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PREFACE

GEORGESZIRTES

Agnes Nemes Nagy (1922-1991) is one of the genpimaportant
European poets of the twentieth century. But hothias to be proved to an
anglophone reader? Anyone can make claims, andige&apso all the
time.

One can try to do it by providing the evidence obd translations and
hope there are enough of them available to proee dase. That is
assuming one knows the original language—Hunganathis instance—
well enough to venture a judgment.

In my own, admittedly curious, position, that is gay of someone
reabsorbing the lost Hungarian of his childhoocaasadult, in fact as a
poet of his second language, | came to Nemes Ngmyetry in three
ways. Firstly, through reading translations of terk by the Irish poet,
Hugh Maxton; secondly, by reading her in Hungariand thirdly, by
meeting her and talking over aspects of her woskwall as of poetry in
general.

Critical texts on Nemes Nagy in English were pretsil non-existent
until the 1998 publication of the hard-to-fifdn Poetry, a Hungarian
Perspectiveedited by G§z6 Ferencz and John Hobbs in 1998: other than
that there were only the introductions to the aldé translations: those
by Bruce Berlind, and those by Hugh Maxton. Theas a growing list of
material in Hungarian, chiefly in the form of mageez articles, especially
since the mid-eighties re-launch Bjhold (New Moon), the magazine
with which she was most closely associated aftervihr, this time in an
annual anthology form.

Ujhold had been closed down in by the Stalinist regimd@949 for
'bourgeois individualism’. It was a magazine whgmgressive, liberal
writers could meet, explore and experiment, whi&ining connections
with a broadly intelligent public, but its ideologyas out of key with what
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the regime required so it had to be suppressed.esévagy was one of a
group of major figures suffering this fate. Havipgblished her first book
in 1946, she was silenced for thirteen years, atbwo work in schools
and write verses for children, but no more. Thigezience stayed with her
for the rest of her life. The resentment burnedromer. As she wrote:

He who cannot take revenge
nor forgive must find redress
in burning forever the low flame
of his unquenchable bitterness.
(from Journal)

Hungarian grammar is genderless - li@ereadsheif you prefer, since
it is a she who is writing, albeit at an avowedly impersonéstance,
something she insisted on. Nemes Nagy made sutewhéame was kept
burning. She was not the forgiving type. Her husband fellowUjhold
writer, the critic Balazs Lengyel, was imprisond®al1949, but when she
found out he had been unfaithful to her, she thné@w out on his release.
For all that he remained constant to both her ardwork, constant, that
is, to the poet, rather than to the woman.

The low flame was intense. Her feelings were strand people felt
strongly about her: either deeply devoted to hex figure, as a poet and a
thinker, or fearing and rejecting her. She was a@bmpromiser of any
sort. She felt contemptuous of compromisers anddwvoot forgive them.

But the fury in her poems was not personally dedchor personally
sourced. No names are named and one looks in waiexpressions of
personal regret at betrayal (as she saw it) bydhibat person, or for the
bemoaning of lost opportunities. Very few peopppear in her poems.
Some of her last unpublished poems do refer tgphesonal condition or
state of mind, but only as a kind of aside.

Strange afternoon, | doubt now whether
I'd felt so dull before or ever
known a distress so dislocated.
I was a child, uncomplicated
by adult terrors. Now | fear
that happy child might reappear.
Have | improved? | might have done.
But its another scent I'm on,
I'm different. Of that not-me sense
this poem is the evidence.
(Strange Afternoon)



Poetry, the Geometry of the Living Substance Xiii

It is primarily, and potently, the ‘not-me’ sense vwncounter in her
work. There is nothing overtly or directly politicam not-me. Not-me
comments on both the personal and political realm Wway of
philosophical scorn for whatever is passing anchore locatable in terms
of geology and sidereal time than in terms of hursadiety. It is as if
Nemes Nagy had undertaken the role of Walter Patéfona Lisa’,
turning herself into a figure older than the roeasong which she sits,
the rocks that are her true home on the great tioakis the Earth. The
Earth, for her, is mountains, geysers, woods, lakesthe wind, with the
odd spectral figure, more statue than human, moaimgng them. But it is
the powers and objects of nature rather than ndierself that she wants
to inhabit. It is phenomenon that fascinates hrerethan schema.

Only in the person of the Egyptian Pharaoh, Akhematloes she find
a human correlative. The religious autocratic relkb tried in vain to
overthrow polytheism in favour of monotheism antteebuilding a new
city, a new culture, a new art, beginning everyghamew, is a model large
enough and distant enough to embody her sensestande and power.
Whether Akhenaton is friend or enemy is unclear:isitthe realm
Akhenaton inhabits that matters. The realm of Aldten overlaps with
Nemes Nagy’s own time and place. So scenes fronUfhesing of 1956
are the setting for ‘The Night of Akhenaton’ ancharow gauge railway
runs through ‘Akhenaton in Heaven'. Even so, thénékaton poems do
not offer themselves as political allegory. Nemeg\is after something
beyond politics or realism: it is existential réalshe is after, and the two
short key poems, ‘The Objects’ and ‘Above the Otgethat point to the
true area she’d wish to occupy.

