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Attila Bartis

The repose

)   A nyugalom   (

Novel

2001

325 pages

A/5

The appearance of The Repose counted as one of the major Hungarian literary events of 2001, though it stirred up a fuss outside narrow literary circles, its raw story catching the imagination of a big (and very varied) leadership and the manner in which it is written provoking considerable debate. Its protagonist and first-person narrator (Andor Weér) is himself a writer, living with his mother in Hungary of the 1970s and ’80s. The mother had been a celebrated actress two decades earlier, during the Fifties, but has become frankly unhinged by the time the story takes place, and the son is trying ever more frantically to free himself from her. The father had been a theatre critic but also a member of the feared ÁVH, the state security force during the Rákosi dictatorship of the years leading up to the 1956 revolution, and had defected to the West in the wake of the revolution. Weér’s twin sister, too, also emigrated fifteen years before, which had resulted in the mother being denied further stage roles and prompted her to enact a symbolic burial of her daughter; since when she has never again set foot outside the apartment. The sister subsequently took her own life, but the brother has been dispatching letters in her place to the mother, though she tumbles on the deception and sends back empty sheets of paper by way of response. Weér writes stories that are edited by a woman who was once his father’s lover and with whom he, in turn, regularly has sexual relations (as had almost been the case on one occasion with his mother). After a string of similarly shabby flings, the son meets the portentously named Eszter Fehér (’White’), but even the love that grows between them fails to give him the strenght to break free from his insane domestic servitude; nor is he able to help Eszter with her problems. Eszter becomes pregnant and would like to keep the child, but he refuses to go along with that: the fetus is aborted. Eszter enters psychotherapy, and Weér moves in with her. His mother meanwhile, left to her own devices, dies, wheras Eszter returns to her native village in Transylvania.     


The novel finaly limns the unhealthy relationship between the son, his mother and his lover, weaving a disturbing story that generates a gripping atmosphere. Several passages show the hallmarks of the kind of radical, shock approach which has become familiar in Anglo-American prose. The book does not seek to provide a simplistic paradigm of politics, much more to trace the unfolding of human relationships in a highly charged political context. Bursts of dialogue alternate with narrative inserts that ease the momentum, with a well thought-out scheme of reprises and recurrent stylistic effects further enriching the text. 

The novel was turned into a highly successfull theatrical play, titled: My mother, Cleopatra! debuting in the National Theatre’s Studio.

„Not comfortable, to be sure, but the novel is an easy read, its well-placed plot pulling the reader irresistibly along with it.”

- from the publisher 

’’If the choice were up to me, I would put it up for the ’Book of the Year’ prize…

It contains plenty of sex (i.e. pornography), lunacy, and just a touch of narcissism: definitely not recommended for prudes of a nervous disposition. Brutal, and no helping verb of the heart. Women read it with (pre)dilection, men with a curl of contempt. What does that make me, I wonder?”

- Péter Rácz, Élet és Irodalom
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Attila Bartis

The Bluish Haze

)   A kéklő pára   (

Short stories

1998

118 pages

A/5

Transylvanian society has preserved many archaic features: ancient customs, attitudes and human relations that can no longer be found elsewhere, but have survived in this part of the world. Attila Bartis revives them with extraordinary intensity, trying to ‘write back to life’ what has been lost or brutally suppressed. This rich tradition is depicted both in The Walk and in The Bluish Haze: the latter is a loose collection of short stories retelling old tales, family legends and the miraculousmetamorphoses of certain objects – the tone is sometimes in the best legacy of the absurd. The author is highly sensitive, writing with great precision and paying attention to the smallest details, yet he escapes the pitfalls of ornamentalism. He manages to depict people who never gave up their identities, holding fast onto the
remnants of their family-history and gathering strength from their tradition also during the Ceausescu-regime. Bartis recalls, for example, the junk-dealer of Engelhardt, the physicist in the story about Oscar, and, first and foremost he recounts the story of his grandfather, an inn-keeper, who, when a man cut a beautiful chestnut tree down, chopped the man’s ear off with the same axe. Some of these writings have been edicated to Bohumil Hrabal, who would surely have appreciated such stories.
Bartis is a keen observer, who at the same time shows great love and understanding towards the things and the people he writes about. He positions his characters along the coordinates of his memories, describing them in full sympathy yet – similarly to Hrabal – also keeping his distance from them. As a critic pointed out, his carefully elaborated style is of that 19th–century novel which was never written.


