je n'aurai plus qu'un fleuve blanc indéfini, tantdt répandu,
tantdt rétréci, errant, sur lequel je jeterai cependant le patron dentelé des contours

devenus autonomes. (La peinture utilise cette technique depuis longtemps.) Que faire
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donc ? J'avais deux choses en main : les débris de tournesols automatiquement produits,
dont la pauvreté et la modicité visuelles n'étaient compensées que par leur apparition dans
ma conscience d'une maniére biologiquement naturelle — ce qui m’a donc permis de
scruter le style secret de la nature — et cette « histoire », création mathématique de
l'abstraction consciente, qui s'arréte 13. Je ne peux commencer ni par la description de
Venise, ni par I'un des réquisitoires du prince, car Venise n'est quun point nodal
algébrique, et le réquisitoire un signe opératoire sans plus : cette action ne signifie rien, les
mots qui la constituent, Venise, prince, juif, luthérien, pape n'ont pas de champ
conceptuel propre: ils effleurent les concepts pour leur échapper aussitdt, car ils ne
peuvent autrement devenir structure: la structure exclut le «sens». Il me reste a
rechercher un troisiéme degré, c'est-i-dire une image (une vraie « scéne » et non une
racine de métaphore comme ces propositions de tournesols), dans laquelle je puisse me
mouvoir & ma guise : ol les ondes mobiles du temps et de I'espace flottent comme les eaux
irréguliéres et les vents assoupissants qui affouillent, érodent les angles rugueux de
l'intention et du sens que l'on trouve a la surface de certains objets. Ensuite, dans cette
image disponible, piper l'« histoire » — et cest en image insolite, nouvelle que,
complétement transformée, mise en miettes, ou en fragments plus importants, elle
surnagera, comme des feuilles mortes de marronnier 4 la surface d'un lac lointain. La
meilleure chance que puisse avoir une « histoire », c’est une telle oscillation de feuilles,
paralléle 3 un mouvement d'image inorganique. Le modéle tournesol et les lignes de force
de I'« histoire » étaient caractérisés par leur stabilité étouffante, et la troisiéme image par
son aspect direct rédempteur. Direct et pas mouvant du tout, de la méme maniére qu'un
tout petit lac tranquille signifie ouverture infinie : noir miroir de sincérité. La sincérité des

lacs nest pas un geste moral mais le chic optique de I'infinitude : plus je regarde, plus elle
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me rapproche d'une couche latente, plus précisément elle exprime la couche en-dessous ;
P P
c'est comme une balle de plomb furtive s'enfongant de plus en plus profondément : ce que
P ¢ P q
I'on désigne peut-étre comme mouvement en physique, mais du point de vue spirituel,
Iimmense obscénité horizontale du lac signifie nudité toujours dénudable, toujours-
encore dénudable, de la vie de 'espace ; toute ouverture peut s'ouvrir plus: telle est la
P P P
sado-suggestion des lacs de jardin tranquilles. La qualité premiére que je découvre i cette
g8 J q q p que]
image citée au troisitme degré dans le Schéme du Commencement, c'est son ouverture
toujours ouvrante : si je dessine une circonférence, au degré 360 jai rejoint le point de
départ ; je ne peux plus que grossir le tracé de la circonférence accomplie en continuant de
tourner le compas — l'ouverture des lacs tranquilles et celle de I'image employée en phase
P q 8 ploy

trois, consistent précisément en ceci : quand j'ai tout  fait « ouvert » (c'est-a-dire quand la
sincérité atteint celle d'un gant retourné : nous ne mesurons pas l'ouverture d'une image
en degrés, mais avec les unités d'un gant complétement retourné) — et que jouvre
davantage, je ne vais pas sur-place, je n'ouvre pas sur-place : apreés les 360 degrés viennent
les 361°, 420° degrés de l'ouverture, et le néme degré jusqu'a l'infini réel : I'essentiel de
’ 2’ ’ 7. . . ’ ’

I'ouverture c'est que s’y confondent les caractéristiques de la circonférence et celles d'une
spirale dont le pas serait infiniment petit, car on peut se représenter la spirale comme des

P
circonférences de 361, 420 degrés, voire infinis. Apertura sempiterna additiva : cela peut se
g p

concevoir et s'expliquer par des mouvements, mais dans la réalité ce n'en est pas. Ce qui
s'oppose, ce n'est pas immobilité et mobilité, mais fermeture et ouverture. A trois endroits
du Schéme du Commencement, il se produit deux gradations opposées : les matériaux du
roman ne cessent de rétrécir, tandis que le champ sidéral du roman s'élargit

graduellement. Il y a d’abord matériellement I'esquisse de tournesol; puis l'histoire, et
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enfin une image, ainsi maintenant (comme nous allons le voir tout 4 'heure) un bateau en

construction a Venise.

A premiére vue, il ne semble pas y avoir rétrécissement matériel des matériaux, mais si
nous serrons de plus prés ces trois étapes de la « matiére » — comme en Chine les
marchands de porcelaine anglais la peinture, 'émaillage, les incrustations, la pyrogravure
des pots et des vases, des plats et des assiettes : si les rouges sont des colorants ajoutés ou
la couleur de la terre etc., en fonction de quoi ils sélectionnent les urnes d'argile — ainsi,
nous aussi nous constatons que le donné le plus matériel est la broche fortuite de

tournesols, par rapport a laquelle I'histoire est déja un matériau beaucoup plus dilué, pour
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ne pas dire faux, tandis que I'image du bateau en construction ne peut plus rien avancer de
matériel : le tout est gigantesque réflexe. Par contre (et par conséquent), le tournesol avec
sa mine de rien, avec sa mine de fragment aspire tout l'espace, comme un petit poisson qui
se gonflerait 3 mort pour déglutir tout son pré d’eau ; le sujet, plus pauvre encore et plus
restreint du point de vue matériel que le fragment de tournesol, maintient un peu d’espace
autour de lui tout de méme (comme du thé qui laisse une partie du sucre intact) —
finalement, le bateau est comme une porte brisée et anéantie par la poursuite absolue de
l'ouverture et par la réduction de l'espace-nu (perpetuum nudile). Qu'est donc cette image
chargée de constituer le troisiéme degré dans le schéme du commencement, dans mon
roman contre la fille économe « discrétement vétue » ?

A Venise, un soir d’hiver, Iimmense coque d'un bateau en construction dans un
dock de lagune étroit (on n'a probablement jamais construit de bateau dans un coin
pareil) : phoque noir qui dépasse les maisons des alentours. Au flanc du bateau, une
grosse tache vert-pré, la lune. De ce coté, les ombres sont si nettes qu'elles enfoncent
profondément leurs racines-parasites dans le corps du bateau. Cordage, échelles,
enfléchures, poutres abandonnées viennent deux fois comme dans un dictionnaire le
méme sens en deux langues : ombre et clair de lune. L'air est chaud, mais il neige 4 rares et
gros flocons : autour du navire, I'eau figée en lames de poix est si tendue que les flocons
s'arrétent au point méme de leur chute : on les voit un moment devenir étincelles encore
plus blanches sur le miroir de l'eau, pour fondre ensuite: une gentille cabriole
géométrique précéde la fonte — tant qu'ils se balancent dans I'air comme des perruques
vertes miniature, ce ne sont que des petits paquets d'étoupe, mais quand ils touchent de
leurs branches pointues la surface de l'eau, comme des ballerines qui dansent sur un

plateau de verre, ils apparaissent brusquement comme des étoiles réguliéres, ils se
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précisent comme astérisques-étincelles glacées, puis il ne reste a la place qu'un ombilic
noirtre dans la chair engourdie de I'eau, 13 ot la nuit en mal de verre les a avalés. Sur les
facades ridées comme des vieilles filles, ils dessinent des points comme on en voit —
entourés d'un cercle au crayon — sur les sculptures de plitre et qui, je crois, sont
nécessaires quand on veut les réaliser en marbre ou les couler en bronze (mais je ne sais
pas lequel des deux). Les maisons s’étalent en deca du cristal vert du ciel, comme un reste
d’écume sur la table & c6té d'une chope verte renversée. Ce n'est pas la pleine lune mais
P
plain ciel, la nuit est pleine d'une clarté printaniére que 'on ne peut suivre que quelques
. . ’ \ . ’ . o

marches depuis le niveau de l'eau: apres, il n'y a plus que vert vent, printaniére
germination de I'eau, fausse monnaie ostentatrice de la lune et grand centenaire Danaé de
neige. Les nuages se lévent tout droit comme des sporades blanc-neige, tandis que le cone
vert clair du ciel enfonce sa pointe dans la cible inconnue du lointain : tout 'atlas moiré est
une hélice rapide, une fugue en tire-bouchon. L’architecture arlequine des nuages
compense la fuite brillante et transparente du ciel, comme le grand mit l'écorchure
horizontale écumante derriére 'hélice. Autour du navire, silence de mort. L'immense
gouvernail émerge complétement, dieu du sens souillé. Quand on voit isolé le « sens »
ainsi incarné, on pense spontanément au mauvais sens, comme si la morale était
gouvernée par la considération que tout ce qui ne fonctionne pas devrait étre percu
comme mauvais. On ne pouvait rien attendre de bon de cet immense gouvernail, rien que

e sournois : il était comme le battant d’'une fenétre oubliée ouverte, faite d'ombre et non
d | était le battant d

e verre, et derriere laquelle habiterait l'intention la plus malisne. Car ces coulisses
d t d laquelle habiterait l'intention la pl ligne. C 1
paralytiques du sens au-dessus de l'eau étaient si géantes et impotentes qu'on ne pouvait
imaginer de paralléle entre cette nageoire de Lucifer et le menu zozotement délicat et

guindé aux quatre vents de la boussole : le compas montrait en sens trop précieux, le
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gouvernail une direction trop calibanesque : comment pouvait-il quand méme bouger ce
gigantesque donjon de requin ? Il ne semblait pas seulement signifier le mauvais sens, mais
aussi, d'une maniére générale, hérésie du sens : sorties de leur fonction, les choses n'en
réalisent pas seulement une mauvaise, mais aussi une proposition dans laquelle la soi-
disant fonction est réduite au sophisme, n'existe pas, a sa place, autre chose :  la place des
fins artificielles et sophistiquées, la gratuité des éléments mis en évidence. En plus de son
immoralité, le gouvernail comportait une ataraxie vaseuse capable de ne se soucier que
d’elle-méme : dans son obliquité, il y avait une bonne dose de non-sens provoquant, une
obstination zodiacale (comme des battants arrachés par le vent n'indiquent aucun sens,
sinon celui des étendues de la folie-a-intérét-limité) jointe A une sérénité féérique de mére-
grand. Sa base était couverte de mousse et d'une sorte de plante aquatique, comme les
pierres tombales Louis-Philippe de lierres mélancoliques: vase, boue striée, peluche
aquatique de premiére classe, racines en crochets luisaient grisitres dans les couches
inférieures, raréfiées, bon marché, du clair de lune. La pale géante était rattachée a la
poupe de navire par un seul point, comme les oreilles a-tout-faire des braques qui ne
tiennent a leur téte que par un poil. L'ensemble du bateau était un Janus climatique mal
dégrossi : par le bord, il annongait toute la magnificence d'un printemps clair, enneigé,
enluné, tandis qu'a la poupe (probablement 2 cause des manigances de son coupe-sens) il
s'efforcait de conserver — parmi les lambeaux de petites embarcations d'appoint — le
monde anachronique du brouillard, du cambouis, de 'ombre moisie, du rhume enrouillé.
Au demeurant, ce tableau se complaisait aux traits anachroniques les plus variés : douceur
printaniére et neige torrentielle, obscurité nocturne et sérénité diurne, marins médiévaux
et cargos modernes : c'est A croire qua l'aide de ces traits nous avons réussi 2 étendre

encore le paysage, 4 'ouvrir 4 tout vents. Au bout de la lagune, 1 ot elle débouche dans un
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large canal, on pouvait voir un petit pont jaune : de travers, mis de travers, chancelant, il
ne serait jamais venu a I'idée en le voyant qu'il puisse avoir une destination pratique, il
apparaissait comme un supplément au navire, comme son pendant, comme une autre
sorte de flottement : le navire, comme le pont est bati en matériaux pesants, grossiers et
indolents, le premier avec des plaques de métal boutonnées sur les bords comme une
soutane, le second de pierres serrées en éventail et sans autre fonction, et pourtant, ce
mausolée-saumon noir et cette parabole-guignol jaune citron figurent mieux le flottement
qu'une gondole légére comme une plume ou qu'une mouette qui gomme l'eau. Le pont
jaune délabré est le point le plus clair de la nuit, plus clair que le flanc du navire, rayonné
couleur de lune : derriére lui, la sourde monture des maisons noires, au-dessous, l'eau-
sécrétion vue en plan, produite avec une glissante abondance par le corps solitaire de
Venise. Lequel triomphe plus admirablement de I'eau, du grand poisson réparé ou de cet
a-peine-pont chétif, étranglé de reliefs baroques : I'un enfongant selon les convenances
archimédiques dans la « secretio venetica » noiritre et prenant ainsi le dessus sur elle,
l'autre faisant des exercices, acrobaties et voltiges absurdes en habits litho-liturgiques sur
un écart minuscule. Ils ont probablement produit ce ponceau en construisant un mur
épais, un barrage 2 travers la lagune et, cette muraille terminée, en percant en trou au
milieu, comme on retirerait un bouchon coincé avec un bélier lance-bouchon — ce qui est
une solution extrémiste pour bitir un pont. (En effet, on peut également le faire en
catapultant une longue route en l'air juste au-dessus d'un fleuve, de laquelle dégoulineront
par intervalles la rangée de futurs piliers). La beauté essentielle de ce ponceau jaune
(pontifex minimus fecit) tient naturellement en ce qu'il n'a en aucun point la moindre
courbure, le moindre élan, le moindre bond ou flottement, chacune de ses colonnes,

statuettes et décorations professant la statique nonchalante de l'art continental le plus sec,
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et pourtant il réussit A rester suspendu en l'air, et 'eau molle, éparpillée en-dessous ne se
doute pas que c'est par la grice du hasard qu'elle parvient i se jeter dans le canal central de
ses désirs.

Tel était donc le troisiéme degré du Schéme du Commencement : paysage ouvert
(Linné, Pandore Canaletti). Il y a deux choses 3 remarquer dans cette démarche 2 trois
degrés : premiérement que le premier embryon de métaphore biologique, et le vaste
tableau venant en dernier, constituent des extrémes réguliers ; deuxiémement que dans
lincohérence radicale des trois degrés, le caractére étrange de leur contenu, je percois
cependant comme une parenté logique, mieux, je considére leur lien comme rationnel,
parce que du coté de I'image il n’y en a aucun. Examinons tout d’abord les traits-limites du

. . . ’ ’ . \ ’ .

premier et du dernier stades visuels, dont I'un m’est automatiquement venu a 'esprit, alors

- p . , , T S
que j'ai cherché 'autre consciemment. L'automatisme du premier signifie qu'un épisode de
la vie quotidienne — en la circonstance le départ d'une théorie du roman accouplé A ma
colére contre une fille avare s’habillant avec une pseudo-distinction mesquine — un tel
épisode devient, par l'intermédiaire de mon 4me ou de mon corps, mon affaire la plus
. . A ’ . . s . . . o
intime : de méme qu’une vibration extérieure de l'air provoque en moi un do diése ou un
fa majeur purs, de méme un événement extérieur suscite dans mon idme ce lambeau de
tournesol, en indiquant qu'il est soudain devenu une partie de mon anatomie : cependant,
dans le cas de 'exemple-son, j'ai immédiatement un do diése ou un fa majeur, tandis que
dans le cas de I'épisode-perception — comme le « stimulus » est beaucoup plus ramifié —
l'assimilation se fait par étapes et ce tournesol n'est rien d'autre qu'un signal provisoire
. . . ;. ’ , ;. . ;. . ’
indiquant que le stimulus-épisode s'est porté sur le plan esthétique intérieur : il s'est
transformé en anatome et se fait appréhender comme symptome esthétique. Le tournesol-

fragment ne signifie donc, avec une exactitude et un laconisme absolus que l'incarnation
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ou l'encarnation de cet épisode, un supplément minime mais important : une conscience,
un champ biologique de réactions se sont attachés A un événement extérieur, supplément
qui n'est qu'une décharge entre I'épisode et la souche la plus profonde, inconsciente de
I'dme esthétisante. Jusqu'ici, ma volonté ne joue aucun rdle: ce sont les mouvements
réflexes les plus profonds de mon instinct qui apportent i I'épisode les premiéres
modifications subjectives, comme si une vague embrassait brusquement une statue de
sable ou si une rafale de vent se saisissait d'un brin de mimosa : la premiére transfiguration
de la statue de sable, le premier changement de forme du mimosa, réflexes déterminés
dans toutes leurs articulations, passifs, fatals, cest la soi-disant « force aveugle » qui
travaille seule. Tout comme le mimosa par la rafale de vent, I'épisode extérieur est saisi par
la couche biologique la plus profonde de ma personnalité, qui produit aussitdt cette
métaphore-en-tournesol. Tout cela signifie que le roman, ou la pensée, provoqués par un
événement extérieur, sont A ce degré dans la relation la plus étouffante avec 'agencement
biologique de mon étre : le roman me recouvre comme le papier de soie mouillé que I'on
applique sur une statue de bronze : quoique sa texture soit autonome, elle ne donne a voir
que la structure inébranlable du moi: roman-détenu, logique-captivité. (Touqué savait
parfaitement que l'accentuation du caractére biologique du tournesol était fortement
tautologique, mais il pensait que le reméde a la tautologie n'est pas le raccourci, la
concentration et l'exclusion, mais la mise en place d'un « oscillateur », d'un oscillateur-
identité : il résolvait ce probléme en annexant i I'étude en question des photos de
tournesols, et méme des photos de coquelicots et d’hortensias découpées dans un numéro
spécial sur le jardinage de I'anglais The Studio, et il y faisait porter en oblique un dialogue,
le bavardage matinal potager de deux femmes anglaises. Les extrémes, cest-a-dire la

« définition extréme » et « I'extréme n'importe quoi », devaient pour une fois figurer cote-

135



a-cote : la vérité s'efforce de s'entourer d'anneaux de plus en plus positifs, mais par une
distraction inouie, elle ne se rend pas compte que cest une spirale indéfiniment
continuable et non des cercles concentriques que linfra-définition dessine autour du
développement [dans le cas présent, autour du caractére biologique du tournesol] et c'est
donc au regard vulgaire seulement que la précision semble étre un rétrécissement : de par
sa pérennité en effet, son trajet est partout pareillement ouvert, impuissant, reliché. Mais
Touqué voulait également faire I'essai du délire scolaire de la prolixité, faire tourner un
certain temps encore la toupie-bobine phénoménologique ouverte de la répétition de soi,
car il sentait que méme si au premier degré rationnel il n'y a que piétinement stérile, au
degré rationnel second ou n-éme, la tautologie est une pite logique utilisable. C'est que
«la vérité » se compose toujours de deux éléments: d'une spirale indéfinie autour du
théme d'une part, formant des milliers de chaines condensées, mais dont chacune passe
dans l'autre, si bien que le sujet 3 définir survit en arriére dans une pseudo-captivité (il
s'agit avant tout d'une technique allemande, comme le mécanisme heideggerien de
« l'identité ouverte »]; d'autre part, dun oscillateur qui déchire, découpe, détourne,
dément, trahit cette spirale indéfinie [ce qu'on pourrait désigner avec une hite excessive et
légére, et plutdt pour mettre de I'ordre dans nos affaires, comme la technique anglaise, par
référence au style des essays de Bacon : mécanisme du « réle sillonnement ludique »]. La
vérité comporte donc deux éléments, des orientations incompatibles : on ne peut jamais
« refermer » la vérité, tout au plus peut-on pousser la « définition » et I'« oscillateur »
jusqu'a leurs extrémes opposés : en des tautologies mythiques suffocantes d'une part, en
un sillonnement anarchique et étouffant de lautre. On ne peut trouver meilleur

oscillateur qu'une conversation sans but.
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« ... Hier soir, jai entendu un grand bruit sourd, un craquement, je ne sais pas ce que
¢a pouvait bien étre, n’as-tu pas cogné la palissade avec ta voiture cette nuit > » « Tu te rends
compte, je n’ai vraiment pas de chance : on est train de réparer la cloture chez nous, tu sais, tout
est démonté, il n’y a plus de porte, on a été obligé d’organiser des rondes autour du jardin. Moi,
ces derniers temps, je passe par derriére avec la voiture, la il reste une petite porte en bois... »
« Tu tiens aux portes a ce point-la ? Est-ce que la porte est plus importante que le chemin qui
conduit au garage ? » « Tu vois, toi aussi tu ris, tout le monde rit quand j'en parle, mais crois-
moi, j'ai le mal de mer, le vertige si je rentre au garage par un passage sans cloture. » « Alors,
qu’est-ce qui s'est passé hier soir ? » « Notre vieux jardinier avait transporté la derriére, a coté
du portillon, les seaux plantés de tournesols qui étaient alignés au pied de la palissade démontée
maintenant, il ne pouvait pas penser qu’une fois cette palissade démontée je ferais le tour pour
rentrer au garage par ce machin en bois. » « Tu les as cognés, bien sir? » « Et comment !
Pourtant, c’était des tournesols peu ordinaires, avec des graines et des pétales énormes. » « Je ne
comprends pas, moi aussi j'ai acheté de ces graines mais elles n’ont rien donné. » « C'est peut-
N . P B) a . > , . .
étre que ton jardinier ne s’y connait pas. Pourquoi n’as-tu pas demandé au mien ? » « Lui
demander & lui > On ne peut pas imaginer un type plus rébarbatif. Etonnant que quelqu’un qui
soccupe de toutes ces belles fleurs soit aussi grossier, aussi détestable. Tu m’en veux ? » « Je ne
> . > > ;. . . . . .
ten veux pas du tout, il n’est comme ¢a qu'extérieurement, si tu continues & lui parler, il se
transforme en gros ours bien gentil, je Uadore. » « Je ne peux pas supporter les gens qu’il faut
éprouver pendant une demi-heure comme au jeu de patience, et c’est seulement alors qu'’ils
deviennent gentils avec arrogance. Ta voiture n'a rien eu ? Toi, comme je vois, tu n’as rien... »
« Non, merci, une des ailes a été transformée en chiffon d’étain arraché & une bouteille de
champagne, & part ¢a, je me suis bien amusée ce matin de la fenétre de ma chambre. »

« Pourquoi ? » « Tout d’un coup, jentends la voix de mon mari en train de discuter avec
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quelqu’un dans le jardin, je me léve, je vais a la fenétre, je vois qu'il est en train d’examiner
soigneusement avec un des magons des pierres cassées au milieu des seaux de tournesols
renversés. Je lui ai jeté d’'en haut : quoi, cette nuit, j'ai peut-étre renversé une amphore de pierre
ou un muret fraichement construit en voulant devenir une voiture biblique qui ne peut rentrer
au garage que par le chas de 'aiguille > Mon mari m’a répondu d’une voix pleurnicharde que ce
n’était pas du tout un vase que j'avais cassé, mais pire : que j avais démoli une grappe de ruines
artificielles en construction. » « Ciel! c’est vraiment drole : ruiner des ruines. » « Encore
heureux que les morceaux de ruines étaient grossiérement marqués de chiffres a la peinture, si
bien qu’on pouvait rétablir leur désordre longuement calculé, mais j'ai bien ri. » « Dis-moi, est-
ce vrai que les tournesols tournent toujours la téte vers le soleil > Moi je crois qu’ils n’ont rien &
voir avec le soleil. » « Comme tu es honnéte d’y avoir pensé, ca ne m’est jamais venu & lesprit.
Tu sais quoi, viens prendre le thé et observons-les de la terrasse, pour voir s'ils se tournent
vraiment vers le soleil qui s’en va. » « Je n’ai pas le temps aujourd’bui, j’ai un essayage de robe
de chambre. Imagine-toi que ma couturiére me réussit une robe de soirée en deux essayages,
tandis qu’elle a du mal a finir une robe de chambre en six. » « Tiens, c’est moi qui irai voir tes
affaires. Mon mari déteste les robes de chambre, si bien que je ne peux jamais m’en faire faire :
il dit que quand il revient d’une promenade & cheval ou d’une partie de tennis pour prendre son
petit déjeuner, les poumons remplis d’air, en plein exercice, vétu d’une simple chemise et d’un
pantalon blancs, il ne peut pas supporter d’étre accueilli chez lui par une geisha-bluff
somnolente, emmaillotée de soie blanche. » « C'est drole, mon mari aussi m’a dit quelque chose
dans ce genre, que la robe de chambre nous estropie : les manches cousues aux genoux, la taille
remontée aux omoplates si bien que le motif du tissu reste entier, mais que la femme devient une
japonaise bossue, un monstre. » « C'est ¢a, cest ¢a, c’est exactement ¢a. En effet, javais entre

autres dans mon trousseau une robe de chambre coupée sens dessus-dessous qui avait l'air d’un
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bandage maladroit sur une blessure étendue a tout le corps, mais il y avait un immense
tournesol brodé de la manche droite extrémement fanonée a la taille trés serrée... » « A propos !
a propos ! » « Oui, oui. Pour que le tournesol soit bien clairement visible, j'étais obligée de faire
toute sorte de mouvements et mon mari détestait ¢a. » « Moi, j’aime beaucoup les immenses
dessins, mieux : sur une de mes robes chambre, le dessin sera plus grand que la robe elle-
méme. » « Comment ¢a?» « Au dos, une moitié du dessin imprimé coupé en deux est
appliquée aux omoplates, et celle qui manque, sous forme de plaque amidonnée, est fixée comme
une aile d’ange ou une nageoire-Stuart. » « Dis donc, cette couturiére, est-ce toujours celle que tu
as ramassée pendant les vacances que nous avons passées ensemble ? » « Oui, oui. » « Mais a ce
temps-la, tu te plaignais du matin au soir de ce qu’elle n’était jamais a Ibeure. » « Je m’en
plains toujours, mais elle est trés adroite. Je déteste particuliérement les modeéles de ces derniers
temps. A part ¢a, maintenant elle vient si souvent que méme si elle vient trois fois par semaine,

¢a ne m’agace plus si elle ne se présente pas le jour convenu. Je ne sors pas, je suis toujours d la

maison. » etc. etc. C'est 2 peu prés comme cela que 'oscillateur marche en tautologies.)

L'autre état visuel (la troisiétme phase) est 2 I'opposé de celui du tournesol: la
régnent la liberté, le jeu perpétuel et 'artificiel sans bornes. Tout entre dans cette image,
mieux, il faut que tout y entre pour qu'elle soit parfaite : tout les éléments et toutes les
fleurs, les cinquiéme, sixiéme, septiéme saisons imaginables, homme et femme additionnés
de quelque genus humain concevable distinct mais non-déduit, toutes les étoiles et toutes
les dimensions importantes 4 la mode : artifice et liberté fonctionnent ici avec un tel élan
que tout ce qui compte sept éléments comme les étoiles de la Grand Ourse, les sept jours
de la semaine, les sept fréres ou parents de l'enfant de Wordsworth, commence

immédiatement par le huitiéme, sans aucune considération pour les sept précédents, qui
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ne sont qu'un genre de prologue « comme il faut » devant la vérité, qui commence 2 huit.
Je ne peux donc pour ainsi dire en rien distinguer le roman naissant, dans sa phase
premiére, de mon anatomie : ce n'est qu'une légére retouche aux influx dans le puits de
sang qui irrigue paisiblement mon cerveau ; quant  la derniére image, elle déborde de loin
mes pensées, ma vie, mes thémes particuliers, mes théories sur le roman et l'avarice
immorale et irritante de la jeune fille, pour enfoncer son delta excentrique et infini dans le
panthéisme presqu’alphabétique et lexical de la liberté. Si je veux donc présenter trés
fidelement le portrait de 'amoureuse qui m'inspire de dégoiit, il me faut d'abord présenter
quelque chose de tout a fait insignifiant, une mauvaise esquisse de tournesol, c’est-a-dire
un « détail absolu »; ensuite toutes choses imaginables au monde: bateaux, ponts,
époques historiques et statistiques portant sur la répartition par profession des ressuscités
du jugement dernier : c'est-3-dire le « tout absolu ». Les deux reliés par les fils incolores,
inodores, immatériels et transparents du deuxiéme degré : du « sujet » élaboré. Cest ma
volonté intellectuelle seule qui relie les trois degrés: je veux que tout cela serve
effectivement 4 ma vengeance nouvellistique qui se prépare contre la jeune fille avare. Je ne
tiens que deux symboles : le signe moins et le huit couché de l'infini ; je ne peux rien tirer
du «sujet » donné qui se trouve entre les deux. Comme je l'ai déja dit, ce qui est
intéressant d'une part c'est la relation antithétique entre la premiére métaphore « moins »
et la troisiéme image « infini », et consiste d'autre part, ou plus exactement apparait, si je
fais usage égal des trois phases pour I'élaboration du roman ou de la théorie, ou de
chacune par rapport aux autres, ou séparément sur la pensée centrale, je les mets donc en
rapport avec la fille avare. Que va-t-il se passer ? Le deuxiéme essai de Leville-Touqué
paru dans la revue Antipsyché, Vers la civilisation nouvelle du jeu de mots, ou des régles de

accidentalisme dogmatique, traitait de ce sujet.

140



Son point de départ, comme i maintes reprises déja — l'architecture — voulait
attirer l'attention sur un truc trés souvent utilisé : 'architecte dessine un carré puis un
autre, de telle maniére que le deuxiéme couvre une partie du premier, constituant ainsi
une surface commune, la surface de superposition, qui deviendra la forme centrale et
essentielle de toute la construction ; si les deux carrés sont sur un plan horizontal, I'étui
autonome de l'escalier se dressera au-dessus de la surface commune; et bien quil ne
s'agisse pas, on le sent, d'une forme indépendante, mais d'un sous-produit de 'ombre ou
de la réflexion relationnelle de deux formes différentes échouées presqu'au hasard l'une
sur l'autre, c'est elle tout de méme qui deviendra une des parties les plus importantes du
batiment. Si les deux carrés ne se situent pas au plan horizontal, mais par exemple au plan
de la fagade, il y aura sur la surface commune des grilles de balcon doublement serrées,
comme sur les cartes 13 ol des régions identiquement hachurées s'entrecroisent, 13 le
réseau statistique des lignes colorées sera deux fois plus dense. Cette méthode permet de
trés nombreuses variantes, mais l'essentiel reste partout pareil, soit une quantité de
formes, elles sont glissées I'une sur I'autre de fagon a faire naitre des surfaces communes et
ces surfaces doubles ou triples « au hasard » deviendront les piliers-essences de toute la
construction. Prenons un arbre dont les feuilles ne pousseraient pas comme prescrit dans
les manuel d'histoire naturelle, mais sur chaque branche on ne voit que les formations
nées du recouvrement de 2, 3 feuilles ou plus, il ne reste donc que les surfaces communes :
la otril ny a qu'une épaisseur, rien ne figure. Cest 4 ce type d'arbre qu'on peut comparer le
style des édifices cités plus haut. C'est une simple pratique du jeu de mots architectural.
Prenons un jeu de mots linguistique, par exemple le sobriquet que I'ami d'une femme
écrivain lui avait donné: Hippopocondra Stylopotama, dans lequel le nom de

I'hippopotame rappelle 'hypocondrie connue de cette femme, et son penchant pour
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I'écriture. Dans ce jeu de mots, il se passe exactement la méme chose qu'en architecture
quand on assemble «par hasard » deux figures: le premier carré correspond 2
« hippopotamus » et le deuxiéme A « hypocondriaque » ; avec un truc d'ingénieur, je les
pousse maintenant I'un sur l'autre et une surface double apparait, tache linguistique ol se
superposent hippopotame-vie et hypocondriaque-vie, ot elles se conjuguent, et restent a
droite et 4 gauche deux surfaces simples occupées par les seuls concepts dhippopotame et
d’hypocondriaque. Entre I'hippopotame et I'hypocondrie, on ne peut établir aucun lien
logique satisfaisant, ils ont fatalement des substances étrangéres ['une i l'autre, et nous les
g9 g
forons I'une sur l'autre ces deux choses, ces deux substances étrangéres I'une a l'autre,
pour ériger leur zone commune en substance unique et véritable, comme l'architecte qui
ne considére pas les foyers d'une ellipse comme centres structuraux de I'édifice, ni les
diagonales des carrés comme jonctions internes aux proportions, mais jette sur l'ellipse
une forme excentrique, étrangére, inorganique et hasardeuse (par exemple une série de
quatre cercles contigus), érige en porteur-de-substance la surface commune ainsi créée, ce
qui met en évidence I'état absolument nouveau de la sensorialité substantive des hommes :
qui ne peuvent apprécier les dogmes que s'ils sont accidents. L'ancienne substance était
toujours le produit mental de la proportionnalité interne, de la régularité géométrique —
une sorte de centre de gravité rationnel ; la substance nouvelle est plutédt la résultante du
fonctionnement biologique : pour apparaitre ou étre amorcée, elle a besoin d'une
gq p P
fécondation externe, c'est une forme étrangére qui la saupoudre de son pollen-forme
capricieux, et cest alors qu'elle nait. Ce qu'on peut facilement résoudre dans le corps de la
langue et exécuter en architecture doit étre réalisable de la méme maniére dans le roman :
I'essentiel venant des trois phases — de la décharge tournesol, du réseau-récit hachuré, du

tableau-bateau vénitien infini — c'est ce qui apparaitra si je superpose légérement ces trois
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états comme trois cartes sur le tapis vert : on voit encore les 3 chiffres distincts, mais les
figures, coeurs, tréfles, corps des dames et des rois, s'‘élévent au rang de jeu de formes
collectif, de substance-jeu. Jeu de mots ne signifie donc pas humour a bon marché, au
contraire : c'est une modification s'étendant 2 toute la culture portant sur l'essence de
l'instinct, portant sur l'essence du sensualisme. Prenons par exemple le jeu de mots
suivant ol l'adjonction grammaticale est remplacée par celle des lévres humaines :
qu'advient-il au baiser si je considére comme jeu de mots la flasque collision des lévres ?
On aura une surface commune aux lévres et il y aura 4 gauche et 4 droite des bouches
originelles, le reste non-joint (non-conformiste). La quintessence du baiser ne serait pas la
rencontre de deux individus, mais seulement ce qui ne se verrait nettement que si on
surchargeait les lévres de rouge et que l'on placait une mince plaque de verre entre les
bouches : les empreintes rouges superposées visibles sur les deux faces du verre
constitueraient la substance-jeu du baiser, la nouvelle anatomie accidentelle de la bouche,
grice A laquelle on pourra peut-étre un jour, mieux que par 'ancienne, guérir les maladies
buccales. Ce qui revient 4 dire que le véritable positivum est toujours un rapport entre
deux choses, non pas un rapport judicieux, mais une mise en relation tout a fait fortuite :
lors d'une partie, aprés la distribution, quand on a en mains les cartes attribuées par le
hasard, aussitdt on s’efforce de considérer cet éventail fortuit de chiffres et de valeurs sous
les yeux comme des vérités premiéres sur lesquelles baser toute la partie : c'est justement
la capricieuse incohérence des cartes qui permet de prévoir le déroulement du principe de
la partie, si les cartes arrivaient dans la main en fonction d'un systéme, on ne saurait trop
quelles conclusions en tirer sur l'avenir et sur les partenaires, tandis que plus le désordre
est grand, plus la perspective est large, et plus on congoit un ordre autour et devant soi. Si

un architecte batit une maison dont les fondements ne sont rien d’autre que la surface
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infiniment restreinte produite par le chevauchement ténu de deux ellipses, c'est justement
ce hasard de la grosseur d'un fil qui permet d'imaginer les horizons qui flanquent les deux
grandes ellipses — tandis qu'une maison elliptique ne nous laisse entrevoir aucun
complément dynamique, aucune divination d’'espace. Le siécle entier avance vers le jeu de
mots — écrivait Leville-Touqué dans son essai. Le jeu de mots est l'expression de
l'instinct par lequel nous considérons comme des réalités beaucoup plus durables, comme
des étants beaucoup plus caractéristiques des relations dues au hasard, que les choses
mémes qui sont les acteurs de ces relations. On peut ainsi concevoir un nouvel
agencement du monde, ol les arbres d'une allée disparaissent et ol il ne reste que les
taches des feuillages qui se recouvrent; ol les éléments des composés chimiques
disparaissent, ne laissant pour toute réalité matérielle que le schéma de leurs valences ; ot
les cellules des tissus s'anéantissent pour laisser place aux rapports qu'elles ont entre elles :
13 ol jusqu'a présent il n'y avait rien, 12 ol il n'y avait que les fils exclusivement logiques
d’'une relation, donc ot il ny avait pratiquement que vide béant, c'est justement 1a que
vivent aujourdhui les réalités. Toutes les rives gauches, toutes les rives droites
s'estompent, mais le monde se remplira d'un nombre incalculable de ponts durs. Si jusqu’a
présent nous nous sommes intéressés A une roseraie pour ses roses, cest pour les espaces
entre les roses que nous nous y intéresserons dorénavant, autrement dit la roseraie ne sera
plus pour nous la somme des roses, mais plutdt un pochoir de peintre, une grande plaque
de linoléum dont les roses ont été détachées : cette plaque, cette plaque-pochoir peut étre
considérée comme le champ des rapports entre roses distinctes, si dense que les roses n'y
sont plus que des abstractions négligeables. Je disais tout a I'heure que l'essentiel d'une
rose est justement ce qui en est caché par une autre rose ou par un bec de perroquet : mais

si je ressens trop fortement cette situation de « caché », méme quand j'6te la rose cachant
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la premiére et que je I'en éloigne, jaurai toujours le sentiment qu'elle la cache et cette
deuxiéme sorte de cache ou coincidence — bien que le caché et le cachant soient éloignés
I'un de l'autre, I'instinct du jeu-de-mots méme alors sentira la superposition au moins
comme ombre : c'est notamment ce que nous appelons relation. La relation n'est que
coincidence dissouverte : les choses méme le plus éloignées du monde se jettent
mutuellement une sorte d'ombre, on a souvent la situation paradoxale suivante, I'ombre
ne coupe rien de l'autre chose, mais simplement ouvre une noire liaison communicante
entre les deux, entre deux roses par exemple. Il s'agirait de deux états d'une méme
situation de jeu de mots: le premier, le plus primitif, le plus naif, ot deux roses
effectivement se recouvrent en partie et ol la partie commune est la flos substantialis ; le
deuxiéme, ol les deux roses sont éloignées I'une de l'autre, mais comme si on les avait
cousues I'une sur 'autre, et maintenant que je les sépare, la deuxiéme entraine avec elle les
morceaux de fils qui I'attachaient 4 la premiére : c’est 4 vrai dire 3 ce moment-1a que nait ce
que nous appelons relation. (On fabriquait déja autrefois de la substance par des astuces
industrielles de disposition des roses dont nous avons parlé, mais dans une tout autre
direction : d'abord on ne mettait pas seulement deux roses I'une au-dessus de I'autre dans
une position autant que possible vide de sens — mais dix, trente, deux cents dans un
rapport autant que possible significatif, c'est-a-dire les unes exactement fondues l'une
dans l'autre, les unes cachant les autres et ainsi [c'est la deuxi¢me différence importante]
l'image-substance pressurée était au terme de ce procédé technique ancien le noyau le plus
central en soi, autonome, d'un seul objet, tandis que I'image-substance fabriquée par la
technique du jeu de mots n'est jamais le noyau le plus intime d'un objet, c'en est au
contraire le moignon en surface et superficiel, et elle n'est pas autonome mais plutdt

expansive, chose dirigeant vers une autre). La substance-concept nouvelle a donc deux
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traits caractéristiques : elle est toujours constituée d'un détail capricieux érigé en dogme
(deuxiéme trait caractéristique) et mutilé par un objet extérieur 2 lui et auquel il se
rattache : ce trait social, pourrait-on dire, est appelé 2 équilibrer en lui la mutilation en
tant que mutilation. C'est sur ce point que l'essai rejoignait le programme de I'Antipsyché :
car I'Ame est un instrument d'individualisation chez 'homme ; elle est tout d’abord un
point central doté de sens, un centre de gravité moral, deuxi¢émement sa force la porte i se
refermer sur elle-méme. Par contre, la substance nouvelle est d’abord mutilation, et
deuxiémement elle conduit d’elle-méme en dehors et A autre chose, et ne peut donc pas se
préoccuper de 'dme au sens ancien. Il est évident que dans le roman nouveau 'homme et
son idme individuelle ne joueront plus aucun réle : nous oublierons vite I'existence en ce
monde dhippopotame et dhypocondrie pour ne plus nous préoccuper que
d’Hippopocondrie, substance nouvelle issue des deux : torse non refermé sur soi (« torse »
non pas au sens romantico-statuaire, mais comme cone tronqué, par exemple). En plus de
sa valeur rationnelle, pour ne pas dire philosophique, la valeur poétique du jeu de mots est
extraordinaire : par le fait qu'il force 4 I'assemblage deux choses étrangéres I'une 4 l'autre,
par le fait qu'il excite trés positivement I'imagination — ainsi nous ajoutons a I'image de
I'hippopotame le monde d'un poéte pile, maigre et précieusement décadent, d'autre part
avec « stylopotame », la notion scientifique de style qui sent l'université est soudain
substantiellement envahie par des flots verts d'eaux tropicales. Simultanément nous
imaginons, spontanément, que deux choses sans lien entre elles sont des extrémes, comme
les deux fins d'une série extrémement riche, comme deux bornes dune exactitude
mathématique : au-deld de l'hippopotame, il n'y a rien dans une direction, et au-dela de
I'hypocondrie il n'y a également que du vide dans la direction opposée — ainsi par le jeu

de mots, qui soude les poles extrémes des phénomeénes mondains, nous avons toujours
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une immense courbe, une amplitude garantie avec laquelle nous résumons les choses du
monde : par la prise de ces deux valeurs-limites (car nous les percevons comme telles, ces
deux choses sans lien entre elles), nous tenons symboliquement tous les intermédiaires, les
milliers de valeurs entre hippopotame et hypocondrie. Aprés I'analyse et le lancement de
la civilisation du jeu de mots, il paraissait indispensable d’examiner dans le roman
nouveau le réle joué par 'homme spolié (et que la vraie société suivra plus tard, bien
entendu), autrement dit d'imaginer plus précisément sa non-performance. Les idées de
Touqué sur ce probléme sont exposées dans une nouvelle étude intitulée Homme-Style et
Homme-Sache.

Partant d'un souvenir d’amour, il s'efforcait sur un ton de ténor nouvellistique a
I'opposé des notes sur la substance dans la maniére remachée. Un été, il avait rendez-vous
a Cannes sur la jetée A cinq heures du matin, mais il avait passé la nuit & Nice sans se
coucher une seconde. Il avait marché toute la nuit parmi les arbres, en plein vent, pleines
étoiles, feuilles, temps, chemin, baignant son 4me dans toutes ces catégories crues et vastes
de la poésie et de la logique. Cest alors qu'il s'était rendu compte qu'il était, au fond, « un
homme de sentiments », comme on disait autrefois. Il en était surpris car, fort de ses
expériences sur la substance, chaussé des bottillons pédagogiques des roses cousues, il
commengait  se prendre, oh combien ! pour un instituteur de village qui se satisfait de la
mise en évidence superflue de ce qui est clair. Il s'était rendu compte plus tard que sous la
stérilité mentale du remichage (et méme par-dessus), c’était sa propre sentimentalité
massive qui foisonnait : massive, car elle n’est pas une nuance de 'dme, mais un bitiment
indépendant de lui dans l'espace, la tautologie est toujours en effort lamentable, c'est-a-
dire par lequel nous tentons de népotiser, comme constituant de l'espace extérieur,

inhumain, une idée venant de notre ime. La réflexion vraiment sensée ressemble 2 un
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dosage de quinine par une élégante girl-pharmacienne dans son officine transparente en
forme d'ampoule : ici un poids jeté, I une pointe de poudre, un autre poids, un flacon
substitué au premier poids, une chiquenaude, on mélange, on retire, on fait pencher la
balance, on retient le plateau, A croire que la quinine et les poids, la multiplication et la
thérapie, vont s'envoler aux quatre vents de la pharmacie, comme le pollen d'une fleur
d'automne, et pourtant tout y reste, parmi les écailles de verre et les tables-filaments.
L'autre possibilité consiste a tout jeter sur le méme plateau, poids sur poids, quinine sur
. . . . . A A
quinine, pour que tout se renverse et que disparaisse la raison d’étre méme de la balance,
I'égocentrisme a4 moustache de chat de I'équilibre, et qu'elle soit simplement remplacée par
un bloc asymétrique. Les gens croient que le dissertateur-tautologue se délecte du milieu
qui entoure sa pensée — tout comme le nez du chien de son entre-cuisses (qu'il y met en
dormant) — alors qu'il voudrait plutdt s'en débarrasser, s'en éloigner, s'en aliéner,
l'oublier, non par une volte-face, mais par la volonté de se frayer A travers la forét de ses
pensées en se les dépassant. Cette nuit, observant ses sentiments, il n'a pas besoin de faire
pencher la balance, elle s'est depuis longtemps renversée toute seule ; sur la grande balance
sentimentale du monde, il n'y a qu'un plateau, il n'y a donc pas de sentimentalisme du
tout, mais des arbres, des étoiles, des temps et des chemins. Toute ontologie est
forcément tautologique, seule l'ontologie de la sensibilité, de I'hypocondrie, récemment
titée, de la fermentation des souvenirs, n'est pas exposée au danger d’étre redondante (au
sens grammatical) ; si nous mettons désir sur désir et si encore nous faisons du désir par
désir un désir, alors cette répétition découlera sans secousse de la margelle du puits de
I'4me en une seule vague claire pour étre bu par le grand bassin « ens » de Dieu, de la
nature, de l'espace. Les hommes n'ont encore jamais vraiment éprouvé de sentiments,

pensait-il avec un courage bien innocent. S'ils en avaient éprouvé, il n'y aurait jamais eu de
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poésie lyrique, ce qui veut dire que les sentiments n'ont jamais été assez forts pour
balancer le plateau intérieur de I'dme dans le carreau et répandre au travers sa blonde
quinine comme poudre de primevere sur le champs anglais et grecs en méme temps. Clest
. . 3 . . R T . ) . ’ ’ .
ainsi que 'homo-« Sache » lui vient 4 I'esprit, qui n’est rien d’autre quhomme-sentiments-
seulement, puisqu’il est excessivement sentiments-seulement: il n'est méme pas
possesseur-de-psyché — pire, il n'est méme pas homme, mais masse ontologique-
seulement, arbre de douleur, pluie de joie, nuit de désirs, temps du baiser et espace de
réve. Evidemment, arbre, pluie, temps ne sont pas des désinences panthéistiques, mais
seulement la signalisation routiére naive et provisoire d'un langage ontologique encore mal
connu. Touqué cependant se rappelait la jeune femme et son rendez-vous du matin et
trouvait que ¢a n'avait aucun sens ; la jeune femme tout autant que lui, ils n'étaient que de
minuscules vermines dans le champ autonome de ses sentiments d'amour. En affrontant
le vent, ce n’était pas ses sentiments qu’il offrait A ce souffle de nuit a l'acide stellaire,
comme les filles leurs cheveux A sécher — mais sa petite personnalité d'état-civil qui
Y, . . . . . . s
n’était pas lui, qui ne voulait que la sensation pour la sensation, en dehors de 'lhomme —
qu’il plantait dans le fleuve des sentiments venant de loin. Les femmes sont inaccessibles
car elles sont bien plus prés de nous que ne l'est notre propre conscience : I'amour, les
7\ A . . . 2.
noces, tout est déja prét depuis toujours. Est-ce demain qu'il rencontre cette femme ?
Mais tout est consommé, c’est du moins ce que lui disaient les sentiments venant a sa
rencontre sur la scéne d'école de l'onto-manie. L'idée de la femme, de la rencontre, du
. . . . . . . 1, . . .
matin, lui pesaient terriblement, il lui semblait que tout cela n'était que chipoterie
adolescente inactuelle. L'amour est en lui si vaste et le sentimentalisme si infiniment
. - , . . ,
szent-nitouche, qu’il a en horreur la petite dramaturgie sociale de 'amour, ou tout

simplement de 'amour, de l'existence méme des sexes. Il naime que cette froide nuit
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nicoise unissant en un seul geste noir le corps de la femme et sa poésie 4 lui. Cependant,
quand on ceuvre dans le genre épique, il faut trouver la technique propre A exprimer cette
« Sachlichkeit » sentimentale : 3 exprimer des sentiments qui ne se trouvent ni dans 'dme,
ni dans les arbres, mais qui sont des concrets mythologiques nouveaux dans lesquels les
névroses décadentes sont si fidéles i elles-mémes que seule la branche la plus sauvagement
réaliste de la scolastique peut les exprimer : elles sont devenues plus fortes, plus positives
que 'homme lui-méme. Il faudrait tout de méme rencontrer cette femme le matin comme
il en avait été décidé, bien qu'a le lueur premiére s'accrochant en parasite vert-citron au
reflux, il pleurait la jeune femme comme morte (le fait que nous imaginions autant que
possible la mort de la femme et que nous la déclinions au tombeau n’est que manceuvre
artificielle en vue d'un frauduleux passage en ontologie). Elle n'était pas 1. Il I'attend une
demi-heure, puis monte 4 son hotel. La chambre est vide, la salle de bains fermée, il n'y a
que l'eau lichée de la baignoire qui gargarise dans la canalisation murale. Il ne frappe pas,
mais regarde A travers le trou de la serrure. Elle est assise devant la glace, ou plutdt dans la
glace, car dans cet hotel les glaces A ruban étaient 4 la mode : elles pouvaient tourner
(comme la roue d'un moulin 2 eau) de telle maniére qu'un siége A ressort montait, tandis
que la glace s'enfongait, éventuellement jusqu'en-dessous, et partant les femmes pouvaient
se voir dans des perspectives tout 2 fait furieuses et idiotes, et naturellement elles ne
manquaient pas d'en pomper sur-le-champ des allures nouvelles. Le siége était constitué
de bandes noires en demi-cercles horizontales et paralléles, dosseret cocaine sans assise.
Entre la sourriciére interstellaire du dosseret-inducteur et le bac-lumiére inversé de la
glace, sur un plancher de verre, reposaient de petites boites que la jeune femme manipulait
A une fréquence telle qu'elle avait l'air de rempianoter les sous perdus en prise de vue

accélérée. A présent, elle se tripotait les sourcils : 4 la main, une sorte de minuscule brosse
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a dents, devant elle sur une soucoupe, encre de Chine, a coté, chiffon sale, taché de noir.
Elle avait encore un ceil non préparé, l'autre déja planté d'immenses aiguilles noires,
comme ces énormes peignes de fer qui croisent la gamme de rides profondes des marches
évanescentes, en haut des escaliers roulants du métro londonien. Il observait les boites :
longs parallélipipédes du rouge-a-lévres, petit cercueil vénitien de la poudre ; le vernis-a-
ongles est plat comme si on avait fait repasser sur un rail une piéce d'argent anglaise par
I'Orient-Express ; pour la créme faciale, un potiquet en porcelaine blanche comme celui
de I'obésigeéne pour enfants malades ; le parfum n'est qu'arabesques de verre, balbutiement
de crosse, ou encore galvanométre de Kelvin 4 deux bobines ; le fond de teint est une
petite couronne princiére dont le rouge déduit de la cervelle peut se voir déja sur les joues
de la femme sous forme d'esquisse premiére couchée. Et ce ne sont ni le regard d'un
homme indiscret, ni le désir, ni 'amour qui rayonnent a travers le trou de la serrure,
comme des espions lumineux dressés dans un laboratoire de physique — mais une masse
ontologique appuyée a une arche de produits de beauté. Touqué navait pas honte, il
gardait l'opposition comme opposition : ontologie et maquillage, analogia entis et
cosmétique vide — voild le récit d'amour. Cest la deuxieme fois qu'il cesse d’étre
raisonnable et humain : la premiére fois, il était tellement tel qu'en lui-méme que cette
identité était la cause de la plus grand asymétrie, du plus grand éloignement et
renversement ; A présent, la femme est tellement disparue, désintégrée dans la fiction
mathématique des produits de beauté, que 'amour conforme aux descriptions livresques
est devenu impossible. A vrai dire, elle est dans ses boites, créme, poudre, encre de Chine,
onguent, fard, et dans ses ustensiles, pinceau, houpette, chiffon, pinces, ciseaux,
vaporisateur. La nuit, son amour était le monde méme, arbres, routes, temps, étoiles tout

ensemble, dans 'Ens-salon du Dieu 4 la Jacobus Maritanus, son sentiment est celui d'une
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existence positive 3 peine supportable — A présent, cest une figure a l'anatomie
mensongere, artificiellement construite, un jeu, une algébre, une fiction. L'amour oscille
donc entre deux poles non-humains: la Sachlichkeit ontologique et lartificialité
cosmétique radicale. Cela le rendait optimiste. Que pourrait étre en épique l'expression la
plus fidéle de cet homme-artifice réfugié dans le cosmétique ? Peut-étre le fait que le héros
(qui, pour les besoins de 'ontologie s'est déja transformé en une constellation matérielle
de douleur) se transforme en style, en structure, en grammaire du roman qui parle de lui,
en « homme-style ». Le roman n’est donc pas un objet fermé, mais deux cones infinis aux
sommets arrondis se faisant face, leurs deux miroirs aspirant des aspects différents du
héros placé entre-deux. Le premier son ime, son noyau sentimental, le siége de sa
sentimentalité, pour le projeter dans le monde absolu, le plus universel de I'existence, au-
dela des catégories ; le deuxiéme miroir conique détache la surface de la surface, la limite
extérieure de I'extérieur, pour les faire glisser dans le monde de la fiction, de I'abstraction,
du cosmétique, o1 (2 l'opposé du monde raisonnable seulement du premier cone) régne le
seul-linguistique, le seul-mot, la grammaire autosuffisante et vide. Touqué avait déja tenté
d’écrire quelque chose dans ce genre sous le titre : Baiser. La premiére partie consistait en
une description de paysage (le paysage qui est toujours le premier moyen le plus naturel,
de déshumaniser dans un but ontologique) : ciel vespéral, rose crépusculaire avec voiles
dorés, l'analyse du rose, idylle, chagrin, feu, couleur du corps, temps, fleur, femme,
lassitude, vertu, ironie, aube, réve de convention ; 13 : feuilles d’'acacia vert-clair : cendre,
trait, quelque chose, erreur, sphére d'un arc électrique des premiers temps dans le ciel
rose : lumiére totale, non-rayonnement total, clarté, isolation de couleur, sans couleur,
sans clarté. Faire sentir la plénitude impossible du paysage, 'absolu dieu en tant que nu du

paysage, et son chargement-paradoxe infiniment compensé, c'est représenter le contenu
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sentimental du baiser, le dépassement du baiser et son aliénation du baiser. La deuxiéme
partie décrivait un fragment d'histoire inconnue : biographie de I'électricité parcourant le
circuit-shunt d'un ampére-meétre et les barres de reprise d'ailes des mouettes apprivoisées :
intervenaient partout des bouches, des dents, des rougeurs, des paralléles, des chiffres
doubles et quadruples, des polarités, des alternativités. Il est difficile de ne pas décrire une
fiction cosméticale, mais de faire sentir le bluff par les formules grammaticales mémes. Ce
récit baiser avait encore un sous-titre : « Tentative de définition permanente de I ‘Onto-
fict' ». « Onto-fict », ¢a sonne A peu prés comme une enseigne au dentifrice ; Touqué
voulait marquer par ce jeu de mots le paralléle indissociable (mais qui ne peut pas étre
confondu non plus!) entre 'extréme réel et I'extréme mensonge dans la vie pratique et
intellectuelle nouvelle.