THE OBJECTS

Look, look up to the massed blocks. In noon-ligietytstand, apart.
The objects are at peace within my heart.

ABOVE THE OBJECT

Because the head of every object glows,

trees glisten like arctic circles. In long rows

all 92 elements stand, frozen in endless white,
each wearing its own curious cap of light,

on each one's brow its likeness and reflection —
so body, | trust, shall rise in resurrection.
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The consideration of things-in-themselves demandsapacity for
intellectual discipline. The discipline in Nemesdys earlier poems was
chiefly formal in terms of prosody, but extendedat&ind of tight-lipped
mysticism (the body rising in resurrection), in walni objects were
surmised to be living entities of sorts. Hungan@etry had not paid much
attention to objects before: it had been inclinedéclaration and display,
whether in the form of personal and political passir of melancholy and
withdrawal, objects being secondary to identityeniés Nagy's verse
rejected both identity and display. Her poetry asnposed of significant
understatement, its power latent rather than digola power held at
tension.

The fascination with objecthood took a dramaticntunith the
production of a series of prose poems that appear#@81 under the title
Egy palyaudvar atalakitas@ ransformation of a Railway Station). Here it
is vanishings that dominate the world of objectde lis fragmentary, in
disjointed conversation with itself. The poet movesugh the building
site of a railway station, down a street, in antl @fua museum, and over
an extraordinary terraced landscape. These plaeesa sites for human
narrative: they are phenomena composed of impergpoecisions that are
nevertheless bursting with human passion. It $$ jat the passion is in
the things, transferred by an enormous, all busipasact of the will.

It is these paradoxes that Agnes Lehdczky seekexpdore in this
important study. In what way does Nemes Nagy's wirkto the world
as described by Beckett and Rilke? into a sacradespbandoned by the
sacred? a poetic space, as Lehdczky puts it ,‘degpof “presence™ and
populated by ‘negative statues’?

It is a realm of feeling we understand instinctyvddut can rarely
construct as a world. Nemes Nagy’s achievemenb iprbduce such a
world, complete with geology and force field, in ialn identity is
continued as language in the spaces between stateigout the world.
Lehoczky seeks not only to understand that worlda-gmet she herself
inhabits it-but also to establish a place in EMglonsciousness for
Nemes Nagy’s construction of that world.

Nemes Nagy was not a productive poet. Of the tyveixt books listed
under her name, eight were critical works belongimghe latter part of
her life, nine were books for children, three w&eected or Collected
Poems with a few new poems included. Only five soalere collections
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of new poems. The posthumous Hungarian editicghe€ollected Poems
has 132 pages of poems published in book formiidifeetime, the rest of
the 300 odd pages being unpublished, posthumousliected work

composed of sketches, commemorative verses and fi@etions. They
throw light on her as a person and confirm herustats a prosodist of
remarkable talent, but do not substantially chatiye balance of her
oeuvre.

Reading her, even in translation, one cannot hetpbb struck by the
fierce intellect, the high seriousness, and absotoihcentration manifest
in her poetry. It is an intellect that, howeveredmot work upon us in
terms of ideas, but of sensibility. Had she writterEnglish, German or
French her work would now be perceived as centrainid- and late-
twentieth century consciousness and beyond. It dvbalve lodged in our
consciousness as a marker in the way we feel thielwhs it is we hear
her through other voices. Leh6czky goes to the ,coegotiating her
interpreters, but probing the elements of the wankthe original
Hungarian. The result is the uncovering of a méigure, as relevant to us
now as she was in her own, partly silenced, lifetim