’’The book is extremely readable, and the fifteen short stories hold a mirror up to the past dictatorship, which, in spite of its horrors, is still a highly important matter. Everything has its place in these short stories.”
- Jakab Orsós László, in Népszabadság.

’’Bartis is not only a mature prosewriter with a unique voice, but he has his own master strokes as well .”

- Pályi András, Népszabadság 

’’Mysteriously beautifull pieces”

- Károlyi Csaba, Élet és Irodalom

All foreign rights free

Pál Závada

Jadviga’s Pillow

)   jadviga párnája   (

Novel

1997

444 pages

A/5


Jadviga’s Pillow is written in the form of a diary, and concerns the life of a man obsessed by love of his wife, and his wife, Jadviga, equally obsessed, but by another man. Though on the surface the novel is also about alienation, it is the story – part fact, part conjecture, part mystery (could Jadviga be András’s half-sister and his father’s lover?) – of a mysterious family alliance, and is at the same time, a critique of morality. „Holding the mirror up to nature”, it draws a picture of men and morals which is tought-provoking in its wide scope, and which suggests, that even as the motifs of incest and homosexuality may stir our insides, nothing that is human is alien to us, and we can still remain pure. 


The diary which makes up Jadviga’s Pillow is begun by András Osztatní on the 5th of February, 1915, the night before his wedding to Jadviga, six years his senior, and his father’s adopted daughter. It is continued, after his death, by his wife Jadviga, who begins „talking” to her dead husband in this manner, telling him things she could not reveal while he was alive. It is then continued, after her own death, by her son, Marci, conceived outside of her marriage. Throughout, there are footnotes, and we soon realize that they have been added by Marci, who from the first page is present throughout, and whose reactions – being a child of communism as well as pre-war Hungary – are in sharp, and often amusing contrast to his parents’. 


The setting of the story, upper Hungary, is likewise ambiguous; being the center of the Carpathian Basin, it has always been a place where adamant protest and helpless resignation go hand in hand. 

„…I did not know how else to write, except with the melody which suggested that I should not, indeed, could not, find happiness with any other woman except my wife…I was alive only when my Jadviga smiled at me, yet who repeatedly pushed me into a life unfit for a human beingby turning from me, and cheating on me. Once (I was drunk, I think), I played a game of pretense which led me to the lap of another woman, but this was only on paper, and had no other motive force but the outmost dejection, and raw physical longing – a longing which, though I would lodge it a hundred times inside various types of women I imagined for myself, yet it was in vain, for in each, I discovered my Jadviga. ’And this is how it goes, regardless of what happens!’ I cried, pounding the table above my Diary with my drunken fist. ’What must I do to drive her from my thoughts if nothing will content me, not even her bearing someone else’s child? Why can’t, why won’t my heart, and not just my heart, but my body, too, which blindly yearns for her only -, why can’t it be free of her?

 






Translated by Judith Sollosy

’’Sometimes unbearably readable, fascinating and thrilling, its pace wide and deep, a true novel…this piece could enlist the author to the best prosewriters of Hungary”.  

- Balassa Péter, Élet és irodalom
’’Jadviga’s Pillow is the genuine novel, which captivates its reader, …and holds him in a state of constant surprise”.

- Füzi László

Foreign Rights:

Jadviga Párnája (Jadviga’s Pillow, 1997), his first novel was a best-seller, winning plaudits from critics and reading public alike, soon after being turned into a film of the same title (directed by Krisztina Deák, 2000)

Pál Závada

MILOTA

Novel

2002

700 pages

FR/5

 Pál Závada’s second novel is, in a certain sense, a continuation of the highly successful Jadviga’s Pillow, both in being set in a Slovak-speaking community of south-east Hungary and in being the story of a family, a village and a love, rolled up in one. Like the earlier book, it is also framed in diary form, containing parallel and alternating texts by two characters.