Touqué pouvait éprouver ce dualisme non seulement dans sa propre vie, mais
encore dans d’'autres domaines. La méme université éditait le méme mois deux livres, 'un
qui portait le court-titre d’Ens Ens, l'autre de Berkeley. Les ens-ensistes avaient une seule
idée de base : démontrer qu'il n'y a pas de vie psychique individuelle, psychologie zéro,
que par contre toutes les impressions qui chevrotent a la surface de notre 4me sont de
grands courant ontologiques de l'essence, lincandescence des fils conducteurs de
I'existence dans 'homme, tout comme les grilles incandescentes des ampoules électriques,
qui n'éclairent pas de leur lyre propre, mais par un immense réseau électrique extérieur.
Un mythologisme nouveau est en plein déploiement, les hommes mettent en avant de
plus en plus des quantités jadis négligées, méprisées, et les hissent au plan mythiquement
positif de la réalité ; tout comme les dogmes qui jadis pérégrinaient dans le champ de
I'hallucination, A présent les ombres nerveuses les plus filantes arrivent nommées,

incarnées, au sanctuaire ontologique des dogmes avec une concrétude infinie. Le livre
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Berkeley avait également une seule idée de base : un idéalisme nouveau et outrancier est en
plein déploiement, car les hommes se sont rendu compte qu'ils ne peuvent connaitre dans
leur nudité immédiate 'essence des choses, les stades ultimes de la vie et de la matiére, car
la pubére tension de l'existence est si fantastique qu'on ne peut distendre cet anneau de
chasteté et qu'on ne peut donc remplacer la structure de base réelle que par des signes
symboliques, que par des masques mathématiques. L'idéalisme excessif berkeleyien avait
autrefois une certaine saveur mélodramatique — « il nous faut renoncer a la connaissance
de la réalité » — ce qui fait totalement défaut au néo-berkeleyisme : I'exigence ontologique
est 4 vrai dire une exigence primitive et barbare, et les grands systémes de fiction qui
occupent la place de la « réalité » satisfont pleinement a I'exigence plus raisonnable d'une
« réalité vraisemblable 3 'homme ». Aprés avoir lu d'affilée les deux ouvrages, Touqué
savait bien qu'ici il n'est pas nécessaire de « choisir » : il acceptait 'un et l'autre, car dans
ses expériences les plus personnelles, dans ses aventures amoureuses, chacun trouvait une
garantie également tranchante. En lisant des livres des physique nouveaux, des chapitres
d'optique, il en avait retenu diverses choses dans ce genre : que la lumiére s'est exprimée
simultanément aux particules de matiére les plus médiévales et aux nuages de probabilités,
aux hypothétiques brumes célestes et champs d'incertitude d'une saveur trés
berkeleyienne — d'une part la matiére naive, de lautre la fiction de Broglie. Tout
phénomeéne se constitue de 'hétérogénéité de I'existence et du délire : I'étre étant pendant
un certain laps de temps une nuit noire ontologique, puis une clarté symbolique
aveuglante, pour se replier de nouveau dans la matrice égoiste-bleue du réel, mais pour n'y
point demeurer. Ni I'obscurité ni la folie de lumiére ne permettent la vision, et il serait
vain d’en attendre un éclairage provisoire tamisé dans le style contemporain. Son amour

pouvait-il avoir un sens dans ces conditions ? Les désirs, les sentiments n’aboutissent nulle

154



part, ils tournoient sur I'océan infini de l'existence sans vouloir vraiment quoi que ce soit
(le «vitalisme» n'est que le jouet cogital des weekendailleurs sans-plaisir,
I'« ontologisme » breuvage obscur et chtonien des tragiques), on ne peut jamais faire
fleurir dans un monde supérieur les bourgeons éclos la-bas, on ne peut jamais réaliser les
projets nés la-bas, car cest 'univers de sous les eaux aux néréides funéraires immergé des
éternelles prémisses, qui tourne éternellement vers lui-méme sur les serpentins bleu
indigo d'un tourbillon en ombilic sans fin. Quand les amoureux font des projets pour le
lendemain, apparemment ils se réalisent, tout comme Touqué qui lui aussi aurait
finalement rencontré la cannoise a cinq heures-et-demie du matin, mais le projet et tout
ce qui sensuit n'ont pas de rapport entre eux, la rencontre n'est qu'une équation
mathématique factuelle de Broglie pour exprimer approximativement et d'une maniére
plutdt hypothétique la rencontre ontologiquement idéale. Tout amour est d'abord
« quelque chose » que 'homme ressent avec une exaltation mythologisante et une
détermination physique, puis le simulacre de ce quelque chose de clos, identité
inaccessible (qu'on peut plutdt scéniquement signaler qu'exprimer) qui longe et chevauche
en éternelle conditionnalité cette « chose » avec la saveur mensongére du symbolisme —
épuisante série de jeux arbitraires et dans lair. Cest peut-étre le vingtiéme siécle qui
découvrira et définira le « sentimentalisme théologisant », les forces absurdes, les vagues
bleues gratuites et extra-vitales des sentiments (ontologie n'est pas vie !), que Touqué
avait vécus dans sa grande solitude, et ou la joie, les pleurs, le désir, les interrogations
étaient devenus des « Sache » classiques, ce qui était un record bien plus important que
celui de Werther. Cest en vain que reviennent les lendemains aux calendes des amoureux,
le sentiment du demain ne se transforme pas en sentiment d’aujourd’hui dans leur dme, il

reste une vague 2 venir, qui roule en soi ses eaux sonnantes de droite 4 gauche en dehors
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du temps, pose en lamé. Ce n'est pas le sentiment de 'accompli qui mousse dans 'étui-
caniche du lit nuptial, mais le commencement d'un désir, le commencement du
commencement, car I'amour n'évolue pas, les sentiments ne se transforment pas sous
l'influence des événements de la vie, pas plus que les caractéristiques de la lumiére ne se
modifient sous l'influence des intermezzos de Broglie. Dans son essai intitulé Elégance et
Schisma Moralis, Touqué examinait également la dualité ontologie/sentiment et
action/fiction arbitraire. Dans la mode féminine, dans le style des robes du soir, des
costumes de golf et surtout des maillots de bain (été 1933) il avait décelé une lutte
dramatique entre l'existence et la fiction, entre 'homme humanissime et I'homme
stylissime, entre 'homme anatomique et 'homme déshumanisé — et leur vaine volonté
d’identification et d'interpénétration: dans le maillot de bain, les deux phases de
I'existence et de l'arbitraire s'enlacaient comme les branches gauche et droite du chiffre
¢ g
huit. Dans la vie éthique, A l'opposé de I'enlacement et au-deld du chiasme mondain, il
caractérisait justement la disjonction totale : paralléle impuissant de I'onto-morale et de la
ficto-morale (pour utiliser les vocables de I'enseigne au dentrifrice). C'est d'aujourd’hui
que date la vraie saison scientifico-expérimentale de ces hommes qui commettent
perpétuellement des crimes et sont quand méme bons, et de ceux qui peut-étre
accumulent propreté sur propreté et sont entiérement mauvais: simplement parce
) . . ) A
qu'entre la couche ontologico-morale et la couche performante, il n'y a pas le plus pile
rapport, il n'y a pas le plus naif, le plus mince ponton pour une transfusion. Pour Touqué,
la mode et I'éthique étaient des object d’étude par excellence, car c'est 1a que 'étre-deux de
I'homme-Sache concret et de 'homme-style fict’ est le plus évident : dans la mode, ils se
croisent en X; en éthique, ils sont paralléles, ou plus exactement s’accompagnent

dialelliquement. Qu’est-ce que cela signifie pour I'épopée ? Autrefois, le milieu et le récit
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venaient ensemble en un tiéde mélange ; aujourd’hui, les objets propres au milieu et le
récit qui se déroule parmi eux sont dissociés et courent cdte a cote. Il y aura distinctement
des romans de choses (c'est la branche ontologique) et des romans hyperévénimentuels
(cest la manie de la fiction). Touqué aurait voulu écrire des grands romans-catalogues
mythiques sur ses objets préférés, tels que : ponts, puits, navires, lacs, bas de femme. Et
aussi des romans événimentuels complexes auxquels la totalité des intrigues possibles des
drames anglais sanglants du 17° et celle des romans policiers modernes auraient été
intégrées. Ces contradictions s'épuisent déja dans les deux phases du Scheme du
Commencement : possibilités A la fois étrangéres et apparentées du théme et du bateau.
Cette dualité épique correspond aux points nodaux et aux parties oscillatoires des ondes
stationnaires : quand ces ondes sont réfléchies, elles ont des points d'intersection
anoscillatoires A la distance d'une demi-amplitude (ponts, puits, navires, etc.); par
ailleurs, l'ensemble du phénomeéne représente un drame double par réflexion (ultra-
Webster) : la passivité infinie et le mouvement infini se supposent et s'engendrent
mutuellement. Il avait fait une fois le voyage de Paris pour assister 2 un spectacle Plaute
moderne dans un petit théitre, dont le metteur en scéne était une ancienne connaissance
nicoise. Dans le train, il avait lu des revues néo-thomistes traitant des épistémologies néo-
réalistes les plus diverses, sous la sempiternelle présence du veritas fundatur in esse rei ou
culte de la réalité. A Paris, au dehors du train, les porteurs, les affiches Cinzano, les
comptoirs des cafés 'encerclaient avec une plénitude maladive d’'objectivité indépendante
de sa volonté ; les choses étaient possédées de la paralysie acute de I'Esse. Le soir, il était
allé voir le Plaute : un guignol dans une maison de fous: les personnages avaient des
masquillages mortellement et cyniquement de travers, leur voix était un mélange de

miaulements d’eunuques et de crétins, leurs mouvements épilepsie dartistes et de
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kangourous, la musique une chanson enfantine sur un texte pornographique
incompréhensible, comme si on n'était pas parmi des hommes mais parmi des numéros de
paranoia. On se rendait parfaitement compte du travers du masquillage : il suffit parfois
dans une formule de déplacer d'un rang a gauche les indices au bas des signes (ainsi les
indices-feuilles des arbres penchés par grand vent se déplacent-elles d'un rang de feuille),
le quatre prend la place du trois, le trois celle du deux, c’est-2-dire que les signes restent 4
leur place mais qu'en bas il se produit un déplacement général : ici également sur la scéne,
les caractéres étaient A peu prés maintenus dans une identité de cas-limite vertigineux,
mais le masque leur pendait comme un indice décalé juste de la distance d'un homme,
avec le «sarcasme mortel » d'une différence déraisonnable, car tout le jeu n'était que
critique et mort. On sentait que 'unité d'ironie, de déshumanisation par le masque était
juste de la longueur d'un homme, on voyait toujours un homme régulativement différent
dans 'homme observé. Marionnettes, bouffons, animaux et imbéciles : alors que Touqué
les regardait faire des culbutes parmi les décors criards et bariolés, les notions
ontologiques du Bulletin Thomiste continuaient de lui écarteler le cerveau, et il sentait qu'il
aurait également besoin des deux choses, sinon toute sa vie, du moins ses quelques mois

de jeunesse a venir.
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Miklés Szentkuthy

PRAE

(aryvok)



Od zazitku k vyjadreniu:
stipis najobyéajnejsich

moznosti

Leville-Touqué uvidi klobuk: ndjst prvého hravého spolo¢ného menovatela

zenskej médy a filozofie

zarodky a problémy vyjadrenia:
A) tri nestvislé vychodiskové body

1. fragment slnecnice v mozgu vyplyvajici z biologicke;
spontdnnosti

2. sraciondlnou svojvolnostou naplinovand ,téma“ (absolttna
téma)

nerozvinutelnost kazdej téme podobnej témy
3. velky vyjav vyjadrujici absolutnu ,niladu® stavba lode

v Benitkach v noci

vztah tautoldgie a oscildtora

B) ako sa daju pouzif, spojit vysSie uvedené tri prvky: nutnd
relativizicia
pojmov stivislosti a nestivislosti:
1. slovn4 hra so slovami
2. slovna hra s prvkami priestoru: modernd architektira
3. ,slovnd hra“ z prvkov zadlenenych pod A)

nové gurménstvo substancie
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C) zanik (alebo nadrealiz4cia) ,¢loveka” alebo ,romdnového hrdinu®

v dehumanizujicej romdnovej technike

vstrebdva sa do Castoéne priontologickej, diasto¢ne prifiktivnej
vEstvy

oddelit ,predmetovy” romdn od ,hyperdejového” romanu

Leville-Touqué napisal do svojho ¢asopisu Antipsyché &linok na tému Schéma
zaciatku alebo Novd kompozicia. Ako priklad mu poslazil pomyselny
romdnopisec alebo mozno filozof, ktory sa do roly romanopisca vteluje len
preto, aby pre svoju novi logiku nazbieral argumenty aj z inej oblasti, a
nechal tdto postavu pozorovat onen bod, ktorému nepredchidzala este
ziadna logicka ¢i umeleckd in$pircia na napisanie nového systému ¢ romdnu,
no v ktorom sa uz hldsi prvy zirodok in§piracie: a pomocou tohto prvého
zdrodku a jeho bezprostrednych pokracovani sa usiluje skiimat povahu nove;j
kompozi¢nej médy, $pecidlny vztah analyzy a jednoty, nidhody a zdkona. Po
Schéme zaciatku svoje zdvery tézovito zhrnul v druhom ¢lanku K novej kultire
slovnych hier alebo O pravidlach dogmatického akcidentalizmu.

Obsah prvého ¢lanku je nasledujici: uz mesiace som bol zaltbeny do
dievcata (¢ldnok bol totiz napisany v prvej osobe), s ktorym som si jedného
slne¢ného predpoludnia prezeral pariZske vyklady, pestré pulty kvetindrstiev,
klenotnictiev a drogérii, ked sme prisli pred klobuénictvo. Za sklom bolo
vidno len jediny klobuk, ale aj ten pripominal klobuk iba vzdialene: mal tvar
malej pologule a skladal sa z dvoch ¢asti, jedna pozostivala z ligotavych a
tenkych niklovych rurok, pri¢om priestor medzi nimi bol prizdny, akoby
medzi mrezami, zatial ¢o druht ¢ast tvorila akasi tenkd, zelenkavo siva blana,
o ktorej som nevedel zistit, ¢i je z kovu, papiera, skla alebo z textilu. Pri
pohlade na td skvelt $truktdru ma omricila rozko$, no dievéa zostalo
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pomerne chladné. Mal som pocit, Ze pre jar sa nedal zhotovit krajsi symbol
ako tento spoly logicky, spoly rddiotechnicky klobtk: aj na jari mi vzdy
lahodila akdsi naivne rebrovitd zdkonitost, raciondlna inspiricia uvraveného
poriadku (vyborne to zobrazoval strapec niklovych rarok) a ziroven
paradoxné svetlo, iskrivé pritmie, tarbavi istota a vedoma neistota instinktov
(toto zas predstavovala td nafuknutd druhd éas ¢ klobuka, poskladand z
nedefinovatelnej latky).

Zrejme je nipadné, Ze mdj mozog symbolizuje prostrednictvom
znatne hrubého mechanizmu, ale uZ tu chcem so zvyéajnou brutalitou
didaktiky predviest ¢osi z prichute mojej manie: tesnui a in§tinktivnu stivislost
najuniverzélnejsich a najhmlistejich pocitov (ako napr. onen zloZity pocit,
ktory vnimame vo vztahu k jari a ktory by sa dal nazvat jej nekonecéne
privitnou definiciou), ich tazbu po suvislostiach, dychtivi techniku
vytvirania stvislosti pomocou hazardne odli$nych veci, napriklad tymito
niklovymi rirkami a sklenym vrectiskom vo vyklade s klobikmi.

Co mi chcel ten klobuk povedat? Tu ligotavih meravost rirok,
rebrovito objimajicich zatial' eSte nejestvujiici maly gldbus Zenskej hlavy,
odjakZiva pokladali za stelesnenie pravidiel, systémov, logickych diferenciacii,
kapitol a pddorysov: riurky st ve¢nymi lokajmi symbolov poriadku. Ked tieto
kovové vlikna a niklové liany prilnt na ¢iernovlasu alebo plavovlasu lebku,
klobik nad1i ou vytvori prisne obratniky Raka a KozoroZca, pedantné
rovniky a greenwichovské struny: mozog a mikido budd uviznené medzi
skorpiénimi klepetami pravidla. Ale pravidlo, ktoré spominané rarky
predstavujii, predsa len neznamend staromdédnu klietku pravidiel: jednak
uhol ich sklonu sa vyznaduje akousi grotesknou ochotou a jednak ich svetlo
oplyva akymsi prehnanym, cynickym ligotom, oslepujiico bielym iskrenim:
povodny poriadok, puritinska schéma, ktort takéto meravé a rovnaké liany
zakazdym predstavuji, sa vychyluje jednak k svetu burlesky, humoru a hry,
jednak k svetu luxusu, samotiéelnej elegancie a asketickej p6zy.
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Tento dvojaky odklon neznamena poskodenie poriadku, ale naopak
jeho bohatstvo: v tej chvili som naivno-sebavedomym ¢ uchom objavitelov
vytusil, Ze sa mi otviraji nové moznosti kompozicie, nové spdsoby vystavby:
trochu humornej deformicie na jednej strane, trochu divadelnej dekora¢nosti
na druhej strane vyjadria ve¢ne pozadovany a nenahraditelny umelecky alebo
logicky poriadok ovela energickejSie nez stbezné droty starej klietky
poriadku. Podstatu krdsy krisnej lalie ovela preciznejSie vyjadrim dvoma
vyumelkovanymi nepresnostami: grotesknym kaktusom (to je hra), ktory sa
na fiu ako-tak ponisa, a rozmarnou ozdobou klobtika (to je mondénnost)
vyrobenou z ligotavej priemyselnej hmoty: stéet karikatdry a prakeickej
okrasy md vytvarat poriadok umenia a nduky o pravdivosti.

Ale tam na ulici som sa od vykladu naudil aj nieco iné. V tom ¢ase som
uz predital celkom slu§né mnoZstvo knih, v ktorych filozofia s uréitou
grandezzou uzdkortiovala svoju hypochondriu: pojem pojmu, zdklad zakladu,
moznosti moznosti, infra  princip  predchidzajaci  predpokladu
predpokladajucemu vsetky predpoklady (,reine Und-heit”, ,absolutes So-
tum”), najzdkladnej$ie rozumové danosti, slovom tie puritinsky vzrusené
knihy analyzovali cela ta ,hyperlogicku prelogiku®.

Lebo nepochybne boli puritinske: za pojmami konvenéne;j
pravidelnosti, inteligencie, systematickosti, konzekventnosti hladali este
zakladnej$iu pravidelnost a systematickost: nejaky taky zdkladny poriadok,
ktory sa na nase doterajsie pojmy poriadku uZ takmer ani nepodobal; bolo to
absolutne fiasko alebo triumf puritanizmu (& triumf jeho zlyhania?), zatial ¢o
absolutny poriadok tvorili nejasné vlikna, bunkové torzd a plazmatické
secesie. Lebo po precitani nemeckych fenomenoldgii a niuk o pravdivosti
som nadobudol dojem, Ze tym logickym infrim, poriadkom predchidzajicim
poriadku a absurdnym bodom origa tiplne chybajt urcité geometrické alebo
skompoziéné” ¢ rty pojmu poriadku a skor st len hypotetickou galériou
opalizujacich rdmov, vdhavych naértov, Proteovych portrétov. Sem viedlo
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bigotné hladanie poriadku, sem viedlo skutoéne puritinske puritinstvo.

Tu si opit berie slovo moja pedagogickd netaktnost a prive pojem
poriadku bude Zensky klobuk, videny vo vyklade, symbolizovat svojou
druhou polovicou, tou zvla$tnou, neuréitou, no masivnou hmotou, o ktorej
som nevedel, ¢&i je to sklo alebo stikno. Pred vykladom som teda dospel k
trom pojmom, ktoré sa vietky viac-menej vztahovali na ,poriadok”,
»pravidlo”: burleska, mondénnost a infralogika.

Spytal som sa uz i tak zna¢ne lahostajne sa sprivajiceho dievéata, ¢i by
chcela taky klobuk. Sucho odvetila, Ze by si ho nasadila nerada, lebo by mala
pocit, Ze na hlave nema klobuk, ale — ako som jej pred chvilou povedal —
radiovd konstrukciu alebo zniklovatenti maskaru z vyoperovanych artérii.
Ostatne, aj tak nerada utrica na takéto somariny.

Ked jarny fetis, z ktorého som za¢inal vylamovart boileauovské pravidld
nového romdnového $tylu, nazvala somarinou, mal som pocit, ako keby mi
strelila revolverom do hlavy. V mihu som pohladom preletel po jej obleceni
ako ddky krvila¢ny danovy exekitor po zlozkich pravdepodobne falo§ného
inventdra: na nohich mala ploské trotteurové topanky, nad nimi husto tkané
hnedé bavlnené pancuchy; sivy anglicky kostym s dvoma gombikmi, s
opaskom a so sivou prackou, na hlave sivy plsteny klobik s tizkou strieskou,
omotany jedinou plstenou stuhou. Celd moja liska zrazu stratila zmysel:
nemdm sa ¢o krutit okolo takzvanych ,diskrétnych” $iat. Vedel som totiZ, Ze
dievéa ma vela pefiazi a chyba jej vkus. Kritko nato som sa s fiou nevlidne
rozluéil, zarivy, zafaly, rozpalovany nendvistou vodi nej.

Dosial v mojom pribehu téinkovali dva déleZité motivy: tedria v
zdrodkoch a obrovska zarivost, zifalstvo a nenavist. Pre moju predstavivost
to bol idedlny stav: pociatky vyumelkovanej tedrie spirené so silnou

nenavistou.
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Tie dve zloZky, kostra tedrie a masa emdcii, sa zrazu zjednotili v podivnom
stiéte vektorov, totiZz v nedakanom, cudzom, zdanlivo Gplne nezmyselnom
fragmente jedného obrazu, presnej§ie vo zvi¢Senej metafore. Videl som dve
alebo tri obrovské slne¢nice s velkymi ¢iernymi kvetnymi l6Zkami a s
kratkymi Zltymi lupefimi, ktoré, pokréené a akoby tlejuce, boli nad
bledomodrym jazierkom rozmiestnené podobne ako perie a koruny, ktoré na
erboch zvyknt obklopovat §tit. Hoci som tento obraz zatial nepotreboval,
citil som, Ze nahradil moj pokus o tedriu a citové nasytenie, potladil ich a
odpojil z aktudlneho diania.

Bolo to prijemné i neprijemné zdroveni: uzival som si hypnoticky dar v
podobe vyjavu so slne¢nicami, jeho lie¢ivé prekvapenie, no tripne mi pri tom
chybala gymnastika konzekventnej myslienky a vdle, $itd na mieru mdjho tela.
Len pred chvilou som citil v kazdom svojom kroku nedprosnt agresivitu divej
zveri masirujicej za koristou, teraz vSak kazdy moj krok bol prizdny ako
Srapnely v bytoch vojakov sliZiace ako okrasné predmety, iba nad hlavou sa
mi s koketnou vytrvalostou vznasal nezvany host — metafora. Tohto méjho
dotieravého a bezmenného priatela nazyvam radsej metaforou neZ obrazom
preto, lebo citim, Ze sa na nie¢o vztahuje, Ze je iba sicastou nie¢oho dalsieho:
mozno je ¢imsi viac alebo menej neZ iba symbolom.

UZ prv som naznadil, ako rdd som skimal organické vztahy medzi
¢imsi univerzalnym a ¢imsi dplne hazardnym; nazddval som sa, Ze aj teraz
stojim pred takouto tlohou: moje pokusy o tedériu a elementirna nendvist
voli Zendm nijako nesuwviseli so slne¢nicovym zatis§im, no to druhé sa mi vo
vedomi vynorilo s takou nihlou uréitostou, Ze som predsa len medzi nimi
tusil uzky vztah. Ked som sa zbliz§a prizeral nastojéivému slneénicovému
daru, mohol som sa presved(it, Ze neobsahuje ni¢ obrazové: hoci celok tvorili
obrazové prvky, bol to charakteristicky metaforicky priznak, ktorému
dominovalo len zopar protikladov a zopar linii — ¢ierne kvetné 16zko sa dalo
vidiet Uplne zblizka, bol to detail detailu, takmer len ¢erny doraz; lupene sa
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iba mihali, ZIté, chvejice sa motory, a zokol-vdkol ich nebolo vidno. Ako ked
sa ¢lovek o¢ami privelmi pribliZi ku kvetu a kym na jednej strane pred nim
narast detaily, na druhej strane vidi velmi zle a rozmazane. Zeby
mikroskopické videnie v zbernom tele tohto kvetu zodpovedalo zaéiatkom
tedrie a rozmazané videnie bujneniu emocii? Citil som, Ze ten neéakan)'/ obraz
m4 nejaku logiku, no tusil som i to, Ze nie je taka ordindrna, ako som si to v
prvej chvili predstavoval.

KedZe ma gritis slne¢nice neuspokojili, vratil som sa k svojmu
predchidzajicemu stavu: k tedrii kompozicie a k hnevu a usiloval som sa
vymysliet dajaky pribeh, aby som nim vyjadril svoj odpor voéi diskrétnemu
odievaniu a vo¢i mojej dievéenskej zndmosti, ktord ho reprezentovala. Takto

som presiel do dalsieho stavu, na nasledujici stupienok v Schéme zaciatku.

Proti tej skiipej Zene som vymyslel nasledujici pribeh: isté §panielske knieza
sa kedysi zalubilo do dievcata, ktoré ho vsak nelibi. Rozidu sa a uZ sa
nestretni. Dievéa sa stane reholnickou a ¢oskoro sa o nej rozchyri, Ze je svitd:
jej hlavnymi cnostami st §porovlivost a odpustenie; zle naklada s klastornymi
pokladmi, rozddva ich a pokojne zndsa titoky voéi sebe i klastoru. Majetok
kldstora pomaly prechddza do rik bendtskych kupcov semitského pévodus: aj
dievéa, o ktorom sa vie, Ze je svitica, pochddza z pokrstenej sicilskej vetvy
jednej bendtskej kupeckej rodiny, ale to ostatné rddové sestry netusia. ,Svitd”
predstavena (lebo zakratko sa fiou stala) necakane umrie: za¢ne sa proces jej
svitoreenia. A tu sa vlastne zacina pribeh.

Medzi vynikajicimi kilazmi a velknazmi, ktori sa poschddzali na
proces svitorelenia, je aj Spanielske knieZa, niekdaj$i milenec Zeny urcenej na
svitorecCenie, z ktorého sa takisto stal knaz a vo svojom povolani rychlo
vynikol dialektickym dévtipom, hortuckovitym a erotickym racionalizmom,

ktory teraz, pri prileZitosti procesu, chce pouzit ako odporca svitorecenia.
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Uvedomuje si, Ze proti svitoreCeniu dievéata sa nestavia preto, lebo svojho
¢asu neopitovalo jeho lisku, ale preto, lebo cely typ jej askézy povaZuje za
charakeeristicky nekrestansky, ba antikatolicky: na zdklade spisov a vyrokov,
ktoré po dievcati zostali, chce dokdzat, Ze jej skromnost md korene v
merkantilistickej lakomosti a jej odpustajuca velkodu$nost je vlastne
lahostajnost voéi pravde, jej puritanizmus je nevedomd lenivost a ¢o sa tyka
praktickej stridnky veci: materidlne statky kldstora, ktorych sa s tolkym
prikladnym sebazaprenim zriekala, stali sa majetkom semitskych kupcov a ti
ich utratili na Zeny, vino a najmi na vyrobu zbrani, ktoré kapil turecky sultdn,
kedZe proti krestanskej Eurépe chystal pusto$ivii vojenskd vypravu.
Siahodlho rozobera rozdiel medzi exotickym (¢iZe naozaj katolickym)
sebazaprenim a naivno-kupeckym laickym puritinstvom: v tom druhom
nevidi opovrhovanie hmotou, ale takpovediac jej vedomy kult, ktory hmotu
nelikviduje, ale ju hromadi, takZe luxus, mdrnenie pefiazi na umelecké
kratochvile alebo na roztopasnost, je eSte vidy morilnej§im spdsobom
nakladania s peniazmi ako sporenie. Podari sa mu dokdzat, Ze predstavend
udrZovala v kldstore taky krajny styl chudoby preto, lebo vo svete nenasla
hodnotu, ¢o by svojou velkolepostou prevysovala hodnotu, ktort pre fiu mali
peniaze. Vo svojej obzalobe (lebo to bola obzaloba) cely klastor
charakterizuje ako temny symbol ,materialistického sebazaprenia®.
Medzitym sa nidhodou dozvedd, Ze zosnuld predstavend pochidza zo
sicilskej vetvy jednej slivnej benitskej kupeckej rodiny, prive z tej rodiny,
ktorej ¢len kedysi majetkovo zachrinil rodinu knieZata. KnieZa odcestuje do
Bendtok, kde chce pozorovat kupcov: tu sa stretne s novym pdpezom, o
ktorom sa dozvie, Ze prechovava sympatie vo¢i luterdnom. Tento novy papeZ
nasiel hfbu rukopisov od zomrelej predstavenej, v ktorych vyklad4 katolicke
dogmy s najéistejfou mozZnou ortodoxnostou. Luteranizujici pipez chce
preto zabrinit svitoreceniu a je velmi §tastny, Ze sa v Benitkach stretol s
chyrnym a vzdelanym odporcom svitoredenia. PravdaZe, knieZa nie je
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ochotné dohodnit sa s pipeZzom, ktory na cnosti byvalej predstavenej titodi z
hladiska puritanizmu s prichufou protestantizmu. KnieZa nezndsa rovnako
jednoduchost kupeckého povodu, ako aj protestantskii jednoduchost a svoju
obZalobu proti cnostiam predstavenej stiahne, lebo nechce byt zajedno s
papezom.

KnieZa zmizne v Bendtkach. (Semitski kupci, diplomaticki luterovci a
jeden zmiznuty katolicky apologéta: ¢a, c”est pittoresque!)

Zhromazdenie, ktoré prerokava svitorecenie na Sicilii, kam stiéasne z
dvoch stran prichddzaju dvaja hostia — zo severu pdpez, z juhu, na lodiach,
turecké vojsko —, sa eSte nerozpfchlo. PipeZ nie je nik iny ako
machiavellisticky zmyslajici luterovec, ktory sa na pdpezsky trén dostal
pokryteckym sposobom, vyuZijiic svoju re¢nicku a literdrnu genialitu, a teraz
chce terorizovat katolikov. Na cele tureckého vojska zasa stoji to dievéa
semitského povodu, ktoré chcee sicilske zhromaZdenie prive teraz vyhldsit za
svitd. Dievéa teda Zije: celd jej reholnicka kariéra bola povrchnd (nie
pokryteckd!), utiekla prvou tureckou lodou, na ktort ju zldkali. Namiesto nej
pochovali cudziu, pasovanti mftvolu. Turci rozprisia koncil, no dievéa,
takisto ako knieZa, zmizne v Benatkach.

Ak moj pokus o tedriu a nendvist voéi dievéatu budem povaZovat iba
za pripravu a mimovolny fragment so slneénicami za prva fizu v Schéme
zatiatku, potom tento vypracovany pribeh je druhym velkym krokom v
mojom romanovom vyvoji.

Tento druhy krok charakterizuje vedomé snovanie abstrakenych
dejovych linii: mnoZina orienta¢ne vykreslenych dilem, uzlov tragédii a
mechanicky zhustenych mravnych kriz — v nich sa vybijala moja nenavist voci
dievéatu. Této nendvist azda ovela menej smerovala proti dievcatu, ktoré sa
»oblieka podla diskrétnej médy”, neZ proti tym §irokym masim l'udstva, v
ktorych sa veri, Ze ,diskrétnost” toho dievcata je prejavom cnosti a panskosti,
a nev§imna si, Z e ide len o obyéajni kupecktt malichernost, hdZevnata
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skapost! Ked som nechal turecké vojsko, aby vyhubilo sicilske katolicke
zhromaZdenie, citil som, Ze vlastnymi rukami mlatim naivné masy, ktoré do
impotencie vkusu mojej Zenskej zndmosti vhalucinovali mravntl skromnost.
Nech uZ som tento vy$sie uvedeny pribeh vymyslel akokolvek vedome, v
rovine kaZdodenného Zivota to vedomie predsa len nefungovalo, lebo pred
nim stdlo torzo so slne¢nicami, ktoré celkom pretvorilo rytmus mojho
vedomia: slnecnica bola inicidlou, ktord vykondvala hygienickii pricu
znepravdepodobriovania,  transponovala  vedomie do  lahkovidZno-
uzkostlivej$ej roviny.

Zostavalo efte ,vypracovanie” mdjho pribehu. Odkial mam zacat?
Pribeh, ako som ho tu opisal, sa v mojom mozgu nezrodil ako skica romanu,
ktordi md byt vypracovani neskdr, ale bola to samostatnd, hotovd vec
podobne ako slne¢nicovy znak, ktory jej predchddzal, s tym rozdielom, Ze
som sa do toho vedome silil. Ale cielom v§etkého mojho snaZenia bolo len to,
aby som vlial svoj hnev vo¢i dievéatu do uréitej $truketry, linedrneho vzorca:
ked som vzorec naSiel, vec ma viac nezaujimala apuastat sa do
,vypracovdvania“ nejakého dejového vzorca by bol absurdny napad.
Algebricka formulu vyjadrujicu fyzikilny zikon nemozno rozsirit do epiky:
a prave toto bolo podstatnou ¢ rtou témy vyssie spominaného deja, to, Ze
podla svojej povahy nebola epicki, nemala rozprivaéské ciele, ale bola
hotovou, uzavretou rovnicou. U miia téma a vypracovanie nikdy nestviseli:
mal som témy, ktoré navzdy zostali témami a nedali sa ,vypracovat”, takisto
ako ani zo zmrstujicej sa gulky ortuti sa nedd vybudovat alebo ,vypracovat”
ortutovy ¢insky mar: skica sa nikdy nevztahuje na neskorsie vypracovanie,
kazd4 skica je samotcelnd a nerozvijatelna.

Aj ,téma” je iny Zaner, aj ,romdn” je iny Zdner a tieto dve veci nemaji
ni¢ spolo¢né: medzi tymi, ktori piSu témy, a tymi, ktori piSu romdny,
nemozno ndjst ani ten najvzdialenej$i pribuzensky vztah. Téma, ktord
nesmeruje k romanu, znamend ¢isttt kompoziciu a v mojich ,vypracovaniach”
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(ktoré sa, pravdaZe, nezakladaji na nijakej ,téme”) sa vyskytli ,témy” ako
pldnované kompozicie; tieto kompozicie viak neznamenali konstrukciu diela,
celého diela, ale ,konstrukéné” kapitoly vsadené do romanu ako medzihry,
¢ize ak som napisal dve scénky (bez ,témy”) a potom mi v mysli skrsol nejaky
vystavbovy trik, kompozi¢nd moZnost, namiesto toho, aby som tym trikom
obe scénky konstrukéne zjednotil, pouzil som ,konstrukciu® ako novd, tretiu
scénku za uz hotovymi dvoma scénkami. Takzvand umeleckd konstrukcia
netvorila kostru romdnu, stmelujici systém traverz, ale bola samostatnou
postavou, ako keby sa dejova linia Rémea a Julie stala jednou z aktivnych
postdv tejze tragédie. Takto sa samo vypracovanie stane nekoneénym, bude
sa vecne rozvijat, neprestajne menit svoju podobu, pojme do seba vietko a
kedykolvek mozZe vSetko stratit, no nad venymi perejami tohto kontinua
vypracovania sa bude konstrukcia povysend na osobitnt postavu vzndsat ako
dajaka korkovd ornamentika: ako keby som bielu laliu (ktord som pomocou
kaktusu a bielej ihlice do klobuka prv vedel vyjadrit preciznejsie ako fiou
samou) nahle zbavil jej kontur a ziskal tak iba nekoneéne sa rozplyvajicu a
zmr§tujucu sa, bladiva bielu rieku, na ktord vSak vrhnem osamostatneny
¢ipkovity vzor kontary. (Maliarstvo tito techniku aplikuje uz hodne dlho.)

Co som teda mal robit? Mal som v rukich dve veci: automaticky sa
naskytajuci slne¢nicovy vrak, ktorého skromnost a vizudlnu obmedzenost
vyvaZovalo, Ze sa mi vo vedomi vynoril s biologickou prirodzenostou, ¢iZe mi
umoziioval pozorovat tajny $tyl prirody. Tou druhou vecou bola ,téma”
matematicky vytvor vedomej abstrakcie, ktory nikam dalej neviedol.
Nemohol som zaat opisom Benitok alebo jednou z obzZalobnych reci
knieZata, pretoZe Bendtky boli len algebrickym uzlom, re¢ knieZata iba
znamenim v operdcii, ni¢ viac: tento dej neznamena ni¢, v nom vystupujiice
slovd ako Benatky, knieZa, Semita, luterovec alebo pipeZ nemali pojmova
oblast: pojmov sa iba dotykali a hned ich aj optistali, inak by sa nevedeli stat
konstrukciou: konstrukcia totiZ vylucuje ,zmysel”.
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Nezostdva iné ako hladat treti stupienok, ¢iZe taky obraz (teraz uz
skutoénti ,scénu”, nie odmocninu metafory, akou boli zéklady slneénice), v
ktorom sa mdZem slobodne pohybovat: kde obrazové prvky st labilné a na
spdsob nepravidelnej vody ¢i omamného vetra sa medzi nimi vznd$aja ¢ulé
vlny ¢asu a priestoru zmyvajice a odvievajiice drsné hrany koneéného zmyslu,
ktory sa zav§e prejavuje na zoviiajsku predmetov. Do tohto slobodného
obrazu treba potom precerpat ,tému”, ktord sa iplne premenend, rozbitd na
atémy alebo v podobe viésich segmentov bude vznisat v novom a cudzom
obraze ako opfchnuty Zlty gastanovy list na hladine dalekého jazera. A ,téma”
sa ani nemdZe ocitnit v $tastnejsej situdcii, nez je oscilicia podobnd listu,
subeZna s neorganickym pohyblivym obrazom.

Kym slne¢nicovy vzor a tematické linie charakterizovala taZiva statika,
zatial onen treti obraz (ktory hned uvediem) spdsonosnid otvorenost.
Otvorenost, nie pohyb, tak ako aj tiché, ale malé jazero znamend nekoneént
otvorenost: Cierne zrkadlo Gprimnosti. Uprimnost jazier nie je morilne gesto,
ale opticky $mrnc nekone¢na: ¢im dlhsie nari hladim, tym viac ma pribliZuje k
akejsi latentnej vrstve, ¢oraz preciznejsie vyjadruje vrstvu pod vrstvou; je ako
svi§tiaca olovend gula, ktora sa vnira stdle hlbsie a hlbsie: vo fyzike sa tomu
mozno hovori pohyb, no z duevného hladiska velké horizontilne smilstvo
jazera znamend, Ze nahy Zivot priestoru mozno obnaZovat ve¢ne, obnaZovat
vecne dalej; kazdd otvorenost mdZe byt eSte o stupen otvorenejia: to je
sadistickd sugescia tichych zihradnych jazier.

Prvé vlastnost, ktort v Schéme zaciatky vnimam pri obraze na tretom
stupni, je prive otvorenost, v ktorej sa dd ve¢ne pokracovat: ak nakreslim
kruh, tak po 360. stupni dosiahnem vychodiskovy bod a méZem najviac ak
zosilnit ¢iaru uz nakresleného kruhu, no ak predsa len krdZim kruZidlom
dalej — otvorenost tichych jazier a otvorenost obrazu aplikovaného v tretej
fize spodivali prive v tom, Ze ked som ho uZ raz ,iplne” otvoril (¢iZe jeho
Gprimnost sa dostala na stupen typicky pre vyvritent rukavicu: otvorenost
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obrazu nemeriame v stupfioch, ale jednotkou tplne vyvritenej rukavice),
v pripade, Ze by som ho otviral dalej, nebudem sa uZ nachddzat na mieste,
¢ize otvarat ho na mieste, ale po 360° pride 361°, 420° aZz po nekoneény
redlny stupefi otvorenosti: podstata otvorenosti tkvie v tom, Ze sa v nej
zjednocujt vlastnosti kruhu a nekoneéne tzkej §pirdly, ved §piraly si mozno
predstavovat ako 361-stuptiové alebo 420-stupriové kruZnice a tak dalej aZ do
nekonena. Apertura sempiterna additiva: také nie¢o mozZno ndzorne
predviest a vysvetlit len pohybom, no v skutoénosti to v Ziadnom pripade
pohyb nie je. Oproti sebe stoja uzavretost a otvorenost, nie stitie a pohyb.
Na troch miestach Schémy zaciatku prebiehaji dve protismerné
stupfiovania: pokial ide o litku rominu, ti sa vZdy zuZuje, a pokial ide o
siderické pole rominu, to sa postupne rozsiruje. Z materidlneho hladiska
najprv vznikla skica slne¢nic, potom téma, nakoniec obraz, napriklad v tomto
pripade (ako to hned uvidime) stavba lode v Bendtkach. Pri prvom pohlade
nemd clovek dojem, Z e ide o postupné zuZovanie litky, ale ked sa trom
etapim ,latky” prizrieme zbliZ$a, ako anglicki obchodnici s porceldinom, ked'v
Cine kupuji kanvice, vizy, kvetini¢e a taniere a pytaji sa, ¢o je malba, o je
smalt, ¢o je vsadené a o vypélené, ¢i je Cervent dosiahnutd pridanym farbivom
alebo bola vytavend z matérie atd., a podla toho hodnotia start keramiku, tak
i my mdzeme zakusit, Ze najmateridlnejsi bol ten mimovolny slneénicovy flip,
v porovnani s ktorym je téma uz ovela redsia, ak nie priam falo$nejsia latka,
kym na obraze rozostavanej lode sa neprejavuje uz ni¢ materidlne: celé to je
jeden obrovsky reflex. Naproti tomu (a dosledkom toho) slneénica, napriek
svojej fragmentdrnej podstate, z ktorej sa $klabi absencia, vstrebala do seba
vetok priestor ako rybicka, ktord pohlce v§etku vodni fléru vo svojom revire,
nafikne sa a praskne; téma, ktord uZz aj z materidlneho hladiska je este
biednejsia a uzsia ako ukazka slne¢nice, ponechala okolo seba viac priestoru
ako ¢aj, ked necha ¢ast cukru nerozpustend, a nakoniec stavba lode poslizila

asi ako dvere, Gplne rozdrvené absolutnym pokradovanim otvorenosti a

172



zredukovanym aktom priestoru (perpetuum nudile). TakZe ktory obraz v
schéme zaiatku moéjho rominu namiereného proti skipej a ,diskrétne sa
odievajicej” diev¢ine predstavoval treti stupen?

Obrovsky blok rozostavanej lode za zimného vecera v Bendtkach, v
tzkom doku laginy (na takychto miestach lode pravdepodobne este nikdy
nestavali): ¢ierny Zelezny tulen je vyssi ako okolité domy. Na jednom boku
lode sa skvie velky, ako trava zeleny flak, Mesiac. V tejto asti st tiene také
ostré, Ze svojimi parazitujicimi korefimi vrastaji do trupu lode, kazdé
kni§uce sa lano, povrazové stipadlo, rebrik, zabudnuty trdm, provizérny
most alebo podporné brvno sa vyskytuji dvakrit, ako v slovniku, kde ten isty
vyznam figuruje vo dvoch jazykoch: v tiefiovéine a mesaénosvitéine.

Vzduch je teply, no riedky a padaja velké vlo¢ky snehu: voda okolo
lode, meravd ako smolni cepel, sa napina tak ticho, Ze snehové vlocky
zostdvaju presne na tych miestach, kam prive dopadli: chvilu ich este vidno
na hladine, na okamih sa eSte vi¢$mi zabeleju, zaZiaria ako iskry, aby sa
vzapiti roztopili: topeniu predchidza akysi mily geometricky odpor — kym sa
vo vzduchu pohojdivali ako miniatGrne a zelené parochne, boli len
chumicdiky, ale ked' sa svojimi pichlavymi hviezdicovitymi vetvickami dotknd
vody ako baletky na sklenom javisku, zrazu sa vy¢iria do pravidelnych hviezd,
ladovych asteriskovitych iskier, aby po nich v lenivom tele vody zostali len
¢ierne pupky presne tam, kde ich pohltila noc, la¢ni po skle.

Snehové vlocky kreslia na staropanenské, zvriskavené priecelia domov
také body, aké vidno (zakrizkované ceruzkou) na sadrovych sochach, myslim
si, Ze su potrebné pri tesani do mramoru alebo pri odlievani, nemim ani
potuchy, pri ¢om. Domy sa povaluji vedla zeleného a vydutého pohira neba
ako zvySok peny rozliaty na stole vedla prevrhnutého zeleného kréaha; ani
nie mesiac je v splne, ale nebo, noc plnd jarnych svetiel, sledovat ju mozno len
do niekolkych schodov od hladiny vody: za tym je uZ len zeleny vietor, jarny
rozpuk vody, ostentativny falo$ny peniaz mesiaca a velké danaeovské
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centenirium snehu.

Oblaky sa horizontdlne kopia v snehobielych spérach, kym
svetlozeleny kuZel nebeskej klenby zavrtiva svoj nos do neznimeho ciela
dialok: cely ligotavy atlas je uhanajici propeler alebo fiaga vyvrtky.
Harlekynska architektira oblakov vyvaZuje Ziarivy a priesvitny trysk nebeske;
klenby nad nimi ako vertikala staZfia horizontdlu zriiianej peny vznikajicej
za propelerom.