INTRODUCTION

I. AN OPEN ENQUIRY: A MISE EN ABYME

This is an open enquiry about poetrynee en abymdt is amise en
abymein the polysemic sense of the phrase, given thatatempts to
come to final conclusions about specific traitgduminantlysui generis
traits of poetry, may be simultaneously infinitedaabyssal. Nevertheless,
I make this paradoxical attempt to capture thisl dadure of poetry, that
of the infinite and the abyssal, throughreful reading of the poetry and
prose of Agnes Nemes Nagyemes Nagy's work has galvanised and
channelled my own writing since | first encountefeet oeuvre in the
1990s and in my view Nemes Nagy is unquestionabky of the most
exceptional Hungarian poets of the post-war pei@ebrge Szirtes, one of
her current translators suggests, “no doubt stiarisnore than this: [...]
she is one of the great indispensable Europears pafethe twentieth
century.” She is also an essayist in the grand Europeaitidradwho
although deprived of the (post)modern writing of bea, leaves her marks
on the century’s philosophical and poetic theoraag] arrives at a similar
destination to her contemporary Western authorsugdgest that in this
sense, Nemes Nagy shares the notion of Rilke'sladeal self-exile.
Although Rilke, in contrast with Nemes Nagy, coosaly avoids the
works influencing his contemporaries, he arriveshini a self-dictated
pace, at his own most veracious and authentic guidéde, both in his
poems and his prose work, which he feels could b®treduced to
another’s teaching, image, or text. In this waynies Nagy too, although
following her own solitary routes within a “closédworld,” handles the
epistemological and poetic inquiries, contents eodtexts on which her
contemporaries discour$élhroughout the course of these essays | draw
analogies between Nemes Nagy's devoted pursuit afew poetic
language, a “language of (non)survival,” and thegleages of Rilke,
Heidegger, Celan, Beckett, and Blanchot, whose svddemes Nagy
directly or indirectly encountered. discuss these poetic languages in the
context of post-Nietzschean philosophy, and attetoptllustrate how
Nemes Nagy’s works contribute to the vast discelof literary theory
from reception-theory to aesthetics, literary higtio modern hermeneutics,
and,inter alia, from translation-studies to modern linguisfics.
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Artlessly | start from objects. | start from objeathich, | argue, are
the poet's existential guidance. Nemes Nagy triiséd objects carry
“news” within themselvesNevertheless, not only do objects supply an
existential map, but they are more than what they in the simple
mereness of their own being, purely because thectibg¢ world, which
according to Nemes Nagy, is sufficient unto itselfy concentrate itself
in them! This created animate world rooted in the poegierdus reading
of the objective environment is, | find, “housed’the use of trope in the
form of “embodied abstraction§.As the initial focus of my inquiries
introduce and explore the poet's profound attemtss to objects and to
the exclusive relationship of objects to the poatiage. The spiral theme
of these four essays is that tropes manifest theese spatial terms, and
thatin their spatial aspect poetic images carry sinat#ibutes to those of
objects of the external world. In this way, | susfgéhey act as power
centres, or simply as an almost palpable home fgectivised life
embodied and temporarily demanding attention ingbem. Throughout
the arguments of the four essays | reference Hgategnd Blanchot’'s
philosophical works, and Rilke, Celan and Beckettissthetic and
theoretical markers, drawing indirect parallels westn the fields of
poetics and epistemology. These are parellels Nlemes Nagy pursued
ardently throughout her poetry and critical work.dddition, | make an
attempt to describe objects as synecdochal anddest that things create
a quasi-perfect synthesis with language and thehgsythat is to say, a
Rilkean “inexpressible unity’” which Nemes Nagy refers to as an
“inseparable unity® | concentrate on the hidden, semi-deceptive and
aleatoric aspect of the synecdoche, and the wataitds manifest in the
poetry of Nemes Nagy. These investigations leaahtoinderstanding that
the poem’s space, as Nemes Nagy claims, is “indetvand that this in-
betweenness is “inseparabfé.Not only does Derrida play a role in my
argument on account of his link with both Heidegged Celan, but | also
rely on the Kantian concept of the “parergonal,”ichh| argue is a
possible way to define the poetic space of Nemag/Ngpoems: a space, |
learn, that exists between paradoxes.

Although Nemes Nagy was supposedly familiar witm&awork 2 in
this dimension of the argument Derrida’s interpiieta of Kant’s term
illuminates the in-between trait of the poetic spalemes Nagy frequently
refers to as border-line, a periphery, a thin disi@mbetween external and
internal, a scattered frame, or an involuntary yuniNemes Nagy's
boundary interposes itself between subject andcgbfee trope and the
world, the nameable and the unnameable, and thehesgnd the trope.
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Eventually, as | come to the end of my inquirieardue that it permeates
that dimension which stretches between the notfothe survival of the
self and its extinction. In my understanding, théetic dimension, that of
the “in-between,” may also seem infinite and ablyssailarly to the way
Heidegger claims that the “balance” of the pogpiace is always a state of
“risk.”*® Like this, Nemes Nagy argues, the task of the p@&etn leave
“the greatest distance between words; the grehtedistance the deeper
the abyss the poem creaté$.”

In The Architecture of Seeing: a Tour of Blue BalleSirl introduce
early poems of Nemes Nagy which continue to holtb dhe modernist
Hungarian poetic tradition, by which not only i€ tvorld comprehensible
but nameable. They exist in relation to the platoheritage which
maintains that it is possible to grasp the objectiorld through language.
| go on to note how Nemes Nagy surpasses this mmgsagal “comforting
force-field,” discovering that through careful surveillanceta bbjective
world, the realm of consciousness may broaden,tlamsl poetry may be
capable of bringing about a new, rejuvenated lagguat the unknown.
This idea draws further parallels between NemesyNagl Rilke in this
first essay, namely that objects “built into” trepappear to function as
incarnation of nameless contents of the self. I&ais “epistemological
campaign,” Nemes Nagy writes, a campaign we musdwect “in the
domain of our own unnamed emotions in order torgelaur awareness®
Her intense interest in the objective world lieghie even more laborious
search for solidity and security in the often stiferally based knowledge
of the world. | notice that Nemes Nagy’s traditithypaplatonic views,
originating in a gnostic pathos which perceives thgective world as a
gateway to some supreme knowledge of it, fall agastn her first
collection onwards. As opposed to confidence in ghenomenological
activity of observing and seeing through the tropé®tching exercise to
conquer unnamed terrains, Nemes Nagy experiengesaaligm shift in
her Akhenaton-series and late prose poems in wangtkind of conscious
rhetoricity begins to malfunction in its convent@mole as a medium by
which one can capture the objective phenomenaeofvtirid.

