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5.. Post-scriptum: a genre to be continued 

Thiss thesis could not be concluded without mentioning two literary events of the year 2002. 
Firstt the "Esterhazy affair" (which I put in quotation marks because I am not sure whether it is 
ann affair or just a case); then the Noble prize for literature for Imre Kertész. The first event 
showss how deeply drenched the genre of fictionalized autobiography is in its context, the 
literaryy culture in which the genre is written and received. The second brings up, once more, 
thee role and the meaning of the Central European discourse community as a historically 
determinedd effort at cultural self-definition. Kertész is a different kind of writer than 
Esterhazy.. He was neither a "member" of the community, nor does he apply the toponym 
"Centrall  Europe". Instead, in a recent essay, he refers to "Central and Eastern Europe". But in 
thee same text he lists as his themes the very concerns that were at the core of the discussion on 
Centrall  Europe. 

II  have mentioned the Sarajevo-born, now Anglophone Aleksandar Hemon and his The 
QuestionQuestion of Bruno (2000) as an example of fictionalized autobiography's continuity. Hemon 
payss tribute to Danilo Kis. Abundant intertextual allusions and themes - especially 
homelessnesss - leave no doubt about this. Even more explicit in its borrowing from Ki§'s texts 
iss Esterhazy's Harmonia Caelestis (2000). In chapter two I described how Esterhazy 
appropriatedd Kis's story "It is glorious to die for the fatherland", presenting it as motivated by 
hiss (quasi?) naive conception of literature as play: "I (often) [Esterhazy's bracket] have this 
childish,, romantic conception of literature, of a world where there are only books and texts 
whichh speak to each other, discuss, help another, dwell together and relate to one another" 
(172).. Esterhazy claims that he found out only later what high a price Ki§ paid for using 
appropriatingg texts by others and blurring factual and fictional narration in A Tomb for Boris 
Davidovic.Davidovic. Now Harmonia Caelestis has caused its own stir. 

Peterr Esterhazy's membership of the Central European discourse community was 
reluctantt and at an ironical distance. The two novels I discuss in this thesis, Down the Danube 
andd The Book ofHrabal, provide a kind of post scriptum to the Central-European discourse 
community.. By blurring factual and fictional narrative identities, they continued the genre of 
fictionalizedd autobiography. Harmonia Caelestis, published in Hungary in 2000, was to be the 
author'ss magnum opus. The first part of the novel is very much constructed in the way 
Esterhazyy borrowed Kis's story: set in the first person, countless Esterhazy sons tell the 
storiess of countless fathers. Altogether 371 entries begin with "My father...", mounting up to 
thethe history of the Esterhazys. Kis's story is one of these entries. The second part of the novel, 
thee history of an Esterhazy - the author's father? - is an almost linear story about the 
communistt expropriation of the family after WWII and how this affected their lives. 

Soonn after the novel was published, unknown documents about the author's father 
weree discovered in the archives of the secret police. It turned out that Esterhazy's father had 
workedd for over twenty years as an informant for the Hungarian secret police, providing them 
dutifullyy with information about the former Hungarian aristocracy and much more. The 
discoveryy prompted Esterhazy to write a sequel, Revised Edition - Supplement to Harmonia 
Caelestis.Caelestis. The revised edition presents the father's reports to the secret police in red ink. It 
alsoo gives Esterhazy's response to them. The critics hastened to give their version of the 
affair.. According to some, the discovery was another symptom of Hungary's troubled history, 
whichh had now forced Esterhazy to revise completely his story of the past. According to 
others,, it was a set-up to which the author, it was assumed, was an accomplice: commercial 
motivess had prompted him to present a cleansed version of his father's story, only to 
"discover""  incriminating material after publication; the public would be lured into buying the 
revisedd edition as well. 
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Onee is reminded of the closing scene of Kosztolanyi's Anna Edes (see chapter three): 
iff  one cannot be sure whether the author intended well or meant evil, than sure thing he just 
swimss with the tide and trims his sails to the wind. 

Whateverr Esterhazy's intentions may have been, his fictionalized autobiography 
counterss these accusations. If it is true that Esterhazy truly did not know about his father's 
rolee while writing Harmonia Caelestis (one would have to take his word for that), then the 
RevisedRevised Edition shows at least this: that he not only had to revise his fictionalized family 
history,, but also his playful, ironical attitude toward history. Esterhazy always loved to 
manipulatee history by means of literary play; now the reverse seems to have happened. 