Okolo lode panuje hrobové ticho. Z vody sa ty¢i obrovska kormidlovi
plutva: ufdlany boh smeru. Ked ¢lovek takto osobitne vidi stelesnenie
,smeru”, nevdojak pomysli na nesprdvny smer: ako keby sa celd morilka
zakladala na tom, aby sme to, ¢o je znefunk¢nené, mimovolne vnimali ako
zlo. O tejto obrovskej kormidlovej plutve sa nedalo predpokladat ni¢ dobré,
len zlé: bola ako kridlo okna, ktoré zabudli zatvorit a ktoré namiesto zo skla
vyrobili ztieia, ¢ast okna, za ktorym prebyva ti najskodoradostnejsia
intencia. Inak pdsobila tito mftvicou zasiahnutd kulisa smeru tu, nad vodou,
tak obrovsky a bezmocne, az bolo nepredstavitelné, Ze by sa dala ndjst
paralela medzi velkou luciferskou plutvou a miniatirnym kompasom, ktory
chilostivo a afektovane $usle svetové strany: kompas ukazoval prili§ precizny,
kormidlova plutva prili§ kalibansky smer: ako sa napriek tomu dokazal tento
obrovsky Zralo¢i donjon pohybovat? Popri tom, Ze kormidlovd plutva
zdanlivo znamenala zly smer, bola tieZ kacirom smeru: veci vyfiaté zo svojej
funkcie oznacuji nielen zld funkciu, ale zakaZzdym aj tézu, podla ktorej je
doty¢nd funkcia iba sofizmus, nejestvuje, namiesto nej je niec¢o iné: namiesto
vyumelkovanej sofistiky ciela existuje samotiéelnost vynatého néstroja.
Kormidlovd plutva znamenala popri svojej nemravnosti aj akusi bahennd
ataraxiu, ktord sa okrem seba nemdZe starat o ni¢ iné: jej krivost sa
vyznacovala ddvkou vyzyvavej bezsmerovosti, zodiakdlneho vzdoru (ako ani
kridla okna, ktoré rozcapil vietor, neukazuji nijakym smerom, iba ak k
stkromne zameranym dimenzidm § ialenstva), spdreného s urditym
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podmanivym staréekovskym pokojom. Jej spodok zarastal machom a akousi
vodnou rastlinou, tak ako nihrobné kamene v biedermeierovskom slohu
zvykol obrastat truchlivy pupenec: bahno, pruhované blato, prvotriedny
vodny plys$ a Stipce korefiov sivasto svietili v spodnejsej, redSej a lacnejsej
vrstve mesaéného svitu. Obrovskd plutva bola ku korme pripevnena temer len
v jednom bode, takZe pripominala kolosilne u§né neceséry, ktoré visia vyZlim
z lebiek tie? iba na jedinom chipku.

Cel4 lod bola neohrabany klimaticky Janus: jej bok hldsal vietku krdsu
sneZno-mesacnej jasnej jari a jej zadnd ¢ast (pravdepodobne ddsledkom ostre;j
intrigy obrovského krdjaca smeru) sa medzi handrami drobnych pomocnych
¢Inov snaZila udrZiavat anachronicky svet hmly, stuchnutého oleja, plesnivych
tiefiov a hrdzavych hlienov.

Inak, tento obraz sa vyzZival vo v§akovakych anachronickych ¢ rtich:
jarné teplo a valiaci sa sneh, no¢nd tma a denny jas, stredoveki matrézi a
moderny parnik: ako keby sa pomocou tychto ¢ft mohol uskutoénit ciel
vid$mi roz§irit, vi¢Smi prevzdusnit krajinu.

Na konci lagiiny, tam, kde usti do Sirokého kanilu, bolo vidno Zlty
mostik: §ikmy, posunuty, labilny most, pri ktorom ¢loveku nenapadlo, Z e
mdZe mat aj prakticky zmysel, dal sa vSak chipat ako nejaky doplnok,
naprotivok obrovskej lode, ako dal$ia forma vznd$ania sa nad vodou: aj lod, aj
most boli vyrobené z taZkopidnej, neohrabanej a lenivej hmoty, lod zo
zeleznych platni pozopinanych na lemoch ako reverenda, most z kamenov
natisnutych na seba na spdsob vejira a disponujicich len miestnym
vyznamom, a predsa to ¢ ierne lososie mauzdleum a ten citro'novoilt)'i
parabolicky guignol zobrazovali vzlet ovela UplnejSie nez nejakd paperovo
lahu¢ka gondola alebo ¢ajka kriZujtca vodu.

th)’/ rozhegany most bol najsvetlejsim bodom noci, svetlej§im ako bok
lode preZiareny mesa¢nou farbou: za nim hluché vribenie ¢iernych domov,

pod nim C¢ierny sekrét vodného pddorysu, ktory osamelé telo Benitok
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vylu¢uje s mihotavou hojnostou. Ktory z nich premaha vodu krajsie: velkd
reparovand ryba alebo tento ndsilny, barokovymi reliéfmi hrddseny
sotvamost: jedna sa pondra do &iernej ,secretio venetica“ s archimedovskym
bonténom, a tak nad fiou triumfuje, druhy zas v liturgickom ornite z kametia
predvidza nad malinkym kdskom vzdialenosti nemoZné gymnastické
cvicenie, akrobaciu a povrazolezectvo.

Tento tazky mostik uréite postavili tak, Ze naprie¢ lagiinou vztyéili
hruby mur, hriddzu, a ked bola hutna hradba hotova, vyrazili v jej strede mala
dieru, ako keby vyvrtkou zvanou baranidlo vytladili zaseknuty $tupel: toto je
druha krajnost budovania mostov. (Mosty sa totiZ stavaju aj tak, Ze ponad
rieku vystrelia do vzduchu dlhd cestu a z nej v dlhych kvapkach odkvapkdva
zriedeny rad neskor$ich pilierov.) PravdaZe, krasa tohto % Itého mostika
(pontifex minimus fecit) spo¢iva hlavne v tom, Ze ani jedind jeho ¢iastocka
neobsahuje vzostup, §vih, skok alebo vzlet, kazdy jeho stIp, soska a ozdoba
hlasa nedbanliva statiku suchozemského umenia, a predsa sa mu podarilo
pretrvat vo vzduchu a Giplne uvolneni, neviazana voda, ¢o sa pod nim vlni, ani
netusi, akej ndhode mdze vdadit za to, Ze sa vie dostat von, do ustredného

kanala svojich tuZob.

TakZe toto bol treti stupeft v Schéme zatiatku: otvorend krajina (Pandora
Canaletti, Linné). Na tomto trojstupfiovom vyvoji st ndpadné dve veci: jedna
je to, Ze prvy biologicky metaforovy odpad a posledné $iroké tablo
predstavuji dve symetrické krajnosti; druht zas tvori radikdlna nestvislost
troch stupniov, ich obsahovd cudzota, ktort vsak predsa len vnimam ako
logicku pribuznost, ba prive preto, Ze obrazova zlozka tychto troch stupriov
je takd nestvisla, pocitujem tento vztah ako raciondlny.

Pozrime sa najprv na to, v ¢om spoéiva krajnost prvého a posledného
vizudlneho § tidia: prvé mi vytrysklo z mozgu automaticky, posledné som
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hladal vedome. Automatizmus prvého znamend, Ze jednu Zivotnt udalost, v
danom pripade zacdiatok tedrie romdnu, spirent s hnevom proti skipej,
pseudoaristokraticky sa odievajicej dievéine, taka udalost moja dusa alebo
telo ndhle prevrati na vnitornd zaleZitost: ako mi vonkaj$i zichvev vzduchu
vyladi v dusi ¢isté cis alebo f, tak mi aj vonkajsia udalost vyvold v dusi
slne¢nicovy uatrzok, naznadujic, Ze udalost, vonkajsi pribeh sa nahle stal
¢astou mojej anatomie: pravdaze, pri priklade so zvukom okamZite dostanem
cis alebo f, kym pri vnimani udalosti, kedZe tu je ,podnet” omnoho
rozvetvenejsi, spractivanie prebieha po detailoch — slneénica nie je ni¢ iné ako
doc¢asné znamenie vztahujice sa na to, Ze pribehovy podnet sa presunul na
estetickl vnutornd rovinu: premenil sa na anatémiu a md sa s nim
zaobchddzart ako s estetickym priznakom.

Fragment slnecnic teda presne a s absolitnou dspornostou predstavuje
len premenu udalosti na moje telo alebo jej prechod do méjho tela: to
malinké, ale podstatné plus, Z e k vonkajSiemu pribehu sa zrazu pripojilo
vedomie, biologicky reagujica oblast, vlastne len iskrivy vyboj medzi
najspodnej$imi, nevedomymi vrstvami pribehu a estetizujiicou dusou. V tejto
chvili eSte moja vola nehrd Ziadnu rolu: prvit subjektivnu tpravu pribehu
vykondvaju najspodnejsie reflexné pohyby méjho instinkeu, ako keby sochu z
piesku zrazu objala vodnd vlna alebo ako keby mimézu tenku ako vlas nahle
uchvitila veternd smrit: prvd zmena sochy z piesku, prvd zoviiajskovd zmena
mimézy ma povahu reflexu, bude to naskrze determinovand, bezmocna a
fitumovitd premena, takzvani ,slepd” sila pracuje osamelo. Ako prudky
vietor bezvladnu mimdzu, tak uchvacuje najspodnejsia biologicka vrstva mojej
osobnosti vonkajsiu udalost a okamZite produkuje prvii slne¢nicovd
metamorfézu.

Toto vSetko znamend, Ze romdn alebo myslienka, ktort spustila
vonkajsia udalost, je na tomto stupni v dusivo tesnom spojeni s biologickym
usporiadanim mdjho individua: romin na mne leZi ako mokry hodvibny
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papier, ktory pritisli na bronzovii sochu, jeho hmota je sice samostatni, no
bez odchylky kopiruje konstrukciu méjho ja: roman-otrok, logika zajatca.

Touqué si jasne uvedomoval, Ze zdoraznenie biologického charakteru
slne¢nice vyjadril silne tautologickym spdsobom, no nazddval sa, Ze
protiliekom tautoldgie nie je skratka, zhutnenie a vypustka, ale nastavenie
osobitného ,oscildtora”, oscilitora totoZnosti, ¢o v predmetnej Studii
spocivalo v tom, Ze ako prilohu pouZil aj obrazky slne¢nic, vl¢ich makov a
hortenzii zo zvld$tneho vydania anglického ¢asopisu The Studio venovaného
zdhraddm a na fotografie § ikmo wvytladil dialég, ranné tiranie dvoch
anglickych Zien o svojich zahradich. Dve krajnosti, ¢iZe ,nekoneénd definicia”
a ,nekonecné hoci¢o”, musia sa raz ocitnit vedla seba: pravda sa vzdy chce
obklopovat stile pozitivnejSimi prstencami, upadd v§ak do tej osudnej
roztrzitosti, Ze si nev§ima, Ze definicia ultry neuklada okolo témy (v danom
pripade biologicky charakter slne¢nice) koncentrické kruhy, ale kresli $pirilu,
ktord modZe ve¢ne pokracovat, ¢ize z hladiska kaZdodennosti sa javi ako
zlzZenie preciznosti, ved vdaka svojej ve¢nej podstate je jej draha vsade
rovnako otvorend, uvolnend a impotentnd. Ale Touqué si chcel odskasat
Skoldcke delirium zmnoZovania slov a chcel tiez hodnt chvilu odvijat aj
fenomenologickd otvorenu $pirdlovil cievku sebaopakovania, citil totiZ, Ze
hoci v racionalnej rovine prvého stupna je toto len pre§lapovanie na mieste, v
racionilnej rovine druhého alebo n-tého stupnia sa aj tautoldgia dd pouZit ako
logickd masa.

,Pravda” totiz vzdy pozostiva z dvoch prvkov — jednym je vecnd
$pirdla okolo témy, milién hustych okov, pricom kazd4 prechddza do dalsej,
takZe téma, ktord mi byt definovani, pretrvidva za okovami len v zajati
humbugu (toto je najmi nemeckd technika: heideggerovsky stereotyp
,otvorenej totoznosti‘); tym druhym je oscildtor, ktory tito veénu § pirdlu
trhd, reze, odkldfa, popiera a zrddza (s istou undhlenou nesvedomitostou,
skor len pre poriadok, na ziklade baconovského esejistického $tylu by sa tito
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metdda dala nazvat anglickou technikou: stereotyp ,hravého kmitania roli®).
Pravda md teda dva prvky, ktoré predstavuji dva nezluéitelné smery: pravda
sa nikdy nedd ,uzavriet”, ,definiciu® i ,oscilitor® moZno nanajvy$
donekoneéna hnat protichodnymi smermi: na jednej strane do myticky
dusivej tautoldgie a na druhej strane do dusného, anarchistického mihotu.

Lepsi oscilitor ako bezcielny rozhovor ani nemozno néjst.

weve VEera vecer som pocula akysi velky buchot ¢i Skripot, neviem si predstavit, ¢o
to bolo, hddam si len nenarazila autom do plota?“ ,No, to sa mi teda podarilo:
vies, Ze u nds opravuji plot, takze je kompletne rozobraty, nemdme ani branu,
takze sme okolo zdhrady zorganizovali Specidlny strdz. Ked idem autom,
vchadzam dnu zozadu, lebo tam este mdme malé, pomerne zachované drevené
vrdta...” ,Az takto lpies na brdnach? Brdna je dolezitejSia ako cesta vedica do
gardze?” ,Aj ty sa tomu smejes, viak, vietci sa mi vysmievaji, ked im to hovorim,
ale ver mi, zmocinuje sa ma doslova strach z priestoru a morskd nemoc, ked do
gardze vchddzam cez miesto bez plota.” ,No tak ¢o sa vecler stalo?” ,Nds stary
zdhradnik odlozil vietky vedrd so slnecnicami, ktoré stili pri zbaranom plote,
dozadu k malym vrdtam, lebo netusil, ze ked je zdhrada bez plota, ja ju celd
obidem, aby som sa do gardze dostala presne cez ti drevend dieru.” ,A ty si
pravdaze narazila?® , A eite ako! A pritom to boli celkom mimoriadne slneénice, s
obrovskymi semiackami a s obrovskymi lupenimi.“ ,Nechdpem, aj som si kipila z
tych semien a ni¢ z nich nevyrdstlo.” , Tvoj zdhradnik sa v tom mozno nevyznd.
Preco si sa nespytala mojho?“ ,Toho sa opytat? Nevlidnejsieho muftibo si ani
nemozno predstavit. Neuveritelné, aby niekto, kto sa stard o tolko nddbernych
kvetov, bol taky bruby a odporny. Hnevds sa?“ ,Ale ¢o by som sa hnevala, on je
taky len navonok, ked sa s nim rozprdvas dlhsie, premeni sa na zlatého macka,
zboznujem ho.“ ,Nemozem vystit ludi, s ktorymi treba polhodinu experimentovat
ako s nejakou skladackou a az potom povysenecky zacni byt mili. Autu sa nestalo
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ni¢> Lebo ty si, ako vidim, v poriadku...” ,Dakujem, z blatnika ostali len
franforce, ako ked sa zo Sampanského strhne staniol, naproti tomu som sa viak
dnes rdno dobre zabdvala pri poblade z okna spdlne.” ,Na com?” ,Zrazu len
pocujem blas mojho muza, ako sa s kymsi hdada v zdhrade, vstanem, podidem
k oknu a vidim ho, ako medzi prekotenymi vedrami so slnecnicami spolu s
jednym preddkom skdma vielijaké dlomky. Zavolala som naiiho, ¢o to je, ¢i som
nebodaj véera v noci nezvalila aj nejakd kamennd amforu alebo novopostaveny,
Cerstvy mir, kedZe som cheela byt ¢osi ako biblické auto, ktoré sa do gardze vie
dostat’ vjlucne len okom ibly? Méj muz mi placlivym blasom zakrical, kdeze,
nerozbila som vdzu, stalo sa nieco ovela horsie: zbdarala som prive budovandi
kompoziciu ruiny.” ,Nebesd, to je velmi zdbavné: zbdrat ruinu.” ,Nastastie
sticasti ruiny boli oznacené velkymi malovanymi ¢islami, takze ich vedeli znovu
zostavit do povodného neporiadku, ktory plinovali celé tyzdne. Ale som sa
nasmialal“ ,Povedz, slnecnice naozaj vzdy obracaji svoju tvir k slnku? Podla
mia nemaji so slnkom ni¢ spolocné.” ,Akd si poctivd, Ze aj na toto myslis, mne
také cosi nikdy nezide na um. Inak, prid k ndm na olovrant, budeme ich spolu
pozorovat z terasy, ¢i sa naozaj obracaji za zapadajicim slnkom.” ,Dnes
nemozem, lebo si skiSam Zupan. Predstav si, Ze moja krajéirka urobi vecerné Saty
po dvoch skuskach, ale na Zupan ich potrebuje hddam aj Sest.“ ,Vies o, tak ja
pridem k tebe pozriet si tvoje veci. Moj muz £ upany nezndia, takze si nikdy
ziadny neddm usit: hovori, Z e nevie vystit, ked po jazdeni alebo tenise pride
domov na ranajky v bielej koseli a v bielych nobaviciach plny cerstvého vzduchu a
chuti cvicit a doma ho pri Caji vita do hodvdbu zababuSend ospald Svindelgejsa.”
~Zaujimavé, aj moj muz povedal ¢osi také, ze Zupan ¢loveka mrzaci: s rukdvmi
prisitymi ku kolendm, so sukiiou pripnutou k lopatkdm sa zo Zeny stdva akdsi
hrbatd japonskd prisera, blavne, Ze vzor zostéva nedotknuty.” ,Ved to, ved to,
presne to. Do mojej vybavy totiz okrem iného patril aj Zupan, ktorého strib bol
kostrbaty, vyzeral ako nepodarend bandaz na rane pokryvajicej celé telo, no na
nekonecne plantavom pravom rukdve a v drieku bola vysitd jedind obrovskd
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slne¢nica...” ,Apropo!l Apropo!“ ,Ano, éno. Na to, aby bolo slnecnicu labko a
jasne vidiet, musela som vykondvat vielijaké groteskné pohyby a to moj manzel
nezndial.” ,Ja mdm obrovské vzory velmi rada, ba na jednom zo Zupanov bude
vzor vicsi ako sdm Zupan.” ,Ako to?“ ,Na chrbdt sa zmesti len polovica vzoru,
drubd polovica bude k Zupanu pripevnend v podobe akejsi vystuzenej platne ako
nejaké kridlo anjela ¢&i stuartovskd plutva.” , Ty pocuj, toto je eite stdle td zena,
ktord si splasila poéas nasej letnej dovolenky? , Td, ta.” ,Ale ved vtedy si od rdna
do vecera ochkala, akd je nedochvilna.” ,Aj teraz ochkdm, lenze je velmi Sikovnd.
Obzvldst'v poslednom case sa mi tie cereménie so skdsanim Siat bridia. Inak teraz
sem chodi pomerne Casto, ak aj len nazrie, pride aj trikrdt, ale neroz¢uluje ma, ze
sa oblasuje presne v tie dni, na ktorych sme sa nedohodli. Nechodievam prec, stdle
som doma.”“ Atd., atd.

Takymto spdsobom funguje po tautoldgii oscilator.

Translation: Peter Macsovszky

Editor: Jaroslav Srank

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 159-181.
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Behind the Mask and Under the Surface:
On Divertimento, Miklés Szentkuthy's Mozart Novel

Tibor Pintér

Between 1888 and 1891, Gustav Mahler was the musical director and first
conductor at the Budapest Opera House. During that time, people who were
habitually late for the performances irritated Mahler, which led to his merciless

edict: nobody was permitted to enter into the auditorium or the balconies once the



music had begun. On one occasion, a prince of the royal Habsburg family was late
and the staff of the Opera House did not allow him to enter the royal balcony. The
event could have been a great scandal but the prince just had a short and soft

question to his lieutenant: “T'ell me my friend, is music really such a serious thing?”

The prince’s question also has bearing on the relationship between
literature and music, composers and their biographies, or novels about their lives.
These issues can be interesting, even fascinating — at least for those who think
music is a serious thing... Carl Dahlhaus, the doyen of German musicology during
the 20™ century, raised questions about precisely such seriousness in his The Idea of

Absolute Music:

The esthetics of music is not popular. Musicians suspect it of

being abstract talk far removed from musical reality; the musical

public fears philosophical reflections of the kind one ought to

leave to the initiated, rather than plaguing one’s own mind with

unnecessary philosophical difficulties.!
However, Dahlhaus continues, if one believes that listening to music in an opera
house without knowing the plot, without reading the libretto, could be one’s own
personal decision, one is wrong. Such a decision is the result of an historical fact:
music is an art for its own sake and every so called external element — such as
poetry, dramaturgy, costumes, decoration — is alien to music itself, therefore such
elements are not important to the listeners. The root of this notion can be found in
the birth of the concept “absolute music.” Nowadays, it is perhaps common to
listen to music “for its own sake,” which means that music is another world and the
very ground of its existence, that it has the bewitching power to enable the listener
to achieve transcendence. Every listener is like Briinnhilde captivated by the Fire
ring and not wanting Siegfried to come to free her. The dichotomy of the two
worlds is a real romantic myth in which the first world is our everyday realm; the
other is the realm of art. Music has the special power to elevate us into that

transcendental world. From this point of view, we are still the inheritors of

! Carl Dahlhaus, The Idea of Absolute Music, tr. Roger Lustig (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1989) 1.
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Romanticism. This heritage appears in a special form, namely the biographical
novel which — in its original form — is a purely Romantic narration on music, and
above all on the great heroes of music — the life and work of the composers. In this
essay I would like to give a description of Miklés Szentkuthy’s most well-known
novel about a composer: Divertimento — Variations on the Life of Wolfgang

Amadeus Mozart.

When a Hungarian reader searches for musical books in a second hand bookshop,
or even in a library in Budapest, they are surprised that titles such as Handel,
Divertimento, and Doctor Haydn by Miklés Szentkuthy are not in the fiction section
but usually in the music section. This surprising situation does not arise from the
shopkeepers’ or even the librarians’ unprofessionalism but rather from the fact that
the first editions of Szentkuthy’s novels were published by Editio Musica Budapest
(Zenemiikiadd), a publishing house whose every book was on music. And, yes,
indeed, Szentkuthy’s novels about composers are books on music: they treat the life
and works of Handel, Mozart, and Haydn. However, these novels are not
musicological treatises of course, although they do incorporate much musicological
knowledge. They are not standard biographies, and above all they are not biographie
romancée (biographical novels). The biographical novel as a post-romantic or even
pseudo-romantic genre was very popular in the 30s in Hungary, and in particular,
works on Beethoven, Mozart, and Schubert were in fashion. The narration in the
biographical novel is based on real or spurious historical facts. The main aim of the
genre was to represent the subject as a hero who could be very weak but whose
weakness is overcome by the work, as in Schubert’s case. Or the hero could be very
strong and congenial to his work, as in Beethoven’s case. This kind of narration
permeated the musicological-biographical narration too. Hans Heinrich
Eggebrecht, reflecting on the connection between biography and music, says this

about the reception of Beethoven:

It is obvious that the reception of Beethoven had the desire to see
Beethoven’s moral habit in his music and his music as an expression
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of his moral habit. [...] The reception heard the ethos in Beethoven’s

music and this ethos was found in Beethoven’s life. The reception

wanted to understand Beethoven’s music by the concepts of the

suffering, will, and triumph. This was the origin in which the work

and the self covered each other.?
This notion, mutatis mutandis, was valid for the biographical-novelistic narration
on Beethoven and Mozart as well.’ Even such an authority as Alfred Einstein wrote
in his monograph on Mozart that he “was only a guest in the world.” What else is
this but an echoed voice of the biographie romancée? The genre itself is different
from the romantic prototypes of the historical-biographical novels. Alexandre
Dumas, Victor Hugo, Alfred de Vigny, and Walter Scott created self-projected
worlds in their novels: they represented their historical fantasies about the previous
centuries. The Three Musketeers for example is not based on historical facts but
rather on Dumas’ vision of the Richelieu era in France during the 17th century.
Differently than such works, although the biographie romancée uses the writer’s
vision, it is woven into selected historical facts, creating therefore a blend of fact and
fiction. The purpose of this blending is to entertain the reader and the main goal is
not the representation of historical facts but rather the expression of the romantic
self. The selection is based on the points of view of the contemporary reader: the
fashioned portraits of the hero, the common ideas of the composers. Szentkuthy
himself liked to name his artist biographies “biographical fantasies.” This concept of
fantasy is not limited to the elements of a composer’s life. It is rather an attempt at
creating a whole new world, which is included with the composers’ life — fiction

and non-fiction. If we want to understand his main goals it is useful to compare his

2 Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht, Musik im Abendland. Prozesse und Stationen vom Mittelalter bis zur
Gegenwart (Munich: Piper, 1992) 467.
? Some English language examples on Beethoven: Jacques Brenner, Nephew to the Emperor: A Novel
Based on the Life of Beethoven (Cleveland: World, 1959); Samuel Chotzinoff, Eroica: A Novel Based
on the Life of Ludwig van Beethoven (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1930); and Carl von Pidoll,
Eroica: A Novel about Beethoven (New York: Vanguard, 1957). Some English language examples on
Mozart: Bernard Grun, The Golden Quill: A Novel Based on the Life of Mozart (New York: Putnam,
1956); Chatles Neider, Mozart and the Archbody (New York: Penguin, 1991); David Weiss, Sacred
and Profane: A Novel of the Life and Times of Mozart (New York: Morrow, 1968); and David
Weiss, The Assassination of Mozart (New York: Morrow, 1970).
* Alfred Einstein, Mozart: Sein Charakter - Sein Werk (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 2006) 332. First
published in 1947.
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notions on the biographical novel with the views of a contemporary writer. One of
the most famous and yet nowadays also popular Hungarian musical biographie
romancée is Liszlé Passuth’s The Musician of the Prince of Mantua, written about
Claudio Monteverdi, which was published in the same year as Szentkuthy's
Divertimento (1957). It's possible that Passuth’s work (and its popularity) was also
the reason that Szentkuthy wrote very satirical comments about the biographie
romancée. The genre itself he said “was a suspicious kind of the ‘delightful teaching’
and it would had been very difficult to point out that in this case the quality of the
teaching or the quality of the delighting was weaker.” Passuth’s main aim was to
represent an artist’s life and his historical circumstances in a popular way. It meant
for him that the reader could have an entertaining story on the composet’s life. The
narration is based on historical facts and Monteverdi becomes a quasi-romantic
musical hero. Szentkuthy’s point of view was totally different. For him this kind of
narration was old fashioned and very cheap. A giant composer’s life should not be
the basis for a work of entertainment; not even if its aims would be pedagogical,

namely aims which are incorporated in the expression ‘delightful teaching’

For Szentkuthy the mixture of fiction, non-fiction, and vision was based on
an enormous, Gargantuan devouring of European cultural history. He read two to
three books a day, studied many paintings, listened endlessly to music, and wrote
his novels and his gigantic diary with a graphomaniacal furor.® Among these
activities he lived a complicated private life. His life was in the aesthetical stadium
in the sense of Kierkegaard's Either/Or. Szentkuthy’s main goal was to catch the
moment with all of its parts: to catch the moment as a totality and to catch history
as a moment. The main works of this baroque grandiosity are the novels of the St.
Orpheus Breviary (1939-1984). When he could not continue to publish this series
of novels because of the communist political era, he started his new program, which

he would have published as a series under the title Self-portrait in Masks. These

> Miklés Szentkuthy, Utdszé a Saturnus fidhoz [Epilogue to Son of Saturn] (Budapest: Corvina,
1966) 421.

¢ Szentkuthy concealed his diary for decades. The first part of it is being opened in July 2013, the
next in 2038.
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novels are his so called biographical novels: Divertimento — Variations on the Life of
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1957), Doctor Haydn (1959), Face and Mask [on
Goethe (1962)], Son of Saturn [on Albrecht Diirer (1966)], and Handel (1967).
Three of them are “biographies” of musicians. The earliest, Divertimento, was the
first novel that Szentkuthy wrote on request. The above-mentioned musical
publishing house had the idea to publish a new Hungarian novel for the celebration
of the bicentenary of Mozart’s birth. The representatives of the publishing house
might have had the idea to publish a biographie romancée. There was no political
risk in this request: classical music was a featured art in the communist era, Mozart
was regarded as a “politically advanced” artist, and the censorship board did not
recognize Szentkuthy as a completely censored writer. Szentkuthy accepted the
request but one could think at first glance that his doing so was only with bad
grace. But it was a good opportunity for him to alter the already well-founded style
of his St. Orpheus Breviary, although in more of a popular manner. Due to the
difficulty of his style and his complex use of language, Szenkuthy’s novels never
have been too popular in Hungary. But in wanting to be better known, he may have
seen the figure of Mozart as a good opportunity for this goal too. Another factor
that may have prompted his accepting the request was financial difficulties: in the
50s, Szentkuthy supported himself mainly through translations. Among other
books he translated into Hungarian Swift's Gulliver’s Travels (1952) and Dickens’
Oliver Twist (1955). So this request provided him with the opportunity to write a

new original work.

The basic idea for the Mozart novel is really simple and splendid. A
fictitious figure, an oboe player, Gotthold Engelbert Zederhaus (the name can be
derived from the name of a small village in the Salzburg Province, Austria), who is
relatively closely acquainted with Mozart, sends a bulk of written paper to a
novelist named Johann Meyer (also a fictitious figure) in the winter of 1822, Meyer
earlier published a letter in a musical periodical asking for letters, diary entries, and
memoirs regarding the life of Mozart because he wanted to write a novel about him.

Zederhaus-Szentkuthy's memoir-novel is a “humble” contribution to Meyer’s
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planed novel. With this frame, Szentkuthy creates a figure that is responsible for
the entire Mozart portrait. The game with the found or sent or fictitious
manuscripts is an old and well worked idea in European literature and philosophy:
think for example of Kierkegaard’s Either Or and Umberto Eco’s The Name of the
Rose. It has a secret, mystical sense; the reader feels that he / she is in the middle of
a detective story. The date of the memoir is also relevant. The first part of the 19*
century is the heyday of the romantic interpretation of Mozart’s life and work. To
show an example, E.T.A. Hoffmann, the famous German writer, composer, and
conductor who took his second given name (Amadeus) out of admiration for the

genius of Mozart, wrote these lines in 1813:

Mozart leads us into the realm of spirits, but, without pain, it is
more of an anticipation of the infinite. Love and melancholy sound
in lovely spirit voices; night arrives in a purple glow, and with
unspeakable longing, we move towards them who wave at us to join
their ranks and to fly with them through the clouds in their

eternal dance of the spheres.’

However, Szentkuthy’s decision that the narration occur in the early 19% century
has a further consequence regarding the problem of the biographie romancée. The
biographie romancée evokes the tone of romantic speech but in a popular style. The
effect of this kind of speech on music was extremely new at the beginning of the
19 century, for example in the case of Hoffmann, but more than a century later it

becomes with Arnold Hauser’s expression a “submerged cultural good”:

“Popular art” (...) is to be understood as artistic or quasi-artistic
production for the demand of a half-educated public, generally
urban and inclined to mass-behavior. [...] in the case of popular art,
we find [...] an artistically uncreative, completely passive public, and
professional production of artistic goods strictly in response to the

demand for them.®

7E.T.A. Hoffmann, Beethoven’s Instrumental Music, tr. by Ingrid Schwaegermann:

http://www.raptusassociation.org/hoffmann_e.html

8 Arnold Hauser, The Philosophy of Art History (New York: Knopf, 1958) pt. 5, ch. 1.
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Originally, the “delightful teaching” was a leading concept of Renaissance literary
criticism, and later of neoclassical French aesthetics. Its German consequence was
the aesthetical theories of the Bildungsbiirgertum (the well-educated bourgeoisie),
essentially in Goethe’s and Schillet’s notions of art. But this notion can be found in

its original shape in the aesthetics of antiquity of course. As Horace expressed it:

Who can blend usefulness and sweetness wins every

Vote, at once delighting and teaching the reader.’

The concept of “delighting and teaching” as the ideal of the Bildungsbiirgertum itself
becomes a “submerged cultural good” during the late 19% and 20" centuries. It was
part of the communist cultural ideology, which in its roots preserved the ideals of
the well-educated communist citizen, even the well-educated worker and peasant.
But this political and ideological concept was empty in comparison to the original
German neoclassical program. However, in Hungary's strange cultural climate, the
ideology of “delighting and teaching” was favored, and for this ideology a writer
such as Laszl6 Passuth was more faithful than Szentkuthy. It does not mean that
Passuth would have been a servant of communist ideology but that, speaking

severely, he was more fit for it.

Szentkuthy's aim was totally different. First, he gathered all of the
contemporary materials, such as the complete letters of the composer, the memoirs
of his colleagues, family members, and the first biographies written on Mozart.
Second, he studied all of the well-established modern musicological biographies of
Mozart such as Otto Jahn's and Alfred Einstein’s. And last but not least he
exhaustively studied the oeuvre: on the one hand his enormous, ca. 15000 volume,
private library contained full scores of Mozart's operas, piano concertos, chamber
music, symphonies, etc. Szentkuthy played the piano very well and he studied
Mozart’s works at the piano, too. On the other hand, he had a vast collection of
sound recordings, and he listened to performances of Mozart’s music frequently.

All of these materials and research were used by Szentkuthy to serve his own

® Horace: Ars Poetica, 343-344. Tr. by A.S. Kline:
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/HoraceArsPoetica.htm
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notion of the biographie romancée. However, his main aim was to create a fantasy
that is paradoxically more real than the documented life itself. This paradox was
one of the most important parts of his ars poetica. Life, biography, even history
itself is yet not real in its simple gathering of detailed events and facts. On the
contrary: these elements totally transform all of the “original” events and facts. For
Szentkuthy, every historical element was a mask that concealed the greater truth of
existence. The so-called precise biography is only a surface, a collection of historical
facts. The real existence of a human being and history itself is beyond the facts: the
reality is a Grand Guignol.'® In this sense, Szentkuthy’s thinking was cyclical; he
always created variations on history as a Grand Guignol. Every moment and every
situation of history was a possibility for a series of variations providing multiple
perspectives in order to get closer to the cyclical nature of history. In this sense,
Szentkuthy's view of life can be compared to that of a puppet master who is above
the big games of history and whose movements create all the games of his world.
And indeed, one can catch in this notion the proper sense of the expression: “self-
portrait in masks.” This of course does not mean that Mozart’s life would become
only a mask. But Szentkuthy does not describe a life. Rather, he uses the episodes
of Mozart’s life to represent his views on human existence, the place of the artist in
society, and history itself. Szentkuthy, who liked to act and to play different roles in

his life, also liked to play endless historical farces even in his biographical fantasies.

In the case of Szentkuthy’s Mozart-fantasy, let us first consider the
narrator, the hautboy player Zederhaus. He is in a relatively close relation to
Mozart: he is an everyday musician who knows the hero well; nonetheless, he is not
a good friend or a relative. The distance is well grounded: if he was a actually a close
friend of Mozart's, Szentkuthy-Zederhaus could not speak freely about the
composet, and vice versa if he was in a very distant relation to him — nobody could
believe his words. The novel itself can be read as the fantasy of an eyewitness of

Mozart's life, and behind Zederhaus’ mask is the writer himself. But the reader

19 On the relationship between Szentkuthy’s prose writing and the theater (especially the Grand
Guignol), see J. Jézsef Fekete, “Farce és halaltinc” [Farce and Death Dance], Kortdrs, No. 9 (2002):
htep://www.kortarsonline.hu/2002/09/farce-es-halaltanc/9943
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slowly forgets that he / she is reading the memoir of Zederhaus. The narrator
blends in with the endless variations of his own narration. But at certain points he
appears again and again with accidental self-expressions only to disappear again and
again. The outer elements of Mozart’s life for example is based on real facts but the
consequences of them are the game of the writer. With this technique, Szentkuthy
plays a double game. First he creates a devoted eyewitness, then he gradually
conceals him, then the author himself can come into sight from behind his mask.

After this he can be behind the mask again.

“As you see I am not a hypocrite of the Mozart cult,” — says Zederhaus-
Szentkuthy at one point,"' and his confession is very important regarding the
narrator’s and the author’s portrait of Mozart. On the one hand, Zederhaus writes
his memoirs in the middle of the heyday of the romantic Mozart cult and he clashes
with the dominant Biedermeier sentimentalism: the vulgar sensation of the
emotionalism of the so called Gefiiblsdsthetik. On the other hand, Szentkuthy writes
his novel in the middle of the heyday of the pseudo-romanticism of the biographie
romancée. The naive emotionalism and the novelistic pseudo-romanticism have a
common characteristic feature: hypocrisy. We know all of these clichés: the lonely
artist with his suffering due to the misunderstanding of his work; the artist who
looks into the secrets of the future; the artist who composes his works as
confessions of his sufferings of private and public life. One can collect a complete
list of these very well known clichés. The author and the reader have a common
feeling: both of them think that they understand every element of the hero’s life and
work. They have a common complaint about the age and the public that did not
understand the composer’s inner life as well as they did. This is an aesthetic trap:

the feeling of compassion proves right the ethical and aesthetic judgment.

To give a short portrait of the figure of Mozart in the novel, this is best
served by citing some lines from the only critical text about that work of

Szentkuthy’s. Andrds Pernye, the Hungarian musicologist, was the only person

"' Miklés Szentkuthy, Divertimento (Budapest: Magvetd, 1976) Vol. 1, 396.
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who reviewed the novel. This fact is surprising but not strange. Hungarian literary
circles did not pay attention to Divertimento because it was about music. And the
Hungarian musicologists did the same because the text was not a factual biography
but a “novel.” Andras Pernye pointed out that the mask and its endless variations is
the central structural principle of the fantasy-novel. Everybody identifies him- /
her-self in the game of “T am not I am.” There is no convention, no responsibility,
and no ethical dimension to life. But the reality of life and history is in these masks:

the “truth of the masks.” As Andras Pernye notes:

"At the beginning of the novel Mozart is a stranger in this environment. He
is looking for the real faces with his childish sense of justice: the human being
behind the clothes, the soul behind the harsh gestures. Mozart has to realize that
behind the surface there is nothing. Everything and everybody exists only on the
surface: masks and puppet marionettes are everywhere. This is the final truth of a
theatrical world, the age of the rococo and the ancien régime. And finally Mozart
puts on the irresponsible mask of endless smiling and he keeps an eye on the world
from behind this mask: from above and from outside, like he would have a seat in a
theatre and he would watch a bad play. [...] Szentkuthy has realized, recognized,
and trustworthily portrayed a duality 4 la Watteau: the Janus face of the sad clown
and the cheerfully laughing tragic hero. This is the final and most important key to

Mozart'’s art."?

Szentkuthy needs endless descriptions to furnish the whole mask as if it
were an enormous late Baroque building. He uses all of the human senses: there are
meticulously described images, tastes, smells, sounds. All of these unite in an
extremely sophisticated and aesthetically abundant text as if it would be,
metaphorically, a late Baroque cathedral. The ornamental style of Szentkuthy's
prose writing has an essential importance. In the thinking of variations, the cyclical
narrative ornaments become a possibly endless cycle of a musical variation. Deleuze

uses the expression of the fold (le pli) to point out the importance of Baroque

12 Andrés Pernye, “Miklés Szentkuthy: Divertimento,” A mitosz mitosza: in memoriam Szentkuthy
Miklés [The Myth of the Myth: in memoriam Miklés Szentkuthy], ed. Gyula Rugési (Budapest:
Nap Kiadé, 2001) 89-90.
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ornamentation, which is not an attribution but rather an inner substance of
Baroque thinking.”® Szentkuthy has the same vision of the masque of the 18"
century. Every descriptive element in the novel can be understood as a drapery that
involves the endless folds of itself. Therefore, the series of the variations are for
unfolding the mental image of the multiple possibilities of a life that is deeply
rooted in the world and in the intellectual climate of its own age. Mozart is not a
lonely, isolated figure in the novel; he is rooted in his every nerve in his world — yet

he contemplates this world and he does not have a flattering image of it.

At this point we find a correlation between Szentkuthy’s ars poetica and his
portrait of Mozart defined as a “self-portrait in a mask.” Similarly, Szentkuthy
himself also saw history as a Grand Guignol. The masks undergo change during the
centuries, the surfaces are in eternal transitions, but behind the masks and
underneath the surfaces history and the theatrum mundi remain the same.
Szenkuthy chose Mozart as a mask for the representation of this world concept.

His decision was completely correct.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics

Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 182-193.

B3 Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press,
1992).

193



Discovering the Final Mask: On Narcissus” Mirror

(Preamble for a Prae-version)

Péter Balint

“When I ‘confess,’ I always interrogate, my whole body shies away to turn into a puzzle.”

Not long ago I received a postcard from Paris that had a painted wooden image
showing a pyramid like staircase leading up and down, the steps corresponding to
the various life stages of mankind, to the degrés des dges. On the stairs (marking the
stages of earthly life from cradle to grave), surrounded by a barren and leafy tree, an
allegoric male and female figure advance in their assigned time, being defined by
celestial and earthly elements as well as by universal judgment. This postcard would

not be worthy of interest if it did not somehow remind me of Szentkuthy who, as

! Miklés Szentkuthy, Narcisszusz tiikre (Budapest: Magvetd, 1995) 150.



we know all too well, admired those art products that had a narcotic effect on his
imagination, especially descriptions of the allegoric-mythical existence; in his prose
works he repeatedly sketched his own “life tree,” where he presents solar and lunar
types of human and mythical beings at those stages he assigned for them, and by
this he is building his own “private mythology.”

When due to his good fate man arrives at the life stage that the Flemish
painter named dge de discretion, having a certain amount of experience and readings
behind him, he is not so unsuspecting as to know that things are fascinating and
explicable/interpretable in themselves but always in relation to other things and
experiences. I had the same thoughts in relation to the recently published
Szentkuthy book entitled Narcissus® Mirror, which was written in his early
twenties, in the dge d’adolescence, the period when teenagers stepping over the
threshold of manhood are specifically susceptible to life and existence in general.

I have to admit that no matter how zealously I usually read and comment
on Szentkuthy’s works, I could not have brought myself to write notes on this early
and fragmented text, if I were not inspired by the simultaneous rereading of
Narcissus” Mirror, by the postcard enchanting me, and by the rereading of Gide's
preface to Montaigne’s work that together with some of its thoughts set my
imagination on and encouraged me to formulate parallel thoughts. We cannot deny
the outstanding similarity between the former essayist and Szentkuthy since they
are both like bees “stealing all away from flowers then making honey out of them, a
honey becoming completely their own” — just as Montaigne states analyzing his
own writerly-philosophical nature” Analyzing and investigating books of entire
libraries and thousands of phenomena of existence, Montaigne and Szentkuthy
interiorized these phenomenological objects to such a degree that we can hardly
perceive their unique versions other than as they had described them. Trompe

d’oeil? Trap? The writer catches our imagination and no longer releases us from this

* Although Nisard’s History of French Literature is not very current it is still worth recalling (and it
creates a basis for the parallels) for how Montaigne is characterized: “nothing was left unobserved,
his thirst for knowledge was not scared away by hardships found in self-knowledge and self-
judgment, neither by shame that he will catch himself committing mistakes. He is at the same time
an observer and an actor in his own life. He follows it as an attentive spectator follows a play, giving
a meticulous account of it being a man who amuses himself, ignoring the fact if the play mocks the
audience or the audience likes the play or not” In D. Nisard, A francia irodalom térténete I-IV
(History of French Literature), tr. Kéroly Szdsz (Budapest: MTA Kiad¢, 1878) I. 408.
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captivity. In return, we let ourselves be enchanted: we have become the writer’s
accomplice.

However, would not Szentkuthy’s all-analyzing eye start to brighten up
when he read the following line by Montaigne: “I do not depict existence but
transformation”? In all of Szentkuthy’s works, in his diaries, novels, essays and
fragments he revealed the mystery play taking place for thousands of years on the
virtual double (or two raised to the power) stage of history: in the orgies of
exaggerated passions and in the spirit shrinking below freezing point, in the
formation and transformation of masks appearing in various scenes. The endlessly
running writing style describing carnivalesque existence and the transformation of
masked beings and their becoming another will exclude two genres. On the one
hand, instead of the classical novel form it will create a breviarium type of work in
which each chapter and each story and their masked protagonists as well as
mythical references and philosophical commentaries supplement, tinge, strengthen
or question each other. On the other hand, even though these plays presented on
this “stage of history” representing any given period will not ever become a
historical novel in the classical sense; in fact, Szentkuthy did not intend to write
one. To define the historical novel is problematic anyhow; in his essay entitled
“What is a Historical Novel?” André Daspre analyzes the relationship of writing
history and writing a novel and he lists those pros and cons that make the rules of
the genre questionable. Daspre cites Aristotle, according to whom poetry is more
philosophical than novel writing; at other places he refers to Bayle, complaining
about the intermingling of truth and fiction in novels so writers who are no longer
young dare to give credit to what is credible; again in another place he cites Alain,
according to whom writing history and novels interconnects events with each other,
investigates characters, but they do not seek the same truth. Nor does Szentkuthy
search for the historical truth but for the various qualities of existence in history, its
numerous masked versions and the archetypes hiding behind them. He protested
early against the research of his subject matter before looking at his writing style,
first because he wished to describe the Protean quality and carnivalesque madness
of existence — human history only served as a pretext for this task and just as in

Montaigne’s writings, it brought forth many doubts and questions. And would not
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the one reading and querying Szentkuthy have been moved as if in a cradle on the
“sea of secrets and deep unity” within the program created by these two minds,
thinking disorderly and creating new forms of expression. Montaigne summarized
it as follows: “is it necessary to take the mask off of things as well as of men?” And
finally, is not it too daring to pass the same subjective judgment on Szentkuthy as
Gide passed on the French moralist: “As likely or not, Montaigne is most
surprising, at least for me, when sometimes unexpectedly and also unwillingly with
his light flaring up he directs attention to the uncertain borders of personality and

the changing nature of the I: perhaps this is when he speaks to us most directly?”

IL.

In many respects, specifying Narcissus’ Mirror as a prose fragment is appropriate.
Not only because it was conceived in the impulse of writing the monumental Prae
but because this early piece of writing left fragmented (and this becomes evident
when one is familiar with the entire oeuvre, which has not been sealed and settled
by the death of the author) is the primal source of numerous preexistent theories
and subjects that in his later works, especially in the St. Orpheus Breviary,
Szentkuthy unfolded in their entirety and complex system of correspondences. It is
sufficient just to refer to a few repeatedly recurring subjects written from various
viewpoints and from various aspects. An example may be the reviewing and listing
of the emotional-physical contradictions of love and facing the impossibility of the
redemption of love; narcissistic self-love (which is at the same time a distancing of
the other person, who means hell and a protest against the fact of human
personality) and the non-ethical testing of sin. Or the initiation of hiding behind
masks and the obsessive self-chase into a practical everyday wisdom; transforming
confessions into diaries on life being unbearable and the constant commentaries on
a gigantic catalogus rerum; depicting carnivalesque life and homage to Venice, a city

painted on many of the fine Italian art works also belong to these correspondences.

3 Michel Montaigne, A tapasztaldsrol. André Gide esszéjével (tr. Réz Adém); André Gide,
“Montaigne,” The Yale Review (March 1939).
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And not last, the passionate psychological and mythological quest and investigation
of the self-destruction of death-hetaeras possessing aspects from the underworld —
interpreted as such by Kerényi — and the frenzy of intact virgins; the unveiling of
bravado in the name of ideas and the dismantling of statements that appear
unquestionable; the staging of history and the urge for creation in a room to which
one can retreat.

Narcissus” Mirror seems to have a prae character in regards to its choice of
masks and characters. Narcissus being the embodiment of self-love, self-pity, self-
analysis, self-onania and selfishness (on the one hand the victim of moon goddesses
from the underworld, on the other hand of the masked actors of Baroque mystery
plays in the Spanish court) itself is a prae version of the mythic protagonist found
later: Orpheus, behind whose mask he wrote his major work. The mask of
Narcissus® (chosen by Szentkuthy in his teenage years): the perpetual gaze into the
mirror is the projection of the momentary and illusory fainting into the self-image,
the Tantalic thirst for life and of becoming a man. However, this mask of his,
which he put on in order to deepen his self-recognition,’ is not complex enough to
animate the diversity of carnivalesque madness and the different existential
qualities. As opposed to this, Orpheus (about whom in his text While Reading
Augustine he already writes the following lines: “One can learn one thing from Clio
what Saint Orpheus has learned well: she has a lyre in her hands. Lyre and not
commentaries on the bottom of the page, not papyrus truth and a kind of impotent
symbol of objectivity. History needs a muse and lydische or dorische Tonart: religion
of the old, their homecoming, heroism and cheating, economy and imperium-

corruption — all this is only lyric, only poetry, it is only beautiful and meaningful

* “The mask appears reversed in the mirror, but the surprise is just the same, therefore it does not
count anymore. The youth thinks he sees himself and he recognizes himself as one of the older men,
fathers, masters, one that were leading and directing him so far, now however he is also one of them.
A unifying transformation happens with the help of the mask as a father image: Sileni patris imago.
The youth is unified with the fathers, he is initiated into becoming a man capable of procreation.”
Kiroly Kerényi, Az égei iinnep (The Heavenly Feast) (Budapest: Kriter Miihely Egyesiilet, 1995)
94.

> “The ancient phenomena mentioned is mirroring, which can refer to man, the maker of the mirror,
and may be defined as an ancient phenomena of self-recognition. [...] The mirror enriched the bios.
Man enriched his own characteristic life to which his face belonged and just exactly by this, by his
face. Without mirroring his own face would not be visible to men, it could only be seen by others.”
Kerényi: op. cit, 103.
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in its epic mirror form.”) with his many faceted psychological and mytho-poetic
definiteness, with his variety manifesting many selves is the only and entire
metaphor of fate in Szentkuthy’s oeuvre. He is at the same time a mortal being and
a god, volatile and immortal, a Don Juan-type seducer and chastely innocent, a
carnivalesque prince changing his masks and a cruel self-revealing confessor, a
shipman never reaching the shore during his earthly and celestial rambling, as well
as a self-made Renaissance man.

Characterizing Narcissus” Mirror by calling it prae might be appropriate
since Szentkuthy, with his writing style based on dualities, his eternal strain for
definitions and categorizations, his pouring monologues and panel-like images, tries
to experiment with and improve a specific style and genre form that he would be
able to recognize as his own in his later writings. Wittgenstein writes in his book
On Certainty: “we have learned the essence of counting while performing the act of
counting.” Szentkuthy — who during the writing stage of Narcissus’ Mirror and
Prae attempts to formulate his philosophy on language and creation, tests the
possibility of expanding the connotations of words and the static strength of the
pillars of sentence structures together with the textures in between them — may
bravely say that, following Wittgenstein, he learnt the essence of writing while
writing these two books. And what is one made of, if not the most essential point of
his writing method and style? Masks have to be taken off both from things and
from men, and these figures laid bare must be described through infinitely long
passages, through nuance-analysis and miniatures, these figures who have been
fermented by their mask-double. Gide might have read the following passage in
Montaigne: “He is painting his self-portrait in order to be able to get rid of his
mask. And since the mask is rather typical of the age and of the country and not of
man, men can be differentiated from each other mainly by their masks; in those
who have been deprived of their masks we may easily recognize our fellow friend
who is like us.”” To understand how well Wittgenstein's logic and Szentkuthy’s
writing correspond to each other (“Objects I can only name. Signs can represent

them. I can only speak of them. I cannot assert them. A proposition can only say

¢ Szentkuthy, Agoston olvasdsa kozben (While Reading Augustine) (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1993) 37.
7 Montaigne, A tapasztaldsrél, op. cit. 12,
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how a thing is, not what it is.”)® it is enough to substitute the word “proposition”
with “representation.” The fact that for Szentkuthy the act of writing does not
happen in a fervor of creation but it is a constant inner urge, or as he wrote:
hippochondria manifesting itself in the will to write — the thought will be

articulated not much later in the essay While Reading Augustine:

“T am nothing else but the maddeningly persistent will and this is
most horrid: in the world of thoughts, nerves, obsessions and
manias it is will that is not worth a penny. I am still will, desperate,

just as Greco: Greco.”