In the second essayegative Statues: The Synechdocal Object-The
Torsq which circuitously pursues Heidegger’s philosaghiand Rilke’s
aesthetic markers, | focus on poems written dutireg1950s and beyond.
Silenced by the regime of 1950s’ Hungary, Nemes yNagrked in
intellectual isolation, writing under pseudonymsddmited to irregular
publications until the end of her life. She workkdth from her own
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experience and from solitarily exploring a limitednge of Western
literature under a fundamentally anti-Western prait administration,
“like an embryo rushing through evolutioh."Nemes Nagy realised that
the language the poem spedisl become unmanageable and somewhat
impracticable: that it is some sovereign Babeli¢amal, which is perhaps
more difficult than ever to craft “well. Thus she recognises that objects,
operating as “negative statues” of epistemologyeha dual nature too,
that of solidity providing a sense of security, dhdt of limitation, as the
incarnation of some unidentifiable contents camgyimnknown news?
This is “venturing,” as Heidegger claims, into thealm beyond the
rational’® and “balancing out,” between the nameable anditiiameable,
between the world and the self, between memory tued psyche®
Confronting this paradox, Nemes Nagy notices that language of the
poem makes these objects only partially manifedttae world no more
than partially comprehensible, thus forcing thepé&ointo a “torso-
existence.” It simultaneously explores the “torstédtus of “new facts of
the psyche™ along with “past escapeéé’of twentieth-century identity
which Nemes Nagy'’s oeuvre attempts to reconstitatéhis section | seek
the relation between the poem and its externaliatetnal realitiesthe
unspoken emotional dynamism of the mind as wethasxternal object it
is drawn to, and conclude that the so called ubétween language and
the objective world, between the self and extergality, may exist only
in inconsistency, in “parergonality.” Hence, theeps secure devices
gradually fade into a pseudo-metaphysical visidme precise deployment
of the rational, syntax, trope, chronology, dedorgpobservations, myths,
imagery, symbols: namely, that of rhetoricity ifsé diluted into poetic
dimensions beyond semantic borders. However, tfifsis extraordinary
and perplexing from a poet who has great confidencthe Hungarian
poetic tradition that thrives in rich poetic appasa

During the course of this essay | suggest that syoad Nemes Nagy
increasingly experiences, do not map reality afiyeas she supposes in
her earlier poems: “Look at the table, the doog darburettor, crowd
hysterics, the mountain goat, look at them cargfulNemes Nagy
stresses. “And then try to transform the carpenggi into words®
Despite all her early epistemological convictionsé@d on a would-be
unification of language and the world Nemes Nagyices that the
correlation between language and reality is asngaent as it is discordant.

However, what happens when the poet makes an dttenmp-define
the long-trusted alliance with her own poetic desi In the third essay,
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The Self-Exit of the Tropd, predominantly examine Nemes Nagy’s
‘Akhenaton’ series. Partly due to political constta®* partly due to Nemes
Nagy's intense interest in ontological inquirie$ {hese two may be
separated at all), her security and confidencehim @bjective world
become deranged. This is followed by her increatany of trust in the
sufficiency of poetic/figurative language itselfiet frames disappear from
her work, and the trope appears inept. In thisesemst only do metaphors
manoeuvre in a ‘torso-like’ state, but they evelyutall into absolute
silence in attempting to confront the innermostt fat the psyche, the
individuum ineffableThis is to say that language, gaining pseudorognt
makes its way solitarily beyond borders, disablittge mind from
providing a homecoming to the unnameable self dre unspeakable
memory. In this essay, amongst Heidegger, Rilke Bedida’s texts? |
reference Celan’s prose piece “The Meridian,” tocilate my own
inquiries and the creative process of Nemes Nagg&try. In this chapter