One of the characters is 67-year-old György Milota, who, though able to write, dictates into a tape-recorder the story of his life, the doing of his family, and his own love exploits, disgressing all the while into the tricks of beekeeping and producing poppy seed. The other is 34-year-old Erka Roszkos, who on receiving the tape cassettes attempts to set her own messy life in some sort of order whilst she reacts to Milota’s chatter (she used to be the lover of Milota’s son János, and her father, we are given to understand, is no less than old Milota himself). The novel nominally plays out during Whitsuntide of 1997: that is both the starting-point from which the two protagonists begin relating their convoluted lives and the endpoint to which they return. Milota is a highly original narrative figure, the center of any company, a non-stop talker, an old lecher, irresponsible yet not a scoundrel, despite having committed two fateful sins. It is through him that the twenties-century history of Hungary’s Slovak minority is brought to life, including the story of the expulsion of much of this community in the aftermath of World War II, as well as an enthralling family history, related almost in a manner of a whodunit. Erka Roszkos is a feebler figure, her parts of the text being taken up, for the most part, with enervated ramblings about her sorrow in love. Bit by bit, by dint of the obsessive repetitions, the outlines of a tragic love story emerge, involving incest, multiple acts of sibling love, shocking and sensual dénouements.

The novel combines an imposing storyteller span with a complex plot and chronology. Deeply touching stories about lovers, friends and members of the family are intersperced, as if fortuitously, by others about nature, the flowering of accacia trees and poppies.    

’’I would even venture the opinion that Závada has written a better second novel than his first – better, that is, than Jadviga’s Pillow, to which Milota is related, in a Faulknerian manner, by several incestuous strands.”

 - Ferenc Takács, Népszabadság
’’Like a big family novel of the traditional sort.”

 - Péter Dérczy, Élet és irodalom
Foreign Rights: 

Zsuzsa Rakovszky

The shadow of the snake







)      A Kígyó Árnyéka   (

Literary Prize Winner in 2003

Novel

2002

467 pages
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Zsuzsa Rakovszky’s novel, her first published prose work, is the literary sensation of the year in Hungary. A fictive autobiography, its narrator-protagonist is Frau Ursula Binder née Lehmann, a seventeenth-century Hungarian-German burgess, who „in the days of her old age and poverty” commits her memoirs to paper in the year 1666. And plenty there is to remember too, for she has had a hard life. With her mother dying when she was young, she bears a child to her nephew but soon loses the baby. Moving away from her native town to Sopron, she lives for 17 years or so with her own father (though, as it turns out, not her natural father) as her de facto husband. The father kills Ursula’s only suitor to ensure word does not get out that he is living with his daughter, and Ursula helps him bury the body in the cellar. By the time our heroine manages to escape with Dr. Binder, she is already pregnant by her father. Throughout her life, she has been terrified that these secrets will sooner or later come to light. It is the irony of fate that the only accusation levelled against her is that of witchcraft, for collecting medicinal herbs in the woods, having learned the craft from her apothecary father. 


The central motif of the novel is the snake, the apothecary’s sign as much as it is a symbol of seduction and intrigue. The viper shedding its skin can stand for Ursula beginning a new life in a new time, turning from daughter to wife. 


The background to the story is provided by Hungary of the Turkish conquest era, when Habsburg emperors, Ottoman sultans and Transylvanian princes pitted their forces against one another meanwhile there was religious strife between Catholics and Protestants. The opposing armies put towns to the torch, rape womenfolk while religious schism fanaticizes the population. The novel deals with fate, blind destiny, suffering and passion, as seen from a strange historical and female point of view. Whilst making no attempt to archaize its language, the work nevertheless succeeds in remaining remarkably true to the age it portrays, highly sensual, and building up a wonderful sense of atmosphere. This picturesque tale of tiny idylls, lively scenes, longish accounts of dreams and minuscule observations is overshadowed by a cloak of terror, that the fatal sin would come to light.  