Prae-existent subjects and early mask versions appear in Narcissus’ Mirror, which
Szentkuthy refers to as a double-stage mystery play. (According to my knowledge
of his oeuvre, he has succeeded in realizing this double stage performance and
puppet show best in his work Cicero’s Wandering Years. He himself writes the
following on this novel: “The theatre describing characters and analyzing reality
will always remain a barren and ridiculous freak of nature: one theatre is real —
puppet theatre.”) Is it a lot or is it too little? In this fragment (as in any other of
his works), questions remain questions and sometimes they disquiet us by their
unanswerability, or they make the reader crazy by their self-multiplying nature, or
just by their contradictions they point to the untenability of chaos and inaccurate
thinking. His attitude as a writer already in its prae-form implies the attitude of the
mature writer: the writer must question the phenomena of the world again and
again, because this is the only possibility to brake up the structure of the world into
elements, continually producing itself, so to create its new order. Szentkuthy, who,
in relation to creation, is passionately questioning chaos and order, unformed
elements and structures, despite his Christian approach, agrees to the old wisdom
that chaos is a natural state in existence, while on the contrary, order is unnatural,

requiring constantly conscious and serious efforts by its creator.

8 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, tr. C.K. Ogden (London, Kegan Paul, New
York: Harcourt, Brace & Co, 1922) 33, 3.221.

® Szentkuthy, While Reading Augustine, op. cit. 73.

19 Szentkuthy, Ciceré vandorévei (Cicero’s Wandering Years) (Budapest: Szépirodalmil990) 53.
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III.

Why did Szentkuthy leave Narcissus’ Mirror in fragments and in a manuscript
form? And why did he forget about this early piece of work in his later confessions?
On the one hand we have to state the fact that this book contains rough sentence
structures, sketchy descriptions that do not necessarily contribute to the
unforgettable and imperishable golden pages of his oeuvre. It is enough to cite a few
examples that remained in his text due to the fervor of the writing process and the
lack of later corrections:"" “only the babbling of a little, invisible fountain was
illuminating,” or: “There were no lights anywhere but some objects press their
invisible weight into the night to substitute for light...” Both examples are taken
from the chapter formed later, when the young bishop attempts to make the
Spanish king confess his sins. All throughout Szentkuthy's oeuvre, there is a rich,
mutually supporting and drifting accumulation of adjectives; in this chapter,
however, adjectives are limp, pale, overwritten and uncontrolled, and as the above
examples demonstrate, sentences and descriptive details are not free of catachresis,
mixed metaphors, and linguistic impurity. We have to conclude that Narcissus’
Mirror is not an evenly written text; neither in its style, nor in its tone or standards.
Despite the careful editing work there is a serious break in the text: in the
beginning of the Alcibiades monologue, the style and the tone changes. In
Narcissus” Mirror, Szentkuthy’s two faces — later forming in his works — appear
in their prae versions. In the beginning of the text we recognize his first face in the
images described and flowing unhindered, and the hidden, underlying story
making; in the Alcibiades monologue, the other aspect of his “face” appears: the one
who loves contemplation despite excelling in negating philosophy, reflects on the
meaning and potency of words, defining his existence as a writer — this aspect of
his face is better elaborated than the first one and we should not forget that it is an
excellent prae-version of the self who wrote Towards the Only Metaphor, Cicero’s

Wandering Years, Marginalia on Casanova, and Confession and Puppet Show.

"' Tt became a work thanks to Maria Tompa, the editor. Livia Mohds protested that “it would have
been beneficial if the editor of this volume, Mdria Tompa, were to weed out the text more radically”
and in her summary on the novel would list a few unimaginable “paralytic stupidities” - A mitosz
mitosza, In memoriam Szentkuthy Miklés (Budapest: Nap Kiadé 2001) 270.
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On the other hand, it is likely that Gabor Haldsz's criticism of Prae (“One
mistake he is not able to leave behind: repetition [...] he even repeats plot
fragmenting languidly: in connection to similes he wanders off [...] there are jumps
to the past, unnecessary inserts alternating each other; surprise is absent, they are
infinite and they could be ten times more or ten times fewer. Where is the proud
architectural idea, the dignity of proportions?”)'* made Szentkuthy think and even
stopped him in writing Narcissus’ Mirror so passionately since he had to admit that
the above objections, with certain constraints, were still valid for his novel under
preparation. Szentkuthy would leave the shaping of this work behind — by pure
defiance or due to the compulsion to prove (as a Picasso type of cubist painter who,
by critics, is accused of not knowing the expertise of his art although he is only
deviating from classical forms) and without hesitation began to write a novel-type
novel: this is how A Chapter on Love was born, which is at the same time an organic
continuation of Narcissus’ Mirror, and the most novel-type novel of the entire

oeuvre — if we still would like to insist on genre definitions.

(Translated by Gabriella Agnes Nagy)

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 194-202.

12 Gabor Haldsz, Tiltakozé nemzedék (Protesting Generation) (Budapest: Magvetd 1981) 737.
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Miklés Szentkuthy, Doctor Haydn (fragment):
Translated by Tim Wilkinson

The requiem-envisioning soul of “Papa” Josephus Haydn, doctoris Oxoniensis,
was not borne by the angel wings of St. Peregrine, in gallant gesture, to Paris,
but the Parisians were brought to Vienna in November 1805. The kettledrum
rolls that had been no more than musical phantoms in his C major Mass in
Times of War, the “Paukenmesse,” now sounded for real in Vienna's misty,

muddy, rain-soaked streets.

! Published in 1959, Szentkuthy’s Doctor Haydn is a fictionalized biography of the composer
[Miklés Szentkuthy, Doktor Haydn (Budapest: Zenemikiadé, 1959)]. The novel was
reprinted twice [Miklés Szentkuthy, Doktor Haydn, 2 ed. (Budapest: Zenemiikiads, 1979);
Miklds Szentkuthy, Doktor Haydn, 31 ed. (Budapest: Magvets, 2009)]. Tim Wilkinson’s
translation was previously published in The Hungarian Quarterly 50, No. 193 (spring 2009)
80-84. The translated fragment contains the final pages of the novel. (F. S.)



Haydn had his chair pulled a little closer to the window, still elegant
even at a time like this, somewhat nervously smoothing his periwig, his
breastpin, and his lace cuffs, cursing the cook and the manservant for being so
cowardly not to dare step near the window when he called out for more wine
(and he was calling out for it at a slightly brisker tempo than normal), but
crouched over, hands trembling, as they brought him the glass on a tray
polished to a dazzling brightness. This they considered recklessly tempting
fate. “Papa” was sitting there in full formal rig — “like a fully decked-out
whore, don’t you think?” the maestro demanded of his white-faced servants.
Yes, there he sat, next to the undrawn curtains and wide-open window
shutters, like some kind of white doll who has lost his wits, calling down God’s
judgment upon his head with suicidal insouciance. But “Papa” wanted to see at
close quarters what the French revolutionary perdition that had so unsettled
his life over the past twenty years or so looked like. Compared with this
French triumph in the autumn of 1805, every bat squeak that had issued from
Paris hitherto had been child’s play.

“Papa” conducted a quick inspection, tapping along on two sticks from
one corner of the room to the other: music scores — in order; catalogue of
works — ready and to hand; fortepiano — fine (he struck two notes, though it
was more in the form of a resigned pat on the face of an old servant, his ring
clicking as it hit the keyboard, his hands being greatly emaciated by now); he
counted his silver; his clothes had been given a good shaking and brush; the
valet assured him with a half-witted gesture (fright having robbed him of
speech) that he had also swept and waxed the floor under the carpet. “Papa”
then resumed his seat in the window and looked at the strangely shaped
cannons. He was familiar only with the cannons used in Nelson’s navy, Nelson
himself having made drawings of them for him; they were over there, in the
top drawer of the writing desk with the silver knobs: unquestionably extremely
useful and bracing documents to have on the day Bonaparte was marching in

— at which thought “Papa” permitted himself a smile. He immediately

204



proceeded to swear, because the manservant had set the glass of wine down a
long way from the armchair, and the cushion that had been fastened to it by
twine had naturally slipped to one side, wie immer bei solchen apokalyptischen
Gelegenheiten — as always on apocalyptic occasions like this — servants were
such yellow-bellied wretches!

Haydn nodded off beside the window. The cook and the manservant
promptly seized the chance to scramble on hands and knees, keeping their
heads down even when this close to the ground, and pull Signor Giuseppe
further back into the room, but they had barely finished this stealthy
maneuver and were about to straighten up when suddenly they were sent quite
literally sprawling because a splendid French carriage came to a halt right in
front of the window. There were bawling red-jacketed soldiers on the horses,
on the box and at the rear, clearly throwing Latin vehemence into a heated
argument over whether this was the right place to stop or not. “Papa” himself
was awoken from his dreams by the commotion made by horses and men, and,
by the time he had more or less come to, he could only see even more
dreamlike things in the room — as if he had merely snoozed on a bit more.

Two French gentlemen were standing before him, one shorter and
podgier in ceremonial dress, his decorations tinkling like sacring bells, the
other taller and gaunter, a slim briefcase under his arm, in which no more than
one or two documents could be lurking, but those such as would decide
Vienna’s fate for centuries to come. It was this briefcase that “Papa” noticed
first on awakening: he’s no doubt some fat cat, because scribes from the
revenue office scurry about with much fatter bundles of paper than that.

On politely introducing themselves, it turned out that the
cantankerous, damnably spry soldier was one of Bonaparte’s marshals,
Monsieur Soult by name, the other, who inspected the piano with arms folded
and nodded at him, with a diplomatic “Enfin! We've tracked this one down
too!” expression written all over his face — that was Monsieur Maret,

secretary of state, senator, and the Tacitus who drafted Bonaparte's bulletins.
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The cook and the manservant were wailing and moaning so noisily in
the doorway that the gentlemen could not possibly let it pass without
comment, besides which the tragicomic scene provided an excellent excuse for
starting a conversation. The secretary of state commented that the domestic
servants’ laments were fully justified since, no two ways about it, Marshal
Soult, by a bold attack from the rear, had succeeded in capturing Vienna's
prize strategic point, the “padre della musica’s” study! Naturally, he, Senator
Maret, only wished to write down this imperial bulletin on the basis of
personal on-the-spot observation. In so doing, they were also expressing their
extraordinary pleasure: 'Empereur had entrusted them to pass on his own
imperial greetings, and wished his dear Haydn good health and continued
creative fervor, and on this, the first day of his entry into the city, he wished to
assure the Padre that he would consider guaranteeing the peace requisite for
that work an agreeable duty of the first rank.

While Secretary Maret was communicating this to “Papa,” who, as if
in response to a magic word, had raised himself from his seat without the aid
of sticks, ruddy-faced Marshal Soult (not so long ago he was as yet no more
than a faceless peasant lad), puffing like Vulcanus, thrust two plump purses
into the hands of the gormlessly gawping domestics and, clanking the tip of his
scabbard between their ankles, drove them with a roar of laughter out of the
room.

“Papa” wept like a child from emotion (there had been plenty to blub
about in recent months), but retained a genteel and haughty bearing, as if all
his years of training at Eszterhiza were only now coming to a first and last true
flowering. He conversed amiably in good old Weenie style, at times treating
the Imperial Marshal and Foreign Secretary of State as if they were grandsons
paying him a visit on his name day, almost letting fall a “These tiny-tots are just
too much!” Maybe he even said it, because I was quite sure that, in the course of
a liberal quaffing of wine and toasting he repeatedly remarked that for twenty

years this was not how he had imagined the first wave of the Paris revolution

20A



sweeping the threshold of his home, not this way, not at all this way. It was
hard to credit that this was stone-cold sober reality.

When Senator Maret (his lips, cheeks, scrawny hands and simple
clothes as ethereally thin as his briefcase — “Good Lord! He's wasting away!
Whereas I just put on weight each time we occupy a fair-sized village like this
charmante Vienne!” Marshal Soult averred and was knocking back the wine as
if he were gulping down whole apples), so anyway when Senator Maret related
that he had heard la Création du Monde in Paris, “Papa,” in best schoolboy
manner and with charming punctiliousness, played the grand seigneur by
bragging that Vienna was also girding up right now for a monumental
performance of The Creation, but let them just get on with it, he himself was
now so frail that there was little chance of his getting to hear too many more
reprises.

In fact... “Papa” let them into a little secret... The three men pulled up
their chairs close to each other, clutching their glasses to their knees, with
“Papa’s” wine trembling in the glittering crystal goblet. To be sure that the
noble liquid would end up in a safer spot, Marshal Soult obliged Signor
Giuseppe to swallow the lot.

“Papa” recounted that it had been his custom of late, if someone told
him that such-and-such was going to happen in three weeks’ time, or two
months from today, then he was able to visualize it happening, right before his
eyes, exactly as if it had already happened, lest as a result of a blunder on the
part of the capriccio della morte he were forced beforehand to... After all, I'm
not a newborn babe, vous comprenez... Anyway, so he should not miss such-
and-such, whatever happened...

And not just visualize it: often he asked to be taken to the very places
about which they were speaking. Of course, only in the greatest possibly
incognito (at this he sniggered as if it were some childish prank). Off and away,
to be sure! To where such-and-such things are planned. So, for instance, he

had himself carried off to the university assembly hall where Salieri was going
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to conduct The Creation! It was late in the evening, and he was completely
alone in his sedan chair in the middle of the enormous hall, and he had heard
the whole concert in advance, seen the glittering audience, heard the applause,
seen Princess Esterhdzy, up on the balcony on the left, in her pink silk dress
with the magnolia leaf pattern. Also there was the Archbishop of Vienna, who
on this occasion had discovered no secret masonic pestilence in the text, or in
the music of the angels, because the moment the Biblical opera — or was i,
perhaps, just an operetta? — reached one of the more ticklish sections,
Baroness Spielmann had leaned over on his right to entertain him with a tidbit
of Vatican tittle-tattle, virtually tipping her décolletage onto his episcopal knees,
whereas the pianist Mademoiselle Kurzbdck from his left had murmured all
kinds of Pietist legends into the prelate’s ear about the pious prayers that I was
saying, day and night, in repentance of my sins (“Prosit!” interjected the good-
humored Marshal Soult).

“Yes, I have already seen it all, all of it, sitting on my very own in the
darkened assembly hall of the university... a pisserl Phantasie hab’i doch immer
g’habt,” and even now I can laugh that there are things that have already been
set down in black and white in my memory but the Viennese are still waiting
for it in the future. That's a smart way of outwitting people, don't you think?”

Marshal Soult, not being exactly a shrinking violet, nor the most
sensitive of souls, was quite incapable of supposing this about anybody else
(let’s face it, he was not exactly a soul of plain ordinary tact either), latched on
to “Papa’s” idea of using a story about the future — and thus craftily cheating
death — by relating things in the past perfect, and so, slapping shoulders, he
explained how lucky “Papa” was that Bonaparte was now installed in
Schénbrunn Palace instead of Kaiser Franz! How much more magnificent was
the funeral that he “had put on” for “Papa”; how much more sumptuous the
catafalque that he set up; how much more ostentatious the honor guard that

had saluted around the bier; how much more musical the requiem mass that

% I've always had an imaginative touch.
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had been sung. And while the irrepressible Soult, in a simulation of sobbing,
embraced the maestro, the maestro himself laughed heartily at the heavy
humor of the joke — a soldierly riposte to “Papa’s” train of thought. Prosit!
Cheers!

Showing plainly by his expression that he did not much approve of the
marshal’s crude “riposte,” Secretary of State Maret, with the aim of diverting
the company into a more proper channel, asked the maestro whether it would
be placing too great a strain on his powers for him to play them something.

“Papa” rose to his feet, again without the assistance of sticks, quaffed
from the glass that Soult, with a jingle of his spurs, offered him and sat down
at the fortepiano, a crafty smirk on his face. He played the Gotter halte, the
Austrian Emperor’s Hymn.

Senator Maret pulled a face as if wincing in pain (though no sound
passed his lips), whereas Marshal Soult roared with laughter and even began to
sing along with “Papa,” meanwhile muttering towards Maret in a barely
comprehensible voice: “Stuff this in your bulletin!”

Haydn, the way one often finds with the old and the sick, suddenly,
from one moment to the next, became deadly worn-out, his white face turning
even whiter, as if he were on the verge of passing out. Maret and Soult reached
for his arms from both sides, but with a gentleness that signaled it was nothing
but politeness on their part, by no means a matter of tending to a sick man.
They accompanied him back to his armchair, where Haydn quickly recovered.
Marshal Soult, guided by some rural instinct, spoke more softly, upon which
the senator became livelier in order to avoid falling into a hospital whisper.
They entertained the padre with a few more military anecdotes, and when they
bade farewell, against all etiquette and sincere protestations, Haydn escorted
them to the gate.

He stood at the gate for a long time, watching the carriage as it hurtled
off, but the street just would not settle down and it was impossible to see

across to the other side for the crowds of dragoons, hussars and gunners. The
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cook and the manservant were standing towards the back of the cool gateway,
holding a warm coat and well-lined headgear at the ready to proffer the instant
that the master should set off back inside. Haydn spurned them. Politely, of
course, more politely as if they had been marshals and senators.

Before opening the door to his bedroom, he listened for a long time
beside it. Inside the parrot was delivering a monologue: “Guten Abend, Herr
Haydn! Guten Abend, Herr Haydn! Guten Abend — !” It suddenly broke off its
discourse, no doubt because a fly had buzzed into the cage, and could any
historical event in the world be more important than that! — Nicht wahr? nicht

wahr? nicht wahr?

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 203-210.
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Misztérium és humor:

A tanulminyird Szentkuthy Miklés

Jézsef ]. Fekete

»Rubdd lazdn engedd neki a szélnek, s a hajad
is legyen szalagtalan, szabad — Ez édes
hanyagsdg jobban felkavar, mint a Mivészet
minden hitszegése.” — Ben Jonson'

Szentkuthy Miklés Mizsdk testamentuma cimil tanulminykétete? tobb mint fél

évszazad alatt, 1927 és 1983 kozt irt elméleti munkait, f8ként tanulmdnyait térta

! Szentkuthy Miklés idézi Ben Jonson cimt tanulmanydban (1937)
* Szentkuthy Miklés: Mdzsdk testamentuma. Magvetd Kiadé, Budapest. 1985



az olvasé elé, a megjelenés elStt dll6 mésodik kétetbe® a szerz8 hagyatékit gondozé
Tompa Miria olyan tanulmanyokat, kritikdkat, kényvajanlisokat, emlékezéseket,
szabadegyetemi el8adisokat valogatott be, amelyek kordbban, vagy 1985 utin
keletkeztek, radiémisorokban hangoztak el, koriabban kotetbe nem keriiltek,
hanem folyédiratok kozolték &ket. Tekintettel, hogy a Midzsdk testamentuma
folytatisa még nem jelent meg, a tovdbbiakban az oda sorolt Szentkuthy-
tanulmdnyok folydirat-kozléseire hivatkozom. A tanulmédnyok
keletkezéstorténetérdl tudni kell, hogy Szentkuthy 1948 és 1958 kozott teljes
szilencium alatt 4llt, ez alatt az id8 alatt tanulmény se jelenhetett meg tSle. Nem
csupdn hogy eliszott a virt egyetemi katedrdja, hanem komoly egzisztencialis
veszélyben érezte magit, ennek a maga korétt mindent megfojté légkornek a
lenyomatat felfedezhetjiik a regényeiben, 4m az elSaddsaiban, tanulmédnyaiban
nyoma sincs, ott folszabadultan és vidiman vezette végig a témdit. Ennek
hozadéka, hogy a tanulményok Szentkuthy legkonnyebben érthetd miivei, a tudds
dtadasanak életes alakzatai.

Ugy érdemes elolvasni ezeket a tanulmdnyokat, ha mir elStte
dtbongésztiink néhiny Szentkuthy-regényt. Azért, mert a regényekben felvetett
kérdések egy részére ezekben a szovegekben taliljuk meg a feleletet, egy-egy
tanulmdnyrészlet beleillik a szerzd szépirodalmi alkotdsainak korébe, sdt, egyes
esszénovelldi kimondottan szépirodalmi jellegli miivek; itt viligosodik meg az iré
dltal szdmtalanszor és megannyi formaban hangoztatott huszadik szdzadi irodalmi
életmi egységének igénye. Szentkuthy nem csupdn a formai egység mellett foglalt
illist az életmi esetében, hanem az idedlis mdalkotdst is egyetemesnek,
osszegzdnek képzelte el, amely magiban foglalja a szerzének a léttel kapcsolatos
teljes viszonydt, megtalalvin ehhez az adekvit, elemzd és 6sszegz8 kifejezési médot
és tig, a mondandd és az alkot6i képzelSerd altal képlékenyé tett formdt. Ebbdl
ered@en elveti a tematikai megkdtéseket és a kiilonboz8 tartalmi egységek mellé

beidegz8dott formakat. Az alkotis céljinak az egyetemes miiveltség teljes

3 Mugzsdk testamentuma II. Virhatéan 2012 késé &szén jelenik meg a budapesti Hamvas Intézet
kiad4siban. A tanulminyhoz a kotet gépiratit haszndltam, igy nincs lehet8ségem a hivatkozasok
pontositdsira, oldalszdmok jelclésére, csupdn a tanulmdnyok cimét, eredeti megjelenésének helyét
és idejét jelolom a libjegyzetekben. [A tanulmdnykédtet 2012 decemberében jelent meg Vardzskert
cimen — Filip Sikorski.]
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felhasznaldsit tekinti a szerzdi onkifejezés-igényén dtsziirve, vagyis az intellektus
eruptiv (impulziv) és konstruktiv mlivészi felhaszndldsit.

De mi is a miiveltség? — teszi fel a kérdést a tanulmdnyird. A vilaszt az
1947-ben irt, Miiveltség és irodalom cim( tanulmanydban fogalmazta meg:
L Torténelemrdl, természetrdl, emberi és allati lélekrdl, mivészetrSl és vallasrdl,
egyéltaliban egész viligunkrdl a lehetd legtdbb dolgot tudni és ismerni.”* Gyantsan
egyszer(i és kerek ez a definici6 annak a gondolkodénak a tollabdl, aki a
problémafelvetésnél az alapfogalmak matematikai szigorral torténd meghatirozasat
koveteli, de ugyanakkor tudja, hogy az ilyen meghatirozasokra éppen a nyelv a
legalkalmatlanabb. Természetesen ez esetben sem 4ll meg ennél a széfukar
megfogalmazdsinal. Leglényegesebb meglatdsa, hogy a miiveltséget, mint fogalmat,
a legradikalisabban a foldre kell széllitani az ,intellektudlis szférdbdl”, mert csak igy
lehet igazi miiveltség. Ugy kell ra tekinteni, mint a tdbbi élettani jelenségre, mert
nem tabu az intellektus, hanem az emberiség elemi java, és meg kell tanulni
hasznalni, alkalmazni és élvezni az emberi agy ezen funkcidjit: azaz, hogy az egyén
alkalmazni tudja ismereteit, ne maradjon a miiveltség holt anyag, puszta gondolati
lexikon. A Szentkuthy-esszék és -tanulminyok mindezek értelmében létfontossign
jelenségként kezelik a kultdrit és a miiveltséget.

A tizéves Mikes Kelemen Akadémia cimi radideléaddsiban® arrdl szamolt
be, hogy egy sor fiatal ird, tudés, igy jomaga is a fasizmus hatalomra jutdsinak és
expanzidjinak idején egyfajta szellemi emigricidba vonult. Horvath Béla katolikus
koltd és Fiisi Jézsef 1936-ban megalakitotta a Mikes Kelemen Akadémidt, amely a
hatirozottan baloldali, modern gondolkoddst irdkat, irodalomtudésokat,
torténészeket, miivészettorténészeket gylijtotte egybe, akik ,,szembehelyezkedtek a
banil soviniszta és bambin ékonzervativ irnokokkal”. A rovid életit, a hibora alatt
méir nem miikddd Mikes Kelemen Akadémia tagjai voltak: Devecseri Gébor,
Haldsz Gdbor, Hevesi Andris, Horvith Tibor, Hunyady Sandor, Jankovich
Ferenc, Jékely Zoltin, Képes Géza, Kerecsényi Dezsd, Kolozsvari Grandpierre
Emil, Marai Sindor, Sétér Istvan, Cs. Szabd Liszlé, Szerb Antal, Szentkuthy

Miklés, Tolnai Gdbor, Vas Istvin, Wedres Sdndor. A tirsasig az egyik legnagyobb

* Muzsdk testamentuma. 83. o.
%> Holmi, 1992. januar
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szabdst Osszejovetelét Szentkuthy Derék-utcai lakdsin rendezte meg, aminek
emlékét az Orpheus-sorozat Cynthia cimii fejezete 8rzi. Joggal érezték, hogy a
szabad intelligencia tilddztetés dldozata lesz, és tiltakoztak, mert az tgynevezett
miivelt kozéposztalyt olcsén megvasarolta maginak a bandlis, miiveletlen irodalom.
Ezek a fiatalok nyelveket beszéltek, rengeteget olvastak, tanultak, meggy8z8désiik
volt, hogy ,az értelem nem ellensége a nagykoltészetnek”, hiszen ,az Gn. bolondos
vagy frivolnak latsz6 modern irék, a Giraudoux- és Joyce-fajta, épp azért
bolondosak, mert végtelen tuddssal és lirai mélységekbdl nézik a szdmukra nagyon
is komoly életet.” Ennél fogva szellemi céljuk volt az angolos nemt6r8domség, meg
a francia kénnyedség és mozgékonysig 6tvozése, amit Szentkuthy mar 1934-ben
megjelent Prae ciml regényében szimtalan l4dt6szogb8l bemutatva eurdpai
szinvonalon megfogalmazott.

A mivész sajit mivészetét gazdagitja a miveltséggel — és miként
Szentkuthy megallapitia —, minél nagyobb miiveltséggel rendelkezik, anndl
démonikusabban, eruptivabban és egyértelmiibben timadja az intellektualis
miiveltséget, hogy visszaszoritsa az iridnta megnyilvinuld fétis-tiszteletet. S
gondoljunk csak vissza, mi mas Szentkuthy szépiréi tevékenységének summidja, ha
nem a haldltincos, démoni hahota az eurépai miiveltség felett? Mintha konyvek
parosoddsabdl sziiletett volna — irta a szerz8r8l Hamvas Béla —, és ha valéban igy
van, akkor 8 volt az, aki els8ként tagadta meg sziileit. Mert bélvinyozta ugyan a
konyveket és az intellektus minden mdas produktumait, de minden pillanatban kész
volt végtelen szeretetébdl fakadéan nemcsak szemberohdgni, de szembe is kdpni
azokat. Sznob ebbdl a szempontbdl Szentkuthy, mert nem képes élvezni a fél- és
dlmiveltséget, de az intellektust irdnti vak rajongist se. Olyan sznob, aki szerint ,a
miiveltség dontd ismérve az lesz, hogy valaki a legnagyobb tuddssal hogyan bdnik,
milyen a viszonya a tudishoz dltaldban [...] eszményiink [...] ebbdl a szempontbdl
— Rabelais.”

Rabelais hatdsit a szerzd iréi munkassigira mar néhiny vizlatvonalban
feltirta a miikritika és -elemzés, Szentkuthy maga is gyakorta hivatkozott a francia
reneszansz szatirikusinak vérbd kalandregényeire. A parhuzam valés mértékét

nem hatdrozhatndnk meg Rabelais 6t kdnyvének és a Szent Orpheus Brevidriuma 6t

¢ Mdzsdk testamentuma 88. o.
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kotetének  filologiai  Osszevetésével. A hasonldésig ugyanis a  szerzdk
vilagszemléletének kozeliségében rejlik, a tudalékossdg, a kultira, pontosabban a
civilizdcié kivagyisigdnak gargantuai magassigbdl valé helyretevésében, az
intellektus mélységes vdgyaban, az érzékeny idegrendszer dradd lobbandsdban, a
kalandossig keresésében és a katalogizalas, a szimbavétel igényében. Nem csupin
ezt 6rokolte Szentkuthy szellemi el8djétdl, hanem a szabad nyelvkezelést, az
ironikus abrazoldst, a legvadabb szellemi bukfenceket, ami minden munkdjiban,
alanyi megnyilatkozasaban és tirgyilagos okfejtésében jelen van. Egy idézet erejéig
itt még vissza kell térniink a Mijveltség és irodalom cimii tanulmdnyihoz, hogy
megtudjuk, miért eszményiti a francia humanistat. ,Mert tudta a kozépkor és a
reneszansz minden filoz6fidjit és orvostudomanyit, tekndcok csontképzddésétdl
az angyalszdrnyak hdellendllisaig: és ebbdl egy 6ridsi kozmikus burleszket” csindlt,
az, amit8 a kozépkorban kiginyolt, pontosan az, amit ma a ’sznobok’ és
‘entellektiielek’ kivégzésekor csindlndnk: vagyis a nagy miiveltség harca a kis
miiveltség, a démoni tehetség nélkiili ‘miiveltség’ ellen.”

Az irénak tehit orvosndl alaposabban kell ismernie az anatémiit és a
gydgyaszatot, pszichidternél a lélekelemzést, geoldgusndl a foldtant, szocioldgusnal
a szocioldgiat, azért, hogy alakjai plasztikusabbak, torténetei valdsabbak, a valésnil
is valésabbak legyenek. Ezért a tuddsukért (miiveltségiikért) becsiilte Szentkuthy
igazdn nagyra Joyce-ot és Proustot (akikkel szovegeinek értelmezdi gyakran hoztdk
kapcsolatba), és ezért utasitotta el hatirozottan a francia Gj regényt (amihez
ugyancsak 6romest odasoroltik munkdssigat). A realitist mindennél magasabb
eszménynek tartotta, miként arrdl a Chartres szobrai® cimli remek esszéjében a
kovetkezdket irja: ,Ha apostolokat vagy Juda kirdlyndit kell az oszlopok kozé
vardzsolnia, mit t6rddik a mivész a Biblidval vagy a korabeli torténészek medds

vitdival! Egyszertien koriilnéz a piacon, és az ott jirkdlé Sregurakat vagy fiatal

7 Miként Agfalvi Attila megallapitotta a Szentkuthy-mozi cimii cikkében (Filmvildg. 1982/12), ilyen
szempontbdl legpompazatosabb munkdi az Udvari ndsz és az Udvari gydsz cimi babjitékai, amelyek
~roppant szérakoztatéan 6tvézik a Kemény Henrik-féle pofozkodés bibhagyomdnyt az ‘ordendré
burleszkkel’, a grand guignolt az abszurd humorral.” Ugyanezen két bibjiték kapcsin sugallta
Kabdebé Lérint, hogy a Szentkuthyban a komédidval egyiitt forrongé moralis profétilds csodalatos
drémairét adhatott volna a magyar irodalomnak. (Kabdebé Lérant: ,Mordlba vadult komédids”.
Kortdrs. 1988/1)

8 Muzsdk testamentuma, 88—89. o.

% A kézirat dituma: 1948. november. Kozolte: Stadium, 1988. szeptember.
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suhancokat mintdzza a katedralis falira. S valdban, van-e nagyobb szentség és
nagyobb szépség egyszerre, mint a kdzvetlen emberi val6sig?”

Tanulmdnyaiban (James Joyce, 1947; Miért djra Ulysses?, 1968; A kiviilall
bossztja, 1962) Joyce és Proust hatartalan realitdsigényét hozta kozds nevezdre, és
a realizmus legmarkdnsabb képviselSinek tekintete 8 ket. Joyce realizmusinak
gyokerét vallasi emlékeinek kiirthatatlansigiban, tudoményos érdeklédésében és
racionalitisinak szembesiilésében litta az élet irraciondlis forgatagival szemben.
Proust esetében ,a szerkezet fenséges teljessége, az értelem [...] szinte eszel8s
csokonydssége, és végil: minden megfigyelt testi és lelki jelenségnek
legplasztikusabb kifejezése: ez a harom tette azt, hogy miive nem lett az
idegérzékenyek fijdalmas, de miivészileg hasznilhatatlan nyavalygisa [...].
Tipikusan nem neurotikus mi [Az eltiint idé6 nyomdban], nem a Freud-ipar olcsé

O Proustndl tehit a szdzadvég neuraszténidja kap szigortian

nyersanyaga.”'
raciondlis, huszadik szizadi szerkezeti keretet, Joyce-ot pedig éppen a neurotikus
hajlam 6sztonzi a barokk végtelenséggel halmozd és monumentilis realista
kompozicidéba: ,Joyce a gydva, megfélemlitett, csak bidmulni, de cselekedni nem
tudd, tigyetlen dlmodozé — a benyomdsok itt tul nagy izgalommal tdl mélyre
hatolnak, rogzitédnek, ‘traumdk’ lesznek —, a biintudat, haldlfélelem, bujkdlé
onanizmus, az érzékszervek dsszehangolatlan tulfogékonysaga, nihilista kdoszérzés
vesz koriil egy eldobott villamosjegyet, egy ndi térdhajlast vagy szenteltviznyomot a
homlokrincban.”"! Szentkuthy ezt igazin beliilr8l érezhette, hiszen 8 forditotta
magyarra Joyce Ulyssesét.

Ismét parhuzamot kell vonnunk a tanulminyok tételei és az irodalmi
miivek kozott: a gétikus katedralis-épitkezés Szentkuthy egyik folyton visszatérd
témadja, sdt, szerkesztési elve, abbdl kiindulva, hogy ha mér a vilag kaotikus, akkor a
miivészi megfogalmazisa legyen a legszigorubban racionalista. Szentkuthy szdmara
a fogalmak matematikai pontossigi definidlisa az eszmény, igy mi mds lenne a
szerkesztésben, mint a geometria? De nem 1gy, miként azt Robbe-Grillet
elképzelte (Nouveau Roman? 1967), vagyis, hogy a mérndki leirdsokkal

kikiiszobolje az ,emberszabdst hasonlatokat és metaforakat” (Szentkuthy itt

10 Mizsdk testamentuma, 285. o.
14m. 107. o.
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azonnal kdzbeveti, hogy a geometria ugyanolyan emberszabdsd, mint a hasonlat),
hanem a halmozé barokk mintdjira, a szigorti kompozicids vonalak kozét a nyelv
lehet8ségeivel a legteljesebben élve kitolteni. Hiszen ,az Ulysses azért irédott, hogy
megmutassa, az ember minddssze egy par érzelmi, értelmi és nyelvi sémanak buta
szajkéja, vak és egyénietlen képzettirsité gép.”? Es ,Joyce egyik — hogy dgy
mondjuk — legtragikusabb pikantéridja éppen az, hogy rossz szemi ember csak egy
talmi dadaista széhalmazt lit benne, mig a hozzdértd éppen az egészen rendkiviili
miiveltségét élvezi: mint az egész kompozicié egyik legdontdbb hajtderejét.”*?

A kompozicié és a realizmus kérdéskoréhez tartozik a nyelv, ami
Szentkuthyndl jészerével azonos a miiveltség fogalmaval, mert 8 igazabdl a nyelv
minden terilletét felhasznadlja miveiben: a tudominyos szakzsargont,
résztudomdnyi szokészletet, az irodalmi nyelv eszkoztirdt, a legegyszeriibb
analdgidkat és tobbpdlust metafordkat és ezerarcd szinesztézidkat, filozdfiai
szovegfoszlinyokat, a legfrissebb pesti argét — mindet mint a realizmus eszkozét.
Olvasdja szdmdra az is természetesen cseng, hogy a filozéfus alkalmazza az argét,
az apacs pedig az einsteini lexikdt. Viligszemléletébdl kiolvashatd, hogy iréi
munkajiban célul tizte ki a vilig egymdstdl végletesen tivol 1év8 dolgainak nyelvi
kozelitését. Az ,utcanyelv’ — irta a Nagyvildg ankétjara vélaszolva (Trdgdrsdg és
irodalom. 1968) —, ,a viros dusgazdag népdala. Ez pedig kell a) realizmushoz és
kritikihoz, b) fantizidhoz [...] a fantasztikus, szines, vad utcanyelv irodalmi
realizmus, kritika, burzsujkopd vilignézet. [...] igenis haszniljdk az irék az
utcanyelvet, mert hasonlat és sz6kép ez, képzelet és ezer j6 metafora, szemteleniil
cinikus,”1*

Ha mir a nyelvnél tartunk, emlékeztetnék a bevezetdben tett felvetésemre,
hogy irénk esszéit és tanulmdinyait regényei ismeretében érdemes olvasni. Hozza
kell tennem, az a laza, szorongismentes beszédmdd, amivel tanulmdnyaiban
talilkozunk, olykor egyenesen regényszovegként szervesiil. A kdvetkezd bekezdés,
amelyben elsd férjes asszony szeret8jével megesett randevijardl ir, konnyedén
odaképzelhetd a Fejezet a szerelemrdl-t8l a Bianca Lanza di Casalanzaig barmely

regény oldalaira, noha a szerzd éppen csak a pesti kdvéhdzakra emlékezik: ,Nagyon

12i.m. 109. o.
13 i.m. 108. o.
*im. 474. o.
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mds ‘szinpadon’ jitszottuk drimankat, mint a Haldsz Gébor-fajtik. Csilldrok,
aranykarok, virigok, luxusitalokkal teli barpolcok, Althea estélyi ruhaban
(mosolyogtak is rajta...), fekete selyem aranyszalakkal at- meg dtszdve, egzotikus
turbdnja ugyanabbdl az anyagbdl. Lihegd szépségének egyik f6-f3 vardzsa: oridsi
szemhéja volt, két fehér lehullott rézsaszirom kanalas domborulata. Ennek a
filledt-mdkonyos ’soirée’-szcéndnak ellentéte volt késdbb lakdsin (tombold
nagytakaritds miatt valami ‘cselédszobdba’ szorultunk, ég8 nyarid8ben): Vénusz-
mivoltdrél lehullatta kék zsik, nyers vitorlaviszon vestimentumit -
ezredmdsodperc alatt jelent meg a hénal havasabb, Holdnal holdasabb Vénusz-
imagd, a vitorlavdszon holmit (zuhanisa ilyen abszolut kinyilatkoztatds volt)
mintha a f6ld vagy tenger nyelte volna el, trionfo da Primavera!...”"

Szentkuthy vallalja a Joyce-szal és Prousttal val6 rokonsdgit, de csak akkor,
ha az el8bbit nem azonositjdk a halandzsizé széhalmaz-raktirnokal, az utébbit
pedig nem csapjék egy kalap ald Freuddal. Ezzel ellentétben elutasité a francia 4j
regény miivelSivel szemben. Olyan indulatosan, mint a Nouveau Roman? cimi
tanulmdnydban, csupdn a regényeiben kelt ki barmi ellen is. Miként a tanulmany
cimében jelen 1évd kérddjel is mutatja, Szentkuthy nem értett egyet Robbe-Grillet
és térsai irodalmi tevékenységének se jdonsigival (mi volt a Prae, ha nem uj,
experimentlis regény?), se azzal, hogy az 4j regény megfeleld vilasz lenne a vilig
percipidlisara. Es ha valahol igazin 4llast foglale az 4l- és félmiiveltséggel szemben
(vagyis elitélte a miiveltséggel hivalkoddst), akkor itt tette, ebben a terjedelmes
tanulmdnyban. Még személyes oka is lehetett rd, mert a Praet is szivesen
beszoritottik volna az ellenregény skatulydjiba, ugyanakkor azt meg nem véve
észre, hogy a maga kordban ez a mii megel8zte a francia irdnyzatot. Hosszantart6
és felesleges lenne végigkdvetni itt azt a filolégiai és irodalomtorténeti utat, amit
Szentkuthy korbejir, hogy bizonyitsa Nathalie Sarraute, Alain Robbe-Grillet,
Marguerite Duras, Claude Simon, Robert Pinget, Samuel Becket és Julien Cracq
modszereinek avittsigit, epigonsigit, az ,4j dialdgus”, a ,meddd fecsegés”
Ujrafelfedezésében az irodalmi eszkoztir leporolt rekvizitumait, a freudizmus
ismételt homloktérbe allitisiban a felmelegitett Virginia Woolfot, s8t

Dosztojevszkijt. ,Az embernek ma [...] nincs dontden 4j viszonya vildggal” —

15 Eltiint kdvéhdzak nyomdban. Rakéta folyéirat, 1986. mijus 6.
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mondja ki Szentkuthy; és hidba igér az 4j regény j realitdst az egyik oldalrdl, ha
ezt a mialkotds miivi izgalmaval kivdnjuk kivaltani. Es milyen eszkozokkel? Szabad
asszocidcidval? (Az éppen a legkotottebb dolgok egyike — mutat rd Szentkuthy.)
Targyfétisekkel? Montazstechnikdval? A kozépkor 6ta ismert és alkalmazott
"tjdonsdgokkal’? vagy éppen a szocidlis hangsilyok kiemelésével, mint ahogy ezt
Beckett teszi, akinek ,f6h&sei anonim félhullik, betegek, 8 riiltek a sirban és
pocegddorben. [...] Ezek a defekélidkkal rokon 'f8h8sok’ persze fikcidk: a
mindenbdl kidbrindult ember nem ilyen — ezek intellektudlis absztrakcidk,
ezoterikus  és  elit  entellektiielek  matematikai  formuldi [...] csak
entellektiielpreparaitumok.”® Egyszéval minden, csak az nem, ami Szentkuthy
miiveinek lényege, a valédi realizmus. Es még csak egyet emelek ki a szerzdnek
legfajobb tények koziil: az ellenregény elveti a cselekményt, a torténést. Valljuk be,
a Prae nem volt egy kimondott detektivregény, de példaul a Brevidrium mir a
legizgalmasabb, vérbd, intellektudlis kalandregény, ,theo-krimi”, ahogy a szerzd
nevezte, és valéban az események karnevili forgatagiba sodorja az olvasét. Akdr
Rabelais, akihez folyton visszatériink, ha Szentkuthy miiveirdl beszéliink.

A Muzsdk testamentuma tulajdonképpen az 1969-ben megjelent
Meghatdrozdsok és szerepek masodik, bdvitett kiadsa volt. A tanulmdnyoktdl a
biralatokig, a cikktdl a korkérdésre adott vilaszig, a vitairattdl az esszénovellaig
valtozik az egybegytijtott elméleti irdsok miifaja a kotetben, de mégis van kozds
nevezdjitkk: a tanulminyozott szerz8 vagy jelenség mogiil mindig erdteljesen
eltlinik Szentkuthy Miklds, aki miveltségén és intellektusin dtsziirve tarta fel az
dltala taglalt miivek, irdnyzatok, szerzdk legrejtettebb titkait is. Alarc mogiil kacsint
az olvaséra tanulmdinyaiban is, akir regényeiben. Meglitdsai élesek, pontosak és
kiméletlenek. Nem lehet ,itejteni”, nem ,esik hasra” az dlmodernség és az
dlmiveltség elStt se 1927-ben, se 1983-ban. A szellem igazi nagysagai irdnt pedig
ugyanolyan vehemens lelkesedéssel rajong, amilyen indulatos undorral veti el a
kozépszerliség onmutogatd tetszelgését a semmi titkrében.

Ha tanulményiréi moédszerét kellene definidlnom, ismét hozzd
fordulhatnék segitségért: 8 litta Haldsz Gébort az ész szadisztikusan tdl lugos

tisztel8jének, Szerb Antalt pedig az embertelen elméletek emberies szinten

16 Mizsdk testamentuma, 311. o.
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osszehangoldjanak — Szentkuthy elemz8 médszerének meghatirozisit e két pélus
kozote kell keresni. S&tér Istvin alapos elemzés ald vetette Szentkuthy
tanulmdnyiré médszerét, ami alapjin a kovetkezd felismerést tette: ,....nem az ir6
olvad itt tirgyiba, hanem a tdrgyat olvasztja 6nndn tudatdba, vagyis személyes
élményként fogja fel, mint 4télt eseményt. fgy valik Szentkuthy személyes
eseményévé Mozart és Proust, Szabd Lérinc, Thomas Mann és Arany Jdnos.”"”

A tanulminyiré Szentkuthy egyik leghirhedtebb dolgozata az 1941
novemberében a Magyar Csillagban megjelent A mitosz mitosza. A tanulmany
Kerényi Kéroly dkori vallastorténeti munkdjianak, a Die antike Religion. Eine
Grundlegung cim(i, 1940-ben kiadott konyvének moédszerét birdlja. Kerényi és
Szentkuthy Szerb Antal jévoltibdl kozeli bardtsigban 4llt egymassal, 6t-hat éven 4t
részletekbe menden vitdztak a Székratész-elStti filoz6fiardl, mitoldgia-kutatdk
konyveirdl, akikkel szemben Szentkuthy volt az 6rok ellenzék, és véleményét
Kerényi egyenrangi vitapartnerként el is fogadta. Amikor azonban ezt leirva latta
viszont, megharagudott, tigyvédhez futott.

Szentkuthy, részben Kerényitdl kélcsonzott konyvekbdl, ismerte W. F.
Otto, Karl Reinhardt, Kurt Riezler, Rudolf Otto, Franz Altheim, H. W. Riissel,
Thassilo von Schefter, Eckart Peterich, Gilbert Murray vallastorténeti munkdit, és
jonéhiny ,fekete megjegyzést” gyiijtott egybe azok ,.geistesgeschichtliche
hochdeutsch hochem mitosz-interpreticié”-jardl, és velik szemben a régi
mitoszértelmezéseket vette pirtfogisba. Legegyszerlibben fogalmazva azt vette
rossz néven ezen kutatdk, és végsd soron Kerényi mddszerében, hogy idébeli,
torténelmi, foldrajzi tivlatokra és tivolsigokra fittyet hinyva olyan sematikus
ezerarcisigukban dbrizolja az istenfigurikat, mintha azok nem mentek volna
évezredes fejlédésen keresztiil, mintha a mitoldgiai szerepl8k eredetiikben is
magukban hordoztik volna drnyaltsigukat, vagy még egyszeriibben: ,,egy kalap ala
vesz Otezer év elStti és Otezer évvel késdbbi trak Orpheus- és anatéliai Orpheus-
mitoszt.”'® Az éromantikus német szellem fényeit és arnyait tartotta Szentkuthy
meghatdrozdnak Kerényi miivében és ezt a Schellingre visszavezethetd romantikus

programra alapozd mitoldgiaértelmezést vetette szemére, és minden Gjdonsigot

17 Sétér Istvan: Neuraszténids nosztalgidk. Szentkuthy Miklés: Mizsdk testamentuma. Kritika. 1986/3
'8 Frivolitdsok és hitvalldsok. 487. o.
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megtagadott Kerényitdl. A tanulmdnynak bizony vannak olyan kitételei, amelyeket
Kerényi nem vighatott konny(i szivvel zsebre. ,,Nagy kultiriak nyoman tenyészd
parveni népek” és ,jellegzetesen hervadt kori” miifajahoz hasonlitja Kerényi
opusit, és sommadsan allapitja meg, hogy ,,ebbdl a sok beszédbdl és telhetetlen
mondattelevényb8l sokkal elSbb vesszitk észre az értelmezés végzetes
neurotikussigit, betegségét, mint az értelmezett tirgy életszerliségét. Ideges,
kielégiiletlen, életirigy, egyenstlytalan és terméketlen vallomasok ezek a gdrog

2 "1 7 ’ . .7 ’ ’,’19
életrdl és’egzisztencidrdl.

* x %

A Prae megjelenése 6ta rejt8zkodott olvaséi eldl Szentkuthy Miklés, természetesen
az édltala teremtett sajétos viligon beliil, ahol minden egyben 6nmaga ellentétét is
jelenti; igy az alarcok és kosztiimok mogotti rejtézkddés sem egyéb, mint egyfajta
kitdrulkozas. Tobb mint fél szdzadon 4t tartott ez az irodalmi kozonség elStti
onmutogatds, a mi és az alkoté egymdsbdl vald téplilkozdsinak feltirdsa, ami
olyannyira nyilvinvalé Szentkuthy regényeinek témdjiban, stilusiban és alkotdi
modszerében egyarant. Ezek a miivek — nem gy8zdm elégszer hangsulyozni —, az
olvasé ,szeme littdra” késziilnek. A szerzd kedve szerint vilogat a témik és
torténetek kozote, illuszeralja és kommentilja 8ket, visszakanyarodik a narrdciéban
és az egyik asszocidciérdl a masikra ugorvan halad — mindennek ellenére — a preciz
mértékkel megtervezett témasoron. A szovegen beliil igy egymdssal szembe keriil a
rend és a rendetlenség, a szabaly és a szabélytalansdg, hatalmas teret advin a
véletlenszertiségnek, ami Szentkuthy prézairdsiban szovegszervezd elemként kap
szerepet. fgy valésitotta meg mivészi céljét, amit 1939-ben, természetesen
Szentkuthy-modorban a kovetkez8képpen fogalmazott meg: ,Mivészi cél?
Nincsenek miivészi céljaim. Szervezetem van, életkényszerem, szemek, fiilek,
idegek belsd kész végzete, és ugyanakkor tiszta intelligencia, csillogd, bd rajzu
raison, mint egy Oridsi spanyol hajtli, mely a tarké tdjirél emelkedik arab
cirkalmaival a hajfiireok latin vihara folé. Hogy valldsalapité temperamentum

vagyok-e vagy miivészi? Mit érdekel engem? Tudom, hogy a valdsig nagy-nagy

¥ Magyar Csillag. 1941/11.
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izgalom, tudom, hogy én atlantikus mamort szivvel és Eukleidész-viligossign
aggyal jirok a valésig szenzicié-paradicsomaban, s végiil, harmadik axidémaképen
tudom, hogy a valésig és a szenvedélyes-értelmes egyéniségem kozott valami
kapcsolatot kell teremtenem, a magam megmentésére, narkotizalasira. Hogy ez a
viszony aztin matézis vagy opera, vallis vagy filozéfia, idegbetegség vagy
hallucinélé-gyavasdg — oly bagatell kérdések a hirom principium mellett, hogy még
felemliteni is nevetséges.”