| suggest that language breaks free of control aadies out its
monologue in search of the ‘other.’” This is a mogole that either
“hurries ahead of u®in a Celanian sense or “returns to its€lfind into
quietude. These poems thus become unique eventshileg their own
process of simultaneously coming to being and witdhg. Therefore, |
suggest that the rift between language and silencather ambiguous. In
these poems, indeed, “language spedks}iving the subject to become
solely the “function of languagé™However, language, unanchored, may
speak of nothing, circumscribing nothing. As a tesdespite her initial
reliance on seeing in the Husserlian sense, Nenagy kealises that the
long-practised observations of the objective wantd deceptively rooted
in the personal, that is, in subjectivity, in thbserver’'s angle. As a
consequence of being embedded in personal merhesg phenomenological
observations, therefore, are unlikely to captungthir or that of any
metaphysicahletheia the “truth” of the psyche’s emotional dynamisms,
as Nemes Nagy writes, whose validity she “examim¢itousand times®
Thus Nemes Nagy discovers that, due to being peatibg consciousness,
the trope otertium comparationi@s she often refers to it, cannot unfold
the immanent essence for which she is searchinghigitstage | explore
the border of the psyche, the parergonal idenstam open possibility of
an attraction towards nothingness, towards theonatif self-erasure and
towards beyond the border of wordlessness, towardggmi-conscious
amnesia. Nonetheless, the building material oféhgsems constructs,
paradoxically, just as much of a wordless architectof the realm of
unnameables as an arbitrary materiality of the waifdhe immanent.
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In the last essayConclusion: The Poetry of The Absembwever, |
find that seeingtself, existential seeing (the way it operatesNiemes
Nagy's early work) creates an epistemological ditearin Nemes Nagy’s
late prose poems. Nemes Nagy queries the sechatjett in the accuracy
of seeing that formerly provided a diaphanous $timgcto scaffold the
immanent processes of comprehending existencee shme realises that “a
likeness is not a likeness but a different aspéth® same law? that is
to say, the realm of the trope is solely housedth®y mind and self-
consciousness interjects between the poetic woddtlaa thing it targets.
In this final essay | attempt to explore the autsahstructive aspects of
Nemes Nagy'’s last prose-poems in which the spe#ier]” of the poems
becomes disintegrated, scattered, and eventuathadiged. | believe that
at this stage Nemes Nagy arrives at one of theecstones of post-modern
hermeneutics: namely, that instead of conscioutriegy by which we
construct and comprehend the world, it is the djaéo with the other
which is the essence of the work of art. It isSasnuel Beckett says, to
exist “in words,” to be “made of words, others’ wer®* which allows
discourse to go orsince language is not only the foundation but #heo
condition of existence: “Dark, thing-in-itself,” ees Nagy stresses: “if it
ceases to exist: | will cease to exist. Or perhapdl fade into it. | am
dependent on it. Everything else: vanityHere the condition of existence
is rooted in its inexhaustible and repetitive lifggie qualities. In its
inexhaustibility, time plays an important role, wiepast, present and
future are entangled, leaving these dialogic prpsems in perpetual
process, anise en abymezrom this perspective the world is seen from a
peripheral angle, from the angle of the solitargt gat polyphonic voice of
the non-knowerwhich observes the world from the marginal perspect
of what Blanchot calls a “distanced seeifiyThus instead of attempting
to pull unnameables into language these late poey&emes Nagy
discuss the contingent nature of things, the probte and complex
disposition of the most fundamental oppositionagleage and the world,
the signifier and the signified, the teller and thlkel, being and non-being.
As a result of this, the referential nature of laage is once again queried.
This marginal position cuts short the earlier mbyegical perspective of
the poems, and hence dialogicity, which rather appéo operate as a
form of monologicity of the speaking subject, regs the epistemological
function of tropes. Dialogisit, operating in the Bakhtinian sense,
interrogates existence itself attempting to exhthestinfinite; in these late
prose poems the dictation of existence correspdodhe dictation of
language. Dialogism, in its endlessly repeatedulistic whirlwind like
language’s autonomous “talking baff’ls a new way to raise ontological
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guestions. However, this ontology, Nemes Nagy dainbecomes
“metaphysics without the metaphysicai,’echoing Valery’s “mysticism
without God,” and Hofmannsthal’'s “mystic withoutettmystic.”® This
deploys the vocabulary of science even more extelysiwhich, according
to Nemes Nagy, may be “capable of conjuring the tmmelosive
emotions,® and so replaces the function of the trope. In SBfse
dialogism reappropriates the central poetic roléheftrope offering a new
hermeneutic disposition towards the external woAdachronistic and
anaphoric elements play a fundamental role in tHate poems. Time
pulls existence and non-existence into one dimensioto a newly
discovered “retrofuturisti¢® space of poetry in which the rock-solid
semantic ground of the word evaporates into a peapeleferral of its
decipherability. This Derridean “lack!” this Blanchotean “absence”
between the word and the object, this so calleférised object;” now
operates as the essence of the work of art andyianderstanding, as the
essence of these poems. In contrast with the ¢gams, a lot of the
contradictory syntax, ambivalences, paradoxes, timta of previous
pronouncements, and tautologies prepare theseptase texts for their
own deconstruction, for the aleatoricism of theimantic presence.