Too Imre Kertész, there is nothing playful about the concerns that motivated the 
discoursee on Central Europe. As a given historical context, he regards these as the ontological 
parameterss of his writing. Ki§ sometimes spoke of the fate of being Central European. Kertész 
wouldd probably agree. In an essay entitled "The freedom of self-definition", published in The 
Guardiann on the occasion of Kertész's Noble prize, Kertész explores the space that a writer 
fromfrom central and eastern Europe (his term) enjoys when he does not wish to confine himself to 
thee traditions and themes as defined by the national tradition - in his case, the Hungarian one. 
Hiss opening statement is a declaration of the political right of self-definition, ''which entails 
thee simple notion that each and every member of society has the right to be what he or she is." 
Inn the remainder of the essay, the reader's expectations are disappointed. The essay is not 
aboutt freedom, but about the limits of freedom. It discusses the difficulties and perils of 
literaryy self-definition. 

Accordingg to Kertész, the historical bearer of the freedom of self-definition was 
Germanophonee culture in multinational and multilingual areas. Writers like Paul Celan, Franz 
Kafkaa and Joseph Roth, by writing in German, "secured their intellectual independence and 
[...]]  their freedom of self-definition." The ensuing historical experiences, from pre-WWII 
endemicc nationalism and its anti-Semitism, the Jewish holocaust and the post-WWII 
communistt system, reduced the freedom of self-definition to a minimum: "In 1944, they put a 
yelloww star on me, which in a symbolic sense is still there; to this day I have not been able to 
removee it." Kertész's identity is not the product of self-definition. Society, which is unable to 
copee with its own national traumas, imposed its image upon him. The result of the 
imprisonmentt is "a painful state of mind". Kertész describes his alienation as follows: one 
eitherr gets the impression that the surrounding world is intangible, or that one has become 
foreignn to oneself. Either way, lack of freedom alienates the self. 

Indeed,, Kertész's writer has not many options. Political discrimination tempts him to 
adaptt to his inhuman surroundings by proving his own humanity. But proving one's humanity 
inn an inhuman society means adapting to racist categories. To Kertész, this is "pathetic" 
becausee one only deludes oneself: "In a racist environment, a Jew cannot be human". The 
writerr is, however, not completely helpless. Literature, or more precisely, the act of writing, 
presentss him with the possibility of choice: 

Myy becoming a writer was the result of a conscious decision, but I was born a Jew. In 
orderr for my writer self and my Jewish self to come together and form a single 
attribute,, I have to view my Jewishness the way I do the planned execution of a 
literaryy work: a task to be completed; a decision in favor of total existence or total self-
deniall  [...] In the end, the fact that I am a Jew is the result of a decision; having made 
it,, not only wil l I not be plunged into a so-called identity crisis, but a sharper light wil l 
alsoo be cast on my entire existence. 

Thiss is the option the writer has: to take the initiative and to face the forces that seek to define 
himm by imposing their own image. Writing thus becomes the battleground for one's identity. 
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Literaturee in Kertész's view, provides a genre of self-definition that enables the writer to 
establishh his intellectual and emotional independence. It would be too far-fetched to read in 
Kertész'ss reflections a plea for literature as a refuge. Writing for Kertész is a thoroughly 
sociall  act. In this act, the outcome of the powerplay between the author's voice and the voices 
off  society is insecure. Kertész's author responds to society and its uses of history. He cannot 
influence,, let alone reverse history. But one can say that for Kertész, literature is a means of 
self-definitionn that differs from other ways of self-definition. Before Kertész, Danilo Kis 
referredd to literary form as literature's differentia specifica as opposed to other genres of self-
definition.. For him, "literary form" was the quintessential Central European value: "it is 
everythingg and nothing." 

II  paraphrase Kertész's essay in extenso because it brings up most of the concerns that 
motivatedd the Central European discourse. Alienation, the limits of freedom, writing in a 
linguisticc vacuum after the destruction of multilingual culture, literary writing as a means to 
formulatee one's individual identity, writing as a means to escape all too rigid conceptions of 
identity.. All these were concerns that contributed to the rise of the idea about a Central 
Europeann culture. The term may have weakened or disappeared altogether, the need to deal 
withh these realities in literature still exists. 