Angolnak lenni, francidnak lenni, spanyolnak® lenni zsigerbdl induld
proteuszi késztetés Szentkuthy szdmdra. Az utazids viszont nem csupin egyéni
6haj, hanem koz6sségi elv volt a Mikes Akadémia tagsdga kozt: ,a Mikes Akadémia
it meg 4t van szdve tagjainak nagy utazdsaival, amelyek ott élnek kdnyveikben.
Szetb Antal az Utas és holdviligban életforditd Italia-élményét dolgozta fel
(kedvence volt kiilonben is a Rilke-sor: ‘ez utdn meg kell hogy véltozzék életed’).
Ahogy Fiisi Jézsef vaskos Cellini-forditidsokkal és Boccaccio-kommentdrokkal jott
haza. Képes Géza meg valahol északon pontosan ott jirt, ahol még a madar sem
szokott, kiejthetetlen nevii kéltSik forditasaval akadémikus tdskdjiban. Cs. Szabé a
Doveri dtkelésben az 6rok-izgalmas angolokrdl irt a tdbbi kontinentalis izguldkhoz’
mélté értelemmel. S8tér a mi velencei és firenzei élményeinket vardzsolta
koltészetté és irénidva a Fellegjdrokban. Wedres Sdndor ceyloni és indiai emlékeket
sz8tt tovabb mitologizald képzeletében: madirfejébdl kisziré madarszeme hogy
ragyogott, mikor a nagy, zold kdlyha mellett egy asszir héskoltemény forditdsit
adta eld, vagy szanszkrit sorok ritmusit élvezte szenvedélyes izleléssel.”” Erdekes,
hogy Szentkuthy szdmdra az utazds soha nem jelentett menekiilést, vészterhes
id8kben kétszer is jart osztondijjal Anglidban, senki se szdmitott rd, hogy hazatér
Magyarorszdgra, mégis hazament. Az utazis szimira nem a depressziv kor és
tirsadalom el8li elvonuldst jelentette, hanem sokkal inkiabb a koényvek, az

olvasminyélmények gerjesztették kéborlé kedvét: ,Verne Gyula dsszes miiveinek

0 Fekete reneszdnsz. 189—190. o.

21 E szdveg iréjanak egy életen it Spanyolorszdg volt mindene. Eléggé bebizonyitotta. Eszkoridl
szentje Borgia Ferenc, Cynthidé Keresztes Jdnos, Eurdépa Minoré Turibius, Véres Szamdré
Villanovai Tamds. Most késziild Don Carlos-fantdzidjinak — Dogmdk és Démonok —
vezérmotivumai (spanyol kirdlyi szinekben: Hesperida aranysirgiban és Danaida feketében) —
driilet, kéj, haldl és katolicizmus. Mindezzel vérrokon Salvador Dali, aki 'képi kédex'-parja irott

kédexeimnek.” Gondolatok a képtarban. Kortars, 1985. janudr
2 A tizéves Mikes Kelemen Akadémia
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felfaldsa kozben és utdn: az élet egyetlen érdemes és értelmes, minden egyebet
kizaré ‘functional behaviour’-jének, tevékeny tartalmdnak persze hogy az utazist
tartottam. Es ami a hol nyavalygds-nyafka, hol kamaszokat idvozitd ‘esztétikat
illeti? Szélhat-e hozz4, akdr pro, akir kontra, Victor Hugéhoz valaki, ha nem
tudja, hogy gyerekkordban Spanyolorszdg volt szimara a csodak csoddja? Leconte
de Lisle? O maga: India, testrésze, szerve: a Szunda-szigetek, az stenyészet,
sallatokat és orok mitoszokat 'felorvényld” keleti tengerek. A Romlds Virdgainak
gydkere Ceylonban és Madagaszkarban van, Heredia Centaurjai messzi szigetekrdl
(mellesleg kdnyvtarakbdl is...) kavalkddoztak "vértdl részegen’ és ‘orrfacsars biizzel a
legrafiniltabb fineszekkel csiszolt és kdszoriilt szonettekbe. Az 8s-8s Irish, echt-
echt amerikai A. E. Poe: az életadd elixir-injekciét Helldszban, Italidban és
Isztambulban kapta, a Mérvény-tenger Ezeregyéj-kozel partjain. Es nem pikins
intermezzo-e a pofaszakdllas, szemiiveges, norvég-viking, Eszak-mitosz és eurdpai
szocializmus jegesmedve préfétdjit, Ibsent a Szuezi-csatorna megnyitdsinal,

Egyiptom piramisainak drnyékdban talalni?”*

* % %

Angolnak lenni, francidnak lenni, spanyolnak lenni — regényirdi életprogram. A
tanulmdnyird viszont kiemelt figyelemmel fordult az angol irodalom irdnydba,
zsenidlis érzékenységgel dllitotta egymds mellé és egymdssal szembe Shakespeare és
Ben Jonson életmiivét és életét. Kis kitérdvel jelzem: Szentkuthy szdmdra a mi
megismeréséhez elengedhetetlen volt, hogy a szerzdrdl is minél tobb ismeretet
szerezzen. Kivalé példa erre a Sorsfordité lelkigyakorlattol végkidrusitdsig®® cimd,
Kosztolinyi Dezs8 szilletésének szazadik évforduldjira irt esszéje, amelyben a
koled éltal osszedllitott, Modern Kéltok, Kiilfoldi Antolégia cimll gyiijteményébdl
szemezgetve valdsigos koltportrékat vardzsol a versek mogé. Ennek indoklasat a
Ben Jonson® cimi ridideldaddsiban adta meg: ,..ha az irodalomtérténet igazan

torténelmi médon gondolkodik, tigy az iré élete is alkotdsnak kell hogy szdmitson:

B Sorsfordits lelkigyakorlattdl végkidrusitasig. Uj Irds, 1985. november

2 Megjelent: U] Irds, 1985. november.

» Elhangzott a magyar Ridiéban Ben Jonson haldlinak 300. évforduléja alkalmibél 1937.
augusztus 16-4n. Megjelent: Orpheus, Szentkuthy Miklés kiildnszdm, 1994/1
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az {ré nem csak szdveggel telenyomtatott papiros, hanem a tdrténelem jelképes
virdga és gyiimolcse, és teste, betegségei, emberi harcai épp oly miivek, mint a
versek vagy a drdmdak.”

Visszatérvén az angol irodalomhoz: Szentkuthy Miklés doktori tézisét is
Ben Jonson munkdibdl irta 1931-ben. Nagy ivii dolgozatot szeretett volna irni, de
tudta, miként a papsigot is legalibb a piispokségnél kellene kezdenie, mert nem
lenne tiirelme végigjarni a ranglétrit, az dltala elképzelt dolgozatot tanirai nem
fogadndk el. ,Utdlt hazug disszerticiém: adathalmaz, ill. idézethalmaz: az
aggilyossdg visszataszité medddsége. Csak akkor tudok irni, ha minden
szotagomat Ben Jonson egy szétagja igazolja. Filoldgiai haldltusa.” — irta
napléjiban® Fel is panaszolta dilemmdjit az akkor éppen Londonban tartézkodd
Szerb Antalnak,” aki 1930. majus 17-én kelt levelében igy biztatta: ,De azért ne
félj a szakdolgozattdl: ird meg olyan rosszul, ahogy csak tudod — annal jobban fog
tetszeni illetékes koroknek.”?

Szentkuthy elsd radidel8adisit — Cs. Szabé Laszl6 felkérésére — is az angol
lirdrél irta.”® Osszefoglaléjéban eszményitd osszefoglaldst nydjtott: ,Az angol lira
[-..] egyesiti magiban egyrészt az dlomszerti lebegést, a virigok sugallatinak
minden édességét, mdsrészt az emberies kozelséget, a mindennap realitdsit, annak
soha el nem moshaté korvonalait.” Az angol lira azért izgalmas Szentkuthy
szdmdra, mert sajit poétikai programjat véli felismerni benne: az emberi kdzelség és
a mitikus tdvolsig lélektanilag szinte megmagyarazhatatlan harmonikus
egybejitszdsit, amit Shakespeare miivében fedez fel. A realizmus és az dlmodozas
egymdsra hangol6dé angolos opalizdlasinak megértéséhez germin ellenpéldit hoz
fel: ,A németek szimdra mindig az egész természet létezik, mint nehézkes mitosz,
bioldgiai végzet; tele van ingovdnyos bolcselkedéssel és profétikus furorral. Az
angolokndl éppen ellenkezdleg: gyermeki és kertészkedd viszonyban vannak vele, a

természet mint egész nem szerepel, de egy-egy hal, egy-egy furcsa bogyd, egy-egy

* Fdjdalmak és titkok jatéka. Naplojegyzetek és naplsillusztrdcick 19251942, Magvetd Konyvkiado,
Budapest. 2001. 78. 0. 1930. december 14-i bejegyzés.

77 Szerb Antal 1920-1924-es napléfeljegyzéseibdl tudjuk, 6 maga ugyanolyan kétkdzben volt a
szakdolgozatdval, mint kés8bb Szentkuthy, s ugyanazt a megold4st valasztotta, mint amit fiatalabb
palyatirsinak javasolt. 1. Szerb Antal Napldjegyzetek (1914-1943). Magvetd Konyvkiadsd.
Budapest, 2001

8 Szerb Antal levelei Szentkuthy Mikléshoz. Kozreadja Tompa Maria. Holmi, 1994/1

» Az angol lira. Elhangzott 1936. szeptember 23., megjelent: Lyukaséra, 1993/1
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’

boldogité sziromszin érdekli & ket. A Szentivinéji dlom és a Faust ellentéte ez.”
Shakespeare kozelhajolé-eltdvolodd, ontudatlan harménidt teremtd poézisével
szemben John Done koltészetét az élmény és a stilus kotéltinchoz hasonlatos élet-
halalharcaként elemzi, majd az angol humanizéldsra, a vilig emberi kozelségbe
hozéséra John Milton, ,a nagy puritdn és vak 14t6” Elveszett paradicsomdt hozza fel,
amelyben ,Isten és az 6rdog, teremtés és megvéltas lirai kérdésekké vilnak: az egész
protestins hittudomdny elhagyja a katedrit és a templomot, hogy Milton
legegyénibb, legotthonibb, legcsalidibb maginkérdései legyenek.” John Keats-et a
legkoltdibb koltdnek nevezi, aki a koltészetet egyetlen életlehetdségként élte meg,
kiemeli William Blake sajitos angol Sriiltségét, Coleridge romantikus misztikdjit,
Shelley lebegd pillangdcikdzasit, hogy végiil a kovetkez8képpen Osszegezze az
angol lirdrél 1936-ban megtartott rddideléaddsit: ,Anglidban sohasem volt
romantika: csak romantikusok. Anglidban sohasem volt haldlkultusz: az angol
koltsk meghaltak.”

Tiz évvel késdbb wjra az angol lirdrdl irt radideldaddst, ugyancsak
folkérésre. A Csoda és jatékossdg az angol irodalomban cim( tanulmdnyt a Magyar
Radié nevében Schopflin Gyula azzal utasitotta vissza, hogy a hallgatékézonség
még nincsen azon a miiveltségi szinvonalon, hogy maradéktalanul megértené és
elfogadnd Szentkuthy véleményezését. A szerzd végil 1946 oktSberében a
Szabadegyetemen mondta el a szdveget. A tanulmény tovdbbi sorsa is érdekes.
Tompa Miria 1991-ben Lengyel Baldzs kérésére elkiildte a szoveget az Ujhold-
Evkb‘nyv kardcsonyi szdmaba, de Lengyel Baldzs is visszautasitotta a kozlést. A
tanulmdny végiil a Holmi 1993. prilisi szimaban jelent meg.

Mi lehetett a kétszeri visszautasitds oka? Csupdn taldlgatva gondolhatunk
arra, hogy Szentkuthy nem akadémia stilusban, hanem a tanulmdnyait jellemz3
lezser bolondéridval, teremtd komolytalansiggal fogalmazott, és talin tdl sokat
foglalkozott a szabadsig témakorével. A miivészi jitékossig kapcsin példdul, ami
eltt értetleniil 4ll a kozonség, azt mondja, hogy: ,a szabadsdg az értelme! Azt
formélom a viligbdl, amit akarok, én vagyok az tr a csirdiban, nem a flaské. Ha én
akarom, a jegenyefdbdl perec lesz, és a 1abtorl8bél arkangyal. Kinek mi koze hozza?
Szabad vagyok, jitszani akarok, minden 0sztdndm erre hajt.” Meglatdsit

Chesterton koltészet-definiciéjibdl vezeti le: , Vigan dadogni az emberek és angyalok
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nyelvén, belepancsolni a félelmetes tudomdnyokba, szemfényvesztén koklerkedni
piramisokkal és oszlopokkal, 4gy rugdosni a mindenség planétdit, mint a labddt: ez az
az 6 si vakmerdség és folényes kozony, amelyet az emberi léleknek, akdrcsak egy
zsonglérnek a narancshajigdlds tudomdnydt, minddrokre meg kell tartania. Ez az a
tancold bolondéria, amit egyébként egészségnek nevezink”.

Az egyszerliséget, a bolondéridt, a kacagtat6 mélyértelmiiséget, a
hebehurgyasignak tiiné filozofikussigot az angol irodalomban felfedezd szerzd
ebben a tanulmanyban is, akdr az angol lirdrdl széloban, emlékeztet az angol és a
germdn alkat kett8sségére: ,Lehetetlen észre nem venni, hogy az angolok egyik
nemzeti miifaja, a detektivregény is a jatékos-fantaszikus vilag része. A koltdt haldl,
szerelem, pénz, igazsig dolgai izgatjak, de amig a germdnokndl ebbdl szakall ng,
vallds lesz, nehézkes rigédis, itt ez is csillogd tiindérkert: misztérium és humor és

koruati szenzacid.”

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 211-226.
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Startling Dryness: Szentkuthy’s Black Renaissance

Nicholas

In Dante Alighieri’s treatise on the vernacular languages, De Vulgari
Eloquentia, the great Florentine poet says something very odd. All the

languages north and east of France and Italy stretching from the mouth of the



Danube, he says, came from the same source, and this can be measured by the
fact that they all say “ion” for yes. Now, how Dante thought the English yes
(or even ‘aye’) sounded like ‘ion’, except maybe in certain parts of Brooklyn in
the 1950s, or how Hungarian “given,” which to anyone who hears it clearly is a
different word than German “Jag,” is related, must remain a mystery. Equally
so is how the Italian poet thought Hungarian was a permanent presence in
Europe for millennia when the Hungarians had only arrived four or so
centuries before he wrote. But Dante’s comments set the ground for the
cultural anomaly Miklés Szentkuthy so coruscatingly explores in his breviary
of St. Orpheus series: the way Hungarians are at once in Europe but not totally
of it, and the way this anomaly enables Hungary to paradoxically be the
seismic cockpit of Europe, rife with a cultural energy and sophistication that is
only fueled by an awareness of its contradictions. In Szentkuthy’s era, the
many lurchings of Europe towards barbaric self-destruction, the monstrous
despotisms of Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, and their epigones, gave a sense that
Europe’s seeming achievement of civilization was narrowly perched on a
cesspool of barbarism into which it might relapse at any minute. Szentkuthy’s
implied posture tweaks Benjamin's famous aphorism that there is no
document of civilization that is not also a document of barbarism; he seems to
be saying, there is a difference between civilization and barbarism, but that
civilization is still on a trial run, still having its kinks ironed out. In Black
Renaissance, the second volume of his massive mega-treatise-cum-roman flueve
called the St. Orpheus Breviary, Szentkuthy explores two infrequently
examined but constitutive ironies of European civilization: that its sources are
the only partially compatible legacies of Athens and Jerusalem (a paradox
perfectly captured in the very idea of “St. Orpheus”), that its sources were
about equally from the Byzantine East and the Latin Catholic West of the
former Greco-Roman world, and that the very centuries in which European
culture was solidified were also centuries of instability, barbarism, and

histories which the mainstream Eurocentric really prefers to avoid. Associated
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with this perhaps is the observation, made by many postcolonial scholars, that
Eurocentrism as we know it is something only for export, to a New World
“Creole nationalism” which needs a rhetoric of European superiority to
intimidate the indigenous and non-white migrant populations. Szentkuthy in
the heart of Europe can afford to regard the contradictions in the European
legacy. Equally, often thinkers in Europe who distance themselves from their
countries nationalisms, like Heine, are seen as toothless and overly
cosmopolitan, the antithesis of a thinker too rooted in nationalism such as
Herder; the unquestionably well-intentioned ‘good Europeanism’ of the later
Nietzsche is, equally unquestionably, hyperbolic, as salutary as it is in warding

off vulgar interpretations of Nietzsche, David Van Dusen aptly says:

It is not accidental, then, that he was thrilled by the expression
of the 15th-century polymath, Nicolas of Cusa — who is later
echoed by German Romantics like Novalis, English Romantics
like Coleridge — that the essence of things is a coincidentia
oppositorum: a ‘coincidence of opposites’. Szentkuthy is himself
such a ‘coincidence’, and for what may appear to be a perfectly
banal reason. Early critics hissed that he was ‘non-Magyar’, and
with them, Szentkuthy regarded himself as a ‘European’ — by
which he meant to say, and more on this shortly, a

contradiction."

Yet there is perhaps one more twist here. Szentkuthy is incredibly
cosmopolitan, but, as befits someone who changed his name from the
German-sounding Pfisterer to the Hungarian-sounding Szentkuthy after
Hungary had emerged as a distinct nation-state out of the former Hapsburg
matrix, also indelibly Hungarian. As Andrds Nagy points out, part of the
difficulty of Szentkuthy’s digressive, allusive modernism is corollary with, or
instantiatory of, the difficulty of writing in the language of the Magyars, a

language again an alien at the heart of Europe. Szentkuthy is both doubling

! David Van Dusen, “All That Exists is the Only True Luxury,” Los Angeles Review of Books (May 2, 2013).
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and indicating the ‘inherent' difficulty of Hungarian in the sprawling,

ruminative nuance of his prose.

II

The first paragraph of Black Renaissance throws down the gauntlet to the

reader:

Saint Dunstan was a radiantly handsome young man, and his
intelligence, his intellect, his cultivation were just as far-
reachingly radiant. That duality, the feminine charm of an
Adonis and the possession of the entire culture of those days
(from Ireland to India), provoked very great and fateful inner
battles within him. There was also another ‘permanent crisis,’
namely a struggle of old Celtic Christianity, luxuriating in pagan
elements, and Roman, imperial modern Catholic, almost legally
mandated state religion, in his soul and politics, for more than
once he had a more regal role than that of the kings in tenth-
century England. And a third dizzying swing of the pendulum
playing out in his endlessly rich soul, embracing virtually every
possible role in itself: his role as emperor and dictator in contrast
to eremitism, the solitude, art, his unquenchable love and

yearning for romantic forests.

We must ask: why Dunstan? We understand the “Saint” if we have read the
first volume of the Breviary, Marginalia on Casanova, where Szentkuthy
juxtaposes the libertine and the saint, the ascetic and what Marginalia on
Casanova called the “wandering” of the eponymous hero. Like Nietzsche,
Szentkuthy does not embrace historical Christianity, but unlike Nietzsche, he
does not see it as superfluous either. But why Dunstan? As Szentkuthy says,
Dunstan was a real historical figure in tenth-century England, someone who
was in effect prime minister for a sizable amount of time, and who was the
leading figure in the English (Anglo-Saxon) church of his day. The
homosexual and Celtic elements are Szentkuthy’s own innovations, and make

Dunstan into a more sensual and rebellious figure, one whose relationship to
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the Christianity he so zealously espouses is filled with struggle and
contradiction. But why choose this saint?

The answer is simple. The key date in Szentkuthy's eccentric
historiography is 1000 — the year Hungary converted to Christianity under
the leadership of its king, St. Stephen (Szent Istvin) and as guided by Pope
Sylvester II. A later volume of the Breviary, indeed the one that marked the
resumption in 1972 after a twenty-seven-year hiatus, is called The Second Life
of Sylvester 11 and explicitly takes up the themes already evident in the Dunstan
episode; indeed, as the Dunstan episode was appended to the edition of Black
Renaissance Magvetd brought out in the late 1960s, the two were written more
or less concurrently. When the reader sees Dusntan, we should also think of
Sylvester. 1000 is the key date, and the elemental readerly move in the first
section of Black Renaissance is to judge whether a reference made is to
something before or after 1000; 1000 is the cardinal moment. If you measure
things as they are before or after 1000 then you will get their place in the
Szentkuthiann Umwelt. Thus Dunstan is important because, as (in
Szentkuthy’s view of him) a fervent though divided Christian just decades
before 1000, he is a mirror for the Hungarian condition. As an Anglophile,
Szentkuthy was on the hunt for English-Hungarian connections, for instance
that Prince Edward, the father of the last Anglo-Saxon claimant, married the
daughter of Sz. Istvin and was exiled in Hungary for a while.

Szentkuthy is making the point that one cannot see England as the
core of civilities, Hungary on the periphery, that England was going through
cultural convulsions and contingencies at the same time the Hungarian state
was being formed. Against Dante’s paradigm, in which all languages exist in a
steady state and the languages new to Europe are absorbed into timeless
paradigms, Szentkuthy is indicating how contingent and even inchoate the
now-established cultures of Western Europe were, and that to see Hungary as

‘behind’ them is a misperception.
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But these English connections also had a modern valence for
Szentkuthy. As Black Renaissance explicitly avows, the portrait of Dunstan was
modeled on the fusion between the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic sensibilities found
in the work of Szentkuthy’s great elder contemporary John Cowper Powys
(1872-1963). Szentkuthy's saying, of Dunstan’s milieu, “In ... Christianity
there was more paganism than people might imagine, but there was also more
Christianity (nonetheless) than people imagine,” is a quintessentially Powysian
observation. Equally, the two other key historical figures in the first part of
Black Renaissance, Tiberius and Theodora, are also borrowed from an English
source, the historical novels of Robert Graves: I, Claudius (1934), for Tiberius
(Tiberius was Claudius’s uncle and his reign occupies a major portion of the
novel) and Count Belisarius (1938) for Theodora. Szentkuthy admired and
actually met Graves, and his use of Graves (and Powys) is not only important
for Szentkuthy but underscores the way both these British writers represent
an alternate yet still important part of modernism to the Joyce who
Szentkuthy, both in his highly Joycean first novel Prae, and in his much later
translation of Ulysses, so obviously admired.

But Szentkuthy was also, plain and simple, an Anglophile. Indeed, one
is almost tempted to write a book about Hungary entitled Anglophile Nation.
John Lukacs (who, since he considers himself an American writer, does not
have the accent on his name as does his namesake Georg), in his
autobiography Confessions of An Original Sinner, reveals himself not only as an
Anglophile — growing up in 1930s Budapest where he spent his adolescence
— but as somebody as up-to-date with the English scene as the lead reviewer
for the TLS would have been, even as the storm clouds of war gathered all
around him. It is wrong to assume, as I think the US intelligentsia has in a fin-
de-siécle Vienna haze — that Hungary is part of seamless Mitteleuropiisch
world where German is a lingua franca. In Klagenfurt, the capital of the
Austrian state of Carinthia, I met in 2009 a Hungarian academic who I

befriended partially on the basis of her, like me, not being comfortable
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speaking the colloquial German that was the dominant language of the
conference we were both attending. She had specialized in Russian and then
English as her major foreign languages, a choice surely dictated by the Cold
War and the realities of Soviet domination; but one could not picture
somebody from Prague having German as inutile as my own. Whereas one can
with some legitimacy see Finland as being dominated by the same cultural
concerns as Sweden, albeit speaking a language of a different nature altogether,
Hungary, despite its centuries of association with Austria, managed to
preserve its cultural independence in such a way as to not simply be an
appendage of the German-speaking world in a different linguistic vestment.
Szentkuthy’s Tiberius and Theodora are not only Gravesian but also above all
British.

But why Tiberius and Theodora in the first place? Remember 1000 is
cardinal. Tiberius was the Emperor of course at the time of Christ, and
Szentkuthy’s evocation of him takes this into account, as does all fiction on
Tiberius, up to the late twentieth-century novels of Allan Massie (Tiberius)
and Anthony Burgess (the highly underrated Kingdom of the Wicked). So
Tiberius is, roughly, 1000 years back from 1000. And what of Theodora, the
Byzantine empress of the mid-sixth century? She is of course 500 years back
from 1000. Now, both personalities have other appeals to Szentkuthy: their
mixture of power and sensuality, conscientiousness of governance and cruel
authoritarian caprice — but the temporality is the key. Theodora, the empress
of what Hungarians would call the Keletrémai Birodalom (Eastern Roman
Empire), is in the middle of Hungary’s relation to Christian time just as
Hungary's Christian conversion in 1000 possesses mediality with respect to
European civilization, which is both enabling and transgressive. Szentkuthy is
Mitteleuropan in time as well as in space. Hungary comes into Europe in the
middle of its story, not just geographically but temporally Mitteleuropdisch.
That is just what Dante could not or would not see, that the Hungarian

language and sensibility is precisely not part of the steady-state Europe his
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treatise implies and that certain Eurocentric visions would like to perpetuate.
One sees this instance in this glorious quote from the first volume of the
Breviary:

The whole Orient makes its appearance: after the Renaissance
asceticism of Italy the peeling, ghetto-like Balkans, and on top of
those two stages, now for the very first time, a third:
Constantinople, Smyrna, Baghdad; Europe’s adolescent apple —
the enchanting East.

In this tableau Hungary is mediatorial both in space and time.

For all the daring and speculative erudition of the Dunstan-Tiberius-
Theodora section, though, there are undoubtedly shoals around which the
reader has to navigate. At his best, as in Marginalia on Casanova, Szentkuthy
not only gives us an opulent tableau of the past but screens it through a
filtering, interceptive authorial sensibility. With the Dunstan-Tiberius-
Theodora section, though, this often seems missing and we just have an
intelligent, sensitive person saying things that are extravagant and of course
temporally splayed but that as comments about these figures are, if one knows
of them, routine. Moreover they are designed to appeal to initiates, people who
already know and sense the significance of the history. Indeed, Szentkuthy’s
mediations on Graves and Powys are almost like erudite and avant-garde
affection, fired by enthusiasm and delectation of books he admires and the
distant historical worlds they reveal but meaning so much more to the esoteric
than exoteric reader. The reader, though, who perseveres to the second,
Brunelleschi section will find a payoff, as the density, granularity, and
specificity Szentkuthy has established with respect to history is involuted and
applied, more interestingly, to aesthetic perception. Thus for all the apparent
awkwardnesses of the first section there is a method to Szentkuthy’s approach
and the reader, again, should not give up. But the first section does indicate an
important truth about Szentkuthy. Unlike so many Modernist writers, subject

matter as such is important; whereas, at one extreme, Henry James would
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insist that all subject-matter does not matter but only a perceiving mediatorial
filter does; and, in the middle, figures like Walter Pater and Joris-Karl
Huysmans, two writers who also took on Europe’s long transition from
antiquity through the Middle Ages to troubled modernity, but for whom they
are always mediated by style. Furthermore, Szentkuthy does not really have
dramatic situations, does not have characters, in a way that not only, obviously,
Proust and Mann do but that drier and more essayistic writers like Musil and
Sebald also have. Szentkuthy portrays people, but they are personalities, not
characters: indeed, as he makes clear in the final section of Black Renaissance,
Szentkuthy does not really believe in the individual person in the
psychologistic sense. Yet he is intensely interested in the person as historically
regarded and situated; indeed, in most of his books, he is a kind of wildcat
biographer. During the period of harsh Communist censorship in Hungary,
Szentkuthy turned to straight biographical fiction, as someone like Boris
Eikhenbaum turned to biographical work on Tolstoy once the Stalinist
monolith could no longer tolerate his earlier formalism, and in both, biography
functions doubly, both as a seeming endorsement of official Communist
historicism and as a subversive emphasis on the individual life creatively
framed, adhering to no metaphysic either of history or individuality.

If we see the Szentkuthy of the Dunstan-Tiberius-Theodora section
as more a biographer than a historian, we might find the sheer referentiality of
it all less vexatious. Yes, Szentkuthy is at times professorial, getting the
genealogy of the third-century Emperor Elagabalus exactly right, but for the
non-uninterested reader failing to dramatize this compellingly. At times in the
first section there are hints that the historical material are moments from a
Monteverdi opera or operas; but we do not have Monteverdi as a Jamesian
center of consciousness, just erudition that even if intelligently discerned is not
necessary or in the first place artistic. But Szentkuthy needs, as an artist, to go
through what for some readers might be an arduous journey, and the payoftf is

there in the next section, centering on Filippo Brunelleschi.
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II1

Why a black Renaissance? Though Szentkuthy is very conscious of the Asian
elements in Europe (as a Hungarian would be, though at times he scorns those
who reject Europe “only to blithely believe in Asia”). “Black” is not meant in
the racial sense, but almost more as in the contemporary locution “black site”:
something off-the-radar, sub tosa, illicit — the flip side of the official,
neoclassicist, humanistic Renaissance. A more pessimistic Renaissance, a less
officially classicist Renaissance, a more opulent one, one with medieval,
Renaissance, baroque aspects, not simply rectilinear and perspectival?
Szentkuthy brilliantly situates Brunelleschi as the hub of this: a more plural
renaissance, more like the contemporary paradigm of the ‘early modern’ in the
place of ‘Renaissance’ in academy criticism. One has to look at the Hungarian
original: Hungarian is a language famous for its antitheses, and that between
Febher and Fekete, white and black, is perhaps one of its most resonant. Black is
not just not white; it is a positive polarity to white, inscrutable and delectable.
Hungary's own relation to the Renaissance — geographically proximate, far
away removed in cultural situation (especially as Hungary was even in
Brunelleschi's time beginning to feel pressure from the Turks and the
Austrians, despite valiantly resisting for perhaps a century more than people
might have predicted) is also probative. The Hungarian word for Italy,
Olaszorszdg, means, (through its originally Germanic derivation), ‘foreign
country, the other place, and even though the word does not have this valence
in Hungarian, only in its original source, this ‘othered’ relationship is evident
in the Brunelleschi section, as the blackness of his Renaissance is at once
experienced by Szentkuthy as something ‘more Hungarian’ than the official
schoolbook Renaissance, but also alluring in how other, how foreign, it seems
to a Hungarian sensibility, in its intricacy and unfettered opulence — brought

across exquisitely in Tim Wilkinson’s agile and erudite translation.
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And, remember, we have to always think of the cardinal date of 1000.
Where is the Renaissance? Roughly 50 years on. And where is Szentkuthy and
where even are we? Roughly 500 years further on. So the framework of Black
Renaissance is measured in five segments five hundred years apart from each
other — Tiberius/Jesus, Theodora, Dunstan/Sylvester/Sz. Istvin,
Brunelleschi, Szentkuthy (us). For Szentkuthy, the Renaissance is the most
glorious of all these medialities; but it is also, pace a monumental, creole-
nationalist Great Books model, itself a mediality, not simply standing out as an
unsurpassable superlative.

Yet Szentkuthy’s treatment of the Renaissance avoids the potential
pitfalls of the medieval section, with its overenthusiastic indulgence in period
detail that might alienate the non-fan’ reader. Szentkuthy's treatment of
Brunelleschi is steadier and deeper, and above all more aesthetic than

historical. His technique is signaled by this remarkable paragraph:

I want to bore into the frescoes and statues of your villa to the
very deepest of the inner meaninglessness of history. I want to
formulate all my disappointments with startling dryness. Don't
worry! The connoisseurs will in any case fail to notice my
pessimism in the picture — my disillusionment finds expression
in such abstract formal tricks that they will not suspect my
confession behind it will not be suspected. This transport of the
dead is an unforgettable historical lesson — all of that on an
island: in a chosen nest of limitedness and narrow-mindedness.
The blue of the lake, which is never blue but either white as milk
or foggy or a transparent ultragreen, compiling mirror, lizard and
Madonna: never endless but simply empty: that lake is also before
him, sobered-up, cooled. (Is the masquerade I am making of
Sixtus too simplistic? It could be — I must trust that the
accumulated variations of sensitive whimsies elsewhere will
compensate for the monotony of mania.) Is there anything
lovelier than a balcony room opening onto such an empty white
lake? Two beds with quilted coverlets, the large baptismal font of

the washbasin, the oh-so-narrow Latin hardly-door, the balcony,
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a sun-baked straw armchair, grilles in the big nothingness of
water, sky and air, then nothingness, auroral mist, more mundane

than all of Gardone’s women put together.

Whereas the first section tries to formulate meaning in history, the black
Renaissance of Brunelleschi finds at history’s heart naught but its inner
meaninglessness. Brunelleschi, in his design and applicability, will not alienate
his customer, who will not on the immediate level be able to see the pessimism
Brunelleschi has ingrained into his creations. For them, the surface prettiness
will be all. But in Brunelleschi's own creative vision, the true coruscating
loveliness is that of the blanched, etiolated white lake (remember the white-
black, Feher/Fekete antithesis), an aesthetic so perfect it becomes mundane
banality, even if the hedonists who use it do not notice. Life and death,
inspiration and boredom mingle into a whorled, indelible composition.
“Startling dryness”: indeed could stand as Szentkuthy’s aesthetic credo. His
writing is essayistic, often even pedantic, but its goal is not to be magisterial
but to be startling, even abrasive. We look to the spectacularly disruptive for
aesthetic effect — in Szentkuthy’s own era, Dada, Surrealism, Futurism, and
Expressionism. But Szentkuthy’s cerebral, deliberate dryness has its own
quality to startle, perhaps all the more in that the superficial observer will have
trouble seeing how startling it is unless they really plunge into it, whereas the
one thing even the most doltish student of Dada, Surrealism, et al. can see is
that there is an intent to startle. Szentkuthy demands intelligence from his
readers. But it is not a mere intelligence, but one laced with esthetic awareness,
and the ability to sense loveliness and fascination where it might least be
expected.

The third section of the book accelerates this realization by breaking
out into direct poetry; styled as a Monteverdi aria, this section releases the
pressed lyricism that has accumulated in the previous hundred pages of
exposition, and lets the imagination run wild, excavating and sounding out

sepulchral chambers of consciousness and experience. This section is just
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where it should be formally, like a scherzo in a Beethoven symphony, changing
the pace and allowing the reader to register the full formal dimensions of the
entire work. The fourth section, focusing on the Palazzo Grimani in Venice,
intensifies the focus of the Brunelleschi section on architecture while also
encompassing the contestation of the Mediterranean arena between Arab,
Byzantine, and Western European influences, only belatedly settled by
Venetian maritime prowess. The final section, with its long monologue of a
tutor to Princess Elizabeth Tudor (the future Queen Elizabeth I) resumes the
Hungary-England analogy, as well as indicating the English Renaissance, with
its asymmetrical excellence in literature but not in art or music, as, in its
unbalanced jaggedness, another kind of Black Renaissance. There is clearly
however an allegory of art and power, and we must again remember
Szentkuthy wrote in the age of the great totalitarianisms. Van Dusen
intriguingly calls Szentkuthy someone with Nabokov potential (considering
his considerable ability in writing English) but who chose to stay home even in
a diirftiger zeit. Szentkuthy was not a dissident in the literal sense (and
remember that, in the latter years of the Kidir regime, the ambience is
Hungary was enough for Miklés Haraszti to call it a ‘velvet prison,” which,
whatever its exactions, is better than the iron cage of its other Soviet-bloc
neighbors). But Szentkuthy was someone whose career and oeuvre were
impacted by living in a Communist country; had he lived in the West, he
would not have set aside the Breviary for so many years, though who knows
what distinctively Western distractions might have made him veer away form
it in a different mode?

Yet Elizabeth is not addressed as a potential tyrant but merely as a sort
of captive audience who might have ears to hear much like Hugo von
Hofmannsthal addressed Francis Bacon in his Chandos letter. She is
addressed as an impressionable young woman whose tutor knows he is
supposed to profess Christian doctrine, but who in fact lets her know of the

Szentkuthian Christian-pagan mixture that, it is implied, will be the true,
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animating spirit of the “Black Renaissance’ of her reign. Elizabeth as addressee
brings in a feminine element, also, and the sexual tension between tutor and

charge adds a soupgon of excitement to his labyrinthine instructions:

Don'’t forget that only one saint functions for the human mind:
relativism, understanding by that the unceasing scanning of reality,
the excited feeling out of its criteria, and the greatest enemy of that
is the idol, a Greek or Persian myth. Not because there are no gods
and there are plants, but almost the reverse: there are no plants —
sed numina turbulentes adsunt. Yes, ritual intercourse or the carving
of phallus stones is such a hair-raising and ludicrous simplification
of the divine reality of love as the number 5 is to a storm of five
apples, five maidens, five seas, and five muslin shirts. It is
incomprehensible that even clever evangelizers hounded the
‘modeling,” the materiality, and the sperm-curse in Greek deities,
yet this gallery of gods is the most pedantic store of ghosts of

indifference to reality and denial of reality.

There is one saint — and in this wise the tutor is faithful to Christian
orthodoxy — but it is irreducibly plural; the key is to acknowledge the
graininess and variegation in the One rather than literalize them in a
fetishization of the Many.

We might ask, though, why is this novelistic’ Why did Szentkuthy
clearly think of the breviary books as novels? After all, we have been
accustomed today to reflective essays of a distinctly Mitteleuropdisch sensibility,
musing about the dead empires of the past — Claudio Magris’ Danube,
Roberto Calasso’s The Ruin of Kasch. Szentkuthy could have remained on the
expository level and still been thought a genius, and if the choice of mode
might have stanched the potential for sales, nothing Szentkuthy was ever going
to do was going to be truly commercial. Szentkuthy does not so much depict
characters as animate historical personalities. He explores sensibilities. Is it the
speculative element, what these people might have thought, what these

juxtapositions of historical consciousnesses and sensibilities might have been?
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To this end, let us look at the stunning conclusion to Black Renaissance,

the last words of the tutor’s digressive and hortatory exposition:

The essence of the heresy known as the ‘other person’ is that it is
always just a single portrait in a flash of a single historical second.
Something which in any case cannot resemble Pharaoh’s steeds
and the tired-scented fruits of cypresses going back millennia — it
is a solitary wonder which has no premises, the conclusion

unknown.

Szentkuthy explores sensibilities, seeks a momentary spark, an Augenblick, of
awareness and understanding which for him is the only true real, more
psychological roundness (Szentkuthy seems to have had a Karl Kraus-like
suspicion of Freud) being a false synthesis. Szentkuthy thus makes clear he
does believe in the sort of characters who have traditionally been at the center
of fiction: the figures with detailed biographies and thoroughly rendered inner
lives at the heart of the fictions not only of a Hugo or a Tolstoy or a
Dostoyevsky but a Proust or a Joyce of a Woolf. Why then call it fiction at all?
Why does not he give up on the genre utterly?

Is it a counterfactual lament for possibilities latent in history but not
actualized? Is the tableau given life by the authorial perspective within its
manifestly modern and Hungarian concerns? Is this why Szentkuthy devotes
his life to fiction still even after giving up on character and psychology? Why
take this long creative road with only the authorial sensibility and
biographically illumined personalities — rather than characters — as
companions? Or is the central and only character Europe itself, stride,
melancholy, at war with itself in a way even its brilliance cannot fathom,
tethered to a history that at once nourishes and divides it? In the book’s final
image, the tutor of Elizabeth Tudor’s directs her to look for, and be looked at,
as a scintillating shard of insight rather than a full manifestation of subjectivity.
So we should regard the possibility of an answer for the European dilemma

that is the occasion for such serene agony on the part of Szentkuthy: — “itisa
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solitary wonder which has no premises, the conclusion unknown.” History can
provide the background for this; but the mystery is always, elusively,

elsewhere.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 227-242.
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BLACK RENAISSANCE'

MIKLOS SZENTKUTHY

TRANSLATED BY TIM WILKINSON

(2) BRUNELLESCHI

Young Monteverdi’s interest in Brunelleschi is linked to a stroll in Venice. His
father once went near the Chiesa di San Moisé to visit a patient, and left little

Claudio in the square in front of the church; he would come back for him in

half an hour.

! Miklos Szentkuthy, St. Orpheus Breviary, Vol. II: Black Renaissance, tr. Tim Wilkinson (New
York & Berlin: Contra Mundum Press, forthcoming).



Claudio could not have enough of the beauty of the facade; he had
once heard something about it to the effect that it was ‘crowded’ and
accumulated senseless Spanishness, but he could see that these words, when all
was said and done, had no meaning there. True, the neighboring house had
flat walls, and the church was full of flourishing protuberances, but those were
rather just for touching, and the rendering of a bunch of baroque thingamajigs
with the word ‘crowded’ was valid more for the blind who only worked with
their fingers (it may even have originated from them) — the eye could hardly
believe any of it. Claudio raced to the right in order to inspect it from there;
then up onto the bridge, down the steps to the lagoon; he could not have
enough of the games of the perspectives; he even darted over into the next
street so as not to see it and that way perhaps enjoy it more. He lost his way
when hiding himself in one such side street and all of a sudden found himself
in front of San Salvador’s (the church of the Holy Savior). The main gate was
open; moreover, a breeze was blowing the red curtain into big bulges; little
Claudio could squeeze through without having to pull the seemingly
hundredweight of drapery to one side with his tiny hands. He was just able to
reach the font of holy water, but his fingertips could barely stretch as far as the
water because when he traced the cross on his forehead all he could feel was his
own familiar warmth, while the musty cellar odor of the water did not strike
his nose. He slowly crept inwards, and after the initial customary church
murkiness and tomb mustiness (divinissimo gloriose impratorium illustrissima
optimo maxime celeberrima unica div. reg. sien. venet. MMCCCCXXXXIIII),
he landed in a strange enchantment of lightness; a yellowish grey and
alchemical draught of air coming from very high and from afar. He looked up.
An oval cupola of unknown shape circled above his head with the speed of a
swelling soap bubble.

In the egg shape there was a perpetual carbuncle composed of some
mystic, wild yeast; he also fancied he could see vases going round between the
knees of potters. Their color was also alluring; a sick butter yellow and candle
tallow grey; every fresco without a sketch or internal division — only the lower
edge was erased with a dark greyish-green shading into quite black.

Three cupolas came like that, one after the other, and when little
Claudio, his eyes twisted up above the crown of his head, departed beneath
them he felt the same magnetic upwards giddiness that a person feels in

looking downwards from endless towers: there was something nauseating in
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the twisting of the cupolas, in the color of withered grapes, the relentless
alternation of black and white bands, the floating obscenity and unctuous
nude-likeness. What was that? Was that simplicity? Puritanical form? Pure
structure annihilating everything Gothic and baroque? Was that (he added
fearfully as if he were uttering the name of the Antichrist in a spirit-
summoning séance), was it — Florence? He immediately sensed the
discomfort that he had felt in front of San Moisé. In the way that the ‘Spanish
craziness’ there had shrunk into mignon, jewel-like, medallion-idyllic harmony
(like, merely due to the cleanness of the weather and magic prismatism of the
dew, the million elements of a flower, which, its thousand pollen and vein
reliefs notwithstanding, remains just a naive dot in a meadow), but now the
opposite: these superseding candle-colored ovals in pursuit of one another, the
naked and distant cupolas, the black pillars which were supporting them and
the movements of arcades more arrogant than a face by Girolamo Colleoni,®
were not brought into harmony, a transparent mood of arithmetical
crystallinity, but into the realm of violence, a Byzantine ascetic’s pose, dark
Syrian sadism, and eternally reverberating cabalistic diagrams.

That is what Florence would be — he stammered to himself with
superstitious certainty; he felt the muddle of animal longing and frantic fear
that a child feels in front of the first woman he desires. He knew nothing of
Florence, only the name Brunelleschi, about whom his father had spoken more
than a few times.

At that time he did not as yet suspect something other than Venice
could be so heart-stoppingly, stomach-churningly different. He staggered out
one more time under the three cupolas: there was something wonderful in the
fact that those three globular forms followed one after the other, in a straight
line, above the squared base of the floor, and they did not intertwine into a
grapey, Byzantine-Slavonic cluster of circles like the three Graces on every
statue: they were not carried along in a collective circulation by that profusion
of curves, embraces, and hint of rings which emanates from such a cupola like a
gentle but constant eddy: they revolved separately, self-seekingly, in cold
isolation, the snail dynamics of their independence cooled and enhanced by the

consecutive soberness of the straight line. How nice the three degrees of

% Girolamo Colleoni (c. 1500-after 1555) spent most of his life in Italy and is mentioned by
Vasari for a painting of the mystical Marriage of Saint Catherine, but after 1555 he worked for
the Spanish king.
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glimpsing them while passing underneath: first of all the lower, erased outline,
with its huge dash, its vaulted freedom, a spaciousness of mirrors reminiscent
of lakes in a park — then a step further on already the wall of the cupola as it
kept on leaning inwards and ran round and round as if one’s eyeball were the
lost stone of a catapult speedily swung into action and due to the rotation I
were to become flattened into the form of a pebble; then finally, when one has
ended up right beneath it one glimpsed the pinnacle of the cupola, a tiny
geometrical bud where the outside light spatters in. At that point Claudio saw
nothing at all any longer of the neighboring cupola, and he did not even have to
move on for everything to start over again. He had not felt that in the
Byzantium of San Marco’s in Venice: there the globular spaces of the cupolas
also streamed into the lower regions of the church to such an extent that he
had occasionally had the impression that beneath his feet was not a floor but
hemispheres turned upside down to the upper cupolas like glasses, as if the
upper ones were being mirrored in dark water.

Here, on the other hand, the church was strictly double-storied: for a
start, the world of columns and Romanesque arches, and above them, quite
unexpectedly, alien, like a marvel without any forewarning, the abstract-
magical world of cupolas almost not of stone, nor even belonging to God. San
Marco was a single big dark gold bough, an antediluvian fern with nowhere a
stem or flower, or root, only tautologous vegetation; here the column part was
misshapen, the cupola an exotic flower, an incomprehensible transparent
marvel on the black body of the trunk. Naive Claudio sensed in it something
that was almost mockery, cynicism, heresy.

Hardly had he met up with his father, of course, than he immediately
began pumping him about Brunelleschi; at first he thought he had also made
the cupolas of San Salvador’s; he asked for woodcuts, gossip, everything. His
father promised that that very evening they would take a stroll over towards
the Jewish quarter, and then he could point out one or two things in
connection with Brunelleschi. Claudio settled down in his room with an even
greater chaos in his head than there had been up till then. What could
Florence (because for Monteverdi, as we have already said, Florence was both a
proper name and the name of Brunelleschi’s city) have to do with the Jewish
quarter in Venice? He sought out the woodcuts of Florence in his own books
but found none. On the other hand, time passed quickly because he had not

even put his books back in order on their shelf when his father called in.
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...Brunelleschi spent his childhood in the house of three aging women;
his parents did not bother with him. The architect, who incidentally was
reticent to the point of gloominess, always referred to them as the ‘three
Graces.” The young child did not make the acquaintance of adult males or
gitls; only the three crones! He actually made polychrome statues; virtually no
one knows about those; they are in the possession of a wealthy but totally
reclusive Venetian Jew; Claudio’s father only knows about them because the
old fossil was once a patient of his. He was about to go that way with Claudio
so he could see the group of statues for himself. Claudio could scarcely contain
his excitement — he would never have imagined the “Renaissance” would
irrupt into his life in this way: magically revolving cupolas, a secret treasure of
the Jewish quarter, and old dames.

The first of the Graces was the embodiment of puritanicalness; young
Brunelleschi lived like in a Carthusian monastery. One is familiar with the
families of such wealthy traders, at whose home every column is marble, every
spoon pure gold, and the lady of the house does not sleep in anything but
Belgian lace schmattahs, whereas the way of life, timetable, recreations, and
relaxations pass by with such dreary mechanicalness from one day to the next
that one feels one is constantly at a funeral. There was never a smile, never a
superfluous word, nothing but measured paces; everything was just a number
and a business profit turned into an abstraction. That is how he got to know
the cold demon of money, the involuntary fakirism of bank materialism within
the pomp: the lady of the house was always calculating — never greedily like
an avaricious second-hand dealer’s wife about bridges, nor even calmly like a
feudal count doing his totting up with nonchalance, but with a cold
unemotional obsession the way only women can, and even then most likely
when the possibility of love has deserted them with a twilight flutter of wings.

How many times did young Brunelleschi creep into the black bank
boudoir of the first Grace in order to examine the invoices, bills of exchange,
and letters of credit: he understood not a word about them, of course, but he
did know that the number were sources of life and death: due to those
numbers the palace was so Veronesean illustrious, and owing to those very
same numbers every female in the rooms, every single one, was world-weary,
dead and menopausal. In that way, already in his childhood, Brunelleschi
somehow became ‘materialistic’s to his dying day he was afraid of money, he

got goose bumps if he had to walk in front of a bank because he knew that the
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life-consuming prime mover of life was there. Naturally, he himself was never
able to handle money; he was poor with no business sense, but he enquired
continually about prices, currencies, and credits as his most feared enemies,
who had filled his superstitious, cowardly imagination once and for all time.

Later, as he began to reach puberty, the banker’s wife got bored of the
boy, in whom to her deepest disgust (which of course was not betrayed by so
much as a twitch of the face) she deemed to discern artistic inclinations and
pushed him over to her elder sister. By then Brunelleschi was already a
morose, lonely adolescent with a phobia for money, who had been
unacquainted with freedom or play in his life, had learned from the ladies to
despise men, the majority of whom slid into the filthy world of heroism,
politics, and dreams without having grown to love the ideal of the fortune-
minding woman. For a while his artistic disposition, keen on carving and
painting, for a while rebelled against the ladies’ puritanicalness, but he soon
perceived that they were so completely the stronger that willy-nilly he, too,
started to turn up his nose at and, prematurely blasé, to disdain and deride art.

It was an excruciating, ambiguous youth, and if, on a very rare
occasion, quite by accident, he found himself among painters, he looked down
his nose at their blazing imaginations, from the background of bank branches,
and, being a stranger, walked out on these unfruitful individuals with their
‘naive dreams’ (it wasn't money but, like I say, the number was power); if he
languished in the female tabernacles of interest rates he felt he was,
nevertheless, the child of the brush and burin as he remained forever a
nonentity in business. The mistress of that house was the first of the Graces in
the sculptural group in the Jew’s possession.

Deathly pale; down-turned lips; violet eyes in big, black troughs;
disheveled; black clothes; spreading Buddha belly. The symbol of the sick
trader, who in desperation, out of unbounded cowardice and hypochondsria,
counted from dawn to dusk: out of his menopause-tortured eyes there may
have shone a distant sobriety that had long been driven out by loneliness and
fear stemming from living without male company. Young Claudio was gripped
by the uncertain rapture of feeling adult when he saw that it was possible to
seek in the rigor of Florence arcades and cupolas not symmetries fallen from
heaven but also invoice-melancholy old dames: in the vaulting of San Salvador
there was maybe more of a banker’s wife’s suppressed hypochondria than any

Hellenic philosophy of art. The wrench into humanity was splendid child’s
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play, and Monteverdi, make no mistake, played with it until his death, not
troubling much to make a secret about it.