It is simultaneously extraordinary and ironic thdémes Nagy is
searching for the unnameable all through her e@olk, and that it is only
when she actually gives up the search linguistiddlht she finds it in the
prose poems. As amalgams constituted through tleesof others, these
texts speak from the edges of being, echoing glperal polyphonic tone
of language. Thus her speech conforms to a systéniinguistic
prescriptions taken as a system of differenceg:ishdo the marginal, the
scene of her final destinations. As a result, thenmmenological function
of “looking” at the external or internal phenomené “being here”
becomes “superfluou$”and “ill seen,* thus providing the metaphysical
role of eidetic lookin§ with the absurd gesture of observing what “is
not,” and dismissing what “is.” Perhaps all poetttyerefore, eventually
turns to lack, or to the poetry of absence. In #gsse, | suggest that the
poetry of Agnes Nemes Nagy evolves into an ongoimgcess of
apprendre & vivre enfiff a life-long practice of living her own life (death
in her writing.
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Il. AGNES NEMES NAGY (1922-1991):
“THE HOLLOW OEUVRE” %

There are enormous caverns, abysses opening bethwedines. All that |
have not written down, all that | have not talkdabat. Like astronomical
black holes: as if there was nothing there, onlyrifio, unknown peril. No,
not really unknown: the words’ thin shaft of ligleads through the dark
spaces of well-known life-threats and prohibitiohdy oeuvre (I must
chuckle bitterly at this word) is like a field boetb into pieces, full of
cracks and craters, here and there the ruins of@souGood Lord, how
much is missing®

Along with many other Eastern and Central Europesaters, the work
of Nemes Nagy could have been more complete ihsldelived in a more
convivial post-warera, and yet her volumes of poems and prose reveal
integrated and cohesive oeuvre despite her longge to prevent her
voice from being silenced:herefore, it is hardly surprising that “silence”
and “word” are not only vital but quasi-equivaléatms in her poetry. It
was a silence that, as &G$ Ferencz, the editor of Nemes Nagy’'s
posthumous works comments, “threatened her from whfferent
directions—from political oppression by a totaliar regime, and from her
own philosophical speculation$’”

“| was born at a peculiar historic moment,Nemes Nagy comments
in one of the interviews with Lorant Kabdebé towatbe end of her life.
As a daughter of middle-class Protestant parehis,v&as born in 1922
into a family of “Ernestines, honourable Susannesms, carts and
vicarages,* barely in Budapest since her father, a lawyed, Tleansylvania
in 1920 when it was annexed to Romania after thist RlVorld War.
Despite the family’s continuing financial difficids, Nemes Nagy
received an outstanding education at Baar MadaBuda, which, as she
writes, gave her a life-time stimulus in a “moratigorofessional measuré.”
“This was far too good a world,” she says, “whidnfortunately, led me
and many others to believe that this was, in effeaniniature version of
the entire world. However, it wasn't. It wasn’t. W& again have | had
Baar-Madas in my life. It was unique, but deceptNenetheless, | do not
mind this deception”® Nemes Nagy then continued her studies in
Hungarian Language and Literature, Latin and ArtPdter Pazmany
University in Budapest, which, as she writes, was “@tellectual
desolation,* compared with the creative and familial atmosphieee
grammar school had provided. Although she was wedzbin literary
circles, her debut as a young poet to the litetdey of the time was
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overshadowed by the Second World War. In 1944, wkani-Germany
occupied Hungary, Nemes Nagy took part in the t@st®e, and in her
“kitchen laboratory®® she collaborated with friends to fabricate pastspor
and new birth certificates for Jewish-born writarsl friends, such as the
humanist essayist-novelist Antal Szerb and Géaboladza who were
finally deported in 1948° Through these intellectual friendships with
Szerb and Halasz did Nemes Nagy learn of “the wsigety of the
intellect, of normal life, and the value of litena¢.”®” Furthermore, in
some of the recently published posthumous lettedsdmcuments Ferencz
highlights evidenc® for Nemes Nagy and Balazs Lengyel's desperate
attempts to forge identity certificates for Miklékadnoti as well, which
Radnéti refused’ She rarely mentioned this hazardous role in hagars
when it might have provided her some political adage, when in the
late 1940s and early 1950s she was accused of mehipeof the
bourgeoisie and, ironically, fascism, despite thet that she considered
herself to be a writer with a “left-wing intelleaubackground” for all of
her life® Her first volume of poemsKetiss vilagban(ln a Dual World),
was published immediately after the war in 194@ asllection of a young
intellectual’s experiences of coexisting with wadaleat!*

Soon after the war Nemes Nagy became a membegrafup of young
writers, poets and artists who ran a short-livedhystorically significant
periodical calledJjhold (New Moo, rolling “from the life of a protected
classy young girl” into “extreme history,” “from hidden interest in
underground literature into the flesh and blocetéity scene® The editor
of Ujhold was Balazs Lengyel, a critic and later the husbaidlemes
Nagy® This group of two bound together a whole new getien
including other writers such as, amongst many eth&anos Pilinszky,
Ivan Mandy, Miklés Mészoly, Géza Ottlik, Zoltan &8k Gyorgy Réaba,
Magda Szabdé, Matyas Domokos and Sandor WedresofAils, including
myself,” Nemes Nagy writes, “who had started by tiwg poetry
following the poetic tradition of the 1930s and {heetic heritage of the
different generations dfiyugat® needed to let go of this, to surpass it to a
degree.® She continues:

To write about the extreme: about the assault @stence in a spiritual and
physical sense. About physical misery and madn&ge. let these
experiences crawl into our poems. The presencénedet two anxieties
quasi tamedby a pinch ofintellectualism[italics original] was a very good
lesson for us [...] Yet it was not enough aftertalev|...] since we had our
own say in the matté&f.
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In 1948 the post-war liberal coalition that conggd the government
was removed from power in@up d'étatby Communists directed from
Moscow, and the country came under Stalinist conftiothe end of 1948,
Ujhold was banned for spreading bourgeois ideology. Thkis the year
when Nemes Nagy returned to Hungary after an efgirith study-tour in
Italy and France that, as she recalls, “meant angig jump into the
world” in terms of cultural experience. Indeedwds a “grand tour around
it.” She comments in the 1980s:

New Moonhad not been intended to be what it became. Wenbadea it
would turn out to have such a special role in Hulagaliterary history.
[...] We wanted to follow the intellectual eleganbatttook place between
the two wars. [...] We didn’t know that it would pride a pretext to ban us
from Hungarian culture for ten or fifteen years.rNtid we know that
twenty or twenty-five years later it would be exatad, slowly, step by
step, like a crumbling relic. All we wanted was eripdical for young
authors. [...] War, danger, and the experience oihgeall human ideals
debased and trampled on had come to us when wesiitreery young
and inexperienced. [...] We were not silenced becassthey claimed, we
were fascists. Nor was it the case that they didvamt any of our writing.
Quite the contrary. Latterly, in ‘47 and even ineld48-49, they were
constantly trying to win us over. [...] Naturally, fast we believed that we
were a part of the literature of this country. Bag the expectations
became ever more absurd in our eyes, we becameasiogly withdrawn.
[...] We did not want to comply with the cultural afiterary standards
that were being imposed on us, since we considirea totally wrong.
Therefore, we became excluded and written off. Jt.\yasn't difficult to
have a career, to become one of the most promimétetrs of the era; that
wasn'’t a problem. What was difficult was not to makcareer, to suppress
our natural ambitions and throw away our literapcation that had just
begun®’

The poetry of Nemes Nagy was not aestheticall\titagie in the new
regime’s hegemony, therefore the 1950s becamenizetiera” for writers
like her. “We lived with no hope,” she writes almdisirty years latef® In
later interviews she often refers to Georg Lukésstte “executor” of
Ujhold,?® whose report prompted the Baon the literary periodical and as
a consequence, put the literary movement out of fatbAs a result, to
exist as a writer under this regime was to tramslahd/or to write
children’s literature. Nemes Nagy comments on thisthe 1950s | was
allowed to write children’s poems, mainly ‘remindirchildren to brush
their teeth before going to bed.” Then, as | adednio it step by step, |
realised that it was a literary genr@.To earn a living, she also worked as
a teacher between 1953 and 1957. From 1957 she ireglance writer
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making a living from her translatioi$.“The era of the personality cult
was the era of translations,” she writes, “not dnlyny life, but in the life

of the whole of Hungarian literature, especiallythie life of those writers
who were banned from publicatioff Nonetheless, these translations, as
she recalls, gave her the opportunity to “luxuriatene’s particular poetic
proneness to poetic form. | got hooked on my ownmsament with form,
and | utterly enjoyed it Ironically, the pressure of the 50s that forced
writers to turn to translations “significantly reed the four-hundred year
old Hungarian tradition of literary translationsmwas born not only from
coercion, but alsout of ambition.*®