’’The author, who over the past two decades has become one of the country’s best lyrical poet, has now published a novel, and no ordinary novel at that: dense, powerful, passionate. A work which along with its other virtues (and unlike the general run of prose pieces written by lyrical poets), stands out for its considered composition.” 

- László Márton, Magyar Narancs. 

’’Zsuzsa Rakovszky’s profound poetry is one of the most intriguing reply to the postmodernist challenge of the last decade.”

- Margócsy István, Élet és Irodalom 

Foreign Rights:

Gábor Szántó T.

Keleti Station, final stop

)   Keleti pályaudvar, végállomás   (

Novel

2002

580 pages

140mm×215mm

 
The novel deals with the vicissitudes of the Hungarian jewish community in the 1950’s. The plot touches upon the life of two families, inevitably interlacing. Benjamin Friedmann, of jewish origin, is arrested for plotting against the government, and though he is found innocent in the most serious counts against him, still he is taken into custody and subjected to brutal torturing. His wife – whom he pressured before his arrest to go to exile to Israel – finally decides to leave the country illegaly, mostly for the sake of the children. While in flight, the mother is shot, the littel girl is captured, (her fate is obscure, she probably ends up in a remand-school), only the little boy succeeds in crossing the border. Later he and his released father meet in Israel. The epilogue makes us realize that he was the narrator all along. Meanwhile, the other protagonist György Benedek, who interrogates Friedmann as officer of the state security police (ÁVH), is desperately trying to crush Friedmann’s resistance, and force him to confess. Interestingly, Benedek - himself a jew – was previously a member of the same Zionist movement, that he tries to subdue. Because of his failure to break his prisoner, his superiors decide that he should be incarcerated as well, on the trumped-up charges that he intentionally impedes the investigation. In the meantime, his marriage is on the ruins, and to make matters worse, he ends up sharing his cell with Friedman. 

Szántó’s characters face their destiny of living under a dictatorship, which inevitably ruins their lives. The author presents with surgical precision the problematics of being a jew under a communist régime, exposing and presenting the fundamental questions of the age, and drawing attention - without temper - to the points uncounted for up to this very day. Keleti Station, final stop, by its impartiality can be concidered one of the best works written in this subject.

All foreign rights free.

Péter Bíró

Homebound

)   Hazafelé   (

Novel

2002

220 pages

A/5


The author constructs lovely sentences – his narrator calling the reader ’my friend’ right from the start – and these sentences build up stories, radiant with the joy of life. Bíró’s novel is simply good to read. 


The narrator inherits the house, in which he grew up. He returns to his native town, in order to sell it, and to buy a flat for his wife and children, from its worth. It is his only chance to put an end to living in lodgings. The narrator spends three weeks in his „home”, and while he waits for the prospective costumers to arrive, memories start to fill the silent and abandoned rooms. He recollects the stories of his family and adds his own share as well. Finally he succeeds in selling the house and returns to his loved ones.


Homebound is a collection of stories, covering the lives of people from the beginning of the twentieth century, up to our time. The protagonist looses his parents at an early age, so he is brought up by his grandfather and aunty. The pieces unfold through them, and through the narrator’s peers, thus we follow three generations in a row. Bíró’s characters – the busybody grandfather, the swarm of wooers buzzing around the aunt, the old photographer and his son, who masters the art of pigsticking, the blacksmith-sculptor-locksmith-tombstone engraver who loaths doves, the once housepainter apprentice now party secretary, plus many more – resemble that of Hrabal’s, as they are the entourage of this god-forsaken small town. The narratos speaks open-heartedly and with much humor about the hardships of growing up, choosing a profession, fitting in and belonging. 


Selling a house which was once our home is a difficult task, yet a ceremonial experience. This sadly cheerful novel, which is the book of homecoming, and the book of parting in one, reinforces our hope that: „the one, or not more than two most-most important thing, without which life would be meaningless, finally always turns out right. Simply by the way, of course. Fate, doesn’t demand gratitude.”

All foreign rights free.