But who, I wonder, just who, was the second lady (the Second Muse of
the Renaissance as he now formulated it to himself in childish hypertrophy)?
His father came to a halt by the rail of a small bridge; it seemed he did not
wish to show his son first the Three Graces (that was how the secret
Brunelleschi statue was referred to by those who knew about it) until he had
sketched out to him a brief portrait of all three...

The second woman was silver-haired, a white head of curly, short
locks, which angelically jumped all over the place: very much the eternal child,
but without any true glee. She was demented, no doubt. She was always
cocking her head to the right and left, like a seal popping up from the water
and inanely orientating itself. An apparently jolly life went on there: guests
came and went, a heap of gondolas rocked in front of gate like clumps of leaves
which have dropped into the water in fall; music sounded, a ball was in
progress — but it was all driven not by joie de vivre but by some jiggling pack
of nonsense, a hurry-scurry, an agonizing snobbism.

What in the first house had been money darkened into abstract
trembling — pavor — was here social life, the dreadful self-torture of
parvenus, the keeping up,” was a complex, marrow-wasting arithmetic. Menu
plans, seating orders, collecting of ranks: all of that with a suffocating speed,
crazed impatience. It did not take the woeful-wild even three days to notice
that as a matter of fact there was no difference between the first Grace and the
second: just as there some abstract scheme had been the be all and end all (the
‘value’ bogey) of life, here too something similar was the case: the mathesis of
rank, irrespective of the individual, pleasure or life. In vain was the first
Acherontic banker a conscious, provocative anti-snob, and the second a
grinning heraldry-nut: they remained the most fraternal of brothers in the
female conspiracy of the culture of abstraction.

The Mercury who so joylessly, barrenly put on himself the make-up of
the rotten feudal order had an appalling influence on the lonesome adolescent.
Whereas the first ‘Auntie” had been a big, paralyzed, underwater frog-fetish,
the second was a white-peruked puppet with a painted smile who squirmed
here and there, despite her barrel hips, all zigzags and mercurial restlessness:

yet it was always possible to feel the wire; it was a machinery which would start
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to bow and scrape that way in front of any scutcheon-scrap which drifted by
like the figures of certain clockworks when the hands reach midnight or noon.

At that time period of life Brunelleschi often thought of suicide. What
was the point of living? He felt nothing else in his own body other than the
great predominance of its vegetative part and the redeeming anguish of
individuality — yet the way he saw it only abstraction was worth anything:
combinations of money or combinations of armorial bearings; no one cared
about the person. Then the puppet died, and this big woman colossus who
would suddenly grow quiet and flash a smile in bed scared him off his own
death: he saw that in death it is precisely oneself who dies — to the skin; even
a fly on one’s skin lives on.

That was how he ended up with the third Grace. In point of fact she
was a variant of the second: a mystic snob, a parvenu bloated into religious
stupor. Whereas with the first one the fatness only manifested in a potbelly
which drooped inorganically (an unfastened belt slackened hole by hole); with
the second it was permanently creased into a huge chain of hills and valleys
running across the whole body (it might have taken weeks for it all to level out
flat in the sarcophagus); in the plumpness of the third this finally reached its
classicism: the whole woman was a single gigantic ball of flesh with even her
hair flattened very smoothly from her brow to the nape of the neck so that the
snow-white body (naturally sometimes it had a rash of pimples here and there)
might retain its perfect sphericalness. Here there were no belly and hands,
heart and speech: there was just one and only one ball function, nothing else.

This woman in her younger days had been a court lady of the pope,
now in his eighty-seventh year; later on the heir to the Spanish throne
honored her likewise; afterwards the Duke of Milan married her, and when
Brunelleschi landed up with her she was just on the third year of her
widowhood. In the woman's soul, life, and household there was nothing but
those two shadows: the pope’s and the king of Spain’s.

Brunelleschi made her acquaintance with her when the second Muse
(the most pleasant of the three) was seriously ill. When the third saw that all
hope for her sister living was gone and she was already wheezing unconsciously
on the bed, she did not wait for death (“After all, an unconscious body would
have no use of me sitting beside it, would it? It would have no razén,” she
added in Spanish as a heart-wrenching souvenir), but went home with the

greatest indifference because the King of Naples, in heading to see the Pope,
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had quartered himself in her house. Although recovery was not medically out
of the question, she had already ordered the flowers there, but as a precaution
she had allowed one of her dresses to be dyed black.

Brunelleschi, strictly speaking still a child, had never felt such deep
loathing for a person, a woman, or life in general, as when he happened
accidentally to be a witness to the flab-spiritualist’s undressing; in point of fact
she considered the dress she happened to have on would be the most suitable
to wear for the eventual funeral. The amiable fool who died one was able to
just tolerate somehow, even have some affection for, but one could not even
look at this fanatical lump of dough. It was to her that Brunelleschi passed. A
new element also made an appearance in the house: supercilious and theater
Catholicism, diamond-studded crucifixes and cornelian Magdalenes, a
domestic chapel fried in incense, mundane liturgies and holding confession
circles. This is where Brunelleschi learned from a maid that Jewish blood from
somewhere flowed in the veins of the three Parcae.

Young Monteverdi, who in his boyhood thought much more
dramatically and more ariatically than later when all the arts preoccupied him,
was already picturing glum adolescent Brunelleschi in vivid colors and words
appearing at the Monteverdi family’s Whitsuntide children’s theatre — he
pictured midnight, late-arriving guests in the house of the first, the catacomb
banker’s wife; everyone was sleeping, only little Bruno (let us call him that for
short) is awake; he was listening to the drops from the flaming torches on the
rear balcony as they were suddenly snuffed on hitting the waters of the Canale,
and indeed a small group arrives in the moonless, starless night: an extremely
delightful young married couple, virtually children; an aging humanist type (he
had a book!), an armored stalwart, and a shriveled little Shylock skeleton.

Bruno does not awaken either the lady of the house or the valets — he
placed the guests according to his own fancy: the young wife in his own room,
the geriatric Jew in the attic.

(... In vain did I wait on my cramped balcony for moonbeams and the
entrance of stars: the new Venus' or a shell's beater or, who can tell, a star-
hungry sea had perhaps chased the Plough to the cypresses, and with it all the
moons. But scarcely had I started to dispute with the selfish elements, like

fairy-lake swan, than you came towards me, you barely tested sponsa,’ and you
Y y y y P y

3 A betrothed woman, bride.
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brought in your hands, instead of star spangles, the whole world. I recognized
Atlas, the Babylon of muscles, tortoises, and many elephants who carried the
world in the palm of the hand and on their weary backs: but such a fragrant
gitl who in the gleam of a single strand of hair, the silk curve of a single little
slipper, draws for me a Fate-opium secret: who could conceive such a happy
miracle? Oh, at last, at last: the calculated light of staked candle bushes, and its
shadow casts a planet’s gossip-sketch on a flower, the ascetic’s bed of my little
room, glories these gifts of an apparition with fragrance...) Truly this is
Bruno’s finest night — the young husband he locked in a room in the tower as
he was dreadfully sleepy anyway, so let him be left in peace.

Towards the morning, when he knew that the lady of the house was
already up, he crept into the crypt of her bedroom and recounted about the
guests: a bit tipsy from wine, lyricizing about his little wife, forgetting about
the Jew bunged into the chimney. The time for a big turn of the hour-glass
arrives: the married couple were poor relatives, they would have to be thrown
out; the humanist — he was a fool; the soldier — awfully dangerous; but the
rheumy second-hand dealer — he was to be put up in the best room (and I
must learn once and for all time: every human face is just a goy lie; the love of
gitls is buffoon virtue; book learning is madhouse lunacy, and the many heroic
swords are also free whimsy. I must learn to loath the sea because its blue
nooks and crannies are just a proletarian romance; I must detest the dance of
constellations because it makes me thirsty for dreams, dreams are a thousand
plagues. Oh, my greatest pain right now is that it is not a big struggle to
exchange my poetry. Did I not feel so boundary-hard when the garrulous torch
brought this little bride that I will never have the strength for true joy; and
what else is body-waxing destiny. For me it is just the word of an interlude —
if it is a play for others, for me it is just a threadbare shadow of a game. Come,
then, my crone witch-teacher, you have no idea in what fertile soil you
showered your money scholasticism: how well the scar ointment of cursing sits
tight on my kiss-cracked lips, and how speedily wines poured out for nuptials
foam a ‘Prosit!" for second-hand dealers. Because my sole treasure, my shadow,
my face is eternal foreignness: the dark acidity of my blood is always only ‘anti’

and ‘contra’ — for me in this battle to slap money’s helmet on my head and

*‘Cheers!
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address the antagonist as poor: it matters so little; for me my fate is killing,
names do not reach me...)

Young Bruno thus ended up with the third sibling. In vain did the
woman ready her mourning dress in advance: on the day of the funeral the
King of Naples arrived at her place, so naturally she had to stay at home for
him. In the king’s escort there was a young man, or rather child, who had just
as decisive an influence on Brunelleschi’'s whole life as the three Parcae, or
rather summed up the macabre influences in an unexpected form.

This mongrel Spanish-Arab boy was the royal court’s fortune-teller,
stargazer, and mathematician. Bruno almost passed out when he saw him
because the Sicilian Adonis could not be told apart from the young wife with
whom he had once been so happy and whom he had had to eject from the
house. After the banquet, Bruno and the boy went down into the garden and
began to talk. Bruno had imagined stargazers were quite different: big, bearded
old clowns, wearing trumpet-high fur caps, blind to all earthly matters, and at
night spending their barren time with all kinds of hocus-pocus. But this one?
That was the way Frederick II must have envisaged the anti-Jesus of the anti-
Gospels.

He was a thin, bony boy with golden brown skin, black hair, and,
unexpectedly, blue eyes. His whole handsomeness was sharp as a knife. He
had no sense for poetry (as immediately transpired from the first greedy gout
of adolescent dialogue) or women. The three old biddies put together were
sentimental troubadours compared with this boy. His thinking alone was a
Semitic Sahara; his body alone (already almost preposterous), European
handsomeness. For him this Bruno’s child's head had this non-self-
contradictory duality that completely agitated him: he perceived in one
individual every physical adornment of his midnight love and the dryness of
the old crones who had cursed her away. He learned from the boy that he was
going no further with the King of Naples because everyone, from the king
himself to the last lady in waiting, was persecuting him with love. (... what a
foolish bevy the royal household was pushing lips full of desire towards desire-
blind lips — blind people, not suspecting the otherworldly Rule of Reason in
which beauty had molded itself. If my cluster is the prey of twigs and birds in
the deep bell-void of cypress shadows: it is not a love line into which my hair
spins but celestial cycles and geometry, primordial proportion, which cannot

be conquered by earthly girl or woman, only fair-unknowing Yahweh or blind
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Pythagoras. As to what secret business excited Fate when a mask of beauty
slipped onto my just-numbers being — I have no idea. Maybe as a lesson that
one sees every now and then: the fairest beauty is nevertheless — an imago-less
rule; the most voluptuous marriage is ‘barren’ mathesis. That is how I became
and remain an Arab number-Adonis: my virgo-stimulus — the youth of
knowledge, my Narcissus reflection in the world under occupation: pure
geometry...) (In this way something absurd presents itself for the narrator, of
course: the driest form-maniac has to draw a portrait of the most self- and
world-agonizing Florentine person — via the child’s mind of a Venetian
romantic musician — the development of a funerary, anti-aesthetic soul born
almost out of vengeance in the language of Monteverdi’s lamentations of
adolescence and aesthete ariosos: baroque killing in a baroque apologia.)

Young Bruno and the ‘Arab’ spent a lot of time together: the boy was
the greatest love of Bruno's life. During their excursions the Arab birds
brought down birds with slingshots, strangled kittens, dissected flowers;
Brunelleschi had not seen such cold-blooded destruction before. He saw that
he could rip a person into shreds (himself, for instance) with the same cold-
bloodedness. (... Ach! Could you have guessed that while, head hung down
and dusty with indifference, I plodded towards you and after your horse in
hunting deer: it was not an image of antlered deer which cavorted in my soul
but the elasticity of your muscle which attracted me as in wild apertures it
communicated its strengths among distant oaks. But I was a laughing stock,
cowardly and sick of the world: there would not have been a more insolent
heresy on Earth than if I had approached your cold beauty with the distorting
desires of my abortive body. “Did you see the glimmer of the blood of its
ankle?” you asked me in a shout, and while I forced out a strangled “Yes!” from
my tightened throat: I was not getting drunk on the blood of perishing roe
deer but I was clambering the lotuses of your blue eyes like a caterpillar
pupating to a cocoon in the fall.

But what did you know of that? Even if you did know, you scorned it
and threw it away like bits of gravel pricking the soles of the feet in sandals. Or
did you perhaps see my yearning with your malicious eyes, and while you
laughed as you tore the wings off budgerigars you mocked the feathers of my
love to my face, sparing my real body out of pity? That's how it was — like
that, like that; what was the dreadful gymnastics of a squirrel on the spacious

screen of tree branches besides the mournful tumbling of my death? You
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plucked all my petals to shreds; your rabid dogs devoured me; you sprinkled
my blood in a peasant shithole, and in the arrow interlarded heifer, like a
misshapen icon, in a faithless corner, due to your youth I became a Saint
Sebastian of love...)

Young Brunelleschi was later properly taught astronomy and
mathematics by the Sicilian, yet outside the lessons as well the boy would only
speak about those. And for Bruno in addition to disappointment in love a
newer one was added: with the best will in the world he was unable to
understand the Arab’s lectures. He still adored him for his good looks, but out
of envy he hated his knowledge. At that time no other subject preoccupied him
besides Abraham’s wish to sacrifice Isaac. Isaac was always the Arab, always
bound and wounded in impossible poses by desperate Brunelleschi in his
pictures and versions in clay — that was his way of gaining revenge.

He even showed these sadistic Aretino figurations to the
mathematician, who with aristocratic nonchalance suggested even more
cunning exaggerations for the altar and the whole gamut as he carried out his
own idiosyncratic calculations of the permutations and variations of algebraic
symbols for the human limbs and instruments of torture, and compared with
those the lyrical love and lyrical vengeance which were at work in Bruno
proved very shabby. Quite aside from the fact this was terribly exasperating for
the young sculptor, he nevertheless used that subject to enter a competition for
the design of the Gates of Paradise to the Baptistry (Battistero) of San
Giovanni in Florence. He lost because like every mania, Bruno’s, too, over time
it lost its positive or negative sign; the Arab boy’s subject of murder and death
was simultaneously ideal and disgust, along with mathematics. How many
were the times they sat together at the edge of woods beside their game bag of
games, gazing at the stars, the sculptor myopically screwing up his eyes in
superstitious fear, the Arab with ironic clarity like a straight line. He
acquainted him with the infinite, absurd distances. Right away in that concept
of distance Bruno felt a curious paradox, which occasionally stood out in his
other thoughts about the stargazer and possibly was the most decisive
influence in pushing him in the direction of becoming an architect. One of the
stars was so remote that the light that we see now shows the state around the
time of Christ’s birth; if Bruno were now at the place of the star and he had
eyesight of mythical acuity he would be able to see Jesus in the manger. That

scene, therefore, was potentially present in the infinitely distant stars and
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lights running at their tireless speed! As pure light, as vision projected by a line
of beams into space, as a floating perspective.

The other constellation was already so far away, according to the Arab,
that its light had set out when man was still as hairy as a bear, maybe there
were not even separate males and females. Those calculations he wrote down
in a book: Brunelleschi waited for bulky tomes but the whole thing was just
three pages. Alongside that how ignominious any text. So there was a star that
was witness to a still somewhat undifferentiated world; how differently he now
saw his coolly lecturing, hundredfold fair friend. Finally, there are
agglomerations, clouds, of millions and millions of stars the light of which had
dawned in a prehistoric time before prehistoric time when plants, animals, and
minerals were just a single wriggling bubble and even mere spermatic preludes
of man were lacking.

This is where the paradox was most acute for Brunelleschi: on the one
hand the antediluvian world was in labor in anarchic colors before his very
eyes, while, on the other hand, the fact that the Arab adolescent had by way of
numbers, geometric diagrams, and engineering design work had dizzied him to
his dying day.

To each more elegant equation and numerological turning point the
world linked a bigger chaos; to each more mystical chemistry of Creation — a
more transparent, one might say more symmetrical, formula. The distances,
the number, weight, and light intensity of the stars all so intensified that these
masses beyond belief in their own absurdity became abstract in their own
absurdity. The boy was also able to corroborate that impression scientifically
(insofar as Brunelleschi, barely understanding mathematics as he did, was able
to discern); he converted the infinite masses to forces (the forces to
geometrical properties), so that at one and the same time he was able to see it
as material-madness suffocating the universe and as transparent geometrical
equation or notion.

The stars always played a role as points, as sources of light: at that time
Brunelleschi dreamed with much more fanatical love about points than about
the boy. The point was a symbolic marriage of mass and nothingness: of pure
location, of the locus mathematicus and material, of the chaotic-vital something
of the Creation, the materia bergsonica. It is worth pre-selecting these reveries
from Brunelleschi’s notebooks because an architectural consequence derived

from each — a precise counterpart of even the most fantastic stellar
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arithmetical memento can be traced in (not just read into) one column or
another or cupola contour.

Brunelleschi drifted in relativity, in doubt; but this stellar relativity was
regular, it had a strict algebraic composition; indeed (this is again very
important), he sensed the radical instability of every material existence and
every intellectual surmise, yet the fixed nature of the formulas of mathesis and
the readily viewed models of geometry, as something which strictly coincided;
only an arithmetically and geometrically extremely harmonious structure was
able to make the eternal density of sophistication and illusion of being sensible
for him, and also vice versa: only these logic diagrams insinuated the secret, the
obscurity, the formless kernel of irrationality of the atoms of space, the stars,
and thereby of atoms.

It was then that the average classicism which renders order with order,
and the average romanticism which represents chaos with chaos, failed once
and for all time in Brunelleschi, or if you prefer, in Florence, indeed in the
whole Renaissance: this young sculptor, with demonic narrow-mindedness
(under the influence of the Sicilian astrologer ephebe, of course), saw a
hypersenseless and hypergeometrizable world, and he perceived those two,
once and for all time, as an inseparable correlative. The expression of that
duality is what in the Renaissance, above all in Florence, became
commonplace; in pictures immense architectures encompass a relatively
minimal group of humans — Christ’s christening is covered with the most
opulent refinement of engineering perspective by twenty-nave basilicas; for the
advent of the Holy Spirit anti-graphic, non-Euclidean geometry is made
graphic in an exciting scale of provocative contradictions; and Salome is only
able to press her perverse kisses on John the Baptist's lips when a ten-story
palace rises behind her hips, which an Einsteinian curving of space signals on a
complicated model. Perspective, those areas of the drafting of projection,
where relative and absolute, world illusion and precision of raison, meet in a
mirroring that is inexpressible in words — monomaniacal Brunelleschi tapped
that source of paradox, which yields both boundless thirst and boundless
gratification, to spring forth, and he drank from it until his dying day (maybe

the two sketchbooks of Jacopo Bellini® indicate that mental state most

> Painter Jacopo Bellini (1400-70) is best known as the father of Gentile (1429-1507) and
Giovanni (1430-1516), and the father-in-law of Andrea Mantegna (1431-1506). One of his
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tangibly). Great architecture, therefore, was not born out of stone, soil, and
decorative or practical need, nor was it a continuation of Stonehenge. No, on
the contrary, it was born out of the systems of lines inspired by abstract
astronomy, out of the relative, or if you will: out of nothingness.

Philologically there is nothing more intriguing (hic salta!)° than to read
side by side the notebooks of that Arab boy (who incidentally died in Verona
at the age of 27 years — some saying that was poisoned by Brunelleschi),
which are in the archive of the city of Palermo (under the mark Phil. Nat. D.
XVTI. a-f), in which, with a bit of discreet license with the history of ideas, one
can already divine in distorted form the most modern theories of the electron
and models of an expanding universe — and the Florentine diaries containing
the works of Brunelleschi’s younger days plus the canon juvenile compiled by
Coppa. One of the sentences of Ibn Athl-n'Othech (whence the oddly
sounding latinized name of Io Atlantica for the young Arab, who otherwise, as
we know already, was half Spanish by blood) runs as follows: “Space can itself
spread, and the cosmic fogs are only to be considered as bundles of straw that
float in space and are driven on by space waves. It is thereby shown to us
wither world space flows just as the smoke of opium betrays what kind of
draughts were moving about where in a room....” All the signs unmistakably
indicate that the initial plans that Brunelleschi set down in the canon juvenile
did not seek to set stones in space but sought simply to depict the internal
waves of space itself. The way the role of stars and of world ‘space’ exchanged:
stars were just a mathematically abstract state of space, and space became a
quasi-living body so here as well: column, roof, wall, and cellar became
nullities, and it was precisely the nothingness between which became
architecture’s sole theme. The first Brunelleschi sketches, with their circles,
angles, and spirals can barely be distinguished from Kandinsky's readymade
mumbo-jumbo.

In one of the drafts, for instance, one sees nothing more than a
recumbent parabola the two branches of which fade into nothingness, the faint
traces of green chalk in the space between them can be seen so that it is fair to

assume that Brunelleschi imagined a lake here on one of whose sides would be

sketchbooks is in the British Museum, the other in the Louvre. He also painted portraits of
Mehmed the Conqueror.

® N.B. Hic Rhodus, hic salta (from the Latin version of Aesop’s Fables): “Rhodes is here, here is
where you jump!”
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closed by a sharp oval frame, whereas the part which was left open would drop
somewhere, probably in the form of a broadening waterfall, to a lower level of
the park — and passing obliquely above this water parabola is a folding screen
bent in a zigzag, a thin, tall plate, in every fold of which is a floating statue.
That's all.

It is fortunate that Futurism was unaware of this codex, otherwise
tragic Brunelleschi would also have been choked in the shameful comedy of
being a ‘forefather’ of the new direction. The boundless openness of the
parabola and its even-further-opening or still more the folding of the folding
screen to the left and right in the air shows that it does not seek to be a
building or shelter but an X-ray shot of the anatomy of space. The second
drawing affirms the same: on one side are twelve tightly juxtaposed, undulating
semicircle-cubicles, opposite it likewise, but vis-a-vis the latter series the wall is
pulled by roughly one third further over, so that it starts later and then stirs up
its half bubbles in the air a good deal further.

A bench is running along the length of the wall, water in front of the
second; above the wall accompanied by water, supported by a thin lance, is a
flat lamina roof, whereas there is nothing, open sky, above the wall
accompanied by a bench. Here too the tendency is chewed in the viewer’s
mouth: not circumscribed, just popping out of out of space by accident, and
again to create a structure streaming back into space.

All these, it should be emphasized, when it comes down to it, are the
products of vulgar and infantile adolescent inspirations and adolescent
misunderstandings, but equally it should be emphasized that, after all, even the
soberest old dodderers of the Renaissance also moved around that infantilism.
However once learned the lesson in the history of ideas that the Renaissance
was not a revolution but only a varied Gothic and an insignificant presto
prelude to the baroque, merely an ‘intermezzo from Florence” and a ‘pastiche
éphemeére’: if one looks at Brunelleschi’s mental development, even today that
unquestionably seems like frightening, bloody revolution, a self-tormenting
hysteria of abstraction — one only has to stroll with open eyes along any of the
streets in Florence.

Brunelleschi was also accustomed by Io Atlantica to the idea that after
the infinitesimally small, both logically and physically alike, comes the
infinitely large, without any transition, and vice versa: the orbit of the universe

comes to the orbits of the electron, and after the infinite mass of all the Coma
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Berenices and Umbra Ledaes — the weight of a sliver of negative material, an
almost fictive photon. We have not one but the whole bunch of drawings here,
again in that enfant terrible manner that has no leaning to a good word, he is
seeking to express that minimum-maximum vibration.

A plan for a well, for example, which incidentally has the historical
interest that it was prepared for the Pazzi family: the ground plan for the well
is three circles that intersect in cloverleaf fashion, the marble wall of which is
eight feet tall, completely smooth — above in the center of each circle, stands
the slim figure of one of the Graces (in their own calcule thinness they better
express the abstract life of the three old dames of his own childhood than they
do the naturalist caricatures in the Jew's possession). Behind the first circle, in
conspicuous proximity, rises a huge semicircle parallel with the circle of the
well as if the small leaf of the cloverleaf were a projection of an enormous
shadow.

The second well circle also has a wall projection — albeit for one thing
no longer so parallel (it is much more oval); for another thing it is not so close
as it bends away from the well. The folding screen transposition belonging to
the third circle shows a curved form only at the very start, its other end is quite
straight, running completely away from the well almost into infinity — which
is also signaled by the fact that it does not end in the same plane but
horizontally with steel rods running parallel in space in the way that at the end
of a cloth the strands running in one direction often fray in the air. The well is
narrow, massive, closed like a stone-deaf atom — its projection being world
space itself: this endless screen is as much its mathematical shadow and its
uncategorizable opposite, a refutation of the small fountain. In a letter
Brunelleschi once cited Io Atlantica word for word, after which (from the
viewpoint of his art) he made the interesting observation from which his entire
anguished adolescent world shines out.

The quotation (by the way eerily accurate down to the punctuation
marks) is: “... since space is the kind of thing we ourselves have constructed for
ourselves so its waves and bends or, if it comes to that, its non-waviness and
non-bendedness depend exclusively on whether we wish this or that, or rather
on whether we wish to take ownership of a flexible or a non-flexible space....”
The remark thrown in subsequently in agitated handwriting is this: “Five
minutes ago the positive noise of the formulae proved to me that streams or

kinks in space are just as real as currents in the sea or the rounding of the skin
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of apricots. And now this posh doubt...” The exciting bit starts at the place
that we have drafts of two frescoes which illustrate that frantic wavering
between completely relativity and the completely absolute — the world as an
arbitrary but manageable fiction, a subjective formula, and the world as a once-
and-for-all-time ready objective reality: the two poles juggled into each other
by the Arab boy.

One of the pictures is the Temple of Janus, the other the Birth of Eve.
The former depicts without a facade a very long basilica that flows into the
depths of the picture and at the end of which stands a figure of Janus on a low
pedestal. The adolescently weak and fairly unscreamingly funny joke, because
it was overcomplicated, starts from the point that everything visible on the left
wall, either as geometric rigor or miniaturist naturalism, is thrown back on the
right wall as in a distorting mirror, is tripled and elongated; what was
kaleidoscopic becomes monochrome, a boy becomes a gitl, Venus is bearded
— a great madhouse of Gothic relativism. Under that is a comment: “... well,
it could be that the natural law is just a metaphor of my nightmares, which
may be exchanged for another at any time, should changed fashion so desire,
— though it could be that the natural law is everlasting and something which
does not exist in me but in the objects of the world, inside, like a skeleton
within flesh...?”

The Eve fresco has the same concern. The Eve separating from
Adam’s body is nothing other than a transformation of the real Adam into a
hypothetical Adam — and the possibility that Adam is not full-blown reality
but a whimsical notion, a fiction, temporary in the most far-reaching sense,
Eve is not even a woman in this fresco (perhaps the Arab boys’ pre-sex world
concept was also working in Brunelleschi), but Adam once more in a pale
silhouette form: the major key of certainty in the minor key of uncertainty.

But that this ‘abstractio pathologica’ can be derived from unbridled
vitality as that piquancy can be derived from schematic unbridled geometrism
is magnificently corroborated by a letter of Brunelleschi's. One of the snobbish
members of the Pazzi house sent him Book 1 of the Histories of Herodotus,
entitled Clio, for him to illustrate with a cycle of pictures. That was the first
commission for the young artist, who for the time being had not trained
himself to be anything other than an anti-artist, and his joy over the first task
manifested no so much in the finished works but as in the lyrical voracity with

which he detailed to the flexible snob his struggle with the subject.
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“... I shall without fail paint the way the Pheenicians bore off Io, the
daughter of the king of Argos.

Should I paint it? Is not the vision that the whining traders, the truly
red notion of the Red Sea, the automatic identification of Io the Argive with
the mythological Io, the transportation to Egypt of women who had been
seized, the throwing of Greek and Persian, Jewish and Nilotic forms of art, the
throwing into a gaily colored rag fair grave: was that truly artistic, I wonder,
and not simple joie de vivre, the finest and most deceptive dowry that we
brought with us from the dark of the womb? Everything that I see appears
before me in some frantic, suffocating, and idolizing clarity.

I am the slackening of the oarsmen at the shore, the bargain turning
impatient sputters in my mouth, the makeshift bridge on which the king's
daughter descends onto the second-hand dealer’s boat buckles easily in my
knees, the cloud which surrounded Io is my breathing, I am the golden red,
war-ruddy light in which I condense all this; the Mede, Persian, and Assyrian
reflex in Greek culture: that is my only instinctive instinct, sex, divinity, eating
and drinking being just pale experiments beside that — I see the past with
such sharpness and liveliness of detail that I am on the verge of swooning when
I feel, nevertheless, that I am not o, not a second-hand dealer, not 2 Red Sea
but a Florentine designate-fool. The change comes now: it is clearer than
daylight that this seeing of the past standing on a detail-lavish, religious,
mantic grade can be expressed with non-accumulative, Gothic miniature but,
on the contrary, with a simplicity which is already beyond simplicity, with
such an absurd reduction, which intimates and flourishes its veil around zero
degrees like the rings round Saturn. For what reason? Because only the
elements act on me, the burning, single-element core of substances — and
because that can only be a tragic, resigned, defiant and vindictive art given that
it perpetually remembers that its sole raison d’étre, the identification living on all
other and long-past lives must be forgotten, it must be left unsatisfied, until
one’s dying day. That is terrible.

That Io, in a momentary clearing in the time jungle of millennia, never
knew in her life, nor can she ever, that a later Florentine boy would pervade
her flesh, her shadow, her flood, and her kiss in the depths of the ark with such
intensity that he would renounce it if he really could be Io as nothing was
lacking from that, only a ‘transcendental click” And I shall die, I shall be

reduced to nothing, the sense of my whole life, this maddening closeness of
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fantasy to the reality of flowers, women, and boats will be even more
definitively sterile and senseless than now. This boundless melancholy, deeply
filling all my fleeting indentations, that the essence of my life is radically sterile
— that must be expressed by art in the form of revenge-mourning. The Red
Sea? A layer of red gloss on the wall, nothing more. This is a basic element, an
aqua aquissima, an intoxicating essence of water, water where it is the most
watery and thus sensual art, lecher and not philosophical, and besides that
defiance: with one gesture the tidal flood which stimulates one to a million
analyses of detail turns with a single gesture — into an inferno of nothingness.
Just not analysis: this poor evasion of detail, the most Judas kiss in reality. So
what is the minimum of that minimum that will be a worthy partner in my
fresco of that maximum of imagination in which I tumbled on my first reading
of Clio? A red plane; out of the ship just the contour of a fish; the oarsmen and
sails are superfluous; out of Io, whom Jupiter surrounds with mist, I am in any
case unable to cut that idea of mist, so that she will be mist: I shall paint a nude
at one edge of the picture, but only in the form of a grey fragment of a shadow;
the traders will be represented by a few jugs, strings of pearls, and ends of silk.
In other words, the whole will no longer be a picture but, if you will, an
Egyptian hieroglyph, or if you will, a concept of Gothic armorial bearings.

But is there a more life-fermenting art than heraldry? Simultaneously
both more resigned and more evocative? The court ladies all escaped, only Io
and a few others stayed on the boat. Can you not hear the women screaming,
the sailors whooppeeing it up; do you not see the grimaces and clothes of every
single Greek gitl, the pattering of blondes and the black-haired between the
hawsers; or the chained-up galley-slave oarsmen in the water, who are
applauding the unexpected comedy with the clanking of their chains? The
solemn and stupid king of the Argives under a tall baldachin as he would like,
at one and the same time, to somersault into the water after his daughter and
to retain his statue-stony dignity — you see all that, all of that both you and I
would like to be above all else: instead of which I will send you a statue of ten
running women, ten identical women, in an identical stride, because the
running is what, after all, is important in the whole game, and since the
analytic picture is the crummiest compromise between extreme reduction and
full reality.

Believe me, Pazzi, my friend, it is a sublime and eerie moment when an

artist renounces analysis for good, i.e., in point of fact everything which excites
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him. But for anyone who likes reality above all else analysis is just a momentary
adolescent illusion: his disconsolation will soon drive him into suicidal
puritanicalness, into that strict world of hallmarks of substance hallmarking
and allusions in which Arab abstraction and European greed for life are
indistinguishable. Classicism? Renaissance? Selection? Simplicity? What
rotten hit tunes. What is in question is something a lot more funereal, more
disconsolate, the eternal impotence of fantasy — that is my rinascimento.

I shall also paint for you Gyges and Candaules, possibly one of the
finest subjects. If I consider the curtain that hangs behind the queen’s bed to
be red where there does not have to be any difference between it and the Red
Sea — a wave of the waters and a wrinkle of velvets, horizontal water and
vertical curtain are insignificant differences in the resonant community of red
and the ‘object.” But if that is an exaggeration, in the end it is possible to
portray all sorts of curtain variants. Not long ago I was in a theatre; nothing
else appealed to me than that the curtain in front of the stage started by the
ceiling and then reached down right to the ground, right down to the soles of
the musicians, and both to the right and to the left it completely filled the
room; nor was it the narrowest architecture in the world: yes, that curtain was
an ‘absolute’ curtain. The Gyges story, by the way, not in its pictorial parts but
its moral content is as elementally simple as I now want from all things. The
nakedness of the woman herself.

This changing into a nude is not erotic, not spiritual, nor gourmet; a
nakedness far from aesthetics, from everything: the nudity of nudity itself,
denying Venus, Praxiteles, Hippocrates and mankind. Can you guess what I
am thinking about? This woman is not a wife, not a lover, not a source of
religious inspiration, not a birth machine, not a matter of metaphors, not a
body for the king but ‘beauty, in such an asexual, indeed, non-aesthetic
barbarity that it could be a symbol of that madness for the minimum which
has got me in its power. In Mrs. Candaules’ nakedness a most fakir-like
abstraction and a hyper-corporeality more poisonous than opium finally
encounter: she, and only she, can be the patron saint of the Renaissance’s
Janus. That, true enough, that is the relationship of men and women 4 la
maniére du pauvre Brunelleschi: there are no genital bodily capers, no Christian
marriage, no physical beauty, no child and psychological goldfish scramble —
no, only the formula of all those has remained. It could be this bores you rigid,

my dear friend, that it happens to be the death program of simplification I am

764



proclaiming with infinitely many words, but the birth of any thought is mucky.
Slap-bang by the entrance stands a chair...

This fragmentary sentence speaks to me more tragically than a
trumpet at the Last Judgment. It is as if St. John were to say: in principio erat
chair.” No object drifted in space so solitarily and in such royal singularity as
that chair. A chair: long before the Creation of the world. To paint a chair like
that! Who would be able to express the infinite surplus and richness that
inhere in that cosmically orphan chair as against an overcrowded, perfume-
stenchy boudoir. If the woman is the barbarian anti-Eros, then the chair on
which she will place her clothes is hyper-Eros itself. It is standing ‘slap-bang’
by the wall writes Herodotus, and in this thoughtless little attributive are
amatory intimacy, all refined Bengal lights of within-gynaikeion being-inside.
“One after the other the way she will remove them”: there is more
pornography in that specification than in all the French dives combined.

That is the important thing: the re-dedication of objects as objects
again. The convergence of rite and the banal reflex movement. What is
undressing? An entire human life. A drama of nude and blouse: a drama of the
abiding animal and abiding culture; that of sensuality and of being set in the
grave, of poverty and royal palace; a drama of instinct and mask, material and
spirit, atheism and civitas dei — community of god... But no, no! If I carry on
like this don’t let the bad trap of simplification to extremes of the most naive
movements be ritual simplicity, let it not be full of religious, lyrical, or
philosophical ‘meaning’ — let it not have ‘significance’ — let not the nude be
life,” let not the blouse be ‘civilization,” because the symbolism is already bad
baroque, a source of loathing. The permanent hazard of this heraldic
simplicity, a dancing on eggs — its meaning can be too broad, too ritual, hence
it leads into the disgusting swamps of ‘eternal humanity’ and ‘mythical
completeness’; or, on the other hand, it is too tight, too little right to the point
of meaninglessness — but even that is nobler. The ‘seat,’ therefore, onto which
Candaules’” wife throws her clothes, one after the other, — let it not be the
‘eternal seat,” because that is already a cesspit myth, but let it be a momentary
seat, by chance a chair right now — do not let the simplification at any price be

a common denominator.

7 The first verse in the Gospel of John reads: “In principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud
Deum...” (“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God...").
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If Plato conceives an ideal seat, then the simplification of that is
ceremonial, sacred, transfigured simplicity is complete with the vaudeville
sorcery and pose of the ‘essence,’ that is to say a simplisticism which is worse
than the decorations of a thousand shady religions: the way I picture the
simplicity of a solitary chair is the simplicity of being cleaned out of everything,
not the philosophical indecency of pointing to the ‘essence,” but the poverty of
a robbed person, the skeleton of desperation, removal of leaves, an
ignominious tragicomedy of the object nature of an object.

Oh, my friend, don’t believe that these differentiations are the idle
finesses of an anxiety to play — no, I can declare with the triumphant
melancholy of self-conceit that in these ‘unhealthy’ struggles is born a robust
health of art. Somehow I also sensed mathematically in advance: if my frescoes
and buildings were going to accomplish the non plus ultra of simplicity, then
the thoughts from which these done-to-death cortiles were born, can only be
full of sophistic folds, qualms spinning between abstractions. Just as I am
convinced that the essence of the visual arts is sadistic simplification, so I am
convinced that the essence of thinking is grubby sporulation, total morass:
thinking like that can never be easy as its essence is impossibility; to acquaint
oneself with the world is not ability, a wriggling negative...

How fine the alternative that the woman sets before Gyges when he
learns that he had seen her naked — either he is to kill her husband or himself.
Gyges kills her husband. In that case nakedness triumphed without Eros and
sensuality; a murdering sword was flourished without hatred and vengeance.
That is my world: that is the only purity that I feel is pure. You are in front of
God, dotard Brunelleschi would still like to recount once what two kinds of
morality he worked in life: one highly strung, pleureux to simplicity, perhaps
even evangelical — and that is the second, that is the psyche-trampler, that is
the value-denying, animal-apologizing where deeds are born from smelly
motive-dungs, they are not driven by a Christian will or its stoic ally, they do
not run into filthy nets of goals, however they also avoid the empty and
mendacious dynamic on ‘instinctive life’ — simply deeds, functions, and
algebraic deductions that neither classical intelligence nor romantic
spontaneity can demand for itself. When Gyges killed the king he did not shed
any tears; he neither grieved nor did he gloat, but he got his blacksmiths to cast
a pile of golden and silver goblets and vessels, and he laid them in a line on the

Delphic shrine as a sacrificial gift.
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Do you know what that means for me, Pazzi? One thousand gold
tankards: instead of psychology and morality. You can sense those three
magnificent sounds in that Asia Minor scale: the nude without sex; the bloody
deed without anger; and finally vase madness instead of ‘spiritual life’ or an
instinct hurdy-gurdy? Do you know I sketched thick notebooks full for you in
order to assemble a series of Gyges-style goblets as a stone ornament for your
villa garden, the book of Renaissance morality engraved in stone, a new Ten
Commandments of de-humanization? (Morality, morality — Brunelleschi
bathes here with perverse pleasure and really and truly; I am a moralist, a
moralist.) Imagine a tall wall; on it not a trace of decoration or articulation, up
above thirteen huge monotonous vases with an inscription of the kind “Gyges
instead of psyche.” Or a detour and intersecting constellation for the walls,
with amphorae of various sizes and colors at their feet and on their edges? You
may choose, I have prepared a vast range of versions — circles, spirals, a
recumbent ‘S’ from triangular walls, from miniature vases and from vases three
times higher than the wall. There are tube-thin vases and bagpipe-bloated
ones, plate-flat and lasso-eared ones — Brunelleschi was drunk, and he is
drunk now if he thinks of these combinations.

Envisage their shadows; or the whiteness of the sun on their whiteness;
envisage their dialogues with mirror-flat or frothing waters; their shadows
among cypresses or frayed lime trees. Can my youth have a more agreeable and
more expressive work than this Delphi furnished by Gyges? A marvelous
place, that Delphi — partly made up of vases, golden eccentricities, and
cornelian dressing cases, or in other words, inanimate objects; on the other
hand, a jabbering prophetess, a mysterious elegiac couplet-automaton, and
nonsensical hocus-pocus. Nowadays Florence is comprised of human bodies
and souls on the basis of an accord between high scholasticism and petty
bourgeoisie, whereas at Delphi the human ‘body’ is lost and in the great and
mute triumph of the inanimate object, the vases, and the human ‘soul,’ logically
runs on in Pythia, ie., in opium chaos, in sleep, in ridiculous madness and in
sick falsehood.

To Delphi, Pazzi, quickly to Delphi! Did I not map out Delphi to you
beforehand when I said my life is composed of two parts: the extreme purity of
architecture and the extreme muckiness of thought. What is architecture
within me if not Gyges’ expiatory vases? What is thought within me if not the

mendacity and madness of Pythia? Delphi is the capital city of pessimism, I
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say; let us hurry there, dear Pazzi, if you want some sort of Rinascimento with
me. By the way, if you don’t mind, I would like to paint an enormous picture
on one of the vases: a portrait of you and me. Myself as Adrastus,® the Argive
king, you as the young son of Croesus.

I'll tell you why.

Adrastus was a royal scion, the son of the king of Phrygia, who
unwittingly killed his elder brother and fled to the court of Croesus, going to
Lydia in order to do penance. His entire life was consummated with that
fateful guilt conscience, contrition itself, darkness of memory; in vain did the
smoke of Lydia envelop his yellow body, it remained forever a senseless death.
How well that role suits me! Just like wandering Cain. I see him as on the right
condescending, mundane Croesus, on the left a naked priestess accompanies
him with a polite smile towards the penitential altar, but he is barely able to
stand on his feet, his dark blue hair falls on his chest, the whole of his body is
the shadow of a méteque — a metic.” Because that is the main thing: he seeks
the expiatory sacrifice in Lydia, on foreign soil, like a foreigner looks for
medicinal baths or the climate; Lydia was probably the nation with the most
famed industry for forgiving sins. But Adrastus, it seems, did not succeed in
freeing himself from his soul — he is the unchristenable original sin, he is
Brunelleschi. And his partner, Pazzi, the king’s son? Don't take it amiss, my
dear customer — he, too, is betrothed to death. Croesus dreamed that his son,
Atys, would be killed when young by a spear. I perpetually see around your
body a sword and poison, these little cosmetic instruments of politics and
history.

Croesus keeps the boy far away from weapons; he bestows on him a
harem and wife, he becomes a weakling more translucent than alabaster — his
whole body no more than a cobweb, a few pips at the bottom for others. Don't
think that is a satirical caricature, a critique. No, it is simply taking youth’s
healthy, natural repletion with death ad absurdum. How splendid are those
figures condemned to death — the morals-metic and the Thanatos gigolo.
Incidentally, wild associations of ideas were also evoked within me by the fact

that the Phrygian penitent was the nephew of a man by the name of Midas, the

8 This particular Adrastus was the son of Gordias, king of Phrygia, and features prominently
in Herodotus's narrative of King Croesus of Lydia. The Argive also links him to the mythical
Adprastus in Seven Against Thebes.
% A resident alien in a Greek city.
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son of Gordias — imagine all the barren gold, the autumnal boughs on
Byzantine mosaic backgrounds behind the figure of the penitent. Adrastus
accidentally killed the youth on a hunt. I almost climbed a wall in my delight as
an artist when Herodotus writes that they set off with selected youths and
dogs. Youths and dogs. The king’s son alone is slim as a whippet skeleton, and
there he is in the middle of the pack just like a woman, like Artemis herself.
What a picture! On the left the harem’s pushy ladies, Lydian snakes, Lydian
fishwives, Lydian poppies, Lydian sibyls, and beside them, indeed among
them, mixed up in them: the ticklish waves of canines; you, young Artemis-
Pazzi, as it were, float in this sea of harems and dogs, a stray fall leaf in the
billows of the swollen river.

The background and upper part of the picture is forest — with wild
Germanic foliage, not with the barbed-wire cell-nature of Tuscany. Quite far
off, in a small clearing of the Germanic superstition flora, can be seen my own
bent figure — an arrow being sharpened by Adrastus, who will later kill the
inebriated prince. Whether I imagine your fate as being to become a victim of
politics or I paint you on a vase — both are equally lethal. Death here is not
something lyrical or tragic; it is not fall and not a Gorgon joke, neither
Christian nor a Greek scholarly scam but an uncommentable point, nothing
more. Everything inside me that evolved under the influence of the three old
dames and the Arab mathematician has your loan of Herodotus to thank for
its final crystallization.

Herodotus is not history, not epic: Herodotus is picture, and
Herodotus morality. If the catalogue of my plans tires you, throw it away; but
I, my customer, am obliged to lay out on the counter the selection that I can
offer you.

I would like to paint on the ceiling of the domestic chapel a fresco
depicting the excavations carried out by Pisistratus on the sacred island of
Delos. For on Delos that Greek potentate announced a grand ‘purification,’ as
prescribed by celestial portents, and he dug up the dead from the area around
the temple and had them transported to quite another region. That is a topic!
Resurrectionless resurrection, the hellish parade of “I don’t believe in the
resurrection of the body” — all in a marvelous Delian landscape, a heap of
previously dug-up dead bodies amid palms and parrots; carried in the arms of

slaves like the abducted Sabine women; Hellene floozies on Saracen shoulders,
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Greek sages carried in the arms of Persian soldiers, Thracian despots on the
backs of Jewish stall-keepers. Is that picture not to your taste?

I want to bore into the frescoes and statues of your villa to the very
deepest of the inner meaninglessness of history. I want to formulate all my
disappointments with startling dryness. Don’t worry! The connoisseurs will in
any case fail to notice my pessimism in the picture — my disillusionment finds
expression in such abstract formal tricks that they will not suspect my
confession. This transport of the dead is an unforgettable historical lesson —
all of that on an island: in a chosen nest of limitedness and narrow-
mindedness.

This penultimate judgment will be a caricature of metaphysics and the
philosophy of history.

It would also be possible to paint midnight: the corpses would gleam
amid huge shadow spokes under the firebrands of torches, but I want it at
noon, with a lot of flowers, blue water, sun, and ruddy birds. After all, that is
celestial death. Apropos of history’s radical meaninglessness: can you imagine
what joy it caused me when after those lines I read about the Spartans, whom
we all knew as a bunch of cold militarism and bureaucratized asceticism, the
alternative that Lycurgus’ laws' were either suggested by Pythia" or imported
from Crete. Pythia was pure insanity, morphine delirium — Crete, on the
other hand, a pure primitive world, the dominion of bull-killing Pasiphaé'? and
the child-gobbling Minotaur, simply an awe-inspiring paradise of fossil
animals. That is virtuous Sparta: a marriage of hysteria and the aurochs!" It’s
not worth reading about that? To cap that, I can suggest another subject and
present its outline in draft form: the construction of the mausoleum for
Alyattes,'" King of Lydia. That was initially built by Lydian trollops, high-class
courtesans, women of the street, a complex in accordance with the country’s
ancient custom. Would not that be a superb counterpart to the excavation of
death on Delos? The living host of gorgeous women as they build a

mausoleum for the king.

19 Lycurgus (9th-century BCE?) is considered the founder of the Spartan constitution and
educational system.

"' The priestess of Apollo at Delphi who transmitted the oracles.

2 Tn Greek mythology, Pasiphaé was wife to Minos and mother (by a bull) of the Minotaur.

B LE., now extinct long-horned cattle tribe Bos primigenius.

'* Alyattes (c 609-590 BCE) established the Lydian kingdom.
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Let the person who is able here to distinguish democracy and
aristocracy, riff-raff Eden or theocratic despotism, be on his or her feet; who is
able to orientate between living demimonde and dead king, religious
philosophy and suburban market. Is this where the hetaera passed into
political mythology; or was it the king slipping down into the bordello?
Nobody can tell, and it is not worth thinking about it. On no account is it
necessary to wallow in romantic antitheses. What is important is rather that it
is at last possible here with complete justification to sketch a great many
architectures the way I learned from the Arab stargazer. Each and every
semicircular arch has been raised through the hand of a harlot: the most
abstract forms from the most abstract beings. I will rest here...”

The Pazzi to whom Brunelleschi wrote this letter was a friend of
Sixtus IV. It is typical that fate so dictated that Brunelleschi should land
himself with a Pazzi and not a Medici, and the pope whose shadow fell on him
was not a Dominican but belonged to the Franciscan Order. The Pazzi family
were parvenu peasants, the Medicis by then almost faded aristocrats. Of
course, it's all more a matter of style — the Pazzis must have been lordlier
lords than the Medicis, only in their temperament there was something
pushier, fresher, and more robust than in the Medicis with their greater
readiness for the fioriture of decadence.

Who was Sixtus IV? He joined the Franciscan Order; with a decent
person that meant politics, morality, and intellect, and in particular one which
was very much to Brunelleschi’s advantage — Sixtus IV is none other than a
macabre Brunelleschi profile, only world politics, the swaggering theatrum
catholicum, projected into a wider point of view. Now and then, for the more
pedantic, even their bodies were similar in external appearance. Monteverdi
was never able to tell the two apart — he was well aware that the colonnade or
codification of dogma, commentary on Herodotus, or the chances of
excommunication were insignificant external accidents: the essence was the
hungry constraints fighting inside a person’s body, and what was decisive were
the obsessions inhering in the insoluble chemistry of curses of the nerves; in
particular, those manias were identical in architect and pope like two peas in a
pod.

Life for young Monteverdi consisted solely of two parts: the mute ‘an
sich’-blind treasure of objects, airs, and inflorescences and of people, whom he

pictured as little foci of manias, sick and irresponsible points of selfishness that

271



fate slings into the senseless external world, and there they try to tame the
plastic senselessness of the world to their own immeasurable selfishness and
madness in a way only they are able. Every person is a will which, when it
comes down to it, does not know what it wants, and every object that this will
wishes to employ for the ‘perming of its own selfishness pattern in all
likelihood wants to be anything in the world except the means or target of an
irrational human will directed against itself. Self-directed, uninterpretable
objects and stupid, aimless instinct-buds could not have found better tailor’s
dummies than these two forlorn figures for this double panorama.

What a superb statue is Pollaiuolo’s tomb of Sixtus IV in Rome! The
thin lips like a cicatrized scratch on the stem of a plant, a protruding, pointed
chin, thin hooked nose, the brow raised in a thousand wrinkles, the areas
round the eyes spreading into cynical, disappointed rims: as if it were the head
of an infant that out of obstinacy, had died of starvation, the tiara thrust in its
feeble, disillusion-proud sheathe. Because those revelers of abstraction,
vigorous pessimists, and Florentine ‘malcontents’ are always reminiscent of
children — of children in whom the senseless monster nature of man exhibits
itself most frighteningly, children who are tireless creators over and over again,
of the sweet tetralogy of phobias, selfishness, ignorance, and utterly consistent
vengeance.