After the revolution in 1956 against the totaligari Soviet regime,
Nemes Nagy's position partially changed. Althoudie trevolution did
provide some intellectual liberalization for writeand for the arts, the
cultural sphere was still conducted under the 'statiological control.
Thus, after the defeat of the 1956 revolution, @agmumber of writers
suffered prison sentences of varying lengths. Hamneas a result of the
moderation of cultural policy in 1957, Nemes Nagsészond collection of
poemsSzarazvillam(Dry Lightning) was published, reflecting an “in-
between” state of mind, lost in the intersectiorgaéstions of moral and
existential threats. In the 1960s of the Kadarmegf under the direction
of Gyorgy Aczél, cultural policypecame more refined and tactically
oriented. As a result, these authors were offeredomewhat more
“liveable” climate, allowing Nemes Nagy and heddel writers to make a
limited number of cultural trips abroddThis new cultural policy went
hand in hand with the consolidation of internalitied which conciliated
the entire country. This meant that, bit by bifhold authors were allowed
to publish their work with a limited regularit{,without being forced to
take on political roles. Gradually they made ttagitival in contemporary
literature and many of them came to be surroungesbimething of a cult:
Pilinszky, Mészoly, Nemes Nagy, Ottlik, and Mandyntinued to gain in
popularity. Nonetheless, Nemes Nagy “obstinatelyaintained her
literary position, which meant that she was sitilited to having only one
poetry collection published in a decade, not rdngivcommendatory
reviews, and still being stigmatised as obscure lagnetic. However,
following the publication of her next collectiordapfordul6(Solstice) in
1967, and_ovak és AngyalokThe Horses and the Angels) in 198%er
reputation finally rocketed, which she found haaod kelieve. Ferencz
recalls: “Once, towards the end of her life wheinformed her that her
poetry had been taught at university during theesBes, she refused to
believe me.No, she replied,you only say that to comfort me. In those
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years we were severely oppres&&d\evertheless it is true that during the
years when Nemes Nagy was not permitted to publiéshpoems, in the
view of many, to a degree “adamantly,” she contthue make her
presence felt by silence. It was in the 1970s ghatstarted writing essays.
Her essays, discussing issues of language andypditguistics and
philosophy, art and aesthetics, are marked bytainesagacity, vigour and
intuitiveness that correspond with her eloquentsyincrasie&® Besides
the poems | rely on these essays as pivotal amaapyiresources for my
premises on Nemes Nagy’s poetics. These essayses\Biagy writes in
one of her last fragments to her “desk drawer’98Q, were written with a
“concealed political-topical tone” as “secretlykileg bombs against the
regime’s corrupting literary politic$* “Critics,” Nemes Nagy continues,
“do not seem to realise whiat't in this book.®

They do not seem to understand, that these essagsborn in the 60s and
70s in an environment drowned in a sea of lies; whide these essays
were making an attempt to tell what theguld tell, they were at the same
time, in a very subtle way, trying to confront tizansolidating dictatorial
administration, in which we lived [...] there is nate review which would
recognise this concealed political-topical dimensif these essays, or
which would talk about that false and dishonesbliolgy which surrounded
us in those years, not about those semi-trutheccasional truths: since it
is true, by then, books by some of the previoudgnsed writers could
irregularly be published, however, they criticalception was either
followed by berserk or belittling reviews or by moat all. [...] It is a
miracle that these essays were allowed to be piriffieeir most hazardous
trick is that | amdiscussing literaturditalics original] in them, while, at
the same time, every single one of them is undergtditerature in
disguise®®

The last two principal collections of Nemes Nagyeems to be
published during her lifetime wekzo6tt(Betweeny’ in 1981 andA Fold
emlékei(“Earth’s Souvenirs® in 1986. By the late 1980s Nemes Nagy
and her fellow poets dfjhold were recognised as writers of the official
literary scene, partly due to the fact thihold was “resurrected” in 1986
and published as an almanac, and partly as a rfsbéting recognised by
a nascent Hungarian literature of the time, markgdnames such as
Esterhazy, Nadas, Lengyel and Hajnéczy, who stegtobut a hand to
them. Continuity with this generation was emphasibg young authors
who, at the same time had the freedom and coucageperiment with the
rejuvenation of literary language. When Esterhamcalered Ottlik's
novelIskola a hataronSchool at the Fronti@r a novel that came to be a
cult book in Hungarian literature, he pointed ctt“Ottlik’s jacket [...]
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that tweed jack&t [would] not be worn with the same combination of
elegance and nonchalance any more,” thus payibgtérito the entire
generation otJjhold writers.

Nonetheless the “damage,” the “cracks and crateetised by a
political epoch could never be entirely repaired perhaps Nemes Nagy
could never fully reconcif8 with that “abyss, for a missed, banned, great
cultural chance, for an eradicated era,” and fas¢h“three mopped-up
years, 1945-1948*“| am not a political writer, which is odd,” shaid in
an interview in 1984 when asked about politics Etedature of the 1950s.
“Yet | lived in an age,” Nemes Nagy continues,

when | faced questions, and hence it was a mustiate one’s position on
those questions. In my view, the writer should obly presentwvhen
politics crosses a critical line and becomes a issae. If it becomes a
moral issue, then one must make a decision. Fonglea in my life there
were two eras like this: fascism with the additmnwar, and the 1950s,
when one had to be present, one had to make aatects for me, mine
was a silent disposition.ve forgiven those who flirted with political
power at that time, but they’ll never forgive maith remained clean. [...]
I would like to quote from Ottlik: Perhaps there duckier, greater nations,
that can afford to have immoral writers—but a smalion like thiscannot
get away with it?

It is a shame, yeperhaps a necessary path, to have “holes” and
“chasms” in a poet's oeuvre; however, my aim iattempt to build a few
invisible arches over “known” and “unknown abysSes/er neverquite
fully rectified “cracks and craters,” nor ever remedied “life-ths&aand
“peril(s)” of Nemes Nagy's life and work.