Péter Bánáti

Dear Gabi, Dear Sanyi

)   Gabikám, Sanyikám   (

Novel
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In Péter Bánáti’s novel, a once powerfull man, turned into a bitter old recluse looks back on his life, trying to collect his memories from the 1920’s up to 1989, which marked the dawn of democracy in Hungary. The physical constraint and the mental pressure irrationally accelarates and sharpens his thinking, spewing up words of accusation, besech and prayer. Relatives, friends, lovers, casual acquaintances and total strangers hunt him in his solitude. If life has a meaning after all, where is the resignation, where did joy or self-reliance evaporate, where is the wisdom of old age, why does his memories hurt so much? Many questions left unanswered. 

His only remaining contact to the outside world is his son, from whom he asks forgiveness, and to whom – with the end in sight – he wants to forgive. Being at the mery of old age, he searches for his true identity, during which he comes face to face with the sins he commited, and proclaims things kept hidden for old these years. Only if he succeeds in defeating his past, does he deserve mercy, forgiveness and acquittal, but is there enough strength in him to do so?

Bánáti creates a very vivid atmosphere, while he depicts the degeneration and breaking up of a hungarian family in the twentieth century. He masterfully combines the tough historical scenery with the concrete emotions in human relations. The story epitomizes the bottom line, namely that historic changes do not break the heritage of passion, fear and lovelessness.  

All foreign rights free.

Bódis Krisztina

tough wax

)   Kemény vaj   (

Novel

2003 june

304 pages


The debuting novel of the young writer, poet and movie director deals with the life of a North-Hungarian gypsy settlement.  Her characters are living in total destitution and exclusion, without the slightest hope for advancement, by sheer necessity of survival. Within this community lives a half-mute Roma girl, the protagonist and narrator of the book. For her, as for many of her peers, the only chance to leave behind penury is prostitution. In the second half of the novel, - through the eyes of the young girl – we get to know the lives of the „city prostitutes”, which is no less humiliating than living on the slums; emotional and existential dependence, constant fear from the clients, the pimps, and the police, a perpetual commuting between the streets and prison. The author avoids all the clichés, idealization or shallow discrimination, that usually accompanies such themes, instead she resorts to the facts and experience from her previous documentaries. By this undistorted authenticity, the novel gains a unique vigorous drift. Its use of language – remaining true to the narrator’s state of mind – is throughout strong and lyrical, in spite of its intended slopiness. Thanks to its personal perspective, the work draws attention to a current and serious social phenomenon, without being didactic.    

All foreign rights free.

Jake Smiles:  

1 LINK
Online-Novel

2001

A/5

Jake Smiles is the author, who had won the first hungarian on-line competition for fiction writers, announced in 2000. The professional jury was made up of editors, working for Magvető Publishing House, media experts of Origo, (a hungarian Internet Service Provider) and the readers, or in this case: netsurfers. Of more than 100 writers, well-known and newcomers on the literary field, who had applied with a synopsis, finally three were asked to publish their work on the net, chapter by chapter each week, for a year. The readers had a chance to chat with the authors, moreover to exchange ideas how to increase suspense, where to insert a turning point, what character traits to focus on, etc. In other words, they became „co-writers of the texts”. This competition proved, that the Internet is not the one to blame exclusively for the diminishing reading culture, on the contrary, it is able to introduce new approaches to literature, give birth to different styles and genres, and hopefully it can enhance the number of readers by capturing those in front of the screen.       


The real author, whose identity remains a secret up to this very day, has successfuly created a bizarre virtual character, Jake Smiles himself, who is telling his story, a kind of cyberpunk memoir. He lives and loves on-line, unseparable from his keyboard, like a human interface „whose soul is a winchester, full of undeleted data trash”. He translates the existential questions of being and non-being, to the pitiless symmetry of binary language. His story is as bizarre, and rude as himself, full of utopistic sex scenes, virtual bloody massacres, derranged characters, nonetheless it keeps its unique tone throughout, drenched with irony and sarcasm. Postmodern and cyberpunk culture had been the breeding ground of this book, linked with hypertexts, but this piece can even appeal to and shock the young generation who is accustomed to the Internet-based cultural phenomena.     


„If Guttenberg would be alive today, he would be the biggest netsurfer ever.”

Jake Smiles

All foreign rights free
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