Because it is unquestionable that Brunelleschi's Renaissance is the
vengeance of an affronted child brutishly looking neither left nor right, or
Sixtus IV’s theology, is underlined by a spot of muttering rancor.
Brunelleschi's heraldic device might be a blood-red embryo or infant in a
pitch-black field: disconsolateness of selfishness and ecstatic ignoring of the
world shine out from that insignia. Sixtus IV experienced profoundly the
problematicalness of the relation of faith and knowledge like an illness (it was
his every thought). But whereas the Thomists and their great decorative
syllogism were able to dress up evidentia rei, experience (that is to say, touch
experiments drowning on a stalk of straw), and mystical or quasi-mystical
intuition into a single common harmony, that did not in the least work well for
young della Rovere:'” he saw the woeful gap between positivism and faith, and
for that reason (not with enlightened hauteur, not likely! and drew a black line

between res and celestial principium with tragic defiance). This was the

15 Sixtus [V (1414-1484) was born Francesco della Rovere.
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‘Franciscan principle, which on so many occasions seemed unruffled plain
common sense, although with him one of the barely maskable forms of
despair. But is not that bitter resignation the tastiest background to Assisi’s
hymnically pampered birds?

Though della Rovere was the Minister General of the Franciscans by
the time he was elected to the papal throne he strolled down from the hills
around Garda like a warbling Papageno: anyone who looked at his face from
close up would have been able to see the memento of the battle which
tormented the whole Scotist philosophizing — the hysterical inner atheism of
the positive objects of the real world and the fictions lying about there as an
alluvium of the history of philosophy, i.e., the passively propagating lie amid
the world of Platonic frames and abstractions. Evidentia rei naturaliter a-
theistica et mundus conceptualis abstractionum naturaliter mendax est.’® The
world: godless, by definition anti-Christian; though, by the same token, de
natura, the mendacious moon itself with its elegant harlot contours. This
invisible mendax-meretrix moon-sickle was always more visible above della
Rovere’s skin-and-bone-faced head than the bonce touched by the tiara’s
jewelry. That della Rovere’s morality was also pessimistic, which of course was
a consequence of his intellectual tragedy: he did not set at the center of
theology existing things and the shaky towers of Babylon of definitions of god
but morality — God Himself was a moral source, logical attributes were shed
from him like staves not held together by a hoop. The one concrete factor was
human action, not thought: the commander — magister — was history, not
philosophy.

The source of that conclusion, of course, was embitterment, and its
melody, if it had one, was nostalgia for a once tasted but, so it seems,
impossible thought. His motto was always: “If we are already living in such a
terrible world that we must act instead of thinking, then let us go deaf and
blind in the effort of acting, which is baloney — let us pursue morality: with
obliterated brains.” And because that was how he thought there was a perfect
concurrence between Renaissance, pope, the landscape of the area round
Garda (where he dwelled prior to his papacy), between public-lethal

Brunelleschi, and the ambitious Pazzis.

' Roughly: ‘Naturally, objective evidence is atheistic and a conceptual abstraction of the
world, naturally, a lie.
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What kinds of flowers accompanied the General of the Franciscan
Order on his way to Rome, what kinds of trees? Olive trees! Are those plants?
Organic? Are they living? Do they have love or sap? Color? None. Pale, linear,
misty; the whole thing is a fine snow of problems trained into the legendary, a
formal showing-off of melancholy. Silver, silver — what is to be done with
silver? These mildew-velvets, stifled-pusillanimous vegetations filtered della
Rovere through forests — now he could see his ascetic questions again in the
mirror of nature, he was able to see that undeniably they were son of this soil,
where the leaves and flowers are even bigger fakirs than him. Italy, and, it
stands to reason, that the tropics have no knowledge of nature — even the
olive tree is, in part, nauseating, an aggressive spice, in part a calcule farouche —
unflinching arithmetic — as a Parisian poet put it. And what else? The
cypresses? Once in Gardone I rambled around late at night to check whether I
might retrace a memory and the mood of that acrimonious pope’s wanderings
in the unexpected fall of a bird or (with its tiny bubbles of breathing and wave
beats chirruppier than a chirrup) in a fish’s grief, whereat I landed by such a
grove of tall cypress trees. One could not even imagine anything more
awesome, more evocative of the Toteninsel'” — Isle of the Dead.

Low down the trunks were lighted silverish by the occasional lamp, but
higher up only the reflections of the night sky reached their towering pelisse
canopies in the places where inevitable darkness did not pour out of them like
a mute waterfall. Those great poles had maybe been dipped by someone into
the crater of the night, and now they were poked into the hillside as badges of
triumph to see what stuck to them all around. The sort of thing that can be
imagined of Assyrian kings.

That is a simile, however. Those were cypresses! These two kinds of
darkness were mysterious: midnight and giant setae of moss — both such
kindred material, and the blackness of the cypresses was nevertheless somehow
at variance with the blackness of the night as if they were standing in front of a
white wall. When I describe these cypresses at Gardone (what a ridiculous
word “describe’ is: all intellectual operations are possible only never precisely to
describe or delineate something — to write it down!), in point of fact I am

working against myself for what was splendid was precisely the fact that in

'7 Toteninsel is a painting by the Swiss Symbolist artist Arnold Bécklin (1827-1901) that was
popular in central Europe in the early 20th century.

274



them Italian abstraction achieved Teutonic frondescence, and from the
direction of the stars they looked down with a calm pride at my petty patterns.
What ricks of stillness those trees were: once again I can only think of those
half-crazed Persian or Lydian despots who gathered together all the muteness
in the world then stored it in tall towers like that as a standing reproach to
their chatterbox counselors.

An abiding caress was dormant in their form: their striving for the
heights was not a Gothic pose as with the bonier examples but a charismatic
coiffure — someone had combed and scraped the mass together upwards that
way with the palm of the hand. That was indeed a good reality gesture on the
part of reality. No man nor animal, no ants or Carthusians are able to be
solitary and sociable in the way of cypresses — each alone so nobly, with such
Acherontic aristocracy (is there any other?), yet the garden was nevertheless
such a chorus, a synod of trees absorbed in murmuring anonymity.

What is the wind doing with you that animals should be callers on
you, and does the moon have a bridge to you? Here the breeze approaching at
great seagull tempos from across the lake does not move the foliage, there are
no boughs, branches, leaves — here the whole tree turns from the inside into a
sigh like a wafer into body, in accordance with a miraculous otherworldly
debility or into the music of the inside of statues of Memnon: philosophical
trees inasmuch as they will not become instruments like the harps of lindens in
Bamberg (I have heard them!) but for a couple of seconds — through the
wind’s touch — they muse with even blacker emotion and still more funereal
peace over their own tree nature. But the cowardly smugglers of melody are all
unworthy of them in sentences. Is that an evergreen? God knows where that
color is lying low between black and green, silver and brown. But I expected
that of you, reality: complete evanescence between my hands, the ultimate,
victorious nuance, with which not only the impuissant intellect but also
impuissant love is unable to catch up with. How they stood there by the road!
How are they lovelier: if they accompany a road, or if they form a freemasons’
lodge on the hillside? Here each of them was a step, a step with perennial
ambiguity: agreement, conquest, form attained — and restlessness, direction,
that on further, still further. That melancholic ‘go, go’ mood is so strong that it
does not even spontaneously come to mind (is there anything which
spontaneously comes to mind?); what is vertical and what horizontal, what is

the tower and what the road? Just carry on standing, gloomy cypresses,
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perhaps forever: altogether with your great weight that every kiss" hook is just
in vain, all this Nike nothingness is nevertheless worthwhile.

You stand before me like Assyrian firebrands of a riddle while the
stillness furled a black sail over the lake — and they rendered me a riddle: my
heart was alien like a powder-weight star, my memory incomprehensible like a
fish the name of which even fishermen do not know. That is our perennial
fate: great wonders pop their heads up on our wanderings like the awakening
palaces of Atlantis; gods also flash before us their hatlot's shoes and
philosopher’s eyes — but all that remains is just a horror, a fake wonder, a
pseudo-revelation: the secret of the cypress is everlasting, the mendacity in it
more everlasting than its green.

(I mused about that too for a while: how can people be so impotent
and theoretical that they saw an analogy to the phallus in the slim hush-spines
of the cypresses? I never felt such disgust and intellectual contempt for the
whole phallus sentimentality and myth mendicancy as under those trees. One
must break once and for all time with every variant of ‘sex plus death.)

“What am I?” della Rovere asked himself one morning, there, among
the cypresses. “What am I? In no case anything sexy, in no case any death. I am
simply a mirror of the world, and simply everlasting. Life’s ‘basic laws" and
‘basic facts’ like sex and death: they are just visions of the sick, bad hobgoblins
of delirium. Principium is always infernale. Woman: mirage; coffin: a mirage.
And my denial of women is not even metaphysical: it is simply normal,
common or garden indifference.

Love for me means nothing; death means nothing. Things usually only
have ‘meaning’ for the obtuse and sick. In my cell there hangs a lamp on a
solitary cord, with a single flame. That is also how I see it. Once, however, I
fell sick and feverish and I saw three cords, three objects, and they did not
hang straight down but the whole thing rotated like the spokes of a wheel. The
analogy is set and unchangeable: the way a fever sees one lamp as three, the
stationary as revolving, only a fever sees in an object meaning, symbol, sense,
and — horribile dictu — a ‘basic law'!

Genitalia and mortalia are given emphasis only in illness. I am not
giving an apology to the faithful for peasant health. After all, I too, am a nerve
only I have no spit. I am dry as a forgotten and dug-up mummy in the Sahara.
This is what is decisive: endless sensibility, boundless impressionism, but no

sentimentality and no thirst for principium.
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(I cannot imagine a more perfect annihilation of Bachofen' and
Lawrence than the piece I saw the other day. In that sex and death had the
most ideal roles. The subject: a murder takes place in the auditorium during a
premiere in a vaudeville theatre, and in the play one minute gitls are leaping
before the audience’s eyes, the next one sees a detail of the criminal
investigation. That is the maximum or optimum that can be brought out at all
from sex and death: sex is represented by half-naked mechanical girls, death by
a mob of detectives, cops by dactylographers' leaping around a pistol shot.

How kitschy even the most poetic, most ancient, and most popular
myth beside such a ‘vulgar’ film. Let us leave these secretive plans, beyond and
outside accidents of death, donkey, and sex: they are much better disentangled
by a vaudeville show or film.

In time anyway everything with which myths and philosophies are
concerned is transferred to the vaudeville stage: not in mockery or out of
depravity or a big-city taste for blasphemy or Lord knows what, but out of
intelligence: it turns out that so-called ancestral and central and the most
profound ‘problems” — quelle garde-robe!”® — were only masks of impotence
for sick petty-intellectuals, and playing was their sole chance of being
processed.

Because life is made up of only two parts: of anonymous, irrational,
and purposeless objects, and of events, i.e., play. The facts of sex and death are
either indifferent, things that have neither metaphysic, nor clinical, nor poetry,
facta anonyma et indifferentes as Sixtus IV put it — one can either play with
them, style them in a vaudeville manner, apply them ornamentally, purely
decoratively, frivolously. Indifference or somersault: those are the alternatives
for an intelligent person — symbolical cypress smuggling is a matter only for
degenerate slaves.)

And the Pineas and palm trees? Don’t they too proclaim this ascetic
standpoint around the birth of Sixtus? The Stone Pine is foliage and yet not
foliage: Claude Lorrain would be able to make the most enigmatic, sweetly and

autumnally languid, romantically cloudy and haunting round-midnight magic

'8 Johann Jakob Bachofen (1815-87) was a Swiss jurist and anthropologist, who developed
theories of the role of ancient ‘Mother right’ (Mutterrecht) or Hetaerism (matriarchy) and The
Dionysian (patriarchy). He is also referenced in Szentkuthy’s St. Orpheus Breviary. See
footnote 141.

19 Technical term for people who take or study fingerprints (dactylograms).

% What a wardrobe!

277



with them: and nonetheless cold, like the skinny, skeletal sibyls, who are
mystic actresses with their prophecies but their bones, on account of their
aridness, are Florentine, which is to say tartly rational, formal.

Form! Form! I read yesterday for the umpteenth time that “in
decadent eras form predominates at the expense of content,” when even a blind
person can see that the inverse is the case: great eras in ultima analysi are
‘devoid of content,” only form is of interest — petty bourgeois barogists and
fin-de-siecle misery-guts would give their last drop of blood (in all likelihood
they never have more than one) for the adored, terribly important content.
Cypresses, Stone Pines, and palms are those kinds of Renaissance trees:
insubstantial, virtually anorganic.

When della Rovere learned that he was going to be made the pope in
Rome, it was these trees he saw — not a Wunder des Lebens but a Wunder des
Nicht-lebens, or to play around: a Nichts-Wunder des Lebens.** This pope was
a Renaissance pope: not of the sensualists and naturalists.

The blue of the lake, which is never blue but either white as milk or
foggy or a transparent ultragreen, compiling mirror, lizard and Madonna:
never endless but simply empty: that lake is also before him, sobered-up,
cooled. (Is the masquerade I am making of Sixtus too simplistic? It could be —
I must trust that the accumulated variations of sensitive whimsies elsewhere
will compensate for the monotony of mania.) Is there anything lovelier than a
balcony room opening onto such an empty white lake? Two beds with quilted
coverlets, the large baptismal font of the washbasin, the oh-so-narrow Latin
hardly-door, the balcony, a sun-baked straw armchair, grilles in the big
nothingness of water, sky, and air, then nothingness, auroral mist, more
mundane than all of Gardone’s women put together.

Stillness: evening is stillness: innards, pelt, lining, and warmth:
morning its exterior, its form, its Hellenic limitedness. On it, like minute
meadow floral decorations or tiny little sketches in very thick hair, the
protracted whine and bubbling of the washbasin in the room next door, the
creaking of a strange chair leg on the stone flags of the balcony, the name of an
Italian waiter down in the grounds of the park, an amalgam of tangos coming
from two opposing directions like those of (the lacy edge of a petticoat and the

smoke dahlias of the georgette dress over it!) the slight lapping of wavelets on

2 Not a miracle of life but a miracle of non-life ... a non-miracle of life.
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the jetty, the tooting of an automobile unfamiliar back home, which is also
willy-nilly a portrait of the strangers traveling in it, the champagne-bottle
cracking-open of a hose pipe and afterwards the whispering of spray which
scarcely differs from a September breeze searching for roses, like the hand of
an older lady’s does towards the hair or lips of young boys: impatiently, but
with the tight-lipped discipline of salon life.

Roses: they too are flowers that are absolutely in keeping here. In a
German-language brochure on Gardone I read about “wuchernde Rosen”:
‘rampant roses — true enough, but nonetheless not baroque phenomena.
Points, white, melting into space. A rose is not made prickly by its thorns, but
the deportment, the whole ‘mentality,” of its flowers, its leaves, and its position.
It has no ‘line, no shape like women or the calla lily; only the figure is erotic or
vegetative. A rose is an isolated, naive little point of splendor — branches and
leaves do not crimp or snake into the deceitful theatre of ‘nature.’

I never liked roses as much as there. What two kinds of worlds! For
instance, a green pasture overrun by yellow sun spurge or wolf's milk,”* a rose
bush winding around the foot of a vase. Roses can be tea roses®> — “Ceylon
Tea”-s — or “Momie de Cléopitre”-s, undershot with blue or black,
porcellainous (?) or incensing: all the same, through the fact that they are
solitary, here and there, as a rule badly as a woman, not in the least gorgeous or
natural, they always strike one like a still empty, sparklingly washed cold tea
service on the table when one has nevertheless already set the hopes of one’s
lips and fingers on the warmth of a cup of tea.

But I was perhaps infuriated even more decisively than by these
towards the one-sidedness of my Sixtus fiction by the female traveling
companion whom I encountered at the railway station in Vicenza. I have
always felt very good at that station because most amusingly it resembles Déli
Station in Budapest, which I absolutely dote on. I just happened to be quafting
the thimbleful of birra in customary Italian fashion, hat on my head (lest I be
taken for a weedy young toff) in the small bar, where an Italian bloke at the
very same kind of table was eating the very same kind of cheese under the very
same kind of afternoon lighting, out of the very same kind of paper as I had

eaten with my father in Paris in a bistro near Les Invalides — at that time I

> A European spurge (Euphorbia belioscopia), common as a weed, with the rays of its
inflorescences enfolded by yellow-tinged leaves.
» Hybrid rose derived from Rosa odorata with pink or tallow flowers.
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thought I was the only one who would do such a damned fool thing as not to
eat a decent lunch due to my distaste for the masses and out of cowardice, but
skulk in suburban dives with stone-hard scraps of Parmesan: and what do you
know but after ten years I gained release: a ‘normal person’ (the one and
probably only god of the nervous) eats exactly the same as I do, and what's
more: heartily. In my ecstasy over that, and also refreshed by the beer, I walked
back besides the rail tracks, obviously, to my little zippered handbag of a coffin
on which my green raglan overcoat really was lying like a wreath.

On the asphalt platform was standing a skinny woman in a linen beach
outfit. For the time being she was a tritonal scale: a horribly big black hat with
a wavy kale-leaf brim; under that flaming red or cinnabar hair, and holding a
huge illustrated magazine with lilac pictures: on the cover, unsurprisingly,
there was a naked boxer or water polo player.

I guessed she was French; they tended to be slimming-cure spread in
bread-and-butter fashion with that sort of brick-red paint. The fact that her
magazine was Italian was irrelevant. I decided straight away that, “You'll be a
symbol if it's the last thing I do.” I love (of course not in an amatory or sexual
sense) these abstract women who no longer have either a body or soul — each
and every one an Alexandrian hieroglyph: just as out of a sailing, rowing,
galley-slave boat only a single hooked line plays a part in the script, so here all
that remained of the whole of the woman’s life were these few commas and
splotches. The bare legs, sandals, and red danger-fingernails and the big, black
hat were odd. No one is able to not look at someone the way those kinds of
women do. Quite by chance, I ended up in the same compartment as her. She
took her hat off and with great difficulty managed to ease it into the smaller of
the luggage racks — obstinately, its bell continually kept on opening, and it
would fall ripely onto the seat. I helped with hoisting up her trunk. She
thanked me in perfect French and heavenly sweetness. More than once it was
jokingly predicted of me that my undoing would be a woman who, as the hit
song had it, would be “a bit of an angel and a bit of the devil.” We got two
middle places in the full compartment — to the right and left of the central
armrest.

Next to her sat a sweaty, tubby, chinless Italian, next to me was
hunched a startled, little old dame with outwardly strabismical eyes who was
praying out of a prayer book. Opposite her a clean, blue-eyed, sun-tanned

slightly balding German was reading the Basler Nachrichten, with the side of

2R0



the newspaper that faced me being about a party rallying in Nuremburg, with
photographs. Someone who also boarded with us was an Italian girl in
mourning dress with an iron engagement ring, an unfriendly, serious affair
who later on turned to solving crossword puzzles, and I ruminated on how it
was possible that she was not ashamed of herself. For me the line between
Venice and Milan via Verona is endless, a real journey — made so by the easy
monotony of the countryside, the abstract arrow-straightness of the rail track.
In this case a person does not travel so much as complete miles and hours in
airless space. I am fond of that so it is over quickly.

Maybe it is also important that Milan is not a center of art so much as
of commerce, and when I travel there I don’t have to be ashamed that I am not
a salesman or engineer: I rattle along civilly together with all the other civilians
as if I had business in Milan or Turin — the sole place where I manage to be a
‘traveler’ among the travelers.

With the shared armrest my head came eerily close to the woman's.
What is red is red, I ascertained the big news when with anti-philosopher
impudence I examined her hair — “wir wanderten durch Feuergluten.”** It was a
curious material: it was gathered in broad waves but every strand seemed
separate, and the skin of the scalp beyond its deep-purple roots was not
hidden. But that is not devilish redness and not the redness of life: there was
no apocalyptic sin, no vitalist fire.

It was then that Sixtus IV, albeit a little illegitimately but definitively,
was born, and with him Brunelleschi and the whole alkali-and-acid-
Renaissance. How that chignon twisted, streamed, and roamed beside me, and
yet its every line was evident, deliberate, its weight, its direction, its supporting
strength, its shadow — everything. It was red the way only the hair of dyed-in-
the-wool whores is but nevertheless remained in near-idyllic shape — sealed

and ‘neat’ like a Venetian snuffbox heirloom.

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 243-281.

* “Wir wandelten durch Feuergluten” (“We wandered through the fire's glow”) is a line from a
duet between Pamena and Tamino towards the end of Mozart's The Magic Flute.
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Backdrops to the Ultimate Questions:
Szentkuthy’s Diary Life

Miria Tompa

Why, then, is a diary the ultimate ideal in place of
the honest superstition of the old-fashioned
‘objective opus’? ... a truly intellectual response is
only a complete life, along with all its startling events,
its endless chains of associations, the million varieties

of mood.1

In Szentkuthy’s oeuvre, everything is connected to the diary, or journal, as a way of
life. The rejection of all superfluous human functions (a divertissement in the
Pascalian sense of a distraction), concentration, and alertness is the basis of the
power of memory. With Szentkuthy, that leads one straight to the quotidian

experience of metaphysics:

1 Marginalia on Casanova (New York: Contra Mundum Press, 2013) §73, p. 134.



Every part of the world is in my head at every moment... I think I
have no need to apologize for using the word metaphysics... The
backdrops to the ultimate questions are constantly round me.
Thus, all regions, all pasts, all the stretching force of the ultimate
questions is surrounding me right now...2

And in Chapter 7 of Frivolities & Confessions, Szentkuthy relates — apropos his
childhood experiences — that he was not fond of playing either chess or bridge
because for him they qualified as attention-distracting occupations. He felt
throughout his life that he needed to be on the alert lest demons lay hold of him,
lest devilish temptations unexpectedly befall him. As Szentkuthy declares, echoing

Pascal:

Every human function is nothing other than a ludicrous
avoidance or silencing of the thought of divinity and death... I am
unable to play self-obliviously because I have to be constantly in
touch, this very moment as well, with the ultimate questions.3

Metaphysics is my day-to-day milieu; I am unable to resign
myself to something just being the way it is, I can’t abide a speck of
dust but immediately fly off to the boundaries of the gas clouds of
Andromeda’s spiral galaxy and to the supernovae, where I may also
come across a speck of dust, but oh! how differently!4

How many times did he confess that the most supreme mythology and at the same
time the tiniest details (specks of dust) of mundane reality together exerted their
effects on him.

The matter of the incompleteness of his life’s work can be approached from
this angle: one of Szentkuthy’s key traits was his living in the present, with a deeply
rooted faith that could not be extirpated. Like a tree — he said — which, as it were,
holds its own by the present, in reality and in secret grows and spreads itself, but its
measurements, the end-result, very noticeably branch out. And the present is
always unfinished, continuous. It was said of him many times that he was a free spirit.
But in his case permanent living in the present is crystallized in the act of
concentration. His incompleteness followed from the fact that his main literary form

was his daily journal, his diary, but that had paradoxical aspects too, was composed,

2 Frivolitasok és hitvalldsok (Magvetd: Budapest, 1988) XX. “Egy napom” (One of My Days) 543.
Hereafter FC.

3 FC, VII “Elemista élmények” [Experiences at Elementary School], 159.

4FC1 “Végrendelet és invokéci6” [Testament and Invocation], 10.
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and through that ‘compositional trick’ he was also present in the past and the
future. His intense observations kept him on the surface both in his consciousness
and in his sharp alertness from one moment to the next.

In one of a series of lectures, Elemér Kéry compared Szentkuthy to
Orpheus: It is generally thought of Orpheus that he accompanied the Argonauts,
giving them advice: “to be an Argonaut was nothing else than to be on an endless
voyage into the infinitude of the coordinate.”> Incompleteness is therefore a
structure that attends life. Consider the following entry on ‘Geometrical Symbols’
from the Hungarian Encyclopaedia of Mythology: “Particularly widespread is the
meander [...]. [A]n endless line breaking at right angles, symbolizes the lack of a
beginning and an end, eternity."6 And Henri Boulad, a Jesuit based in Egypt,
writes: “Life progresses in dance steps; it does not run up against its boundaries and
never reaches a goal where it might take a rest. The Spirit sees to it that the horizon
should always move further back.””

Szentkuthy was fond of condensation or mixing-up time, anachronisms:
with their aid he could dart around freely, play between dimensions, because these
ensured him nothing less than a constant present tense! He often mentioned, almost
too often, that he lived continuously in the present. What, though, did that mean
for him concretely? Perhaps that, too, has to be imagined in a higher reality. From
February 1987, we worked together every morning on corrections to the typescript
of Frivolities & Confessions that I had edited. At those shared daily séances, I was
continually fretting because he had never checked the vast amount of editing I had
carried out over several years (he trusted me), but it could also be the case that by
the time I had something ready he would simply draw a line with his pen and cross
out everything I had done. After several weeks of such sessions, with several
chapters gone through, I could begin to relax. He was satisfied, pleased with the
result, and his corrections were more in the nature of additions or supplements.
Early one morning, with the sun shooting almost horizontally across the pines into
the library room, we sat beside each other at the writing table, correcting the
manuscript. Out of tact, he was in the habit of giving pseudonyms to people he

came across, one way or another, in the course of his life. He took out his index of

5 Elemér Kéry, lecture on the myth of Orpheus, given to the Kossuth Club, Budapest, December
1996. (Private notes of Méria Tompa).

6 Mitolégiai Enciklopédia, vol. 1 (Budapest: Gondolat, 1988) 81. Translator’s note: The meander was
originally Maiandros, the winding River Mzander, in Asia Minor. All further notes by the translator

will be marked [TN].

7 Henri Boulad, A Szentlélek ezer arca [The Thousand Faces of the Holy Ghost] (Budapest:
Kairosz, 2005) vol. 1, 179.
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those pseudonyms and we leafed through it, finding insect names, each more
hilarious than the last, not a few of which brilliantly suited the character of the
person in question. For instance, consider this exchange: “LK [Kabdebé Lérant]:
Who did you go around with? Come on out with your pseudonyms! MSz [Miklés
Szentkuthy]: Liszl6 Jéb Bardnszky, then Melonatus... LK: Can't you recall his
Christian name? MSz: The hell I can’t! Brown-legged mourning hopper..."8

We carried on the game tirelessly, doubling up with laughter, and by the
end of several hours of joint work, when even the sun had turned away from the
library windows, we were left out of breath and dead tired by the time we sipped
our ritual coffees. To be honest, our laughter assumed almost ecstatic proportions,
and at its end I felt I was in some sort of trance: this is no longer the present, he is
no longer living, perhaps me neither; those few hours had passed some time in the
past with me taking part in the ‘séance’ by peeking through some kind of
transcendental keyhole. More than a year passed, and when that memorable
morning came to mind after he had died, I had a definite feeling that the joint work
was going on right there and then, with our shared howls of laughter making their
dotty meanders in the present.

Much has already been said about a mania for collecting being the foundation
for all of Szentkuthy’s manifestations. However, he did not thereby wish to

preserve himself for posterity, as some people have speculated. He makes that clear:

Immortalization, the pinning down of memories, leaves me cold. It
is not to satisfy a thirst for durability that I keep a diary, and it is
also not why I adore photographs; it is more because something
only becomes reality for me if I photograph it or write it down.
And then again any chap who dallies with serious literature likes
reality... All diaries that are worth anything are of extraordinary
interest because they are a series of snapshots of the various mental
states of a person... My lovers only became real for me if I
introduced them to my parents. Once they knew them, I would
calm down: they had made the trip to Enyedi Street,? and from
then on they were not ‘unreal. 10

In other words, the reason he kept a regular diary for decades on end was because

that was how every moment of his days became real: he collected his great library in

8 FC, XXI11, 635.
9 In the XII District of Buda. Today Nagyenyed Street.
10 F¢, XX, 549-50.
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order to make his lectures become real.ll But capturing reality also applies to
abstract concepts, because a Catalogus rerum, an index of phenomena, which was
one of the major basic pillars of his oeuvre, was likewise a big compilation, a
recording of questions in full knowledge of the fact that we are never granted
answers to the ultimate questions, leaving the task of keeping as accurate as possible
a cataloguing of ultimate questions. Also, writing itself, the fixing of thoughts
(which likewise thereby became real), was with him an intensive experiencing of the
manifoldness of the present. In Marginalia on Casanova he states that “a ‘thought’ is
both an absolute description together with an absolute stimulation.”12 In the same
text he carries on with the idea that these two supreme merits and the two most
important possibilities will constitute a Copernican revolution in the history of

thinking:

Through [my life] I am able to provide a rationale for the diary
style of my entire oeuvre, my utter homesickness for an endlessly
complete diary... Why, then, is a diary the ultimate ideal in place
of the honest superstition of the old-fashioned ‘objective opus’? ...
a truly intellectual response is only a complete life, along with all its
startling events, its endless chains of associations, the million
varieties of mood. ... Metaphysics can at last find itself in this diary
ideal: a complete intellect can only be a complete life, all
landscapes, all loves, all books, all friends, all notions.13

After this he added in all seriousness: “the separation of some form of fictive ‘opus’
and ‘diary’ would be an intellectual capital crime and damnation...”14 And here he
claims to “copy” out of the very first page of his diary. Yet we didn’t find this text of
the “first page of the diary,” because from 1931 to 1939 he left only fragmentary
rough papers, he began his notes anew several times, and it was in 1939 when day
by day, regularly, he had begun to write his diary. During the ordering and
classification of several thousand pages of his diary we might discover if he made up
a text at the time of writing those marginalia or whether he really did copy a ten-
line passage from the “first page” of his diary. However, the existence or otherwise

of at least those few lines will become apparent, as well as how, indeed, the “complete

L1 Of course, one must not lose sight of the fact that he was well aware of the subjective power of
reality, a reality to which he paradoxically had his own special entrance, and above all the fact that he
strewed marginal notes all over his books.

12 Marginalia on Casanova §73, p. 133.
13 Ibid., 134.
14 1bid., 135.
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life, along with all its startling events, its endless chains of associations...,” actually

appears in the diary, the ‘main work of his life.

One can maybe therefore understand why he did not consider himself to be
a writer, or at least a novelist, but a thinker, an ‘interrogatee of life.” In an interview
given to Andrds Mezei, he recounted feeling like a third person with a ‘confessional

profession’ who:

... seeks the most realistic kernel of reality, he wishes to declare
total and absolute truth, which is why from day to day for forty
years he has been writing a gigantic diary... he sees, hears, and
touches everything with microscopic precision... he is a forlorn
interrogator and interrogatee of the world’s end-causes and end-
objectives, one who devastatingly drives to despair and at the same
time scrupulously takes an inventory of questions which appear
insoluble from the very start...1>

Antal Szerbl® writes in his 1936 review of Szentkuthy’s A Chapter About Love: “I
imagined both of us entering a room, looking round, going out, and reporting what
we had seen. Szentkuthy’s version would certainly be ten times richer and longer
than mine...”1” He would not have liked to swap places with him as it must be
tiring to live with such an intensive faculty of perception.

Our words are often inadequate to express our thoughts and emotions,
Szentkuthy admitted. That was why he introduced baroque scenes into his works,
why he made use of so many metaphors. He felt it was an immensely difficult
undertaking: to make transparent, to organize into the form of questions all the
illusions and untidy insistence which permeates our character. That was why the
formula of simplicity, the one and only metaphor, strode its path towards its search
for ultimate truth, knowing that this was a Sisyphean struggle. “I am not a writer
but an interrogator of the world.” It is alarming to contemplate how much he lived
in a continual inner storm, as it is rare for there to be peace in the world. That was
why he lived in a permanent present, for his favorite genre being the diary, the
concise marginal note, close-up examination, with his being so complex (in his

works he often provides side notes to his own thoughts, often pinning them in the

15 Az élet faggatottja: beszélgetések, riportok, interjuk Sz.M.-sal [An Interrogatee of Life:
Conversations, Reports, and Interviews with Miklds Szentkuthy] (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet, 2006)
93.

16 Slightly older than Szentkuthy, Szerb (1901-45) was also an Anglicist and became a major
literary scholar in Hungary (e.g., his History of World Literature, published in 1941, holds its
authority to the present day). He was killed in a German concentration camp.

17 Originally published in the journal Valésdg, No. 9 (1936). Reprinted in A mitosz mitosza. In
memoriam Szentkuthy Miklés, ed. Gyula Rugasi (Budapest: Nap Kiad6, 2001) 47-50.
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middle of sentences); because it was where, in the present, in an intimacy with small
realities, that the muddled fragility of one’s nature becomes perceptible. He was far
from attempting to simplify things, people, events, encounters. He knew that for
him that was impossible. He feared that as he would never reach the one and only
metaphor, here, on Earth, he would drive himself into emptiness. He talked to me
more than once about the hell of his depression in 1974-78. His much-cited search
for the ‘reality of realities,” his touch of it, his keeping a keen eye on it, his portrayal
of it, was nothing else but the staggeringly great desire and ability of that manifold
human being to always express and convincingly represent the prevailing baroque.
The saying “Nulla dies sine linea”’18 (not a day without a line drawn or
written) fitted him perfectly, yet he often complained about how difficult writing

was for him in practice, well nigh forced labor:

For me the most incomprehensible secret is how someone can keep
writing or building on a subject in one style to the very end. To
achieve that degree of consistency I would need to freeze into some
sort of intellectual tetanus as I am in a constantly changing
relationship to my subject, and that is the most fundamental reality.
As soon as I want only to carry on with a topic in the manner I
started, and to shut out giving any idea of my new relationship to it,
then the topic gives such a ridiculously artificial, preposterously
isolated, and false impression that I have to rip it up. Once I have
hit upon a subject, it is inside me in any case: in my soul, my mind,
my guts — it is a constituent part of my constitution, like food
being digested. Once I begin expressing, I capture the form in which
it happens to be present in my constitution: the subject and my
entire constitution, inside and out, are a single uniform entity. After
a while I abandon the work of expression, and let’s say want to ‘pick
it up’ again that afternoon. The sun shines in through the window
differently, I feel an entirely new, strange sense of warmth in my
skin, this warmth closes off or ferments my blood differently, a new
ebb and flow of food is at work in my stomach: all that naturally
entails a complete change of ‘subject,” or rather of style of intonation
of the subject — after all the subject was not hanging in the air
outside me but was in my guts, in my heart, and in the scheming
torpedoes of hormones. Subject and style are always a component,
indeed an organ, of the whole body: the body, however, is in
permanent flux. It raises the question of literary asceticism: a great
writer is precisely one who is able to vanquish the constant
transforming and deforming changes of subject urged by the body,
and, with draining exertion, is true to the work outside of him, not
to some ‘bodily mimicry’ inside his body. For me that is impossible

18 Pliny attributes this saying to the painter Apelles. [TN]

288



because works are of no interest to me: literature qua literature is
totally alien. I could not for a microsecond pay attention to a work,
because a work (a work ripped from the body of a living writer)
does not stand in infinite proximity to the God growing restless at
the biological, ‘to-ing and fro-ing’ of the ‘inner body’ which is
present in life from moment to moment.1?

Szentkuthy was fundamentally an impressionist by temperament, and on many
occasions he proclaimed: anything that he happened to come across in life he
immediately concerned himself with it thoroughly, waking round it more than
once, smelling it, taking it to pieces. The title of Harmonikus tépett lélek [A
Harmonious Ripped Soul] refers to the same thing. In it, continuous ‘presence’ and

‘breaking up’ crops up at several points:

I do not cast my mind back to my childhood thoughts but really
how as a child, now with inner tempests, I lived through the First
World War, and that nowadays, as I said, every momentum is
present inside me... It costs me a big artistic struggle and difficulty
to create a coherent work, because a thousandth part of every
syllable, every nuance, and every gesture makes an extraordinarily
deep impression on me, and moreover immediately at that, as when
incense is lit and the fumes of fantasy instantly supplements it. On
account of my sensitivity I find it very hard to give up grimacing, the
details... For example, I will read a verse of poetry, and I see every
word immediately, and as soon as I have said it a whole heap of
associations are aroused. It is therefore hard for me to set all those
many tiny impressions, all that colorful, passionate intensity, that
hyper-super-mosaic into a nonetheless uniform, well-made

composition.20

The outcome of that is that nothing feels finished, everything in the world is open,
everything connects with everything else, everything mills around in the present,
everything is experimentation, repetition, eternal movement... or eternal

motionlessness, a nude descending a staircase... a metaphysical squirrel.

I do not publish my diary, not even bits of it, for the same reasons
specialists in internal medicine or psychiatrists do not make the
findings of lab tests on their patients publicly available... [Each]
line of my diary is bristling with indiscretions, so-called
inadmissible details of physical and mental life... each section of,

19 Narcisszusz tiikre [Narcissus’ Mirror] (Budapest: Magvets, 1995) 16.

20 Harmonikus tépett lélek [A Harmonious Ripped Soul] (Budapest: Magvetd, 1994) 46. This book
derives from a video interview with Szentkuthy that was shot in June of 1986. Its title, “a
harmonious ripped soul,” was an expression made by Szentkuthy in the course of the interview.
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let's say, 20 or 30 pages can only be understood from the
perspective of a larger part... a vehement diary-writer may stylize
himself and events in a novelistic manner. Insignificant things are
magnified, significant things scaled down.21

In Agoston olvasisa kozben [While Reading Augustine], published
posthumously in 1993, there is an interesting passage in which Szentkuthy analyses
Eckhart Peterich’s Die Theologie der Hellenen.22 Weighing up the literary qualities
of Peterich and Walter F. Otto,23 he writes: “If someone were to look at just the
notes I wrote in the margins of the Peterich book, they might think that that kind
of ‘theology’ could not evince from me anything other than sarcasm.” Yet, in fact,
Szentkuthy analyzed the views of Peterich and Otto, as well as St. Augustine,
enthusiastically, and went into considerable depth. As he stressed, though, a diary
can often be misleading, with short-lived mood swings often bubbling up and
coming to the fore. That was his reason for discretion. Events, people, and conflicts
in extraordinary renditions, thumbing his nose at the power of time to make one
forget, lined up with a garnish of fantastic exaggerations; his visions of jealousy and
other things were also vehement, indeed at times in his demonic descriptions they
grow out of the hotbed of that particular ‘mini-reality,” the reality to which he had
his own private entrance.

Discerning and appraising the world from the viewpoint of the ‘highest
mythology,” for one thing he saw everything from a wide perspective (it was from
here that he gained his remote associations), which was protection for him, adding a
certain self-assurance to the intemperance of his writings. For another thing, seeing
in perspective within the realm of free associations, he seeks to be in nano-
proximity to mini-reality so that, making use of all sensory organs (and borrowing
other sensory organs, as he would admit jocularly), he could catalogue that micro-
world, which on the other hand would render him vulnerable, and in that wounded
state his prose became strongly excited, indeed would acquire a dramatic tone as if
the curious metaphors came to his mind in order to spur the woundedness. He
admitted to living simultaneously, which is difficult for us to imagine in our
polarized world but nevertheless one has to say that this twin aspect of his character

appears to be the best formula for mapping his oeuvre. After all, at the time of

21 FC, XX, 556.
22 Eckhart Peterich, a German novelist, journalist, and translator (1900-68), published Die
Theologie der Hellenen in 1938.

23 Walter Friedrich Otto (1874-1958) was a German classical philologist particularly known for
his work on the meaning and legacy of Greek religion and mythology, as in his 1929 work The Gods
of Greece. From 1933 to 1945 — and from 1935 — he was the administrator of the ‘Scientific
Committee’ of the Nietzsche Archive.
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recording his realities his impressionist character was his chief stylistic trait. He
would put down his momentary sentiments on paper straight away, and there, on
the sheets of the diary, it was captured for good and all even if the very next day, or

a fortnight later, he held a diametrically opposed opinion about the person or thing.

... [T]he diary is often full of huge outbursts of passion, laudatory
hymns, and abusive curses... one has to be careful, the diary cannot
always be taken literally. Secondly, the diary is not always a
sanctum of frankness; indeed, it is very frequently one of role-
playing. Particularly with me, being a born comedian... I am always
jesting, so in the diary there is a lot of role playing; sometimes
outright lying. A person stylizes himself. Possibly not so much for
the audience as for oneself, but those are banalities anyway. Those
who are around me here, they too are doing the same thing even if
don’t record that in the diary.24

It should be noted here that in contrast to the baroque style cascading
through his literary works, his diary is extraordinarily condensed to the point of
being lapidary or telegraphic. He often used the musical term stretto?> and as a
simile cited the keystones or quoins, the stones at the top of Gothic arches or vaults
in Gothic cathedrals, which may be small but carry all kinds of big biblical scenes in
a small space yet are at the same time readily understood: the birth of the Virgin
Mary, the Annunciation, the birth of Jesus, the adoration of the three magi, the
slaughter of the children of Bethlehem...

Although we are not yet in a position to inspect the condensed style with
which he made such frequent reference since the earliest parts of the diary remain
under ordering for some months, much the same is on view in the marginal notes
with which numerous books of his library are studded. The diary-like comments
display that same compactness. Personally, I was a witness on more than one
occasion to his resorting, especially in his final years, to dictating from parts of the
diary. The structure of the texts in question, naturally, could not be the same as the
diary’s very deliberate structure, being only partly disclosed. But it was a source of
great enjoyment for me to observe in the course of dictation the extent to which he
was able to organize and condense what he wanted to say, and from that point of
view the dictated thoughts count as true extracts from the diary. That was certainly
an important intermediate solution if, for instance he began to fall behind in writing

a work, or at times like late March of 1986, when he got back home after a spell of

24 Az élet faggatottja, 116.
254 tightly bound passage played at gradually increasing speed. [TN]
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hospitalization which had lasted for several weeks. During dictating sessions he
would often remark: “See there — the compactness of which I am capable!” looking
for praise through a joking cry of “Fishing for compliment!”

Taking all things into consideration, it is not surprising that inspection of
the gigantic diary was placed under lock (the parts written between 1932 and 1948
will be opened for inspection in 2013 (25 years after his death in 1988), with the
remainder, the volumes covering the years 1948-88, being opened in 2038 (50
years after his death). 26 Obviously, that raises the question of why 1948 should
mark the turning point. For Szentkuthy, it was a major event in that it was then
that he returned to Hungary after a year’s study trip in London. He had been
uncomfortable with the fact of emigrating; indeed, he regarded it as a form of
betrayal. Being a Hungarian writer, he wanted to live out his personal identity,
along with all of its difficulties, in his native country. It was back home that he
could envisage himself as being enamored of the language; he thought it was
grotesque and, above all, senseless to light his imagination in voluntary exile, a
thousand miles from his native land, and set down on paper the offspring of an
imagination which luxuriated in the Hungarian language and artificially create a
substratum for that mother language. Equally, though, he knew full well what was
awaiting him in Hungary. He had no illusions when, on a cold November evening,
he stepped down from the train from Vienna at Keleti (Eastern) Railway Terminus
in Budapest, and looking around at the grey desolation of the station, he was
astonished to observe that, apart from him, only seven passengers had got off the
train. He sensed that was a chilly premonition. Straightaway he found himself fired
from his position at the Arpid Gimnazium (Grammar School), leading him to
declare ironically: “Who could possibly have thought he would come home?” As
one now knows, he lived in a condition of total internal emigration during the
Fifties. At the same time, his pupils related how he would be continually noting

down in a black-covered notebook their slang words and humorous banter, which

26 A miscellany of his early diary notes with illustrations was produced in 1929-31 and Szentkuthy
and I came across them together at the bottom of a cupboard in the early Eighties. Those he did not
regard as needing to be blocked; indeed, he went so far as to permit in June of 1988 an exhibition of
those illustrations and some of the pertinent texts to be put in the French Institute in Budapest to
mark his 80th birthday (in these diary-pages there are many manuscript-folios on which texts and
illustrations are inseparable). A bit later a selection of those eatly diary materials was published in a
joint issue of the journal Mdbhely [Workshop] in 1992. Szentkuthy was emphatic on more than a few
occasions that he did not consider his sketches to be independent works of art, but only as
illustrations closely linked to entries in the diary. Where possible, I arranged the entire contents of
the folder in chronological order, treating the drawings and texts as being of equal value, though a
selection did have to be made among the drawings as we were not in a position of being able to
publish the entire collection, given that over the period in question he had produced more than 300
sketches.
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he would later draw on in his writings and translations. Until his very last moments,
his ever-alert collecting of new colors of the language was one of the key diary
activities, and as in a mystic mill, he would chew on those inside himself before
fitting them into his works. On the whole, even outside the school he maintained
very good, amiable relations with his pupils, including the ‘girls’ who often thronged
around him, with the instinctive or deliberate goal of staying in close touch with
such mini-realities, life’s trivia. The girls were those he taught between 1951 and
1955 at the Lajos Kossuth Technical School of Economics, Budapest, after which
for more than thirty years they would regularly go round to his place on his
birthday or name day to greet him and to report on how their lives had developed.
It was this side of Szentkuthy’s life that is on display in the volume Egé katedra
[Incendiary Teacher’s Platform] and the recollections of all of his pupils, not just
the girls, were gathered together. He was rigorous with keeping up his diary in
London, and after he returned to Hungary he wrote those entries under the title

“Ritorno d’Ulisse,” taking his cue from Monteverdi’s opera.27

He often had occasion to talk about the vast diary project. Thus, in a
television portrait made to mark his 75th birthday in 1983, he spoke about it in the
following terms to the literary historian and critic P4l Belohorszky: “[A]s I am not a
professional novelist, dramatist, etc., the chef-d'oeuvre (my life) is a huge diary. To
photograph it in the National Széchényi Library,28 a lot of film would be used
because it consists of some seventy-odd bulky volumes. I am still writing the diary
day by day; in it are ... all my reading matters, people, figures, situations, trips,
events in world history.... It is not for the sake of épater le bourgeois, it adds up to at
least a hundred thousand pages.”2?

Another spectacular occasion was another TV report, this one an interview
by Andras Kepes:30

... I have a particular fetish for contrasts, this two-part approach,
this parallel: is there a spoonful more or less vinegar in the bean

27 Il vitorno d'Ulisse in patria (1640).

28 In 1987, the whole diary was placed in the safekeeping of the Petsfi Irodalmi Muzeum (PIM) —
Petdfi Literary Museum, Budapest.

29 The TV interview was transcribed for the volume Az élet faggatottja (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet,
2006).

30 Andras Kepes: Studio 83. National Széchényi Library, summer of 1983, and specifically to mark
Szentkuthy’s depositing of his diary, the Library having been prompted to have the occasion
recorded in view of the sheer magnitude, the spectacular mass of documents and boxes that

contained the diary. That report was also transcribed in full for the volume Az élet faggatottja
(Budapest: Hamvas Intézet, 2006).
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soup, has an unknown gas made an appearance in the latest color
image of the planet Neptune? Those are all parallel with one
another, and inasmuch as I am hopelessly in love with the cosmos,
likewise not just because it is an interesting contrast, but I am fond
of portraying tiny realities, the everyday aspects of human life, all
the things of which life is composed... The old favorite parallel of
mine: bean soup and a crummy tram ticket and a closed or open
Einsteinian universe. To your good health!31

And in so saying he ended any continuation of work by a flabbergasted Kepes and
camera crew.

In October of 1979 he wrote a letter of request and also guidance to the
editors of the encyclopedia called “Who's Who™:

My apologies for disturbing you for even a second in the
tremendous work you do but I would be grateful if in your
encyclopedia a word could be spared on what I regard, so to say, as
my MAIN WORK. This is in the form a very extensive DIARY,
which comes to 51 packets, each of which is approx. 1,600 pages
long. Of those, 36 are already on deposit with the National
Széchényi Library, while parcels 37-51 are still with me at
home...32

When Lérdnt Kabdebé asked him about his models as a diarist (or
memoirist), Szentkuthy mentioned the journals of the Duc de Saint-Simon33 and
the Journal Intime (Private Journal) of Henri-Frédéric Amiel3% in the first place,
followed by the diary of Samuel Pepys (1633-1703) from the English baroque era,
and among Hungarians the diary of the writer Mil4n Fiist.3> But what was also very
instructive for Szentkuthy may well have been his scrutinizing of the essay of Gébor
Halasz (1901-45) on the diary of Zsigmond Justh (1863-94), making repeated
reference to the conversations they had held, adding, to pick up again a slightly

earlier passage from Frivolities & Confessions:

Watch out! Reader on the loose... A vehement diary-writer may
stylize himself and events in a novelistic manner. Insignificant
things are magnified, significant things scaled down. A diary often

32 Miklés Szentkuthy, Vilogatott levelezés [Selected Correspondence] (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet,
2008) 172.

33 Louis de Rouvroy, Paris, 1675-1755.
34 Swiss philosopher and poet, Geneva, 1821-1881.

35 1888-1967. Fiist's most well known novel, A feleségem torténete, was published in 1942 (and in
English translation by Ivan Sanders in 1980 as The Story of My Wife).
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contains incredible fits of passion whether those are in the form of
hallelujahs or curses... In the diary of a writer who is in any case
inclined to exaggerate things, the failure to keep things in
proportion will just pelt down. All those dangers can be avoided by
a later reader if he reads lengthy passages from the diary and is
thereby able to attune himself to the appropriate standard: at what
points a diary is a scriptural confession and when there is comic
role-playing, when it is a blind temper tantrum and when
objectivity of mathematical precision.3¢

Slightly before the above passage in Frivolities & Confessions, he makes this

pronouncement as to what his diary contains:

1) In it is every person, living and dead, whom I happened to
encounter or remembered that particular day. My dreams also
figure in detail, portraits, costumes, a jungle of events, a European
odyssey of traveling, descriptions of the countryside, oceans of
reading matter, dense annotations to news stories, big and small, of
the daily newspapers, terse or long marginalia on all music or
pictures, thoughts of a philosophical bent, hundred-branched
plans for books, octopus-armed fantasies, extracts of
unconventional prayers, life’s tiniest episodes, precise a la carte
descriptions of my meals, to contrast those with astronomical
questions about the universe if that happened to be what I was
reading that day, descriptions of flowers... As I have already had
occasion to remark several times: I live and die for the excitement
of the parallels of Big Nature, Big History, and Big Mythology
coupled with the micro-events of one’s mundane life that take
place from minute to minute. Freud! St. Augustine!3”

In the same place, with regard to his way of compiling the diary:

... With me virtually everything is a ‘readymade’ dramatic scene,
characters, descriptions of settings... if I read a theological work,
instantly all the questions of mythology, religions, and heresy pile
up in simple, arrow-tipped sentences in my diary. Because, believe it
or not, I bring into being the same sort of compactness as the
crowding of scenes into a small space on the capital of a
Romanesque style column... I devote primary concern to the
composition of the diary. Every single day, very often every single
hour is composed as a dramatic, theatrical scene; indeed, let it be
said gently that I sometime look at details of my actual life from the
viewpoint of the diary and before carrying something out I have

36 FC, XX, 553.
37 1bid., 551-552.
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already the way in which I would like to write it down later in the

diary.38
That is consistent with what he says about ‘absolute description’ and ‘absolute
stimulation,’ the previously quoted statement from Marginalia on Casanova.3?

Emphasis has been placed on the ‘composedness’ of the diary, but to look at
it from the opposite end, Szentkuthy always took great care not to introduce a raw
diary-like character into his novels, as is commonly the case with many young prose
writers when they start out. Once a very young writer brought Szentkuthy his first
prose work to get his opinion on it. That said raw diary-like character shone out.
Szentkuthy explained that if he wished to become a writer, then he would have to
learn how one interlarded diary experiences in a qualified manner into one’s works
because passages of raw diary writing in a novel would always lack the magic spell of
creating a connection. As the Hungarian poet Janos Arany wrote in his 1861 poem
“Vojtina’s Ars Poetica”: “Nem a valé hét: annak égi mdssa / Lesz, amitdl figg az ének
vardzsa.” (So, not the real, then, but its heavenly twin. / From that will the song
draw its magic spin.)*0 It is also interesting how Antal Szerb warned his younger

colleague in a letter sent from London in 1930:

What astounded me in your letter was that attitude typical of the
young Proust in which you seek to turn your experiences of events
straightaway into literature. My dear Miklés, that is highly and
dangerously naive. To express myself: in literature the only things
that count are literary experiences, reading matter, thoughts, etc.,
the things that Gundolf and his like#! call Bildungserleibnis —
personal experiences of growing-up. In my (modest) opinion, it is
precisely those which inform creation, the Urerlebnis-es — the
primitive experiences — are utterly irrelevant and play the role of,
roughly, chance, the unpredictable, in creation.42

Many of his works, whether finished or unfinished, carry the stamp of
continuity with the diary life. The diary-novel Barokk Rébert [Robert Barokk],

38 Ibid., 552-553.
39 Cf. footnote 11.

40 This is a nearly 500-line narrative poem written by Arany (1817-82), unquestionably the leading
poet of the latter half of the 19th century, about a Northern Hungarian (Slovakian)-born poetaster
by the name of Miétyis Vojtina who moved to Pest. Buda and Pest were unified in 1872, Before,
Pest (or: Pesth) and Buda were separate. For centuries, the capital of Hungary was Pozsony, today
Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia. [TN]

41 Friedrich Gundolf (1880-1931) was a German-Jewish literary scholar and poet, most famous for
abook on Goethe. [TN]

42 Szenckuchy, Vilogatott levelezés [Selected Correspondence] (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet, 2008)
386.
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which he wrote as far back as 1927, before any of his previously published words, he
never thought important enough to have published, and ever less so the older he
got, feeling it to be an unpublishable, adolescent, immature piece of Writing.43 By
and large he forgot all about it. When he was 75, in the process of making the tape
recordings on which Frivolities & Confessions were based, he referred to it as though
the novel was about his father and was merciless in revealing all manner of things.
In fact, he himself was Robert Barokk, under his original name of Miklés Pfisterer:
a 17-year-old adolescent, emotionally mixed-up, and only in his memories as an old
man Szentkuthy did identify himself with his father. At the time of writing the
novel, the 19-year-old young man could contemplate the novel’s 17-year-old
protagonist (or at least try to view him) with some perspective of distance, but to a
reader of today the two-year difference between Miklés Pfisterer and Robert
Barokk is blurred, which provides scope for some interesting psychological
inferences. One feels now that the 19-year-old writer Miklds Pfisterer is equivalent
to Robert Barokk and the diary novel reads as if both of them are writing it. From a
distance of 70-80 years on, the scenes are sometimes comic, sometimes heart
wrenching, sometimes portrayed with razor-sharp authenticity, sometimes
exasperatingly over-complicated. Those tones quite certainly did not exist at the
time the novel was written but have sprung up with the passage of time in readers of
the present age, so that the situations in the novel thereby gain new colors.

The main characteristic of Barokk Rébert, nevertheless, is analysis — above
all, self-analysis. As a grammar-school boy he was passionate about going to
confession, examining himself, and of course, through himself, also those around
him, with scrupulousness and ruthless severity. That was a time when Freud’s deep-
psychological approach was becoming well known across Europe.#* Perhaps the
most marked feature of Barokk Robert is that it is a ‘Catalogus rerum’ of merciless
self-analysis.

Still, I am attracted by the idea — while keeping a maximum hold on his
important secrets, in point of fact to the end of his life, sometimes with childish
exaggeration — that he incorporated a memory of his childhood confessions into
his whole character. The whole system of his diary is one enormous confession, the
details of which, the pages that he wrote from day-to-day, were composed by him as

he noted in Frivolities & Confessions. Nevertheless, the mental compulsion of

43 It was published posthumously by Jelenkor publishing house of Pécs in 1991, with a second
edition by Magvetd in 2002. In French it was published by Librarie José Corti of Paris in 1998.

44 See FC, X111 “Az egyetlen metafora felé’ [ Towards the One and Only Metaphor], 391.
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confessing remained and bubbled up like an underground spring in his works, even
their subject matter.

In the first volume of the St. Orpheus Breviary, Szentkuthy says this of
Casanova, though he is writing about himself as well: “That is the psychology which
operates in him: it derives from the psychology of confession...”4> In the
introductory “Vita (Life of a Saint),” which is about Saint Alfonso Maria di Liguori,

there is another telling passage on confession:

...the penitences of old penitents flourishing like the Arabian
Nights in his imagination; adolescent memories were as if they had
been the healthy spots of sick puberty in his soul, so that he (as the
rascally lexicographers used to express it), ‘the greatest confessor of
all confessors: he himself went off to confess, but no one dared to
undertake that holy operation in the end — why had it not
occurred to him before! — he trudged off, neck pulled into his
chest, to one of his greatest foes...46

That is likewise a recollection of a remark in his diary: in his adolescence he would
go to a priest who disliked him ‘just because. In Barokk Rébert, he admits to a
dramatically toned confession when, in an almost masochistic manner, he
persuaded himself to go to a particularly antipathetic priest to take his confession
during Easter. That finds a parallel in the ‘prayer’ of St. Francesco Borgia in Vol. 3
(Escorial) of the St. Orpheus Breviary as he paints himself in merciless words while
kneeling on a prayer stool in front of Emperor Charles V. Szentkuthy provided a
self-portrait more than once, but was, perhaps, the most apposite. I often find
myself face to face with him as I come to realize the full truth of every word he
uttered: he lived beyond everything, and what one side considered little was to the

other side too much:

...Next to the Pope I shall be the Antichrist, a selfish Narcissus
beside a wife, the prodigal son in his parents’ house, the braggart
and traitor among friends, the democrat monkey among dukes, the
scarecrow of refinement next to peasants... an aristocratic
dilettante among writers, a raving anti-aesthete in the eyes of
artists...47

45 Marginalia on Casanova (New York: Contra Mundum Press, 2013) 38.

46 Ibid., 4. The “Vita” was not part of the original edition of the book but was written for the second
Hungarian edition, published in 1972.

47 Szent Orpheus Brevidriuma II1, Eszkoridl, 2nd edn. (Budapest: Magvetd, 1972) 347.
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Since we are on the subject of confession, let mention also be made of his
biographical fantasy of Mozart, first printed in Hungary in 1957 under the title
Divertimento. Viltozatok Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart életére [Variations on the Life
of W. A. Mozart], in which one may read the famous ironic pseudo-confession, a
long, spiteful, sarcastic indictment against the young Mozart by the Archbishop of
Salzburg. And in Narcisszusz tikre [Narcissus’ Mirror], which first saw the light of
day in 1933, is chronologically very close to the novel Prae, having been started
shortly before publication of the latter in 1934, though it fits better with the
dramatic tone of Az egyetlen metafora felé [Towards the One and Only Metaphor]
of 1935. It is a full-scale novel and equally a ‘Catalogus rerum,” moreover an
inventory of a love experienced interiorly (clinging to family, friends, and relatives,
love, sex, and the search for God by a transcendent paramour), and a great many
other forms of love on a multi-colored table of Szentkuthy’s coordinate system of

diary-like outbursts of emotions:

I stand in front of two epic extremes: impressionistic blobs and an
organized whole. For me time or my fear of death... they make
both impossible... I cannot recount fragments of a life, whereas my
‘monumental’ monologues, by virtue of the fact that they are
inflated, agglutinated circlets of the present, are in fact also open,
unfinished in every direction, and therefore kindred to fragments
«+. ; I therefore most resemble the ‘whole’ style of the whole of
nature, that is how the outside world can flow best between my
lines, and that is how my lines can escape from me the most
imperceptibly among the facts of the outside world.48

The diary notes of Towards the One and Only Metaphor were written in one
go during the summer of 1934 and published the following year, and moreover with
the explicit intention of letting people see, after the furore which had greeted Prae,
that he was a creature of flesh and blood, not some species of homunculus. The
object of the book is to assemble a Catalogus rerum, an ‘index of entities — a
pretension which cannot be accomplished except by employing a broad perspective
of view and simultaneous experiencing of tiny realities: “I ought to stress that I am
not striving for a response to the absolute truth; for me the essence lies in taking a
note of the issues as clearly and as completely as possible.”4? In fact, it was the first

display of the diary man; as in Prae, that diary aspect is discernible only in its atoms,

48 Narcisszusz tikre [Narcissus” Mirror] (Budapest: Magvetd, 1995)
49 See FC, XVI “Ikon — Erotikon — Logikon,” 433.

299



but even Metaphor was more a garland of thoughts “on the way towards some kind
of summation,” and as he himself notes, its chief characteristic is analysis. It is
touching how bitterly outspoken he was in the statement he made about it in

Frivolities & Confessions:

I should note that the path leading towards the one and only
metaphor is certainly a bumpy one, it was not over a silk carpet,
that's for sure.... I am a figure roaming around in an endless
stream of ignoramuses, striving towards that certain ‘one and only
metaphor.>0

To that can be added his concept of “The essence of my life is wonder”>! and “the
sole valid attitude to the incomprehensible universe is one of humility” because that,
too, spurred Szentkuthy into writing up his diary every day for decades on end.

In an interview he gave to Gébor Bényai, which first appeared in the June
1988 issue of the journal Tiszatdj [Tisza Region], he made the astonishing
utterance that “my entire huge journal is a dance of death...” One can only make a
guess at what he wanted to suggest by that: he goes round every figure in his diary,
he keeps everyone fatefully before his eyes, or he keeps fate in sight, or views
everything ‘sub specie mortis et aeterni?52 In the first chapter of Frivolities &
Confessions, he writes in detail about all the things he was seeking to achieve with
that autobiographical confession, and there he does, indeed, denote a dance of death
as one of its astonishing genres.

Of course, connected to the diary notes of Towards the One and Only
Metaphor from the viewpoint of style and the writet’s intention are the second part
of that book as well as its other continuation in the form of Az aldzat kalenddriuma
[The Almanac of Humility], which was written in the summer of 1936 but not
published until 1998. Section 18 of the latter, entitled in Hungarian and in English
in the original text: “My Married Life with Rembrandt — Hadzaséletem
Rembrandttal”>3 is especially noteworthy. It’s as if the analysis of art, which is the
background, had taken center stage, and we become witnesses of how a real-life
marriage was lived through; as each one gets to know his or her partner, even to the
point of boredom, they also come to value the othet’s admirable side. Rembrandt is

irritated by the bad habit his partner has of repeating a thought, getting to feel it as

50 EC, XTI, 396.

51 Report of Marianne Dobos, Uj Tiikér, March 1984; Az élet faggatottia (Budapest: Hamvas
Intézet 2006).

52 ‘From the viewpoint of death and eternity.
53 Az aldzat kalenddriuma (Budapest: Magvetd Kiadé, 1998) 56-86.
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being an unbearable perseveration. He watches her attentively, analyzing and
exploring why she does what she does; he knows her so well by then that in many
cases, he understands even her failures of understanding, and vice versa. On the
whole, though, he loves her very much and would be unable to give her up.
Experiencing everything concerning Rembrandt gives rise to a rather intriguing
diary perspective.

Not long after came Agoston olvasdsa kozben.>* There is no question that
Szentkuthy intended this to be the second volume of the St. Orpheus Breviary. He
makes it clear in Frivolities & Confessions that in the 1938 prospectus for the ‘Black
Orpheus Booklets,” giving a terse summary of the work (“While Reading Augustine
marks a balancing point of antique myth, the Old Testament, and Christianity, and
finally a summing up of European history”), that this was the next planned
installment. He actually wrote it in 1939, a year after completing Marginalia on
Casanova, the first book of the Breviary, as became clear from its very first sentence.
Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that he had actually finished it, as may be
deduced from the strikingly apposite wording of the above-quoted ‘plan’ in the
prospectus (and in retrospect from knowledge of the full text). Thus, in all
likelihood, he wrote it in 1938 and at the time the prospectus was put out he had
already written his notes on Augustine, or at least he had a very definite picture of
the conceptual structure of the work.

Thus, when the parts of the St. Orpheus Breviary appeared from 1939-42
and 1972-84, not one of the volumes made room for While Reading Augustine,
which is well-nigh incomprehensible given that Szentkuthy spent a huge amount of
time throughout his life in dealing with St. Augustine. To mention just three (albeit
symbolically important) locations: 1) in the foreword to Frivolities & Confessions,>>
as a lead-in, an invocation of the genre of confessions; 2) his essay “St Orpheus’
Encounter with the Archangel St Michael,” which is about poet Mihily Babits;>6
and 3) a passage from his unpublished novel Dogmdk és démonok (‘Dogmas and

Demons’).57 With regard to the details, let me quote the author directly:

54 Agoston olvasdsa kozben (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1993).
55 FC,1,7-16.

56 In the volume Muzsdk testamentuma [Testament of the Muses] 421-423. Babits was a
generation older than Szentkuthy (1883-1941). He was a leading literary figure, poet, writer and
translator in pre-war Hungary.

57 Many parts of this were published in different literary journals. For instance, see Jelenkor [Present

Age] No. 4 (April 1987) 322-323
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Lérant Kabdebd: Excuse me, but did you say the ‘Augustine’ is

ready?

Miklés Szentkuthy: No, it isn’t. It's an unfinished MS. Those
commentaries on Augustine do not refer to his confessions but I
produced them while I was reading De civitate Dei and
De Trinitate.>8 What stimulated me to write was the fact that
these subjects did not give Augustine occasion for abstract
contemplation but forced him into deep immersion in the stormy
history and stormy philosophies of his age (the Roman Empire
was the model for The City of God). Thus, I announced the
brochure giving the title of While Reading Augustine, which
subsequently did not appear. I prepared masses of notes on De
civitate Dei, but unfortunately they were in pencil. At that time I
acquired almost the entire oeuvre of St. Augustine in German, and
what's more I read them all. It was not the Confessions that

interested me so much as his other great theological works.
LK: Are those just notes? Is there no running text?

MSz: They are marginal notes, but there is a running text. As far
as St. Augustine is concerned, even later on, at the time of writing
the ‘Black Orpheus Booklets,” I read him passionately from one
end to the other. His baroque style, that fantastic, metaphoric
North African manner with the Latin language, was
extraordinarily congenial to me! Even now I could still brand this
conversation, on behalf of Augustine, by defining it as a furious

recollection...>®

That expression, “extraordinarily congenial,” will often come to mind when reading
many of his descriptions, interior monologues, free verse, and emotional outbursts
with their diary throb. It will be no surprise to anyone who is even just a little bit
familiar with Szentkuthy that the work is not just about Augustine but also about
himself. That's right, himself! Not in any navel-gazing manner, just imbedded in his
own history. It is a series of reflections on the philosophy of history and religion

and of a strongly existentialist inspiration, its various temporal strata becoming

distinct:

58 City of God (AD 413-422) and On the Trinity (c. AD 417).

59 See FC, XV “Szent Orpheus Brevidrumat hangolja lantjan” [St. Orpheus Tunes his Breviary on

his Lute], 406-7.
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Augustine and the Roman Empire;

Szentkuthy and the Second World War;

the present-reader and present-day bloody realities, civil wars,

invasions, wars of independence;

Christianity and Graeco-Roman mythology — a relationship deliberately
left until last, because of the effect exerted on Szentkuthy by Eckhart Peterich’s
book Die Theologie der Hellenen. That the puritanical simplicity of the “Black
Orpheus Booklets” had been inspired by the external appearance and simple
vignette of that book (many were the times I heard his laudations of that vignette
over the decade we worked together, the continual presence in his memory bank of
Przywara’s book on Augustine®® and Peterich on Greece — that was one of the far
from negligible influences if one was aware of Szentkuthy’s reverential affinity for
books with a modern make-up (“voluptuously tangible”)). Another matter was of
no lesser importance than forming the crux of the Augustine reading diary was that
the comparison of Christianity and Graeco-Roman mythology, even, where
possible, their fusion, almost threw Szentkuthy’s notion of God into ecstasies of
religious fantasy. I think there is no need for me to undetline the inordinately
modern character of all this, the set of free or pseudo-free associations, and the
conceptual montage. This is the point on which the While Reading Augustine MS
ends, or rather breaks off.61

A further book of metastatical diaristic character is the novel Bianca Lanza
di Casalanza,®2 which was written in 1947 and appeared for the first time in 1994.
It is known that Bianca was based on an existing person in Szentkuthy’s circle of
acquaintances. The story is shot through with humor but also, in parallel, with
sadness and anguish. Needless to say, it is also not a raw diary, but there are many
places where one feels events and meetings that did actually occur have been strung
into the novel. It is an evocation of the games in a commedia dell arte, which, on its
own admission, were called on to make the age forget its heart-wrenching everyday
fears. One of the novel's highlights is when the main protagonist gets out a
secondary-school textbook on mineralogy then, on studying each of the minerals in
turn, was attracted by their, for Szentkuthy, highly imaginative descriptions, with
their delineations of human character. The base of this description is a great vision

of the unity of the universe inspired by Paracelsus. But this “one and only

60 Erich Przywara (1889-1972) was a German theologian, a Jesuit strongly influenced by
Augustine, who was highly influential in Europe.

61 As it was, While Reading Augustine, as edited by me, was published by the Pécs-based publisher
Jelenkor in 1993.

62 Bianca Lanza di Casalanza (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1994).
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metaphot” with the images and similes become a many-sided highly colored

kaleidoscope.

If someone were to write just the life story of brimstone, with a
thorough awareness of all the of deep psychology and physiology,
even so, as a tireless critic and insatiable poet, then one would find
oneself confronted with a work so splendid that it would at last
advance to a very large degree the fusion of humankind and
nature... fluid, crystal obelisk and pulp, that how they flit around
in the life story, those are the emotions or, if you prefer, the
illnesses of sulphur. Sentimental savageries of lethal appendicitis,
thickening sulphur stew, and love’s heart-sores will probably be
interchangeable notions in the work that haunted the dreams of
the author under the title of Bianca and the Life Story of
Brimstone.®3

A mix of finished and unfinished writing appears here with brilliant, playful
inventiveness: the novel's frame story is the intention of an artist (the author
himself) to set to writing a literary work (he descends to the ‘cellar prison of
creation’) in order to take stock of the models of his pictures. He searches for the
female models, with one chapter after another, from one incident to another, the
painter all the time wishing to make a start on his book. By the time the reader has
got to the end of the novel, however, he is still fiddling with a beginning for his own
writing,

Especially worth noting is Betta, possibly the most important female figure
in Szentkuthy’s life, the immortalization of whom runs through practically his
entire literary output. Many colorful, film-like representations can be traced in

While Reading Augustine:

I saw Betta was pleased. How I marveled at and envied her. Oh
world, you were begotten for my joy, after all! You are the greatest!
She frolicked like a puppy-dog, jumping up like transparent, days-
old leaves in a breeze; she chuckled, a drunken shivering plane tree.
And how alien I was in the whole scene, like a gallows tree, the
sketch of which is unsoftened by skirt-fluttering clouds.6%

On the stormy course of their love and the threatening proximity of war:

Everything is inside one; a person can only talk with himself, with
God, and with Betta... What was that year, that civitas temporis et

63 Bianca Lanza di Casalanza (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1994) 199.
64 Agoston olvasdsa kozben (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1993) 72.
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futilitatis,65 the sole glass, the paltry poculum66 from which the
everlasting is drinkable? It was that of Betta, of Bible-reading, of
the bloody proximity of history.6”

In the Bianca novel, Szentkuthy gives two whole chapters of vehement descriptions
of almost sculpture-in-the-round savagery. Chapter 2 is about Betta, and at the end
of Chapter 7, with the title of “Escaping to Webster,” he compiles a series of
“colored, demonic Betta pictures, an infernally colorful identification with the
Duchess of Malfi...” A novella given the title ‘Let’s Call Venice’ provides the story
of how they got to know each other with the emotional closeness of a diary.

He was still evoking, almost visualizing Betta, in 1949, at the beginning of
the darkest hours of the Réikosi-led Communist dictatorship in Hungary, in
Bezdrult Eurépa (Europe is Closed), a novel not published until the turn of the

millennium:

.+ [T]here was a time when I wanted to write a book on Purple
Diana... It happened to be Christmas-time when the purplest
purple dress of my rainbow-skeletal heroine came to mind: from
soft material, wadding and violet, fur and sea, bluebell and a kiss
transformed into fishing smack in a new Ovid.68

Chiming with that is a remark that he had written three years previously in
connection with Dulac’s Arabian Nights images: “... he had always wanted to write
about Betta as “The Purple Diana’...” And in Pendragon és XIII. Apolls,®°
Szentkuthy seemingly could not free himself of his magnetic attraction to Betta: He
elevates her into a vicissitude-laden fairytale vision. Fair-looking, but evil, red-
haired King Pendragon Uher in the middle of the novel changes into a gorgeous
lady with flowing red locks who is none other than Satan.

If one leafs through the books of his library, full of marginal notes as they
are, one likewise comes across references to Betta. For example, in one picture
album,”0 around a picture of ‘S. Elisabetta e S. Francesco,” he looped the following
extremely desperate and terse, notes: “Betta only died for me. 2.X1.1967, Betta:

1937—1967 = 30 years * Betta left me — the causes...” Then, unexpectedly, on p.

65 ‘Community of time and futility.

66 ‘Cup, goblet.

67 Ibid., 78.

68 Bezdrult Eurépa (Budapest: Magvetd, 2000) 146.

69 Pendragon and Apollo XIII, written in 1946—47 (Budapest: Magvetd, 2008).

70 Angela Ottino-Della Chiesa Pittura lombarda del Quattrocento (Bergamo: Istituto italiano darti
grafiche, 1961).
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61 of a 1943 edition of Der Tod des Empedokles (The Death of Empedocles) under
two underlined lines of Empedocles’ text,”! he placed the monogram “M + 8.” In
the early Fifties, the Rakosi regime deported Betta to a small village in northern

Hungary:

I was a witness to her deportation. How would I be able assist her?
I gave her a volume of the complete correspondence of Keats, and
also my German family Bible, reproductions of all of El Greco's
paintings and the many, many volumes of the Arabian Nights...
From the Chinese album she also got a vase, a proud envoy of her
character, her psychology, her eroticism, and her religiosity. The
most classical Chinese amphora, the magic green, the light, the
nights, the glaze, and moonlight of the deep seas, with a plant on it
which was maybe a water palm or an analogous lonely plant with
ink-painted lotus leaves, the harmonious crown of perverse
dreams.”?2

The parts of the diary that became accessible will show how much more can be
added to Szentkuthy's already multilayered, ecstatic portrait of Betta.

During what in Hungary were the extraordinarily fraught politically times
of 1949, Szentkuthy started writing a historical fantasy that was supposed to be the
story of the aged Tarquinius Superbus, the seventh and last king of Rome, but he
only got to page 50. There, in the middle of a line, separated only by the word
‘Interlude,” it transforms into a diary, but remains a novel, sometimes directly,
sometimes metastatically, until the very end. It soon became clear that this was
completely inappropriate for literature; in the incipient dictatorship he was
incapable of writing anything other than a diary. It was for that reason the title
Bezdrult Eurépa (Europe is Closed) was given to the text.”3 Even so, there were
protagonists and events in mask, in hyperbole, and in wonderful descriptions, where
one may discern his own biography, shocking events, etc. As revealed in the diary,
the writing of Europe is Closed was dramatically interrupted on September 7, 1949,
just after he returned from a trip to London, initially funded by the Hungarian
state, Till now, what caused this terrible interlude was unknown, something never

previously revealed by Szentkuthy in any of his memoirs or interviews. On that day,

71 “Treyes Herz, / Ich habe webe dir getan, ich wollt’ / Es nicht” (True heart, / I have done ill of you! I
wished / That not — from near the start of Scene 3).

72 According to the account given in FC, Chapter XXIII, p. 647, Szentkuthy picked the vases from
an album that he owned to characterize various individuals. Cf. Robert Lockhart Hobson,
Chinesische Kunstwerke (Betlin: Verlag Ernst Wasmuth, A.G, 1927), a German translation of
Robert Lockhart Hobson, Chinese Pottery and Porcelain (London & New York, etc.: Cassell & Co.,
1915) 2 vols.

73 Bezérult Eurépa [Europe is Closed] (Budapest: Magvetd, 2000).
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he received an official letter of dismissal from the school where he was a professor.
Additionally, he also learned that, along with other people in the Budagyongye-
Hiivosvolgy quarter, where bourgeois and civilian families lived, he would most
probably be dislodged from his villa, deprived of his library (books collected since
he was six years old), and forced to live in a hovel, a fate which many of that quarter
did in fact suffer and from which there was possibly no return. Recall the lot of
Betta, noted above, who was a victim of that very purge, deported as she was to a far
village, ruined physically and spiritually. As Szentkuthy had no work and no
money, he became a “skiver of public danger” (a stigmatization of the Rakosi-regime
that would enable them to imprison whomever they wished). Fearing the worst and
most deplorable of circumstances, Szentkuthy didn’t want his daughter Mariella to
return from Switzerland since he knew that, if she did, her life would be severely
compromised, if not endangered, and she could very well suffer a fate similar, or
worse, to that of Betta. All of these fears and anxieties are expressed in part of
Europe is Closed. After receiving such news, it changed the tone and tenor of the
novel, which became wild, at times rife with descriptions of agony, fear, infuriated

sentiments, etc., such as in this representative passage:

My pupils have been taken from me, despite my having sacrificed
the most productive spring of my life for them; and they were fond
of me as their scholarly ‘accomplice’ and eternally droll pal... My
readers have been taken from me, and my books have been hidden
under the blind bushel of the devil; my students, to whom I
dispensed my lessons from a burning teacher’s platform with all the
intoxicatingly happy histrionics of an Alsdorf,74 secularly and with
the faith of a born founder of a religion.’ (85)

Before embarking on writing Euridiké nyomdban 7> [In the Footsteps of
Eurydice], the tenth and last volume of the St. Orpheus Breviary, on 6 April 1986 (at
the start of a period of rejuvenated creativity following hospitalization), Szentkuthy
began writing a workbook that thereafter he would only refer to by title as ‘April
6th, 1986, as though he were wishing thereby to perpetuate the haste in which he
had set off on it. This workbook contains only preparatory notes for the work in
progress, and in July 1988 it expanded to three notebooks, from which many parts
were taken over by him in the definitive text of In the Footsteps of Eurydice. But

whenever the question came up of why had he put a 50-year blockage on inspection

74 Karoly Alsdorf-Pfisterer, a professional actor of some repute, was a paternal great-uncle of
Szentkuthy’s.

75 (Budapest: Magvetd, 1993).
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of his diary — it was such an unconscionably long period — he waved that aside
and even instructed me: “After I have died it will be possible to show people
April 6th, 1986; it's not blocked, even if it is a diary.” Of course, he was well aware
that this was something of a misrepresentation as the 600 pages of the three
notebooks are just a series of notes that cannot be published as they stand: a list of
pictures found in books on the visual arts that ‘one day’ he was going to incorporate
into the work, memos from which he would ‘one day’ pluck bits here and there for
the work-in-progress, etc. ‘Showing’ would not be very rewarding, giving at best
only points of reference for that work and so only be of philological value.

A good example of a network of connections running through Szentkuthy’s
oeuvre is the thread relating to Eurydice that crops up near the very beginning of

the introductory section of Volume I of the St. Orpheus Breviary:

the marble tablet ... depicted the scene when Orpheus has to leave
his wife in the underworld — every thinker’s thought is his wife,
and he always has to leave her behind in the underworld...76

He professed repeatedly that the identity of Eurydice was the main conceptual
element of Volume 10: Euridiké nyomdban (In the Footsteps of Eurydice) of the
Breviary, which was left unfinished at his death. He also said that all the female
figures who have a part in Monteverdi's opera L'Orfeo (SV 318) make an
appearance in his own book: La Musica, La Ninfa, La Messaggiera, La Speranza, La
Eco, et cetera — each corresponded to a woman in his own life. Eurydice was the
sole one who was not a figure in his own life but was his entire life’s work! In that
light, the unfinished ‘Orpheus’ work of an Orpheus-Szentkuthy who does, after all,

vanish in the footsteps of Eurydice, can be viewed as having been paradoxically

finished.

As will have become evident from what has been said already, the whole
oeuvre demonstrates continuity, a diary life, the tone of a diary. And plentiful
notations of a daily nature are to be found not just in his published works but also
in the margins of the books in his library. In his will he stipulated that the diaries
deposited with the Petdfi Literary Museum were closely connected with the

annotations that filled the margins of the books in his 1ibrary:77 “I have another

76 “Vita (Life of a Saint): Alfonso Maria di Liguori,” in: Marginalia on Casanova, 3—4.

77 An essay about that library appeared in an elegant brochure, written by Marta Parragi, a research
fellow at PIM, to mark the centenary of Szentkuthy’s birth in 2008.
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‘gigantic diary’ in the marginalia which can be found in my books and albums!”78

Consider this passage from Frivolities & Confessions:

For that matter I could fill a book with my marginal notes: I
scribble thoughts, spur-of-the-moment diary sketches, and cross-
references all over my books. That is the starting point for all my
works, the first day of creation. I also record the materials for the
diary that occur as I am reading, because that way it becomes
polyphonic, Dolly has burned the sprouts to the pan! Let everyday
life creep into the miniatures! That way they become colorful and
rich.”9

His wide reading was seemingly shot through and through by his bibliomania,
when on his writing table and on chairs all round he would be surrounded by
already read and annotated books or those that were still waiting to be read; with
those marginal notes, in his own way, he brought that unparalleled library to life.
That was why he considered it important to stipulate in his will that his library be
left intact after his death.80

Despite the meticulous and comprehensive philological work that has been
done on Szentkuthy’s documents, diary notes can still be found in the most tucked-
away crannies. They are on all manner of subjects, their chief characteristic being to
get to the essence, to create compact wording, and to record a multiplicity of dates
(the latter in all likelihood are references to the appropriate places in the huge
diary). There are points where he argues with himself: sometimes years later, with a
date being given, he discovers he has been mistaken, reveals the error or a hasty
pronouncement, and berates himself... On other occasions he simply reinforces an
earlier opinion with a single word, but it often happened that he gave vent to harsh
views on a thought or person featured in a book he had been reading. He would

always, with philological punctiliousness, provide a date for his note:

My library is an organic part of my giant diary; on the pages of my
books are dates, references to the diary, as well as references in the
diary to the book in question, a picture, or a footnote. It is not that

78 FC, XX, 556.
79 FC, XXI1I Elementa inspirationis, 605—6.

80 The library has now been catalogued by Mirta Parragi with my assistance. In the database we
generated, special entries have been made both for the shorter notes and for the more deeply
dwelling, diary-like comments. Fully processing those would an extraordinarily interesting task for,
say, a graduate seeking to complete a Ph.D. thesis — though almost certainly to make a good job of
it all is going to require several years of work, if not longer.
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without my library my diary would be incomprehensible, but it
would only be half as useful.81

A few examples of marginal notes that can be found in albums:

The legend of St. Alexius of Rome was particularly dear to him,
the motif appearing even in an analysis of King Lear that he
delivered in 1947 to the then-extant Free University in
Budapest.82 It seems that by then, in the 1960s, the saint had
become one of the chief metaphors for his own fate (in the Lear
analysis he compares the disguised Eatl of Kent to the saint). One
learns from The Lives of the Saints that Saint Alexius, the only son
of a wealthy Christian Roman senator, in protest against a
marriage they had arranged for him, secretly quit Rome on his
wedding-night. Disguised as a beggar, he lived near a church in
Edessa, Mesopotamia, later returning to Rome as an actual beggar.
His parents did not recognize him, but let him stay in the castle
that was their home with Alexis living for seventeen years in a
corner under the stairs. Only after he died did his family find in his
hands a Bible he had been given by his Mother and a note on his
body which told them that he was their dearly loved and long-
awaited son. In one of Szentkuthy’s profusely annotated albums,83
next to a painting by Bonifacio Bembo84 that depicts St. Alexius,
he wrote the following marginal note: “24.XI1.1967. Without
question I am a literary St. Alexius, ignotus..."85 Underneath that,
as a counterpoint, and with a touch of what feels like a sigh of
release about the remark: “Summer 1973: My Orpheus has
appeared in full!"86

81k, 9.
82 Miklés Szentkuthy, “Lear, az ériilt pipacs” [Lear, the Mad Poppy] Orpheus, Vol. V, No. 1
(1994) 121-38; Vardzskert [Magic Garden] (Budapest: Hamvas Intézet, 2012) 95.

83 Angela Ottino-Della Chiesa, Pittura lombarda del Quattrocento (Bergamo: Istituto italiano darti
grafiche, 1961).

84 An Italian artist (c. 1420-active around Brescia until 1477) whose paintings are now held by the
Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan.

85 ‘Unnoticed.
86 In 1973, two volumes containing the first seven parts of St. Orpheus Breviary were published by
the major state-run publisher Magvetd, with the first volume containing: 1. Marginalia on Casanova;

2. Black Renaissance; 3. El Escorial; 4. Europa Minor; and with the second volume containing: 5.

Cynthia; 6. Confession and Puppet Show; 7. The Second Life of Silvester I1.
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In the same place, next to a miniature from a choir book of the
Annunciation to the Virgin (odd little dwelling and a total lack of perspective), he

says this:87

1. VIIL. 1973. Long live the complete lack of historical fidelity!
Long live the Juan Gris type of cubism! fantasy Gothic! a million
variations on a theme! flower stem columns, half, pseudo, good
and bad engineer-prick perspectives; analyze the reason for, and
origins of, this architecture!

On page 44 one re-encounters Belbello: a sheet of vellum illustrating The Creation
of Eve®8 (a scene in a Paradise surrounded by an extraordinary profusion of motifs

animals and stylized plants):

4. IX. 1967. Sex! Diirer: Marginal Drawings For Emperor
Maximilian's Prayer Book! The whole of Nature! Surrealist
fantasy: Magda's flower paintings, my terrace, Summer 1967;
heraldry; a rose-colored rock; Salvador Dali, rock, rose, my heart.
This earthly world is for sure a prototype of the hereafter
otherwise why would it have been worth creating in the first place?

Szentkuthy nursed a dream that his biographical novels, which are indeed
full-scale novels, would appear one day under the collective title of Onarckép
dlarcokban [Self-portrait in Masks] — not plural self-portraits but a single self-
portrait, a cycle condensed into a monolith, with the main protagonist of every
single novel yet at the same time brilliantly achieving an authentic portrait of each
given artist (of Mozart in Divertimento, of Goethe in Arc és dlarc [Face and Mask],
of Haydn in Doktor Haydn, of Diirer in Saturnus fia [Son of Saturn], and of George
Frederick Handel in Héindel). More than that, one discovers that it is not just these
five biographical novels that belong to that emotional-conceptual-confessional-
diaristic generic category but, for instance, he himself writes in one of his letters
that the portrait of the painter Lucas Cranach in the novel Wittenberg may also be
perceived as a masked self-portrait. It is likewise easy to pronounce that in many of
its details, Cicero’s Journeyman Years is also a self-portrait; indeed, even Narcissus’
Mirror is a self-portrait in disguise, including both a great deal of diary detail and
character portraits both of himself and his father. The father bore down very
heavily on the young Miklés Pfisterer, and there are plentiful portraits as well as

reflections about him and about love, and a catalogus rerum of inexpressible

87 By an Italian early-Renaissance illuminator Luchino Belbello da Pavia. His painting is now held
by the Biblioteca Nazionale, Florence.
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emotional attractions uniting Robert Barokk, Narcissus’ Mirror, Europe Is Closed,
Divertimento, and Frivolities & Confessions.

Marginalia on Casanova occupies a place of honor among the ten volumes
that make up the St. Orpheus Breviary. We have to recognize how in many places
he identifies himself with Casanova, — not by all means concerning the
eroticism, but rather in a psychological, spiritual, and intellectual comparison.

Already with his first paragraph:

He is a descendant of actors. That is decisive and important before
all else.... The most primal principle of life is theatrical... That is
what history is too; that is the darkest instinct of life.... If I were
not myself descended from an actor ancestor, I would not believe in
my existence...89

Yet another identification is:

... Casanova is in fact more than once on the verge of passing out.
These long-continued periods of continence attended him for a
goodly stretch of his life, though always leaving the coruscating
paradox of increasing sensuality, an increasing dance of death.90

And at the very start of his biography of Alfonso Maria di Liguori, in 1972, when
Szentkuthy was 64, he wrote the following, and it seems to have been a self-

confession, too:

...[A]lthough he was able to formulate with the greatest ease, he
never amended, or even tried to correct himself; thoughts and
sentiment just poured out of him like incessant rain, now simply,
now in a baroque fashion, but behind his matchless stylistic flair
raged huge passions, both sorrows and joys, regarding the fate of
God, the soul and unfathomable body of men, the purpose or
unacceptable purposelessness of history.?1

One can take a whole series of passages in the later parts of Orpheus and discover a
huge array of identifications of character and tiny sketches of reality: Francesco
Borgia (in Vol. I./part 3. of the Breviary: El Escorial), Pope (St.) Celestine V (Vol.
IV/part 9: Bloody Ass), and in many places in Cynthia (i.e., Vol. IL./part 5.).

Véres szamdr [Bloody Ass], Vol. IV/part 9 of the Breviary, was written in

1980-82. My own recollection is of the autumn of 1980: I accompanied him on a

89 Marginalia on Casanova 26.
90 Ibid., 47.
oL Ibid,, 2.
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visit to a hospital clinic for some X—rays; we were in the basement, with him lying
on a stretcher, waiting for an ambulance to take him back to the hospital in Uzsoki
Street. We had to spend some singularly uncomfortable hours in that gloomy,
oppressive basement with him just half-covered by dirty tatters of blankets under
hissing pipes. All of a sudden, I happened to glimpse a poster rather like a wall
newspaper. Wonders never cease! — it was advertising a fashion show for those
who worked in the clinic. Whether that was cause for laughing or crying, I pointed
it out to Miklés. It was a scene he later put into Bloody Ass, but it was done in such
a crafty fashion that one could easily believe it was just typical of Szentkuthy's
exaggerations and fantasy because it was out of the question that anything like that
had happened.

Katalin Liptay (Hungarian Radio) prepared with Szentkuthy a report in
the spring of 1988, on the appearance of the publication of the edited interviews
entitled Frivolitdsok és hitvalldsok [Frivolities & Confessions]. The writer makes an
interesting admission there: by virtue of the psychoanalytic nature of the diary, he is

drawn to the very bottom. As he discloses:

... I have yet another vision: I am swimming up to my neck at great
speed in the water of life, naturally with reflections of stars, woods,
and plants, and with fish poking about, but I am not an
astronomer or forestry expert or architect.... I am simply splashing
about in the water of life.

My literary work is arranged on three steps or three stages, as it were. On the lowest
step is the giant diary that I have been keeping regularly for almost half a century. I
started writing regularly around 1939, at the outbreak of the Second World War.
By now it has truly expanded to take up tens of thousands of sides... Anyway, the
three levels of my life’s work: 1) the diary, the level of the depths, which has a
parallel with the first circle in Dante’s Inferno. In this case hell does not denote
suffering or sin but penetration to the deepest things of life, the deepest of depths,
the underworld, the striving for the origin of life and essential matters like that; 2)
the middle level is parallel with Dante’'s Purgatory, the place of cleansing or
expiation. That is Frivolities & Confessions... In that I have already distanced myself
from the deepest of depths and am headed for the work.... 3) The third step is my

work of art, St. Orpheus Breviary, which finds its parallel in Dante’s Paradiso.

The diary, therefore, is the deepest of depths, hiding away, taking one
toward the complicated maze of inchoate practice, and he illustrates that inferno
with his own instantaneousness and crudeness, his surrendering of himself, and at

the same time by his closing the diary (though the explanation should not be left as
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simple as that — in his case the very composedness of the diary makes his
surrendering of himself, the completeness of confession, questionable).
Nevertheless, Szentkuthy gave preference to the diary form, memoirs being foreign
to him as a genre. A memoir is a settled, edited recollection, a winkling-out of the
past from its hiding-places, and however analytical it might be, it would take
shortcuts, like a well-regulated river, but then what might a well-regulated maze
look like? — Szentkuthy, as I have already indicated, felt more comfortable in a
permanent present. With his own frequent resort to anachronisms, with their often
piquant simultaneous events, he also endeavored to turn the taped recordings of
Frivolities & Confessions into the present tense and thus, to some degree, to shape it
as a diary: he would perpetually break off the recording with a series of analyses
from a reading diary, or his elation of how a day passed (that would be pure diary
material!), or in order to his explain way of working, or to list the sources of his
inspiration...

Whenever something happened in the ordinary course of our lives, whether
that were something only of importance that day or a world-shattering event, I can
almost picture him, tall as he was but with a fairly modest shoe size,92 as he would
toddle over to his bookshelves or writing desk, on which his diary would be lying in
readiness, he would immediately record the event in question, the notebook of the
diary drawing him to it by magic, with him keeping up an intimate, dependent
relationship to it as if for him it were an important living creature, a life-partner or
drug without which he would be incapable of living.

In the course of his diary-like recordings, Szentkuthy would sense the
duality of the infinitude of the cosmos and the closeness of minute epiphanies; that,
I cannot emphasize strongly enough, was one of his chief characteristics: on the one
hand, to see from a distant perspective (“from light-years away in the cosmos”) and
getting one to see one’s frailty, yet on the other hand, to openly accept the risk of
deep vulnerability which inevitably attends experiencing the shadowy and radiant
motifs of life in their sympathetic resonance with the most minute realities. In
Frivolities & Confessions, an interesting conversation was recorded about how he
endured the cloddish demagogy and cruel party dictatorship of the Rakosi regime in
I-Iungary:g3

It is not meant as idle chatter when I emphasize that I live with ...
distant stellar constellations... From that huge perspective, from
among such backdrops, please don't take it as boastfulness on my

92 European 42, British or American 7.5-8.
93 The period of 1948-56.
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part that on such a small territory I can't take a historical period
like that too tragically... I was one of the regime’s victims ... but
that way of looking at things has consequences for one’s general
state of health and character: those few years of dictatorship ...
were an insignificant miniature, a weekend compared with the
milliards of years of the universe. It would be ridiculous for me to

speak about sub specie aeterni®4 and meanwhile whine on about
tragedy...9>

In a review of Szentkuthy’s 1936 novel A Chapter About Love, Antal Szerb

wrote:

Szentkuthy ascribes a certain dual function to every phenomenon
of this world... Everything is double: on the one hand, a
geometrical figure oversimplified to the utmost, or a self-
elucidating paradox, but then on the other hand, everything is
lush, complicated, primitive vegetation... In consequence, his
literary activity also divides into two functions: on the one hand, a
search for the ultimate, simple essence of things..., and on the
other, analysis of infinite richness, so as to record the total

vegetative properties of things.%®

Anyone who has kept a diary will be clear about how much time and energy
it consumes; it can more or less leach a person if one wishes to write it up regularly.
How on earth did he manage to pull it off! Andras Kepes wrote that he was a two-
story man; he kept a diary and he also wrote novels,97 and making good use of time
was, in fact, one of the aspects of Szentkuthy's life, with diary-writing almost
automatically filling every minute. He got up at cockcrow, and that was when he
would note down in the diary the events of the previous day, taking into account
both his personal experiences, such as the fantasy he had had after the life of a saint
he and I had read out after lunch! He would accomplish that extremely productive
work in a near-miraculous fashion as he never showed any sign of working
feverishly, except sometimes when he had a novel or essay to write, and then writing
would exhaust him, whenever I went into his library room as a rule, in an unruffled
mannert, he would invite me to join him for a chat, and if I protested that I did not
wish to trouble him longer than I needed to, he would still offer me a seat, and for

me that easy-going invitation was a tangible point of the magic.

94 See footnote 41.
95 FC, XII, 340.

96 Originally published in the journal Valésdg [Reality] No. 9 (1936); reprinted in A mitosz mitosza.
In memoriam Szentkuthy Miklés, ed. Gyula Rugdsi (Budapest: Nap Kiadé, 2001) 47-50.

97 Studié '81-'84; RTV Minerva, 1986.
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Szentkuthy’s character and life's work was an anatomical drawing of the
complexity of human life. After all, however deeply a human soul attempts to lodge
himself in nature at large, however much energy is brought to bear, it will not be in
one’s power to achieve simplicity, that is what is mirrored not just by Szentkuthy’s
diary but, like demonstrating a big labyrinth, by his entire ceuvre. We await from
simple, pellucid, divine structures, from distant ultimate truths, an illumination of
our chaotic interiors, incapable of decision and full of doubts as they often are, and
that they will crystallize the troubled fluids of our soul. A definition of beauty laid

out in Frivolities & Confessions speaks of that:

[OJne has an experience of beauty when, for one thing a seen
object, a book one has read, or a piece of music touches the very
bottommost sensory roots of one’s body ... digs into the very
bottom of one’s instincts — and at the same time I suspect in it an
otherworldly truth and good as though it were a hint, a message,
towards the Ultimate Truth. A beautiful thing — forming a bridge,
so to speak — points enigmatically from our most elementary
sensation towards the “ultimate truth”... One is unfamiliar with
the depths of one’s instinctual life and is unable to give an answer
to the ultimate questions, but one’s perpetual nostalgia is
continually present in the direction of the ultimate answer. It's as if
a beautiful thing were a wink in the direction of the transcendental
truth, towards infinity. The lower pillar of the bridge is our most
profound biological being, its far pillar on the other bank is an
illusion of a sense of being that has been hit upon.98

The Sisyphean labor of our lives is characterized by the unceasing upward
run — and Szentkuthy formulated that well before Camus. No one ever manages
to reach the goal on the very first run: it is hunted down, gropingly, both
instinctively and deliberately... The continual postponement of papal elections in
Bloody Ass is like that, the presence of the idealist Joachim of Fiore,99 according to
whom the dawn of a new age would begin in 1260 with the arrival of the Age of the
Holy Spirit — although we are in a position to know that it did not. The author
picks from among the historical facts to be worked up, from the point that failure
becomes obvious and mundane experiences, new beginnings, fantasizings, and

sidetracks... This is it, then, the backdrops to the ultimate questions, the coulisses of

98 FC, XXI1I, 589.

99 Joachim of Fiore, also known as Joachim de Floris (c. 1135-1202), founded the monastic order
of San Giovanni in Fiore. He was a mystic, a theologian, and an esotericist. His followers are called
Joachimites.
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our complexity, from which we are unable to extricate ourselves in this life; they are
what give to our individuality, our identity, a tortuous frame.

Through committing the multiplicity to paper, through cataloguing it,
Szentkuthy learned how to co-exist with it, overcome it, to contemplate it from a
distance in the light of outside, objective values. The price for that way of life,
however, is freedom and quiet, and those he was able to secure for himself. At
daybreak, when he wrote the tens of thousands of pages of his diary, even on the
very last morning of his life on July 18th, 1988, in preparation for his final path in

search of the one and only metaphor.

As one cannot be in possession of all the facts, one has to believe
Szentkuthy that the diary was his chef-d’oeuvre. Taking that into consideration, the
question arises as to where Prae is to be placed, because that is where the literary life’s
work is disposed, that diary-like cultivar, like a big village in which every work is a
house or street or tavern, and Prae is there, rising like a tower, a remnant hill, from
among the houses. As I cannot give an answer to that question, all I can do is suspect
that he wished in some ‘prae, a ‘precursor,” a ‘before all else, to lay down the
abstractions which would be valid for him until the end of his days, that associative
way of thinking, the laboratory work from which, from time to time, he would shoot
forth a train of thought then dutifully return to the main line, only later on for
another thought-rocket to break out from another retort... to adjust the continuation
of his writing to the imperative impression of whatever was the given moment.100
This way of writing became a symbol, a figure, a star for his entire life’s work: in
relation to the ‘precursor’ he made changes, switched genres, wrote short stories,
splashed around in anachronisms, maybe let himself go in the direction of ‘aimless
thought,” as in the last sixty pages of Narcissus’ Mirror, or he would devise metaphors,
epithets, characterizations. And since the finishedness of Prae is questionable in the
classic sense, I picture the aforesaid village, his structure is like a beehive, in such a
way that its small buildings connect with the tower of Prae by underground passages,
with diminutive beings carrying nutriments backwards and forwards, from here to
there and back. That is how I interpret the intention of ‘towards the one and only
metaphor.” In that way the entire oeuvre became, in the metaphorical sense, a living
being, the limbs of which are in continual dialogue with one another, due to their
unfinishedness are incapable of surviving without each other, and we readers have to
see the whole together — not linearly but analogically — as Szentkuthy himself tried

to seize the polarized world surreptitiously, in the form of questions, in a uniform

100 On this, see Narcisszusz tiikre [Narcissus’ Mirror] 16.
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whole, in one and only metaphor. If one succeeds in discerning the underground
passages, then before us will unfold that Szentkuthy-style micro-unit, the minute
details, the kaleidoscopes, which have been gone round for decades by literary
scholars, poets, and critics from Antal Szerb, Gibor Haldsz, Béla Hamvas and Liszlé
Németh to Istvin Vas, Gydrgy SomlyS, Imre Bori and Gyula Rugdsi, Péter Balint,
J6zsef J. Fekete, and Mérton Molndr — and that is to leave a great many names out

of the list of analysts of the Szentkuthy beehive.

In Monaco, an autostrada runs above the seashore, in reality a
bridge on columns, in such a manner that the sea flows under the
expressway and one can constantly hear the crashing of the waves. I
am awfully fond of that sound. That is how everything rumbles
inside me, every event, thought, figure, and emotional experience of

my past — in a perpetual present.101

Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics
Vol. VIII, Issue 2 (July 18, 2013) 282-318.

101 pc, XX, 562.
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MIKLOS
SZENTKUTHY

“Szentkuthy is a poet to the core: this is evidenced in the
vibrating emotional tension of every sentence, the high
sensitivity of the inner recorder, the novel, often daring, but
always suggestive images, comparisons & associations in which
his recitation moves. His attention turns to all manifestations
of life with the same intensity [...| and offers the reader
stimulation & immersion and deserves to be regarded as one of
the values of the new Hungarian literature...” — Pester Lloyd
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